BOOK I

Wedth howsoevergot, in England makes
Lords of mechanics, gentlemen of rakes,
A niiquity and bitih are needless here,

Impudence and money makes a peer

-Danid Defoe

THE TRUE-BORN ENGLISHMAN, PT. |

prologue

THE SOUL SCREAMED.

The demon turned, and asits gaping maw was set in a permanent
grin, theonly hint of itsincreased delight was adight widening

of itseyes, black orbs resembling those of ashark: flat and
lifdess. It sudied the jar it held for amoment, its only possession.
This soul was especialy active and the demon had been fortunate
tofind it and keep it. Placing the jar under itschin, the

demon closed its eyes and felt the energy flow into it from the jar.
The creature's emotiona makeup knew nothing that could be
called happiness, only lessened states of fear or anger, but the
surge of feding within was as close to happiness asthe creature
could know. Each time the soul within the jar struggled, the energy
created filled the little demon's mind with new idess.

Asif suddenly concerned itstoy would be taken from it by one
of itsmore powerful brethren, the demon glanced around. The
hall was one of many in the grand paace of Cibul, capitd of the
now destroyed Saaur race.

Then the demon remembered: destroyed save those who had
fled through amagic gate. It felt its anger return, and then the
emotion quickly fled. Asaminor demon, it was not intelligent,

only cunning, and it didn't fully understand why the escape of a



small part of thisnearly obliterated race was important. But it was,
for the Demon L ords were even now gathered upon the plainsto
the east of the city of Cibul, inspecting the Site of the now closed
rift through which the Saaur survivors had fled.

The Lords of the Fifth Circle had attempted once to open the
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portal, managing to keep it open long enough to dip atiny demon
through, before it collapsed upon itsalf, sedling therift between the two
realms and stranding the tiny demon on the other sde of therift. There
was much consultation among the greater demons on reopening that

rift and gaining entranceto thisnew ream.

The demon wandered the hals, obliviousto the ravages around it.
Tapestries that had taken a generation to weave were torn from the
walls and trodden upon, soiled by dirt and blood. The demon cracked a
Saaur rib bone underfoot and absently kicked it aside. At last it came

to its secret room, the one it had claimed as its own while the Host of
the Fifth Circle resded on this cold planet. Leaving the demon redm
was aterrible experience, thought the young demon. This had been the
demon'sfirg journey to thisream, and it wasn't sureit cared much for

the pain of trangtion.

The feasting had been glorious; never had it known such awedth of
food, even though it was limited to scraps from the feasting pits,
thrown out by the mightiest of the host asthey fed. But scraps or not,
the demon had devoured much and had grown. And that was creating
problemsfor itself.



It sat down, attempting to find a comfortable position asits body
changed. Thefeasting had continued for nearly ayear and many of the
lesser demons had grown. This particular demon had grown faster than
mogt, though it still hadn't matured enough to have devel oped
ggnificant inteligence or asexud identity.

L ooking down &t the plaything, the demon laughed, a silent gaping of
jaws and sucking of wind. The mortal eye could not behold the thing
within the jar. The demon, who didn't have aname yet, had been most
fortunate to snare this particular soul. A great demon captain, dmost a
lord, had falen to mighty magic even asthe great Tugor had crushed
and eaten the leader of the Saaur. One of the Saaur magic users, a
powerful one, had destroyed the demon captain, but at the cost of his
own life. Thelittle demon might not beintdligent, but it was quick, and
without hesitation it had seized the fleeing soul force of the dead magic

user.

The demon inspected the device again, the soul jar, and poked at it.
The magic soul within rewarded it by thrashing, if something without a
body could be said to thrash.

The demon shifted itsweight. It knew it was getting more powerful,
but the nearly nonstop feeding was at an end. Thelast of the Saaur

were dead and devoured, and now the demon host was
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depending on lesser animasfor food, animaswith negligent soul
force. There were some client races, who would breed children, some
of which would go to the feasting pits, but that meant dow growthin
thisream. Its body would continue to mature, but not significantly until
the next realm had been entered.



Cold, the demon thought asit glanced around the large room,
ignorant of itsorigind use: abedroom for one of the Saaur leader's
many wives. The native realm was one of wild energiesand pulsing
hest, where the demons of the Fifth Circle grew like wild things,
devouring one another, until strong enough to escape and servethe
Demon King and hislords and captains. This demon had but vague
recollections of its own beginning, remembering only anger and fear,

and an occasional moment of pleasure asit devoured something.

The demon settled down on the floor. With achanging bodly, it
couldn't seem to find acomfortable position. Its back itched, and with
certainty it knew wingswould grow there soon, tiny at first, then
growing larger asit rosein power. The demon was clever enough to
know it would have to fight to gain rank, so it had better rest. It had
been lucky o far, asthe critical periodsin its growth had come during
the war on thisworld, and most of the host were too occupied with

devouring theinhabitants of thisworld. to contest in their own ranks.

Otherswere now fighting, and the losers would add strength to the
winners as they were devoured; any demon without enough rank was
afair target for another save when alord or captain demanded
obedience. It was smply the way of thisrace, and each who fell was
considered unworthy of asecond thought. This demon considered that
there must be a better way to gain more strength than an open
challenge and outright attack. But it couldn't think of what it could be.

Glancing around what had once been arega and richly apPointed
dwelling, the demon closed its eyes, but not before glancing one last
time at the soul jar. Feeding might cease awhile, and with it physical
growth, but it had learned during the war that physical growth, while
impressve, wasn't asimportant as knowing things. The contents of the
soul jar were abeing rich in knowledge, and thislittle demon meant

to have that knowledge. The den-ion placed the jar againgt its
forehead and mentally prodded the soul, causing more thrashing, and



the energy that resulted
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flowed into the demon. Powerful, like adrug to amortal, the sensation
was among the most glorious known to demonkind. The

demon felt something new in its experience: satisfaction. Soon it
would be smarter, know things, and then it would be ableto use
more than animal cunning to gain rank and a position of power.
And when the Demon Lordsfinally discovered away to open
fully the gate that had been sealed behind the fleeing Saaur, then
the Demon Host of the Fifth Circle would follow and then there
would be ample opportunity to feed upon the Saaur and upon
whatever other intelligent, soul-bearing cregtureslived upon the
world of Midkemia,

One

A

SHIP SWEPT INTO THE HARBOR.

Black and dangerous, it moved like adark hunter bearing

down on itsprey. Threetal masts, majestic under full sail, propelled
the warship into the harbor of agreet city as other ships

gaveway. Although she looked like agrest pirate vessd from

the distant Sunset I1dands, her foremast flew the Roya Ensgn,

and dl who saw the ship knew that the King's brother was returning
home.

High adoft that ship, ayoung man worked quickly, regfing the
mizzen topsail. Roo paused amoment as hetied the final reef

point, and looked across the harbor at the City of Krondor.

The Prince's city spread out aong the docks, rose on hillsto

the south, and spread out of sight to the north. The panorama
wasimpressive asthe ship sped in from the sea. The young



Man-eighteen years of age at the next Midsummer'sfestival had
thought on numerous occasions over the past year and more
that he would never seethe city again. Y et here hewas, finishing
up hiswatch atop the mizzen mast of the Freeport Ranger, a
ship under the command of Admird Nicholas, brother to the
King of the Kingdom of theldes and uncle to the Prince of
Krondor.

Krondor was the second most important city in the Kingdom of
the Ides, the capita of the Western Realm and seat of power for
the Prince of Krondor, heir to the throne of the Ies. Roo could
seethe multitude of smal buildings scattered across the hills surrounding
the harbor, the vistadominated by the Prince's paace,

Raymond E. Feist

which sat atop asteep hill hard against the water. The magjesty of
the palace was in stark contrast to the rude buildingsthet lined

the waterfront close by, warehouses and chandlers shops, sail- and
rope-makers, carpenters and sailor'sinns. Second only to the Poor
Quarter as a haven for thugs and thieves, the waterfront was
thrown by the proximity of the palace into an even more seedy
aspect.

Y et Roo was pleased to see Krondor, for now he was afree man.
He glanced onelast time at hiswork, ensuring that the sail was
properly reefed, and moved quickly along the footrope with asure
bal ance |earned while crossing treacherous seas for nearly two
years.

Roo consdered the oddity of facing histhird spring in arow
without awinter. The topsy-turvy seasons of the land on the other
side of the world had contrived to provide Roo and his boyhood
friend, Erik, with such agtuation, and Roo found the notion both

amusing and oddly disquieting.



He shimmied down a sheet, reaching the top of the mizzen-mast
ratline. Roo didn't particularly like top work, but as one of the
gmaller and more nimble men in the crew, hewas often told to

go aoft and unfurl or reef the royas and topgallants. He scampered
down theratline and landed lightly on the deck.

Erik von Darkmoor, Roo's only friend as a boy, finished histask

of tying off ayard braceto acleat, then hurried to therail asthey
sped past other shipsin the harbor. A full two headstaller and
twicethe bulk of hisfriend, Erik made with Roo asunlikely apair
as any two boys could have been. While Erik was stronger than
any boy in their hometown of Ravensburg, Roo was among the
smallest. While Erik would never be caled handsome, he wore an
open and friendly expression that othersfound likable; Roo had

no illusions about his own gppearance. He was homely by any
standards, with a pinched face, eyes that were narrowed and darting
around asif congtantly looking for threets, and anearly permanent
expression that could only be caled furtive. But on those

rare occasions when he amiled, or laughed, awarmth was reveaed
that made him far from unattractive. It was that roguish humor and
willingnessto brave trouble that had attracted Erik to Roo when
they were children.

Erik pointed and Roo nodded at those ships moving away from
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their own asthe Fregport Ranger was given right of way to the royal
docks below the palace. One of the older sailors laughed and Roo
turned to ask, "What?"

"Prince Nicky's going to irritate the Harbormaster again.” Erik,

his hair amost bleached white by the sun, looked at the sailor,

who had blue eyesthat stood out in stark contrast to his sunburned
face. "What do you mean?"'

The sailor pointed. "There's the Harbormagter's launch." Roo
looked to where the man pointed. "He's not dowing to pick up a



pilot! "

The sallor laughed. "The Admird is histeacher's sudent. Old
Admira Trask used to do the same thing, but he'd at least dlow
the pilot up on deck so he could persondly irritate him by refusing
to take atow into the dock. Admiral Nicky'sthe King's brother,
S0 he doesn't even bother with that formality.”

Roo and Erik glanced upward and saw that old sailors were
gtanding by waiting to reef in thelast sallson the Admird's
command. Roo then looked to the poop deck and saw Nicholas,
formerly Prince of Krondor and presently Admird of the King's
Fleet inthe West, givethesgnd. Instantly the old hands pulled
up the heavy canvas and tied off. Within seconds Roo and the
others on the deck could fedl the ship's speed begin to fal off
asthey neared the roya docks located below the royal palace of
the Prince.

The Range,.-'s motion continued to drop off, but to Roo it felt as
if they were still moving into the dockstoo fast. The old sailor
spoke asif reading hismind. "We're pushing alot of water into
the quay, and that'll push back as we come alongside the docks,
dowing usdown to dmost afull stop, though shelll makethe cleats
groan abit." He made ready to throw aline to those waiting on
the dock ahead. "Lend ahand!"

Roo and Erik each grabbed another line and waited for the command.
When Nicholas shouted, "Cast away!" Roo threw to aman

on the dockside, who caught the rope expertly and quickly made
it fast to alargeiron cleat. Asthe old sailor said, when theline
went taut the iron cleats seemed to groan as the wooden docks
were flexed, but the bow wake returned from the stone quay and
the huge ship seemed to settle in with asingle rocking motion, as
if it Sghed inrelief that it was good to be home.
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Erik turned to Roo. "Wonder what the Harbormaster will say to
the Admird."

Roo glanced aft asthe Admira made hisway to the main deck,
and considered the question. The first time Roo had seen the man
had been at Erik'sand Roo'strid for the murder of Erik's half
brother, Stefan. The second time he had seen him had been when
the survivors of the mercenary company to which Roo and Erik
bel onged had been rescued from afishing smack outside the harbor
of the city of Maharta. Having served under the Admira on

the voyage homeward, Roo's opinion was"Hell probably say
nothing, go home, and get drunk.”

Erik laughed. He aso knew that Nicholas was aman of calm
authority, who could embarrass a subordinate to the point of tears
with a stare and no words spoken, atrait he shared with Cdlis, the
Captain of Roo and Erik's company, the Crimson Eagles.

Of the origind company, numbering in the hundreds, fewer than
fifty men survived-the six who had fled with Cdisand some
stragglers who had found their way to the City of the Serpent
River before the Freeport Ranger had departed for Krondor. Nicholas
sother ship, Trenchard's Revenge, had remained in the harbor at
the City of the Serpent River for an extramonth, in case more
men from Cdisstroop found their way there. Any who were not
there when she weighed anchor would be considered to be dead.
The gangplank was run out, and Roo and Erik watched as Nicholas
and Cdiswerethefirst to disembark. On the dock waite(l

Patrick, Prince of Krondor, his uncle Prince Erland-nephew and
brother respectively to Nicholas-and other members of the roya
court of Krondor.

Erik said, "Not much of ashow, isit?’

Roo could only nod. A lot of men had died to bring back the
information Nicholas carried to his nephew, the Prince. And from,



what Roo knew, it was scant information at best. He turned his
atention to theroyd family.

Nicholas, formerly Prince of Krondor until his nephew had come
from the capita of the Kingdom of the Idesto assume the office,
looked nothing like his brother. Erland's hair was mostly grey, but
there was enough red remaining to reved itsorigina hue. Nicholas,
likewise going grey, was aman of dark hair and intense features.

Patrick, the new Prince of Krondor, was somewhere between,

ii?

his two unclesin appearance,

darker of skin than both, but hishair

was, amiddle brown in color. He seemed to have something of
Erland's powerful build and Nicholassintendty.

"No," said Roo, "you're right; not much by way of ceremony.”

Erik nodded. "Then again, by now they al know there's not
much glory in any of this. The Prince and his uncle are probably
both anxious to hear what news Cdis and Nicholas have."

Roo sighed agreement. "None of it good. It'sal bloody business
and it'sgoing to get worse."

A friendly dap to the back caused both Roo and Erik to turn.
Robert de Loungville sood behind the two young men, grinning
inaway that up until recently made both men expect thewors,
but thistime they knew he was merdly showing the more affable
sdeof hisnature. He kept his receding hair cropped closeto his
skull, and he needed ashave. "Whereto, lads?'

Roo jingled apurse of gold tucked into histunic. "'l think a

good glass of ae, the tender touch of abad woman, and then I'll
worry about tomorrow, tomorrow."

Erik shrugged. "I've been thinking, and | want to take up your
offer, Sergeant.”



"Good," said de Loungville, sergeant of Caliss company. He

had offered Erik aplacein the army, but in aspecial command

being formed by Calis, Prince Nicholas's mysterious and not-quite-human
aly. "Comeby Lord Jamess office at midday tomorrow.

I'll leave word at the paace gate you're to be admitted.”

Roo studied the men on the dock. "Our Princeis an impressive-looking
Erik said, "I know what you mean. He and hisfather both look
the sort who have been in some serious places.”
DeLoungvillesad, "Never let their rank fool you, lads. Erland
and our King, and their sons after them, spent their time aong the
northern borders fighting goblins and the Brotherhood of the Dark
Path." He used the common name for the moredhd, the dark
‘dveswho lived on thefar Sde of the mountains known asthe
Teeth of the World. "I heard that the King got into some serious
business down in Kesh once, arun-in with davers or some such
thing. Whatever it was, he came out of it with agood opinion of
the Common man, for aking.

"We haven't had a court-bred king since King Rodric, before
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old King Lyam took the throne, and that was before | was born.
These are tough men who've spent some time soldiering, and it'll
take afew more generations before any in thisfamily becomes
soft. The Captain will seeto that." Therewas something in his
voicethat hinted at strong emotions, Roo glanced at the sergeant
and tried to glean what it was, but de Loungville's expression had
returned to abroad grin.

"What are you thinking?" asked Erik of Roo, hisbest friend
since childhood.



Roo said, " Just how funny families can be." He pointed to the
group on the dock, listening carefully to Nicholas.

Erik said, "Notice our Captain.”

Roo nodded. He knew Erik meant Calis. The eflike man stood
off to one sde, with just enough distance between himsdlf and

the othersto be apart, yet close enough to answer questions when
asked.

Robert de Loungville said, "He's been my friend for twenty

years. He found me serving with Danidl Troville, Lord Highcastle,
and dragged me away from the border wars to go to the strangest
places aman can imagine. I've been with him longer than any man
in his company, eaten cold rationswith him, dept beside him,
watched men diein hisarms, even had him carry me for two days
after thefdl of Hamsa, but | can't say | know the man.”

Erik asked, "Isit true he's part €lf"

De Loungville rubbed hischin. "l can't say | know the truth of
that. He told me hisfather came from Crydee origindly; akitchen
boy, he clams. He doesn't talk about his past much. Mostly he
plansfor the future, and takes barracksrats like you two and turns
them into soldiers. But it'sworthwhile. | wasn't much more than
abarracksrat myself when he found me. Worked up from that to
my grand station today.” He said the last with an even broader
grin, asif he were nothing more than a common sergeant and that
remark ajoke, but both Erik and Roo had been told he carried
high court rank in addition to hismilitary rank. "So | never asked
too many personal questions. He's very much what you might call
a'right now' sort of fellow." De Loungville€svoice lowered, asif
Calis might somehow overhear from down on the dock, and his
expression turned serious. "He does have those pointy cars. Still,

| never heard of any such being-haf-man, half-elf-yet he can
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do things no other man | know can do." He grinned again ashe



said, BBut he's saved al our hides more timesthan | can count,
so who'sto care what hislineis? Y our station at birth means nothing.

A man can't change that. What's important is how you live."

lie dapped both young men on the shoulder. "Y ou were worthless

dogmesat when | found you, fit only for starving crows, but look at
I~

yOU NOW.

Erik and Roo exchanged looks. then laughed. Both were wearing
the same clothing they had worn when escaping the destruction

of the city of Maharta, oft patched, stained beyond cleaning, reducing
both men to the appearance of common street thugs.

Roo said, "Were two men in need of some fresh clothing. Save
Erik's boots, we look the part of ragpickers.”

Erik glanced down and said, "And these need mending.” The
bootswere al he had left from the Baron of Darkmoor'slegacy, a
grudging admisson to Erik of his paternity, dong with not denying
Erik theright to cal himsdlf "von Darkmoor." The boots were

riding boots, but Erik had walked enough to wear the heels down

to nearly nothing, and the leather was weather-beaten and cracked.
Sho A, an Isdani from the Empire of Great Kesh, came up on

deck from below. carrying hisown travel bag. Behind him came
Nakor, also an Isalani, and the man Sho Pi had decided was destined
to be his"magter." He appeared old, but moved with aspry

step and quickness that both Erik and Roo knew well. He had
ingtructed them in hand-to-hand combat, and Roo and Erik knew
that the odd little man, aswell as Sho Pi, was as dangerous unarmed
as most men were with weapons. Roo was convinced he

had never seen Nakor move as fast as possible, and wasn't sure

he would welcome such ademonstration. Roo was a gifted student

of the open-handed school of fighting practiced in the Isdani provinces
of Kesh, only surpassed by Sho P and Nakor in Caliss company,
but he knew ether man could easily defeat him with aquick



killing blow.

" am not going to have you trailing around behind me, boy!"

ing sted the bandy-legged Nakor, yelling over hisshoulder. "I
haven't been to acity in nearly twenty yearsthat wasn't being
burned to the ground or overrun by soldiers or otherwise unpleasant
in some fashion, and | intend to enjoy mysdlf awhile. Then

I'm' going back to Sorcerer'side.”

13
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Sho A, ahead taller than Nakor, and in possession of afull head
of dark hair, otherwise looked like a much younger version of the
wiry little man. He sad, "Whatever you say, Magter."

4t Don't cal me master,” ingsted Nakor, putting hisown travel
bag over his shoulder. Moving to therail, he said, "Erik, Roo!
Where areyou going?'

"To get adrink, awhore, and new clothing, in that order,”

said Roo.

"Then I'm going home to see my mother and friends" said

Erik.

"What about you?" asked Roo.

I'm going with you," Nakor said, hoigting his bag, 'until the

4 going home' part. Then | shal hire aboat to take meto Sorcerer's
Ide" Helooked straight down the gangway, ignoring the younger
countryman, astep behind.

Erik glanced at Sho Pi and said, "Weve got to go below and

get our kits. Then weéll join you on the dock."

Roo was a step ahead of hisfriend asthey hurried below, bade



farewel| to the sailors who had become friends, and found Jadow
Shati, another of their company of "desperate men,” just finishing
gathering up hisfew possessions.

"What are you going to do?" asked Roo as he quickly grabbed
hissmdl kit.

"A drink, I'mthinking."

"Joinus," sad Erik.

"I think | will, assoon as| tell Mr. Robert de Loungville, the
little swine, that I'm taking up his offer of becoming his corpord.”
Erik blinked. "Corpord? He offered me the postion.”

Before the two men could begin arguing, Roo said, "From what
he said, he's going to need more than one."

The two large men exchanged glances, then both laughed. Jadow'
sface settled into agrin, teeth dramatically white againgt his
ebony skin, an expression S0 happy that it dways made Roo smile
in response. Like the other desperate men, Jadow had been akiller
and lifdlong crimind, but in the brotherhood of Caliss company
he had found men for whom he was willing to die and who would
diefor him.

Roo hated to admit it, as one who flattered himself for being
completdy sdlfish, but he loved the survivors of that company

14
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amost asmuch asheloved Erik. Rough men al, dangerous by

any standards, they had passed through abloody tria together, and
each knew he could depend on the others.

Roo thought about those lost on the journey: Biggo, thelarge,
laughing thug with astrange streek of piety running through him;
jerome Handy, agiant of aman with aviolent temper who could
tell atalelike an actor and make shadow play on the wall that
camedive; Billy Goodwin, an otherwise gentle youth with aviolent
temper, who had been cut down in a pointless accident before



ever understanding anything of life; and L uis de Savona, the Rodezian
cutthroat whose wit was as sharp as his dagger, who knew

both court intrigue and dark-aley brawls;, aman of temper and
strange loyalties. Roo tied his bundle and turned to see both Erik
and Jadow watching him.

"Whet isit?"

"Y ou were lost thereamoment,” said Erik.

"I was thinking about Biggo and the others.

Erik nodded. "1 understand.”

"Maybe some of them will show up when Trenchard's Revenge
gets here" ventured Jadow.

Roo sad, "Tha would befine" Slinging his pack over his
shoulder, he added, "But Billy and Biggo won't."

Erik nodded. He and Roo had watched Biggo die in Maharta,

and Erik had seen Billy fall from hishorse, cracking hishead on
arock.

The three men were silent as they climbed back on deck and
hurried down the gangway to find Robert de Loungville chatting
with Nakor and Sho Pi.

"Hey now, you vile runt of aman!" said Jadow without ceremony
to the man who for nearly three years had controlled hislife.

De Loungville turned. "Who are you talking to like thet, you
Vdeman scum!”

"Y ou, Bobby de Loungville, Sergeant sir! " snapped back Jadow,
but Erik could easily see the mocking humor in both men's expressions.
Battle had made him very aware of his companions

every mood, and he knew they were having fun with each other.
"And who are you calling 'scum'? We men of the Vde are the best
fighting men in theworld, don't you know, and we are usualy
wiping our bootsto clean them of something that resemblesyou.”
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He sniffed loudly, bending forward asif to make sure de Loungville
was the source of the offending odor. "Y es, very much like

you. ~ 3

De Loungville grabbed one of Jadow's cheeks and pinched it as
amother doesachild's, saying, "Y ou're so lovely | should kiss
you." Playfully dapping him on the face, he said, "But not today."
To the group, de Loungville said, "Where are you off to?"

"Drinkd" said Nakor with agrin.

De Loungvillerolled his eyes heavenward. "Wéll, don't kill anyone.”
He asked Jadow, "Y ou coming back?"

Jadow grinned. "I don't know why, but yes."

Hisown smile vanishing, de Loungvillesad, "Y ou know exactly

55

why.

Ingtantly al humor fled. Each man had seen exactly what the
others had, and al knew that aterrible enemy gathered acrossthe
seq, and that no matter how much had been accomplished in recent
months, the struggle had only just started. A decade or more

might pass before the fina confrontation with the armies gathered
under the banner of the Emerald Queen, but eventually every man
living in the Kingdom would ether stand and fight or die.

After amoment's silence, de Loungville waved them down the
dreet. "Get away with you. Don't have too much fun." Asthe

men walked off, he called after, "Erik, you and Jadow be back
here tomorrow to get your papers. On the day after, you're deserters!
And you know we hang deserterd”

"That man," said Jadow asthey moved down the street in

search of aninn. "Alwayswith them threats. He has an unnatura
love of hanging, don't you know?'

Roo laughed and the rest joined in, and the mood lightened as

an inn seemed to appear by magic on the corner before them.



Roo awoke, his head pounding and his mouth dry. Theinside

of hiseyesfdt asif someone had put sand behind the lids, and
his bresth smelled asif something had crawled into his mouth and
died. He moved and Erik let out agroan, so he moved the other
way, only to find Jadow groaning and pushing him away.

With no other choice, he sat up and instantly wished he had
remained adeep. He forced himsdf to keegp whatever wasin his
stomach from coming up and at |ast managed to focus his eyes.
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"oh, wonderful," he said, and ingtantly regretted talking. His

own voice made his head hurt.

They werein acell. And unless Roo was mistaken, he knew
exactly what cell. It wasalong cell, open along one sdeto ahall,
with floor-to-celling bars and a door with a heavy iron lock plate.
Slightly above head height opposite the bars, along window, less
than two feet in height, ran the length of the cell. He knew the

call was below ground level, as the window was only afoot or so
above ground, giving apeculiar angle so those ingde the cdll could
see the scaffold dominating the courtyard beyond. He was now in
the death cell beneath the Prince of Krondor's palace.

He pushed Erik and hisfriend groaned asif tortured. Roo shook
him insstently and at |last Erik came awake. "What?' he said

as hetried to focus his atention on hisfriend'sface. "Where
arewe?'

"Back inthe desth cdll.”

Erik looked ingtantly sober. He glanced around and saw Nakor
curled up in the corner, snoring, while Sho R lay a short distance
avay.

They shook the others awake and took stock. Severd of them
were splattered with dried blood, and they all nursed an assortment



of bruises, scrapes, and cuts. "What happened?' croaked

Roo, hisvoice sounding asif he'd eaten sand.

Jadow said, "Those Quegan sailors, remember?!

Sho Pi and Nakor, who seemed, of the company, the least worse
for wear, exchanged glances, and Nakor said, "One of them tried
to remove ayoung woman from your lap, Roo."

Roo nodded, then wished he hadn't. "I remember now."

Jadow said, "I hit someonewith achair ......

Nakor said, "Maybe we killed those Quegans.”

E,rik tried to stay on hisfeet by leaning againgt thewadll, his
knees shaking from his hangover, and said, "It would be just the
sort of black joke the gods make that after al we have been
through, we end up back herewaiting for the gallows again.”

Roo felt vagudy guilty, as he dways did when he had drunk too
much the night before. He was a dight man, so trying to keep up
drink for drink with men the size of Jadow and Erik wasfoolish,
even though Erik didn't have much of ahead for drink. "If | killed
SOMeone, you'd think I'd remember," Roo observed.
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"Wadl, what are we doing back here in the death cell, man?"
asked jadow from where he sat in the corner, obvioudly disturbed
at their circumstances. "1 didn't sail around the world and back
again so Bobby de Loungville could findly hang me."

Asthey were attempting to gather their wits, the door to the

hall was yanked open, clanging into the wall hard enough to make
every man visbly wince. De Loungvillewaked into view and
shouted, "On your feet, you swine!"

Without thought, everyone except Nakor legped to hisfeet, and
each man groaned an ingtant later. Jadow Shati turned his head



and vomited into the chamber pot, then spat. The others stood on
unsteady feet, Erik having to grip the bars of the cell to keep
himsdf upright.

With agrin, de Loungville sad, "What alovely bunch you are.”
Nakor asked, "What are we doing back here, Sergeant?’

De Loungville moved to the cell door and pulled it open, showing
it hadn't been locked, and said, "We couldn't think of anywhere
elseto put you conveniently. Did you know it took the

better part of afull watch of the city guard and a squad of the
paace guardsto arrest you?' He beamed like a proud father.
"Quite abrawl. And you had the good sense not to kill anyone,
though you did damage quite afew.”

With awave, de Loungville indicated they should follow him.
"Prince Patrick and his unclesfelt it was better to keep you lot
close by for therest of the night," he said as heled them from

thecdl.

Roo glanced around and remembered the last time he had seen
these passages, as hewas being led to the mock hanging that had
st hisfeet upon a path he never could have imagined before
leaving hisbirthplace. Thefirst journey he had made along here
was admost lost on him, so far had his mind retrested into terror
then. Now he could barely focus because of the abuses of the night
before.

He and Erik had fled their lifdlong home in Ravensburg after
killing Erik's half brother Stefan, then Baron of Darkmoor. Had
they stayed and faced trid, they might have convinced ajudgeit
was s f-defense, but their flight counted heavily againgt them and
they had been sentenced to die.

They reached the steps that led up toward the yard where the
galows stood, but thistime they passed them by. De Loungville,
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the man who had hdld their livesin his hand from the moment

they had fdlen to the hard wooden floor of the galows until they
had departed ship the day before, said, "Y ou're a scruffy bunch,
s0 | think we should clean you up abit before your audience.”
"Audience?' asked Erik, till showing sgns of damage from the
night before. One of the strongest men Roo had ever known-uncontestedly
the strongest boy in Ravensburg-Erik had pitched

aguardsman through awindow just before another broke awine
jar over his head. Roo couldn't tell if he had taken more damage
from the blow or from the large amounts of wine he had been
drinking before the fight started; Erik had never been much of a
drinker.

"Some important men would like aword with you. It wouldn't

do to have you in court looking as you do. Now," he said, pushing
open adoor, "srip off"

Hot tubs of sogpy water waited and the men did asthey were
bidden. Two years of following de Loungville€'s orders without
guestion had formed a habit too hard to break, and soon thefive
men were Sitting in tubs, letting pa ace pages sponge them down.
Pitchers of cold water were provided and the men al drank

their fill. Between the very hot bath and the large amounts of

cold water he drank, Roo began to fed again that life might be
worth living.

When clean, they discovered their clothing had been removed.

De Loungville pointed to two black tunicswith afamiliar mark
upon the breast. Erik picked one up and said, "The Crimson Eagle.
93

DeLoungvillesad, "Nicholasthought it fitting and Cdis didn't
object. It'sthe banner of our new army, Erik. Y ou and jadow are
my first two corporals, so put those on.” To the othershe said,
"There's some clean clothing over there.”

Nakor and Sho Pi both looked odd in the clean tunic and trousers
instead of the usual robesthey affected, but Roo found his



own gppearance improved dramaticaly. Thetunic might bealittle
largefor hisdiminutive frame, but it was certainly the finest weave

he had ever worn, and the trousersfit perfectly. He was still barefoot,
but months at sea had toughened hisfeet to the point he

didn't think twice about it.

Erik retained hisworn boots, but Jadow, like the others, went
barefoot.

19

Raymond E. Feist

After they dressed, the men followed de Loungvilleinto afamiliar

hall; here the men of Caliss desperate company had stood

tria before the Prince of Krondor-at the time, Nicholas. The hdll

hadn't changed much, Roo thought, but he redlized that his mind

had been so numb from terror the last time he had been there he

had barely noticed his surroundings.

Ancient banners hung from every celling beam, casting the hall

into shadow asthey cut the light from windows high in the vaulted
ceiling. Torches burned in sconces dong the wdl to provide illumination,
for despite the large windowsin the far wal, the hall

was immense enough the light did not reach far enough. Roo considered
he would have the banners removed, were he the Prince.

Along the wals stood courtiers and pages ready to do the royal
bidding at amoment's notice, and aformally attired Master of
Ceremony struck the floor with an iron-shod staff of office, announcing
Robert de Loungville, Baron of the Court and Specia

Agent of the Prince. Roo shook his head dightly in amusement,

for de Loungville was the company's sergeant, and to think of him
asacourt baron wastoo aien atask.

Members of the court watched as the squad came to stand before

the throne. Roo calculated as best he could the worth of the gold

used to decorate the candle holders along the near wall, and decided
the Prince could better use hiswedlth by replacing them



with brass-highly decorative, but far less codtly, freeing up wedth

to invest in the proper enterprise. Then hewondered if he might

be allowed to speak to the Prince on just such a subject.

Thinking of the Prince returned Roo's attention to the man who

had once pronounced the death sentence upon him. Nicholas, now
his nephew's Admiral of the Western Fleet, stood to one side of

the throne beside his successor, Prince Patrick. To the other side
stood Calis and the man Roo knew to be James, Duke of Krondor,
speaking to the man they had seen on the docks, Patrick's uncle
Prince Erland. And Stting upon the throne was histwin. Roo suddenly
flushed when he redlized they were being presented to the

King!

"Your Mgesty, Highnesses" said de Loungville with acourtly

bow, "I have the honor to present five men who acquitted themselves
with bravery and honor."

"Only five survived?' asked King Borric. He and his brother
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were both large men, but there was an edge to the King, atoughness
beyond his brother's own powerful appearance. Roo couldn't

rightly judge the why of such things, but heindtinctively considered
the King a more dangerous opponent than Prince Erland.

"Thereare others," said de Loungville. "Some will be presented

this afternoon at court-soldiers from your various garrisons.

But these are the only onesto survive from among the

condemned.”

Nakor said, "That we know of."

De Loungville turned with alook of irritaetion on hisface a the



breach of protocol, but Borric only grinned. "Nakor, isthat you in
that getup?'

Returning the King's smile, Nakor moved forward. "It'sme,
Majesty. | went, too, and came back. Greylock iswith the other
ship, and any others who survived and made their way to the City
of the Serpent River will bewith him."

De Loungville bit back anything he was going to say to Nakor.

It was obvious that he and the King knew each other. Nakor nodded
toward Erland, who aso amiled at the sight of thelittle Isalani.
Tothefour prisonersthe King said, "You are al pardoned, your
crimes and your sentences are vacated.” Glancing at Erik and jadow,
he said, "We see you've taken service.”

Erik merely nodded, while Jadow stammered, "Y c-yes, Mg esty.
35

Looking at Sho Pi and Roo, the King said, "Y ou have not."

Sho P bowed hishead. "I will follow my master, Mgesty."

Nakor sad, " Stop caling me master!" He turned toward the
King. "The boy thinks me some sort of sage and ingsts upon
traipsing around after me."

Prince Erland said, "1 wonder why. It wouldn't be because he
saw,you pulling your 'mystic sage’ scam, would it, Nakor?'

"Or isit the ‘wandering priest' dodge?" asked the King.

Nakor grinned as he rubbed his chin. "Actualy, | haven' tried
thosein awhile." Then hisexpresson darkened. "And | never
should have told you two about them when we rode back from
Kesh."

TheKing said, "Well, take him along with you, then. Y ou could
Probably do with an extra set of hands on the road.”

Nakor said, "On the road? I'm returning to Sorcerer'slde.”

The King said, "Not for awhile. We need you to go to Stardock
on the crown's behalf, to speak with the leaders of the Academy.”
Nakor's expression darkened. "Y ou know I'm quits with Stardock
, Borric, and you have agood ideawhy, | have no doubt.”

If the King objected to being addressed so informally, he didn't
show it ashe said, "We know, but you aso have seen firsthand



what we're up againgt, and you've been to Novindus twice. We
need you to persuade the magicians at Stardock what stands
againg us. Wewill need their hep.”

"Find Pug. They'll listen to him," said Nakor.

"if we could find him, wewould,” said the King. He leaned

back in the deep well of the throne and sighed. "He's been leaving
messages here and there, but we've not managed to get him to
come speak with usin person.”

"Try harder," answered Nakor.

Borric smiled. "Y ou, friend, are the best welve got. So, unless
you want usto let every gambling hal in the Kingdom get word
about how you can handle cards and dice, you'll do thisonelittle
favor for an old friend."

Nakor made a disgusted expression and waved hishand asif
dismissing the King'sremark. "Bah! | liked you better when you
were just the Madman." He held his sour ook for amoment while
Borric and Erland exchanged amused glances.

Turning hisattention to Roo, the King said, "And what of you,
Rupert Avery? Can we not enlist your aid aswell?"

The King's direct address caused Roo to forget momentarily

how to speak; then he swallowed hard and said, " Sorry, Mg esty.
| promised mysdlf if | lived long enough, I'd come back and get
rich. That'swhat | propose to do. I'm going to be aman of commerce
,and | can't do that in thearmy."

The King nodded. "Commerce? We suppose it's a better trade
than many you could choose." He avoided any further remarks
about Roo's pagt. "Still, you've seen what few men outside our
service have seen. We count upon your discretion, and if our meaning
isn't clear, we expect your discretion.”

Roo smiled. "l understand, Maesty. And | will promisethis

much when the time comes, I'll help in whatever way | can. If
those snakes come here, I'll fight." Then with atwinkleand a
smile he added, "Besides, the day may comewhen | can be of
more use to you than just another sword." "

Perhaps, Rupert Avery,” said King Borric. "Y ou certainly do



not lack for ambition." He waved over Lord jamesand said, "If

it doesn't compromise our dignity, seeif we can be of alittle help
in getting Mr. Avery's career under way. Perhaps aletter of introduction
or some such." He then waved over a squire who carried

five bags, which were distributed one to each of the men."A
thank-you from your King."

Roo hefted the bag and knew inside there was gold and even
could estimate the worth from the weight. He quickly calculated

he was dready ayear ahead of schedulein his plan to become
wedthy. Then he noticed the others were bowing and moving
away, o he quickly made an awkward bow to the King and hurried
after the others. ™

Outgdethe hdl, de Loungvillesad,

Wl then, now you're free men again.” To Jadow and Erik he said, "Stay out of trouble
and be back here on thefirst day of next month." To Nakor and
Sho R he said, "The King's messages will be ready tomorrow. See
Duke James's secretary, and hélll give you travel warrants and
Heturned to Roo and said,"Y ou're arodent, Avery, but I've
cometo lovethat pinched-off little face of yours. If you change
your mind, | can use another experienced soldier.”

Roo shook his head. "Thanks, Sergeant, but I've got to find
amerchant with ahomely daughter and start making my fortune.”
To the assembled men, de Loungville said, "if you must enjoy

the pleasures of the flesh before returning home, go to the Sign

of the White Wing, over near the Merchants Gate. It'sabrothe

of high standard, so don't track mud insde. Tl thelady who
Meetsyou that | sent you. She may never forgive me, but she
owes me afavor. See you don't cause ariot there, because | can't
bail you out two nightsrunning.” Looking from faceto face, he
sad, "All things consdered,you did well, lads."

No one spoke until Erik said," Thank you, Sergeant.”

To jadow and Erik, de Loungville said, " Stop by the KnightMarsha's office on your way out and get
your warrants. You'rethe

Prince's men, and from this day forward you answer only to patrick
, Cdis, and me."



Erik sad, "Where?

Down thishal and turn right, second door on the left. Now

get out of here," said de Loungville, "before | change my mind
and have you arrested again for being such abunch of ruffians.”
He sent Roo down the hall with aplayful dap to the sde of the
head, then turned and set out on his own &ffairs.

Thefive men walked down the hall and Nakor said, "I'm hungry.
"Y ou're dways hungry, man,” said Jadow with alaugh. "My

head is ill reminding methat | was not wiselast night. My stomach
hasn't forgiven me ether.” Then hepa

| might do with abiteto eet. after dl that."

Erik laughed. "I'm hungry, too."

"Then let usfind aninn-" said Nakor.

"A quiet inn," Roo interjected.
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-aquiet inn," continued Nakor, "and eat."

"Then what, Master?' asked Sho P.

Nakor grimaced, but said only, "Then we go to the Sign of the
White Wing. boy." He shook his head. Pointing to Sho Fi, he said
to the others, "Thisone hasmuch to learn.’5

used, and added, "But

The Sign of the White Wing was nothing like what Roo expected.
Then he considered he redly hadn't known what to expect.

He had trafficked with whores before, but that had been on

the line of march, with camp followers who would tumble aman
beside to his comrades and be off to the next as soon as he could
count out her pay.

But thiswas adifferent world. The five dightly inebriated men
had had to ask severa timesto find their way. After afew failed
attempts, they finally discovered amodest building near the edge
of the Merchants Quarter. The sign out front had been amost
impossible to make out, being little more than asimple meta wing



painted white, unlike the more boldly painted large ones marking
more traditiona trades.

The door had been opened by a servant who admitted thefive
without aword, indicating they should wait in atiny anteroom,
without furnishing of any sort, only decorated by some nondescript
tapestries that hung on the two side walls. Opposite the entrance
stood another door, of smple painted wood. When it opened, a
well-dressed if somewhat matronly woman had stepped through.
"Yes?' she had asked.
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The men glanced a one another, and it was Nakor who had at
last answered. "We were told to come here.”

"BY whom?' she then asked, |ooking somewhat unconvinced.

"Robert de Loungville," said Erik softly, asif afrad torase his

voice.

Instantly the woman's features had transformed themselves from
dubiousto joyful. "Bobby de Loungville! By the gods, if you're
friends of Bobby's, you're welcome here.”

She then clapped her hands once and the door she had dipped
through opened wide, revealing a short entryway occupied by two
large armed guards. Asthey stepped aside, Roo thought it clear
they had been standing by to ensure the safety of the woman.
"I'm Jamila, your hostess, and here," she said, reaching another
door, which she pulled wide, "we enter the House of the White
Wing."

The five men gaped. Even Nakor, who had seenrichesin the
court of the Empress of Great Kesh, stood in stunned awe. The
room wasn't that opulent; far fromit. In fact it wasthe lack of
gaudy displays of wedth that made the setting so impressive.
Everything about the room was subtle and tasteful, though Roo



would have been hard put to say what made it seem so. Chairs
and divans were placed around the room so that those inside would
be within sight of one another, yet there was a clear sense of each
area being apart from the others. Thiswas made abundantly clear
by the fact of awedlthy-looking man sprawling upon one divan,
spping wine from agoblet while two lovely young women attended
him. One sat upon the floor, alowing him to caress her

shoulders and neck, while the other hovered over him, offering

him sweetmesats from agilded tray.

Asif by magic, girls gppeared through severd curtains. All were
modesily dressed, like the two attending the man dready in the
room, wearing loose-fitting gowns of light materid. That they were
covered from neck to ankle did nothing to hide the curves of their
bodies as they moved to greet their guests.

Each man found apair of girlsleading him toward one of the
charsor divans, alowing him to choose how he wished to reax,
stting or lying down. Before he knew it, Roo had been ledto a
divan and gently pushed down on it, had hisfeet raised and placed
on the divan, had agoblet of wine handed to him; one of the girls
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began firmly kneading the musclesin his shoulders before he
spoke.

Thewoman cdled jamilasaid, "When you're reedy, the girls

can show you to your rooms.”

jadow, circling the waist of one of the young girls with one powerful
arm, pulled her toward him, planted aloud kiss upon her

cheek, and said, "Men and gods, I've died and gone to paradise!"
This brought around of laughter, and Roo settled back, letting

the light touch of the girls handsrdax him in away held not

experienced in years.
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Two

R 00 YAWNED.

The body next to him stirred under white sheets and he redlized
where he was. He smiled, remembering the night before,

and ran his hand under the sheet and across the back of the
young woman next to him. He didn't think of her asawhore;

the term wasfit for the women who followed soldiers around
camp, or who leaned over the balconiesin the Poor Quarter of
Krondor shouting ribald suggestions and insults at the workers
and sailors below, but these ladies, he decided, were unlike anything
he had imagined as aboy.

They wereflirtatious, seemed well educated, were impeccable
intheir manners, and, as Roo had discovered the night before,
cregtive and enthusiagtic. The young woman next to him had
taught Roo more things about pleasing awoman and himself in
one night than he had learned from every woman he had been
within hisyoung life. And they smelled wonderful, like flowers
and spices. He found himself becoming aroused and with agrin
continued to caress the body next to him.

‘the girl awoke, and if she had any problem with being awakened
thus, she masked it with incredible skill; she actudly seemed
Pleased to discover Roo lying next to her.

"Good morning,” she said with awide smile. Running her fingers
aong hisstomach, she said, "What anice way to wake up.”
Ashe gathered the girl into hisarms, Roo consdered himself
fortunate. He had no illusions about hislooks, hewas easily the
homeliest boy from Ravensburg, but he had managed to bed two
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of thelocd girlsin town before he and Erik had been forced to
flee. He knew, given enough time, he could charm most anyone,
though herardly tried. But now hewasaive, with gold in his belt,
and awoman willing to make him fed handsome. It wasthe start

of awonderful day.

Later he bid the girl good-bye, redizing that he couldn't remember
if her name was Mary or Marie. Hefound Erik aready

dressed and waiting in the antechamber, speaking with aparticularly
pretty young blonde.

Erik looked up. "Ready to leave?’

Roo nodded. "The others?"

"WEell see them when we get back from Ravensburg, or at least

| will." Herose and was gill holding on to the girl's hand.

There was something about his manner that struck Roo as odd,
and asthey |eft the brothel, he remarked, ™Y ou seemed smitten
with thet pretty girl."

Erik blushed. "Nothing of thekind. She's..."

After asilent moment, Roo supplied, "A whore?"

The city was busy at that hour of the morning, and they were
forced to wend their way through the press. Erik said, "I guess.
Something morelike alady, | think."

Roo shrugged, the gesturelost on Erik. "They get paid well,
that'sfor certain." He was now consdering the diminishment of
his purse as he weighed the cost versus the reward. He decided
he needed to husband his capita abit more carefully. There were
far less expensve whores to be found.

"Whereto next?" asked Roo.

"l need to talk to Sebastian Lender.”

Roo brightened. Barret's Coffee House was one of the placeshe
wished to vigt, and having asocid cal to make upon one of the
solicitorswho plied their business there was an eminently acceptable



reason.
They headed to the area of the city known locally asthe Merchants
Quarter, even though it held only adightly higher percentage

of businessesthan dsawherein the city. What marked the
Merchants Quarter was a high number of very costly homes, many
erected behind or above the stores that generated their wealth, the
highest concentration of influential men who were not nobility.
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The craftsmen had their guilds-the thieves, too: the Mockers-

and the nohility had their rank from birth, but men who pursued

their fortune through commerce and trade had only their wits.

While afew of them had banded together to create trade associations

from timeto time, most were independent businessmen

without alies but with many competitors.

So those who survived and became successful had few peers

with whom to share their pride of accomplishment, few fellows
with whom to boast of their good fortune and perspicacity. A few,
like amerchant Roo had met named Helmut Grindle, kept their
appearance modest, asif to call attention to themsalves might

bring ruin. But others chose to shout their success to the world by
building huge town houses, rivaing those owned by the nohility,
throughout the city. And over the years the nature of the Merchants
Quarter had changed.

As more and more rich merchants purchased property in the

area, the cost of land rose so high that now few businessesin the
Merchants Quarter were owned by those who lived there; the
price of housing was too dear. There were afew modest storefront
enterprises, established by the fathers or grandfathers of those
tending them now, that continued to provide conventiona goods
and servicesto those in the area-a bakery on one street, a cobbler



on another-but they were quickly being replaced by shops speciaizing
inluxuriousitemsfor these very wedthy merchants. jewders,

tailors of the finest clothing, and tradersin rare goods. And

those who lived in the Merchants Quarter were now amost exclusvely
these very wed thy bus nessmen, those with far-flung financid

empires esewherein the province or in distant cities. In

timethelast of the modest merchants would sell their property,

asthe offersto buy became too good to refuse, and relocate to

more distant quartersin the foulburg, that expanding portion of

the city beyond the old wall.

Barret's Coffee House stood at the corner of a street now known

as Aruthas Way, in honor of the late Prince of Krondor, father to

the King-but still called by most locals Sandy Beach Walk-and
Miller's Road, aroute that had once led from amill no longer

extant to afarmer's gate long torn down. Barret'swas atal building,
three stories, with two open doors at the corner, one on each

street. Standing in each door was awaiter: aman with awhite

29

Raymond E. Feist

RISE OF A MERCHANT PRINCE

tunic, black trousers, black boots, and a blue-and-white-striped
apron.

Thethree other street corners were occupied by atavern, a
ship'sbroker, and, diagonaly acrossthe street from Barret's, an
abandoned home. It had once been splendid, perhaps one of the
finest in Krondor, but misfortune had cost its owner dearly from

all appearances. It had been neglected long before it was abandoned,
and its past glory was now faded by pedling paint, boardedup
windows, missing tilesfrom theroof, and dirt everywhere.



Roo glanced at that building. "Maybe someday I'll buy that
house and fix it up."

Erik smiled. "I don't doubt it, Roo."

Roo and Erik walked past the waiter standing at the door on
Miller's Road, and entered. The two outside doors opened on a
smplereceiving area, offering severa well-upholstered chairs, but
otherwise closed off from the main floor of the coffee house by a
wooden railing. There was one opening in therailing blocked by
aman attired in amanner smilar to the two waiters at the door.
The main difference was that his gpron was black.

A tal man, helooked eyeto eye at Erik, then down at Roo as
hesad,"Yes?'

Erik said, "Weve come to see Sebastian Lender."

The man nodded. "Follow me, please.”" He turned and walked
onto the main floor of the coffee house.

Roo and Erik followed and were led through alarge area of
amall tables, severd occupied by men drinking coffee, while
waiters hurried from table to table. To the left asthey reached
the center of the room a broad flight of stairsled up to abalcony
rather than atrue second floor, leaving the center of the room
open to the high vaulted celling. Looking up, Roo saw there was
no third floor, but rather a double set of high windows abovethe
second-floor balcony. Barret's was avery open, well-lit building
asaresult. They reached another waist-high railing, which cut
off the rear third of the room, and there the waiter said, "Please
wait here."

Thewaiter moved asmall section of therail that was on hinges,
and stepped through and toward atable at the far sde of the
house. Roo motioned upward and Erik's eyes went to where he
pointed.
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Above them, on the second-floor landing, men sat at tables. Roo
sad, "Thebrokers.



"How do you know?"'
"I've heard athing or two," said Roo.
Erik laughed and shook his head. Mot likely he had heard it

from Helmut Grindle, the trader they had traveled with for awhile
when coming to Krondor. Roo and Grindle had spoken of many
things commercia, and while Erik had found some of the conversation
diverting, as often asnot it put him to deep.

A moment later, a dignified-looking man wearing an unadorned

but expensive tunic with an overvest and cravat gpproached. He
studied the two young men before him for amoment, then said,

"My word! Y oung von Darkmoor and Mr. Avery, if I'm not mistaken.”

Roo nodded as Erik said, "Yes, Mr. Lender. We gained our pardon.”
Most unusud,” said Lender. He motioned for the waiter to

open therailing for him to step through. "Only members are permitted
behind this second railing." Heindicated with awave of

his hand that Roo and Erik should Sit at an empty table afew feet
avay.

He motioned for the waiter and said, "Three coffees.” Looking

at Roo and Erik, he asked, "Have you broken fast today?' When
they answered in the negative, he said to the waiter, "Someralls,
jams and honey, and a platter of cheese and sausage.”
Asthewaiter hurried off, Lender said, "Asyou are pardoned,

you obvioudy do not need my services as a solicitor, so perhaps
you need them asalitigator?'

Erik said, "Not redly. | cameto pay you your fee."

Lender began to object, but Erik said, "I know you refused to
take gold before, but despite your having lost the pleading, we are
here and alive, so | think you're entitled to your fee." He produced
hismoney pouch and put it upon thetable. It clinked with

the heavy sound of gold coins.

Lender said, "Y ou've prospered, young gentlemen.”
"It'sapayment for services from the Prince," said Roo.



Shrugging, Lender opened the purse, counted out fifteen golden
sovereigns, then closed the purse, pushing it back toward Erik. He
Pocketed the coins.
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--riad | won, | would have charged you fifty," said Lender as

the coffee arrived.

Roo had never cared for coffee, so he sipped at it, expecting to
put aside the cup and ignoreit. But to his surprise, instead of the
bitter brew he had tasted before, thiswas arich complex taste.
"Thisisgood!" he blurted.

Erik laughed and tried his, then sad, "It is"

"Keshian," said Lender. "Far superior to what isgrown in the
Kingdom. Moreflavor, less bitterness.” He waved his hand around
theroom. "Barret'sisthe firgt establishment in Krondor to specidize
exclusvey infine coffees, and asasign of hiswisdom, the

founder placed hisfirst shop herein the heart of the Merchant's
Quarter, rather than trying to sdll to the nobility."

Roo ingtantly came dert; stories of success gppesaled to him.

"Why isthat?" he asked.

"Because the nobility are difficult to gpproach, expect extreme
discounts, and rarely pay in atimely fashion.”

Roo laughed. "I've heard that from the wine merchants at

home”

Lender continued. "Mr. Barret knew that the loca businessmen
often needed a place awvay from their homes or offices where they
could discuss business over amed, without the distractions of an
inn'staproom.”

Erik again nodded, having spent afair part of hislifein the taproom
of theinn where he had worked as achild.

t4 So was born Barret's Coffee House, which prospered from the
first week it was opened. Originally amore modest enterprise, it



has existed for nearly seventy-five years, in thislocation for close
togxty."

L& What about the brokers, and syndicates, and ... you?" asked
ROO.

Lender smiled asatray of hot rolls, breakfast meats, cheeses,
and fruits, dong with pots of jam, honey, and butter, was brought
tothetable.

Suddenly hungry, Roo took aroll and dathered butter and honey
on it while Lender answered him. " Some of those without offices
of their own used to conduct business adl day long and, to keep
Barret happy, would buy
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e, teg, and food in asteady stream.

Seeing this a pleasant dternative to hours of empty tables between
meals, Mr. Barret ensured certain tableswould remain reserved for
those businessmen.

"They formed the first syndicates and brokerage adliances. And
they needed representation”-he put his hand upon his chest and
bowed dightly-"hence litigators and solicitors became habitubs

of the establishment. When things became crowded, the son of

the founder moved to thisinn, tore out the third floor, and created
the exclusive members area aove, and things have continued that
way since." He motioned at the second rail. " Some members were
forced to use thisend of the ground floor, hence the newer railing.
Now one must purchase alocation in the hal for one's syndicate
or brokerage, or risk not having atable at which to St when arriving
to conduct business.”

Glancing around, he added, "Y ou now ate in the heart of one

of the most important trading centersin the Kingdom, certainly

the most important in the Western Realm, and rivaled only by,
thosein Rillanon, Kesh, and Queg."



"How does one become a broker?" asked Roo.

"Firgt you need money," answered the litigator, not in the least

put off by the youngster seeking instruction. "A greet ded of
money. Thisiswhy there are 0 many syndicates, because of the
great cost of underwriting many of the projectsthat are conceived
of here a Barret's or brought to usfrom the outside.”

"How does one start?' asked Roo. "'l mean, | have some money,
but I'm not sureif | want to invest it here or try my own hand.”
"No partnership will admit an investor without good cause,” said
Lender. He spped his coffee, then continued. "Over theyearsa
complex set of rules has evolved. Noblemen often cometo Barret's
seeking either to invest wealth or to borrow it, and as aresult, the
interests of those here who are commoners need to be closely
protected. So, to join a syndicate, one needs agreat deal of
money-though not as much as to become an independent broker-
and one also needs a sponsor.”

"What'sthat?" asked Roo.

"Onewho isdready amember of Barret's or who has closeties
to one of the memberswho can vouch for you. If you have the
capita, then you need the introduction.”

"Can't you do that?" asked Roo, obvioudly eeger.
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"No," sad Lender with adightly sad amile. "For dl my influence

and position, here | am but a guest. My office has been here

for nearly twenty-five years, but only because | work on behalf of
nearly thirty different brokers and syndicates, and | have never

placed a copper piece of my own capita at risk through any offering.”

What's an offering?’ asked Erik.



Lender put up hishand. "There are more questions than time,
young von Darkmoor." He signaled to one of the ever-present
waiters. "In my property box you'l find along blue velvet bag.
Please bring it here.” To Erik and Roo he said, "I enjoy the break
from the routine, but time doesn't permit aleisurely discourse on
the busness & Barret's”

Roo said, "I plan on being abroker."

"Doyou?' said Lender, and hisfacelit up with ddight. His
expression wasn't mocking, but he seemed to find the pronouncement
entertaining. "What isthis venture, then, that you spoke of.?"

Roo leaned back. "It'saplan | have that would take too long

to speak of, I'm sorry to say.”

Lender laughed while Erik blushed at hisfriend's bold freshness. "
Well said," answered Lender.

;, Besdes," added Roo, "I think discretionisin order.”

'Often that isthe case," agreed Lender asthe waiter returned

with the requested item. Lender took the velvet bag and opened
it, removing adagger. It was adeftly fashioned thing, with a sheath
of ivory set with asmal ruby and bound at the top and tip with
gold. He handed it to Erik. "It was the other part of your legacy
from your father."

Erik took the dagger and pulled the blade from the sheath. "Impressive”
he said. "I may not be aswell practiced with weapons

at theforge as| am with horseshoes, but thisisfinework."

"From Rodez, | believe,” said Lender.

"Best ged inthe Kingdom," agreed Erik. The blade was embossed
with thevon Darkmoor family crest, findy cut into the

stedl, and yet it was well balanced, both decorative and deadly.
The hilt was carved bone, perhaps from the antler of an elk or
moose, and capped with gold to match the sheath.

Lender pushed back hischair. "Young airs, | must be back to

my business, but please fed freeto linger awhile and refresh your

A



RISE OF A MERCHANT PRINCE

selves. If you ever have need of asolicitor or alitigator, you know
whereto find me." He waved vagudly at the place from which he
had appeared and added, " Good-bye. It was good seeing you
wdl."

Erik rose, asdid Roo, and they bade their host farewell, then

looked at each other. Asold friends do, they shared asingle
thought between them, and Roo said, "Home. 9l

They moved through the crowded common room of Barret's, a
place both strange and exciting to Roo, and exited. At the door,
Erik turned to one of the waiters and asked, "Where can aman
buy agood horse?!

"Cheaply!" injected Roo.

Thewaiter didn't hesitate. "At the Merchants Gate," he said,
pointing along Aruthas Way, "youll find severd deders. Mogt are
thieves, but theré's a man named Morgan there who can be
trusted. Tell him Jason a Barret's sent you and hell treat you
farly."

Roo studied the young man'sface. Brown hair and light freckles
marked him and Roo said, "I'll remember you if he doesn't.”

The young man frowned, ever so dightly, but said only, "He's
honegt, Sr.”

"What about new clothing?" ask Erik.

Jason said, "Thetailor at New Gate Road and Broad Street isa
cousinof mine, Sr. Tdl him | sent you and helll see you right for
areasonable sum.”

Roo didn't look convinced, but Erik said thanksand led his

friend away. They remained slent asthey wended their way
through the crowded city streets. It took them the better part of
an hour to reach the tailor's and an hour to select clothing for travel
that fit. Erik choose ariding cloak to cover hisuniform tunic, and
Roo purchased an inexpensive tunic and trousers, acloak, and a
douch hat. Erik aso found a cobbler who provided him with apair



of bootsto wear while those left him by hisfather were mended.

Roo had gotten used to going barefoot while aboard ship, but purchased
apair of bootsfor riding.

Soon after they were at the Merchants Gate and spent another

hour haggling for apair of horses, but the waiter had been truthful

with them and Morgan was an honest trader. Erik picked out two

sturdy geldings, abay for himself and agrey for Roo. Leading the
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Erik laughed even louder. "There are no guaranteesin thislife,
my friend." So saying, he put hedlsto sides, and the horse moved
out briskly toward the Merchants Gate and the road eastward.
"Onto Ravensburg!" he shouted.

Roo could only laugh at hisfriend's merriment, and he followed
suit, discovering that this horse wasinclined to argue with every
command. Taking afirm hand, and knowing that the sooner the
battle was fought the sooner it was won, Roo dammed hishedls
hard against the horse's sdes and drove him after Erik's mount.
Quickly they were outside the city wall, on their way home.

horses away with rope hdters, they found a saddler a haf-block
away and quickly had the horses tacked up and ready to ride.
Roo ttled into the saddle and said, "I don't care how much |
doit, I'll never get tolikeriding."

Erik laughed. "Y ou've become a better than average horseman,
Roo, despite your objections. And thistime you can ride without
much worry about having to fight while on that creature's back.”
Roo's expression darkened.

Erik sad, "What?'

"What'sthis 'much’ busness?'



Rain peted them, itsindgstent beat aphysica assault. Night was
rapidly approaching and the only traffic on the road was loca businessmen
and farmers hurrying home. A resigned wagon driver

barely looked over at Roo and Erik passing as he urged hisdowly
plodding horsesto continue through the mud. The King's Highway
might be the artery that carried the lifeblood of commerce

from one border to the other, but when the rains came to the
Barony of Darkmoor, the blood didn't flow, it oozed.

Erik shouted, "Lights."

Roo looked out from under the sodden brim of his once handsome
douch hat. "Wilhemsburg?'

"I think," said Erik. "Well be home by tomorrow afternoon.”

"I don't suppose | could convince you to deep in some stranger
shbarn, could I'?" said Roo, having spent more money on this
journey than he had planned.

"No," answered Erik without humor. "I'm for adry bed and a

hot med."

That image overcame Roo's rel uctance to spend another coin,
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and hefollowed hisfriend toward the lights of the town. They

found amodest inn, with asign of a plowshare swinging in the
wind, and rode through the side gate to the stable. Erik shouted,
and alackey came out, bundled against the wesether, to take the
horses. He listened politely to Erik's ingtructions and nodded, and
Erik assumed he would be wise to return after supper to seethe
boy cared for the animals as he ordered.

They hurried into the taproom and, once indde, shook off the
water from their cloaks.



"Evening, Srs," said ayoung girl, pleasant-looking, with brown
hair and eyes. "Will you be needing roomsfor the night?'

"Yes," said Roo, obvioudy displeased at the cost, but now that
warmth was returning to his bones glad they were not returning
to the wesather outside.

"Fit to be blowing up arare storm tonight,” said the innkeeper

as he came and took their cloaks and hats. "Will you be dining?!
He handed the cloaks and hats to the girl, who took them
somewhere warm to hang and dry.

"Yes" sad Erik. "What wine have you?'

"Ftforalord," said the man with asmile.

"Any from Ravensburg?' asked Erik as he made hisway to an
empty table.

Savefor asolitary man with asword in thefar corner and two
merchants obvioudy taking their ease before the fireplace, theinn
was deserted. The innkeeper followed them, "Wedo, gr. It'sthe
next town over, then one more, and on to Ravensburg.”
"Sowearein Wilhdmsburg," said Roo.

"Yes" answered theinnkeeper. "Are you familiar with the

aeg?'

"We're from Ravensburg,” answered Erik. "It'sjust been a
while since we've been there and in the darkness we weren't sure
which town thiswas™"

"Bring us some wine, please," asked Roo, "then supper.”

The med wasfilling, if not memorable, and the wine better than
expected; it clearly had astyle and finish familiar to both Roo and
Erik. It was the common wine of Ravensburg, but compared to
what they had been drinking the last year and more, this seemed
aboattlefit for the King'stable. Both young men fell into aquiet
mood, anticipating the homecoming the next day.
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For Roo it was nothing much to do with his past; hisimmediate
family was hisfather, Tom Avery, adrunken teamster whose only
legacy to Roo had been beatings and teaching him to drive ateam
of horses. Roo was much moreinterested in seeking out some
minor wine merchants he knew and arranging what he hoped
would bethe start of hisriseto riches.

For Erik it was coming home to his mother and the shattered
dream of hisyouth: ablacksmith'sforge and afamily. He had
served old Tynda the smith for years before Tynda's deeth, then
ayear and more with Nathan, who had been the closest thing to
afather he had known. But life took its own course, and nothing
seemed to be as he had hoped it would, when hewas achild in
Ravensburg.

"What are you thinking?" asked Roo. "Y ou've been quiet along
time"

"Y ou haven't exactly been bending my ear,” replied Erik, a
smileon hisface. "Just about home and what it waslike before.”
Hedidn't have to say before what. Roo knew: before astruggle
with Erik's haf brother Stefan ended up with Roo's dagger driven
into Stefan's chest as Erik held him. After that they had fled Ravensburg
and had not seen friend or family since.

Roo sad, "l wonder if anyonetold them welive?'

Erik laughed. "If they didn't, our arrival tomorrow will be
something of asurprise.”

The door opened and the how! of the wind caused the two
young men to turn. Four soldiersin the garb of the barony entered,
cursing the night's foul weether.

"Innkeeper!” shouted the corporal as he removed his sopping
great cloak. "Hot food and mulled wine!" He glanced around the
room, then his gaze returned to Roo and Erik. His eyes widened.
"Von Darkmoor!" he blurted. The other three soldiers fanned

out, not quite surewhy their corpora had called out their Baron's
name, but clearly aerted to trouble by histone.



Erik and Roo stood, and the two merchants moved away from
their chairs before the fireplace, hugging thewal. The only other
person in the room, the swordsman, looked on with interest, but
didn't move.

The corporal had his sword out, and as Roo made to draw his
own, Erik motioned for him to return it to its scabbard. "We're
not looking for trouble, Corpora.”
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The corpord said, "We heard you'd been hung. | don't know
how you and your scrawny friend escaped, but welll soon put that

right. Seizethem.”

Roo sad, "Wait aminute-"

The men moved quickly, but Erik and Roo were both quicker,

and the first two soldierswho laid hands upon them found themsdlves
on thefloor, their headsringing from swift blows. Thetwo
merchants spied a pathway past the trouble and beat a hasty exit
from the room, running outside into the rain without their hats or
coats. The man at the table laughed. "Well done!™ he shouted.

The corpord leveled his sword and thrust, but Erik dipped aside
and had him by the wrist before he could react. One of the strongest
men Roo had ever seen, Erik aso had been trained in barehanded
combat, and hisiron grip wrung the corpora's sword from
hisfingersashe gasped in pain.

Roo smply thrust with hishand, palm out, fingers extended,

and ddlivered asharp blow with the hed of hishand upward to

the chin of the other standing soldier, who went down in a stunned
heap.

"Wait aminutel” commanded Erik in the voice he had devel oped

as Robert de Loungvilles corpora on their return from Novindus.

The other two soldiers, who were dowly standing, hesitated,



and Erik shouted his command: "Hold, damn you!™

He released the corpord's wrist while kicking aside his sword

50 he couldn't reach for it easily, then showed that his hands were
empty of wegpons. "I have apaper.” Hereached dowly indgde his
tunic, removed the document given him the day before by an
officer in the office of the Knight-Marsha of Krondor, and handed
it to the corpord.

The man took it and glanced it over. "Got the sedl of Krondor

at the bottom,”" he grudgingly admitted, while still stting onthe
floor. Then hiseyeslowered ashe said, "Can't read.”

The swordsman stood and with arelaxed air moved to Erik's
sde. "If I may help, Corpord," he said, extending his hand.

The corporal handed back the document and the man read

aoud: "Know you by my hand and sedl that Erik VVon Darkmoor
isswornto my serviceand. . ." His eyes glanced to the bottom of
the document. "It'salot of mumbo jumbo, Corpord. The short

of itisyou just tried to arrest one of Prince Nicholas's personal
guards. A corpord, likeyoursdf, it says."
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"'A fact?' asked the corpord, his eyes widened.

'Y es, not only is the document signed by the Duke of Krondor's
own Knight-Marshd, the Prince himself sgnedit.”

"True?" wasthe corpord's next remark as he dowly roseto his

fedt.

"True," answered the stranger. "And from the way he took your

sword fromyou, | think theré's areason he'sin the Prince's personal



svice”
The corpord rubbed hiswrist. "Well, perhaps." His eyes narrowed. "
But we heard nothing about this, and last time Erik's

name was mentioned it was when we heard he was to be hung for
killing the young Baron."

Erik sghed. "The Prince pardoned us."

"So you say," said the corpord. "But | think me and the boys

will hurry back to Darkmoor and see what Lord Manfred hasto
say about this."

He picked up his sword and signaed to his men to depart. One
of them shook his head in disgust at forgoing ahot medl and the
other threw Erik and Roo a black ook as he hel ped the one Roo
had stunned back to hisfeet.

That man, ill trying to focus hiseyes, sad, "Wereleaving?

Did we cat?Isit morning.

The other said, " Shut up, Bluey. A bit of that cutting rain will

sort you out, quick like."

The soldiers|eft theinn and Erik turned to the Stranger.

"Thanks"

The man shrugged. "If | hadn't read it, the innkeeper or

someone esewould.”

Erik sad, "I'm Erik von Darkmoor."

The man took hishand. "Duncan Avery."

Roo's eyeswidened. "Cousin Duncan?'

The eyes of the man who had named himsdf Avery narrowed

as he sudied Roo. After along moment he said, "Rupert?’
Suddenly they were laughing, and the man Rupert called cousin
gave him aquick hug. "I haven't seen you since you were atadpole,
youngster." He stepped back and awry smile graced his

features.

Erik glanced back and forth and couldn't see even the most
remote resemblance. While Roo was short, wiry, and sgnaly un
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attractive, Duncan Avery wastall, dender, with broad shoulders,

and handsome. Moreover, he dressed like adandy, savefor his

sword, which was well used and well cared for. He sported a dender
mustache, but otherwise was clean-shaven, and hishair hung

to his shoulders, where it was cut evenly and curled under.
Pulling out achair, Duncan sgnaed the serving girl to bring his
plate and mug over, and sat.

Erik said, "I didn't know you had acousin, Roo."

Roo's eyes narrowed. " Of course you did.”

Erik waved away his previous comment. "I mean, | know you
have anumber of them in Sdador and e sewherein the cast, but
you've never mentioned this gentleman before.”

Duncan thanked the girl and winked &t her, causing her to retire
with agiggle ashesaid, "I'm crushed, Rupert. What does your
friend mean, you've never spoken of me?"

Roo sat back, shaking his head. "It's not like we were close,
Duncan. | saw you, what? Threetimesin my life?"

Duncan laughed. "Something like that. Tried my hand &t the
teamsterstrade when | wasaboy," he said to Erik. "Got asfar as
riding with Roo's pa from Ravensburg to Maac's Cross, where |
quit. Roo was no more than five then." Hisface turned somber.
"Only timel got to meet hisma."

"When was the last time we saw each other?' asked Roo.
Duncan rubbed his chin. "Can't say | remember, save therewas
that lovely girl a thefountain: dender waist, ample hipsand
bosom, accommodating attitude ... who was she?'

"Gwen," supplied Roo. "And that must have been four or five
years ago." Roo pointed afork a Duncan. "Y ou were her firgt."
Then he grinned. "Many of the local lads owe you some thanks;
you imparted a... certain enthusiasm in Gwen that we cameto
appreciate.”

Erik laughed. "I'm not one of them," he said.

Roo sad, "Maybe the only boy in Ravensourg who didn't.”
"How areyou related?’ Erik asked Duncan.



Duncan said, "My father is cousin to Roo's father, Erik, and
neither of those worthy gentlemen has much usefor me." To Roo
he said, "How isyour pa?'

Roo shrugged. "Been a couple of years, redly. We're on our way
to Ravensburg now. Where are you headed?'
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"I'm for the east, seeking my fortune asusud. | tried my hand
doing mercenary duty down inthe Vae of Dreams, but thework's
too dangerous, the women too dangerous'-both Erik and Roo
laughed at that- "and the money scarce. So I'm for the fastern
courts, where aman'swits stand him aswell as his sword."

Roo sad, "I might have some usefor that wit."

"What's the plan?" asked Duncan, suddenly interested.

"Nothing dodgy. Some honest business, but | think | can use
someone who knows hisway around polite company.”

Duncan shrugged. "W, I'll ride with you to Ravensburg and

we can talk along the way. Besides, you've got my curiosity
piqued.”

"Why?" asked Erik.

"Theway you two moved ... it wasasight. When | last saw
Rupert he was ascrawny kid barely able to keep himself upright
while he pissed, but now he looked downright letha when he
knocked out that soldier. Where did you learn to handle yourselves
that way?'

Roo and Erik exchanged glances. Neither needed to be reminded
of the network of spies dready established in the Kingdom

by the agents of the Emerald Queen. Distant cousin or not,

Roo had no illusions about the man's honesty. "Here and there,"



said Roo.

"That's some Isdani open-handed fighting, or I'm a cow's newborn,"
said Duncan.

"Whered you seeit before?' asked Erik.

"Asl sad, | just returned from down intheVae. You see afew
Isdlani there aswell as some other Keshian-born who know the
tricks." He leaned forward, and his voice lowered. "1 hear you can
crack aman's skull with your hand if you know how to do it."

Erik said, "That's easy. Just make sure you've got asmith's
hammer in the hand when you hit him."

Duncan stared at Erik a moment, then burst into laughter.

"Good one, lad," he said ashedug into hismed. "I think I'm
goingto likeyou."

They continued to chat asthey ate, and after, Erik went to

check on the horses. When he returned, the three men retired for
the night to the common deeping area upstairs, o they might get

an early sart in the morning.
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The village seemed at once unchanged and smdler. Roo said,
"Nothing's different.” They rode at awalk, having taken the bend

at the road that put them within sight of Ravensburg. They had
been passing familiar farmsfor the last hour, both vineyards and
fidds of oat, wheat, and corn. But in the distance they now at last
werein sght of the small buildings at the edge of the town.

Erik remained silent, but Duncan said, "Doesn't ook any different
to me and it's been years."

Riding past familiar landmarks, Roo thought that he was wrong.
Everything had changed, or at least he had changed and therefore
how he saw things had changed. Reaching the Inn of the Pintall,
Erik said, "Few thingsin Ravensburg ever change, but we have,"



echoing Roo's thoughts of afew moments before.

Duncan sad, "That'sawaystrue, | guess." Erik had taken aliking
to the affable man, and Roo was pleased, for he liked his cousin
aswadll, though he bardly trusted him; he was an Avery, and Roo
knew what that meant. There had been adistant uncle, John, who
had made aterrible reputation for himself asapirate, long before
Roo had been born, and more than half those uncles and cousins
who had died since Roo's birth had been hanged or killed during a
robbery attempt. Still, there were afew Averyswho had turned a
hand toward honest Iabor, and Roo thought that gave him achance
of getting rich without having to resort to murder or robbery.
Asthey dismounted, aboy ran from the stable and said, "Care
for your horses, gentlemen?”’

Erik said, "Who areyou?"'

"Gunther," said the boy. "I'm the smith's gpprentice, sir.”

Erik tossed the reinsto the boy. "1s your master about?" asked
Erik.

"He'staking hismidday medl in the kitchen, sir. Should | fetch
him for you?'

Erik said, "Never mind, | can find theway.” The boy took the
horses and led them away.

Roo said, "Y our replacement?’

"Soit seems,” said Erik shaking his head. "He can't be more

than twelve or s0."

"Y ou were younger when you started helping Tynda around
theforge," reminded Roo.
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Roo followed Erik as he moved to the rear door, the one that
directly into the kitchen. Erik pushed open the door and

Freida, Erik's mother, sat at the kitchen table talking to Nathan
the smith. She looked up as Erik came through the doorway. Her
eyes widened and her color drained away. She haf stood; then her



eyesrolled up into her head and she swooned, caught by the smith

before shefdl to thefloor.

"Damnme," said Nathan. "It'syou. It redly is"

Erik hurried around the table and took his mother's hand. " Get
some water," heingtructed Roo.

Roo got apitcher and filled it from the pump at the sink and
brought a clean kitchen rag, which he wet and placed upon Erik's
mother's brow.

Erik looked across his mother's il form at the man with whom
she had been eating and saw the smith regarding him with amazement
in hiseyes, which were brimming with tears. "Y oure dive"

he said. "Wedidn't know."

Erik swore. "I'manidiot.”

Roo took off histravel cloak and sat down, motioning to Duncan
to do the same. "Rosdyn!" he shouted. "We need wine!"

Nathan shook his head. "Rosalyn's not here. I'll get usabottle.”
Ashe stood, he said, "There€'s alot to be talked of, it seems.”

A moment later he returned, with Milo the innkeeper astep
behind. Theinnkeeper said, "My Gods! Erik! Roo! Youredivel™
Erik and Roo both exchanged a glance, then Roo sad, "Wdll.
5.p~9

it was a secret, wasn t it.

Nathan said, "Are you hunted?’

Roo burst out laughing. "No, Master Smith. We are free men,

by the King's own hand. And prosperous ones, aswell." Hejingled
hispursesgnificantly.

Nathan pulled the cork of the wine bottle he carried and poured
around of drinks while Freidaregained consciousness. She
blinked and said, "Erik?"

"Here, Mother."
She threw her arms around his neck and started to cry. "We
weretold you weretried and convicted.”

"Wewere," said Erik softly. "But we gained our pardon and



were set free”
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"Why did you not send word?" she asked, adight note of reproach
in her voice. Shetouched hisface asif uncertain of his
substance.

"We couldn't," sad Erik. "Wewerein the Prince's service

and"-he glanced around the room-"we were not permitted to

let anyone know. But that'sall in the past.”

She shook her head dightly in amazement. She touched his
cheek, then kissed it. Resting her head on his shoulder she said,
"My prayers are answvered.”

Nathan said, "She prayed, lad." He wiped away atear. "Wedl
prayed for you."

Roo saw that Erik's own emotions were starting to rise, but Erik
forced them down, never having been oneto show hisfedings
openly. Roo took a deep breeth, suddenly feeling self-conscious
over the moisture gathering in hisown eyes.

Erik asked, "What of you? How are you?"'

Freida sat back and took Nathan's hand. "There have been
changes.”

Erik glanced from his mother to the amith. "Y ou two?"

Nathan smiled, "Wewed last summer.” Then hisexpresson
darkened. "Y ou've no objections, | take it?"

Erik let out awhoop and leaned across the table and seized his
gepfather in abear bug, nearly knocking the wine over; only Roo's
quick reflexes saved it. "Objections! Y ou're the best man | know,
Nathan, and if | could have named my father, it would have been
you." Sitting back he looked at his mother with an unashamed
tear rolling down his cheek, then he took her in another bear hug
and sad, "1 am so happy for you, Mother."



Freidablushed like abride. "He came to me and was so sweet

when you fled. He saw to my hurt every day, Erik." Shetouched
Nathan's cheek with more tenderness than Erik could ever remembering
her showing anyone, including himsdlf. "He mademe

caeagan.”

Sapping his hand on thetable, Erik said, "We cebrate!" To

Milo he said, "I want your best bottle and ameal tonight to embarrass
the Empress of Kesh!"

"Done!" said Milo, hisown eyes glistening with emation. "And

I'll only charge you cog."

Roo laughed. "Y ou haven't changed, Master Innkeeper.”
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"Whereés Rosdyn?' said Erik.

Milo and Nathan exchanged glances and Nathan said, "Sh

with her family, Erik."

Erik glanced around, not understanding. "Family?Y ou'ret
fether-"

Roo reached over and took hisfriend'sarm. "She'swith |
husband, Erik." Helooked a Milo. "Isthat what Nathan's saying
Milo?'

Milo nodded. "Aye, and I'm agrandfather, too."

Erik sat back. Hisemotionswerein turmoail. "She'shad ab
Milolooked at Erik. "That'safact."

Erik said, "Who'sthe father?'

Milo glanced around the room and said, " She married
Rudolph, the baker's apprentice; you know him?" Erik no
"He's now ajourneyman and will set up his own ovens soon.
living with hisfamily, over by the square.

Erik rose. "l know the house. | want to see her."



Freidasad, "Go dowly, son. She also thinks you're dead
Leaning over to kiss hismother again, he said, "'l know.
not to scare her to death. | want her to cometonight.” Th
added, "With Rudolph."

Roo sad, "Il gowith you."
Freida squeezed hishand. "Don't belong, dse I'll think this

dl adream.”
Erik laughed. "Hardly. Roo's cousn Duncan will charm you

with taleswondrous and improbable.”

RISE OF A MERCHANT PRINCE

| The cousins smiled. Nathan looked at the handsome Duncan

and said, "Hell not be charming her too much, I'm thinking."

Erik laughed. "WEell be back soon."

Roo and Erik hurried from the kitchen, through the empty common
room of theinn, and out the front door. They hastened down

the street that |ed to the town's square and hardly noticed those
few townspeople who stopped to stare in open amazement at the
familiar figures of Rupert Avery and Erik von Darkmoor hurrying
along. One man dropped a crock of wine as his eyes widened at
the sight of the reputedly dead men striding past. One or two
otherstried to say something, but Roo and Erik were away before
they could give voiceto the greeting.

Reaching the town square, they turned and made their way to

the bakery where Rudol ph worked and lived. At the front door
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Roo saw Erik hesitate. Roo knew Erik'sfedingsfor Rosayn were
never smple. Shewaslike asster to him, but at the sametime
there was something more. Roo and the others around town knew
that Rosalyn wasin love with Erik, evenif he had been too thick



to know. At least, he had been aware just before his departure
from Ravensburg that her fedingsfor him were more than sisterly.
He had talked about it with Roo more than once. And Roo knew
that Erik dill didn't really understand how he felt about her.
Suddenly embarrassed by his own hesitation, Erik entered the
bakery. Rudolph stood behind the counter, and when he looked up
hesaid, "Can | hep-" Hiseyeswidened as he said, "Erik? Roo?"
Erik offered afriendly smile. "Hello, Rudolph." He extended

his hand as he crossed the small space between door and counter.
Roo followed.

Rudolph had never been what either Roo or Erik would count
afriend, though in atown as smd| as Ravensburg al the children
of smilar age know one another. "l thought you deed,” he half
whispered, asif afraid to be overheard.

"That seemsto have been the genera opinion,” Roo said. "But

we were freed by the King."

"By the King?" asked Rudolph, clearly impressed, as he took
Erik's hand and gave it a perfunctory shake. Then he shook

with Roo.

"Yes," sad Erik. "And I'm back." When Rudol ph's expression
darkened, he quickly added, "For afew days. I'm the Prince of
Krondor's man now." He pointed to the crest on histunic. "1 must
be back there before the end of the month.”

Rudolph relaxed. "Well then, it's good to see you." He looked
Erik up and down. "l expect you've cometo see Rosayn?'
"Shewasasger tome," said Erik.

Rudolph nodded. "In the back. Follow me."

Erik and Roo walked to the end of the counter, where Randolph
lifted the hinged top, and stepped through. They followed Rudol ph
through the large bakery, past now-cooling ovens that would

be heated again after nightfal, asthe bakers plied their tasks all
night long, so there would be hot bread for sdle at first light. Large
tables, now cleaned, waited for the bakers, and vats that would
hold dough after supper were empty. Rows of clean baking pans
waited to befilled, and in the corner two apprentice bakers dept



in anticipation of the night'swork ahead.
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Rudolph moved to another door and they exited the bakery and
crossed asmadl dley, to aroom in aresidence that Roo knew
belonged to Rudolph's employer. Rudolph said, "Wait here," and
entered.

A few moments later, Rosalyn appeared at the door, achild upon
her |eft hip. She gripped the doorjamb tightly, while Rudolph
stood behind her, offering her support. "Erik?" she half whispered. "
Roo?'

Erik smiled, and Rosalyn stepped forward and put her right arm
around hisneck, hugging him fiercdy. He held her gently, trying

to be aware of the squirming baby, and then he realized she was
arying.

"Here, now," he said softly pushing her awvay. "None of that.

I, mfine. | did the Prince of Krondor a service and was pardoned
formy crime.”

"Why didn't you send word?" she whispered harshly.

Roo was surprised by the anger in her voice toward Erik, but
Erik glanced at Rudol ph, who nodded at the question.

"We couldn't,” said Erik. He pointed to the crest on histunic

and said, "I'm the Prince's man now, sworn to hisservice, and |
was under oath not to speak of my freedom since’-he didn't

want to bring up the rape and the tria in Krondor-"1 left. But

now I'm here."

Rosayn's child started to squirm and complain and she turned

to cam the child. "Shush, Gerd."

., Gerd?" sad Erik.

It was my father'sname,”" said Rudolph.

Erik nodded as he looked &t the little boy. Then his eyes widened



and Roo saw his knees go weak. Roo grabbed Erik'sarm as

he gripped the doorjamb.

"What?" asked Roo, then helooked again at thelittle boy. Redlization
hit him. Rudolph was a stocky, short man, with reddish

brown hair. There was nothing of himin this child'sface. But from
the expression that showed there, and the size of the child, he
knew ingtantly what had occurred while he and Erik had been
gone.

Softly Roo asked what Erik seemed unable to say: " Stefan's?”
Rosalyn nodded. Without taking her eyesfrom her foster brother'
sface she said, "Gerd's your nephew, Erik."
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T
HE BABY CRIED.

Roo laughed as Erik quickly handed him back to Rosalyn. He
had offered to hold the boy, but the squirming youngster had had
Erik looking overwhelmed in lessthan aminute.

The mood in the room was guarded, amix of happinessand
apprehension. While everyone was pleased to see Roo and Erik
diveand wdl, those in the taproom of the Inn of the Pintall

knew that word of Erik's return would quickly reach hishalf
brother. The Prince of Krondor might have pardoned Roo and
Erik for their crime againg Erik's half brother Stefan, but the
surviving brother, Manfred, might not. And Stefan's mother certainly
would not. Therewas along leap between the | etter of

the law and its practice when vengeful nobleswereinvolved,
everyone knew.

Milo and Nathan motioned Roo aside and Nathan said, "Are



you planning on staying long?'

Roo glanced to where Erik sat studying his nephew, fascinated
by thelittlelife before him. "Erik mosily wanted to see his mother
and you," he said to them. "I've got some business. Well be gone
inaweek or 0."

Nathan whispered. "Better sooner than later, Roo."

Roo nodded. "1 know. Mathildavon Darkmoor.”

Milo put hisfinger alongsde his nose and nodded once, indicating
Roo was correct in hissurmise.

Roo sad, "But Freidathreatened Mathilda's boys inheritance.

Y ou'retelling everyone that the baby's Rudolph's, aren't you?”
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5, Yes" said Nathan.

‘But it'sas plain as the nose on your face who hissireis, Roo,"
sad Milo, looking fondly acrossthe room at his grandson. "There
are no secretsin thistown. By now the Baron surely knowsthe
baby exigs."

Roo shrugged. "Maybe, but | overheard Manfred talking to

Erik-"

"When?' demanded Nathan, his voice an anxious whisper.

"In the death cell. The night before we were to be hung. He

came and told Erik there was no hard fedings; he said Stefan was
aswine"

Nathan shook his head. "Onething to say that to aman you

count dead the next day, another to ariva to thetitle of Baron."
Roo said, "I don't think that's a problem. Manfred said there
were other bastards, not just Erik. Seemsthe old Baron loved the
ladies”

Milo nodded. "That's truth. | hear theré'salad over in Wolfsheim



who looksalot like Erik."

"Wadl," said Nathan, "seeif you can't get Erik away as soon as
possible. Well do what we can to protect little Gerd, but if Erik's
presence calls undue attention to the baby. . ."

"I'll ssewhat | can do," said Roo. "I have business, and the

sooner | get it done, the sooner welll leave.”

"Anything we can do to help?' asked the amith.

A calculating looked entered Roo's eyes. "Well, now that you
mention it, | could use areliable wagon-but one that's not too

dear, you understand.”

Milo's eyesrolled heavenward, and Nathan laughed at the obvious
ploy. "Gagton's dill the only place you'relikely to find a

wagon,” said the amith.

Erik glanced over to where hisfriend stood talking to the smith

and the innkeeper, the three of them amiling while Nathan

laughed at something Roo said, and shook his head with asmile

of affection. Roo saw the gesture and returned it, asif to say, "Yes,
it'sgood to be home."

Roowasout at fird light, only dightly hung-over, making his
way to the outskirts of town.
"Gagton!" he cried as he came into Sght of hisdegtination. The
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building was little more than arun-down barn, made over t
of storage building, with asmal shed attached to the front.
hung over it, crudely painted hammers, crossed asif they
noble's swords.

As Roo reached the door to the shop, a head stuck out



narrow-faced man of indeterminate years regarded him. "
he exclaimed, hdf-pleased, hdf-irritated by hismanner. " T
you hung," he observed.

Roo stuck out his hand, "Wasn't," he replied.

"Kind of obvious," returned the man named Gaston. He
with adight accent, one common to thoseliving inthe
backwater townsin the province of Bas-Tyra, but he had |
Darkmoor since before Roo had been born. He shook Roo
and said, "What you need?'

Roo sad, "Got awagon?"

"One out back for sale. She not much to look at; need
work, but she sound.”

They walked around the building, a combination carpenter,
tannery, and tinker's shop. Gaston was master of no trade
adept at fixing al manner of things, and the only source o
for those without sufficient fundsto pay thelocad smithsa
penters. If apoor farmer had a scythe that needed to last on
harvest, he brought it to Gaston, not the forge where Erik
apprentice to old Tynda and then Nathan. Roo had hea
comment that Gaston might not be afine smith, but hew
on the basics. And Roo's father had dways taken hiswa
Gaston for repair.

They moved to alow fence, composed mostly from sc
wood Gaston had found here and there, and Gaston oper
rickety gate. It swung open on tiff, loud hinges, and Roo
the yard where Gaston stowed most of his property. Roo t
moment and shook his head. He had been in the yard co
times; neverthel ess he was amazed whenever he saw the
collection of refuse Gaston lay claim to: scrapsof metd,
full of cloth, and ahuge covered stack of wood, al organized
fashion known only to Gaston, but one which Roo knew w
less. If Gaston had what you needed, he knew whereit |
could put hishandson it in moments.

"Saw your papa.”



Sl

,Where'she now?" asked Roo, not entirely interested.

‘Seepin’ off adrunk. He came back from arun down to Salador.
Six or seven wagons, | don't remember, but they got there in good
order and were paid abonus, then he picked up a cargo and came
back full, so heblew off abit last night."

Gaston hiked histhumb over his shoulder to abundle of rags
under one of two wagons nestled against the lee Sde of the barn.
Roo went over and found the bundle was snoring. He recognized
one of thetwo wagons as hisfather's. It was as familiar to Roo as
his own pallet had been at home. And truth to tell, he had dept
init about as often. When hisfather got into one of his drunken
rages, Roo had often hidden under the canvastie-down and dept
the night there, rather than risk a pointless beating.

"Too drunk to walk three streets home?' said Roo, knedling and
pulling back the topmost rag. The stench that struck him ashe did
made him wish he hadn't. Not only hadn't hisfather bathed in some
time, hisbreeth hit Roo full on as he snored in obvious stupor.
"Gak!" Roo moved back a couple of steps.

Gaston scratched his chin and said, "We had afew, truth to tell.
Tom was buying, so | weren't going to leave him lying therein

the street. | bring him over here; | wasn't going to take him al

the way home, by damn.”

Roo shook hishead. "Not likely." He regarded the snoring face

of hisfather. The old man seemed smaller somehow. Roo wondered
at that, but knew that he would seem large enough if he

was awakened before he bestirred himsdlf.

Then Roo laughed. He wasn't aboy any longer and hisfather
hadn't towered over him in years. Roo wondered, if hisfather tried
to strike him again, would he cower as achild would before an



enraged parent, or would he act without thought and break his
father'sjaw?

Not willing to put that to the test, he said, "Well let him deep.
He probably didn't miss mewhen | was gone, so | doubt hell be
glad to see me now."

Gaston said, "Y ou shouldn't go saying that, Roo. He wasright
enough upset you were going to be hung. Said it more than once.
Thought thirty years hard |abor wasfair, he said.”

Roo shook his head and changed the subject. " The wagon?”
"She be over there," said Gaston, pointing to the one that sat
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next to Roo's father's. It was a serviceable wagon, though in need
of somerepair and alot of paint.
Roo quickly inspected it, ensuring the axles and whed swere

sound. He said, "We need to replace some of thefittings on the
tongue, but it'll do. How much?'

Gaston and Roo began haggling and after aminute aded was
struck. It was dightly more than Roo wished to pay, but afair
price, and the wagon was exactly what he was |ooking for. He paid
the money and said, "Horses?"

"Martin ill be chegpest for sound animals,”" answered Gaston.
"Y our papagot an extrateam these days. Wontheminadice
gamelagt month.”

A calculating look crossed Roo's face and he said, "Thanks.
That's good to know." Glancing at the snoring figure of hisfather,
he said, "If hewakes before | return, keep him here. | need to
talk to him before| leave town.”

Roo garted for the gate and Gaston said, "Where are you off to
now?Y 5

"Growers and Vintners Hal. | haveto buy somewine"



He left the yard and made hisway down the street asthe town
began to stir into the day's activities. Workers were dready at their
shops, and now those women heading out to purchase goods and
food for their families were also about. Roo nodded in greeting at
afew familiar faces, but mostly hewaslost in thought about the

next step in his plan for wedlth.

As he reached the town square, opposite the Growers and Vintners
Hall, aclatter of hooves upon cobbles heralded the approach

of riders, and from the sound, Roo knew they were coming fast.

A moment later the squad appeared around the corner of the very
hall for which Roo was bound, fiveriders at a canter. Pedestrians
scampered out of the way asthe five men in the colors of the

Baron of Darkmoor hurried by. Roo marked the leader, the same
corpora they had encountered in Wilhelmsburg, and he knew instantly
where they would eventudly stop: Milo'sinn. Roo hesitated

and decided against heading directly there. He had business

to conduct and, besides, he was pretty sure thiswould be a matter
between Erik and hishaf brother Manfred. If the Baron needed

to speak with Roo Avery, he could come looking for him after he
findly found Erik. Roo entered the hall.
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Erik stood admiring the forge. Nathan and his apprentice Gunther

were showing off the changes they had made since Erik had

left. They were minor, but Erik made a point of admiring the boy's

work. It was clear he doted on Nathan and had developed much

the same attitude that Erik had toward the smith, that of aboy

for afogter-father. Nathan's own children had been killed in an

amost forgotten war and he took specia painsto carefor his apprentices.



You look fit," said Nathan. "Y ou like the army?"

Erik said, "Therésmuch about it | don't like, but ... yes, |

think | like the order, the sense of knowing what is expected of
YOU.99

Nathan motioned with his head for Gunther to find some task

to attend to, leaving them done. "And the killing?'

Erik shrugged. "Not much. There are timeswhen it's like hacking
wood for the fire. Something you must do. Other timesI'm

too scared to think. But mogtly it's ... | don't know ... ugly.95
Nathan nodded. "1've worked with alot of soldiersin my day,
Erik. Be cautious of those who enjoy the butchery. They serve
when thefighting's hard, but they're like guard dogs, better to
keep them on a short leash most of thetime.”

Erik looked at Nathan and their eyes|ocked. Then Erik smiled.
"l promisel'll never get to liking it.9'

"Thenyoull do," said Nathan, returning Erik's grin. "Though
you'd have been afine smith, no doubt.”

"Smithing issomething | ill enjoy. Maybeyoull let meturn
ahand to some-9

Roo approached. "Nathan! Erik!"

Erik sad, "How isthis mysterious business ded of yours going?s'
"Just about finished," answered Roo with agrin. "A couple of
things more and I'll be ready to go." He made aface. "Besides,
there are soldiers wandering around town looking for you."

The sound of riders entering the inn's courtyard cut short Erik's
reply. They |eft the forge and rounded the barn, entering the
courtyard just asthe Baron's five guardsmen were getting ready to
dismount.

Erik recognized the leader, the corporal they had encountered
two daysbefore. "You," he said. pointing to Roo and Erik. "The

Baron wants aword with you two."
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Roo rolled his eyes heavenward, patting histunic pocket to ensure
he ill carried hisroya pardon. "Can't thiswait?"

"No! But I'll give you achoice: ride your own horseor I'll be

happy to drag you behind him."

Roo sad, "I'll get my horse.”

A few minutes later, Roo and Erik were mounted and rode past
the squad. The corpord said, "Wait aminutel Where do you think
you'regoing?'

They dowed to let the corpora overtake him, then Erik said,

"Y ou came cantering in, yet your horses are barely winded and
none of them are swesting. So you rode lessthan amileto fetch
us. Manfred's camped in the old sheep meadow at the edge of
town."

The corporal ooked astonished, but before he could speak, Erik
put heelsto hishorse's barrel and was off at a canter, Roo a second
behind. The squad followed suit, and soon the seven of them were
hurrying through the town.

A few minutes later they passed through the buildings at the

east edge of town, and as Erik had predicted, they found Manfred'
sfield tent erected in the old sheep meadow where the King's
Highway intersected the road south.

Erik dismounted and tossed the reinsto a guardsman standing
near the entrance of the tent. Asthefive riders came up dongside,
Erik regarded the corpord. "What's your name?"' asked Erik.
"Alfred," said the corpord. "Why?'

Erik smiled. "I just wanted to know. Watch the horse." Roo and
Erik moved to the tent and one of the soldiersthere drew aside
theflap.

Sitting insde was Erik's haf brother Manfred. "I must confess,

| never thought I'd see you two again,” said the Baron, indicating
they, should sit, "consdering the circumstances of our last meeting.
9

"At thetime, | thought the same," answered Erik.



Roo studied the half brothers. Manfred looked nothing like Erik.
Erik was the mocking likeness of their father, the very fact of
which had driven Manfred's mother to demand Erik's desth over
the murder of Stefan, her elder son. Manfred was his mother's son.
he was dark, intense, and handsome in a nervous way. He wore
anestly trimmed beard, anew affectation, and Roo thought it a
little silly, though he kept that opinion to himsdlf.
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"My lord the Duke of Salador, who asyou may know isthe
King's cousin, has ordered me to send a squad of men to Krondor,
for specid duty. No details of why or for how long are forthcoming.
Do you know something about this?"

Erik nodded. " Something."

"Will you tdl me?'

"l cannot.”

"Cannot or will not?'

"Both," said Erik. "I am the Prince's man and obey hisinjunctions
againg speaking before I'm bidden.”

"Well, if you have no objections, I'd like them to return to Krondor
with you and your friend."

Erik sat back. "An escort?'

Manfred smiled, and in that one expression there was a hint of

the man who sired them both. "1n amanner of speaking. Asyou
arethe Princésman in this, I'll place them under your command.
Being the dutiful soldier you are, | have no doubt you'l hurry to
bring them safely to our most noble Prince as quickly as possible.”

Erik leaned forward. "If | could tdll you, Manfred, | would. You
will never know how much it meant to mefor you to come see



mein jail asyou did; it was very kind of you. It made adifference.
But when you findly do know why the Princeis commanding this
levy, you'll understand why | may not spesk it now, and that it is
of the utmost importance.”

Manfred sghed. "Well, very good. | trust you'll not be lingering
in Ravensburg, ether of you?'

Erik raised an eyebrow. "I'm bound to be back at Krondor
within the month, but Roo isafree man and may chooseto
stay.~9

Manfred smiled. "He may choose what he wishes, but if your
friend iswise, helll quickly leave." Helooked a Roo. "My
mother has not forgiven either of you, and whilel will not seek to
do ether of you injury, | cannot protect you from her agents. If
you wish to liveto an old age, you better do it elsewhere.” He
leaned over toward Erik, lowering hisvoice, and logt hisamile.

"Y ou gain asgnificant protection by wearing that new tunic,

Erik. Even herein degpy Darkmoor we know of the Eagle of

Krondor; you're the Prince's Man's man. But your friend Rupert
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has no patronage and few friends. It's better for everyoneif you
take himwith you."

"I'm getting a cargo together and will be leaving in a couple of
dayswith my cousin,” said Roo.

Manfred rose. " See that you do. It would be wdll for you both

not to be in town when my mother learns you are dive and back
within her reach." Glancing a the two men, he said, "Evenin
Krondor, watch your backs."

"What about the child?" asked Erik.

Manfred said, "Mother still doesn't know of his existence, and

| would liketo seeit kept that way for aslong as possible.” He
looked troubled. "It'sabit of adifferent sory here than it was
with you, Erik. The boy is Stefan's baby, not her philandering



husband's; it's her own grandson. But he'sabastard, and as| have
yettowed. .."

"Understood."

"Y our presence in Ravensburg might push her to Sde againgt

the child: have you considered that?'

Erik shrugged. "Not in that fashion. Truth to tdll, Manfred, I've
not been much of athinker the last two years. Too much to do.
Not enough time to ponder.”

Manfred shook hishead and said, "Y ou've changed. Y ou were
the town lad when we met, and now ... you're a harder man,

Erik."

Erik studied his brother'sface. "1 think we both are.”

Manfred rose and said, "I'm 'out hunting,’ so I'd better have
something to show Mother when | return this evening to the cadtle.
Be about your business and expect the levy to appear tomorrow
at that inn you caled home."

Erik followed the Baron outside. "One of these days | hope we
can,meet under more favorable circumstances.”

Manfred laughed and again the resemblance showed itsdlf. "I
doubt it. Our fortunes and fates are very different, brother. Aslong
asyou liveand | have no children, Mother seesyou asathrest to
her line. It'sthat smple.”

Dryly Roo said, "Then get married and have some.”

Manfred said, "Would that it werethat Smple. | serve at the
King's pleasure and my Duke of Salador'swhim. They have yet

to indicate to me which noble daughter would prove suitable wife
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materia." He Sghed dightly, but Erik noticed. "And, truth to tell,
| haven't pressed them to decide. | find the company of women
.. difficult.”



"Isthere someone?" said Erik, suddenly sensing that his half
brother, mostly astranger to him, barely held some sorrow in
check.

Manfred's manner turned neutral. "Nothing of which | choose

to speak.”

Erik had nothing more to say and his brother didn't offer his

hand. Erik saluted and started back to where his horse waited.
Roo headed toward the tent flap. With aquick move, Erik turned
back toward his brother. "That corpora, Alfred."

"What of him?"'

"Send himwith thelevy."

Manfred shook his head and smiled dightly. "Y ou have an account
withhim?'

"Of sorts," said Erik.

Manfred shrugged. " There's not much to recommend the man.
He'sabrawler. Hell never make sergeant because of it."

"Y ou have aneed for brawlers" said Erik. "Once they're broken
of brawling, they're the kind of men we need.”

"Y ou can have him." Turning back into the tent, Manfred vanished.

Roo and Erik returned to their horses and mounted. Erik looked
down at Alfred and said, "Fare you well, Corpord."

"WeIl meet again, bastard,” said Alfred with abaeful Sare.

"oh, count onit." Erik returned the dark look.

Roo added, with an evil smile, "Sooner than you think."

With hedlsto their mounts, Roo and Erik |eft the soldiers behind
and returned to Ravensburg.

"And I'm telling you that if you put any more on that wagon,
you're going to break an axle!" shouted Tom Avery.

Roo stood nose to nose with hisfather, who was only dightly
taller than his son, and after amoment said, "Y ou'reright.”
Tom blinked, then nodded once, curtly, saying, "Of courseI'm
right.”

The two wagons sat in the yard behind Gaston's shop, loaded



with small barrels of wine. Duncan inspected each tie-down care
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fully, for the third or fourth time, and looked dubious about the

prospect of so many barrels of wine remaining secure.

Roo had spent the day conducting business, spending every coin

he had aswell aswhat Erik had given him in purchasing amodest-qudity
winethat, he hoped, would redize him asignificant profit

once it reached Krondor.

While not an expert on wine, Roo was achild of Ravensburg

and knew more about it than most merchants in Krondor. He knew
that the high cost of winein the Prince's city was due to the cost

of shipping it bottled. Only the most common bulk wine came
otherwise, shipped in large barrels. But the smaller barrels of modest-
qudity wine, used in the taproomsin the area, were never

shipped much farther away than aneighboring village, because the
wine commanded little profit in an areawhere high-quaity wine

was taken for granted. While gill not asfine asthe great wines
served to the nohility, thiswine would stand out in Krondor's common
inns. Roo had shrewdly purchased wines he knew to be acut

or two above the quality of what he had drunk in the Prince's city.
Roo calculated that if he could get the inns and taverns frequented

by the businessmen of the Merchants Quarter to buy hiswine,

he could redize as much as athreefold profit on this venture,
including the cost of wagons and horses.

Duncan said, ™Y ou sure you know how to drive thisthing?"

Tom wheeled to face hisnephew and said, " Roo's afirdt-rate teamster,
asyou'd have been had you not run off after that girl-"

Duncan smiled in remembrance. "Alice," he supplied. "That

didn't last long. Besides'-he put his hand upon the pommel of
hissword-"thisishow | earned my living for thelast fifteen

years."

"Well, well needit,” said Tom, rubbing hischin. It wasthe



spot, Roo had hit him when the old man had come awake and
garted to bully his son. Threetimes he had tried to lay handson

the boy and three times had found himsdif in the dust, looking

up at hisson. Thelast time Roo had punctuated hislack of patience
for this conflict with atiff right jab to the old man'sface.

After that, Tom Avery looked on his son with anewfound respect.
Turning to Roo, he said, ™Y ou sure you know your way aong this
road you told me of 7'

Roo nodded. It was a backcountry road, little more than atrail
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in places, where he and Erik had encountered Helmut Grindle, a
trader from Krondor. Roo had learned there was away from Ravensburg
to Krondor that was passable without having to pay toll

on the King's Highway. Erik had papers from the Prince, which
had saved them any charges on the way to Ravensburg, but Erik
and hiscompany of leviesfrom Darkmoor had left that morning

for Krondor, and they would be in the Prince's city aweek before
the dow-moving wagonswould arrive.

Roo knew that the wagons were |oaded to capacity, and that any
trouble would leave half his cargo stuck in the backwoods between
Darkmoor and the coast. But if his plan worked, held have enough
capital for something more audacious, and he was sure he could
make enough on thisonejourney to get his career fairly launched.
"Wadl," said Roo, "no reason to linger. The sooner started, the
sooner finished." He said nothing of Manfred's warning about his



mother's vengeance. He didn't trust Duncan enough to count on
his staying close by should he learn that anoble might be sending
agents after Roo. Hisfather, he knew, could be trusted to drive
hiswagon: say what you might about Tom Avery, he was steedfast
in hiswork when sober. But in afight hewould be usdess, no
maiter what bluster and boasting heindulged himsdlf inwhen
drunk. "Ridewith me," Roo said to Duncan. "I'll reacquaint you
with driving ateam.”

Duncan rolled his eyes heavenward but climbed aboard. He had
sold hishorsefor asmdl price, which earned him asharein Roo's
venture, and now was a minority owner of one wagon, four horses,
and agreat dedl of wine. Roo'sfather had inssted only on his
usual fees, not acoin more or less, which silently pleased Roo. He
enjoyed hisfather's treating him as he would any other trader.
Gaston waved farewdll asthey rolled through the gate out of his
yard and turned down the cobbles of Ravensburg. The wagons
creaked and groaned under the weight and the horses snorted at
being asked to work, but they were under way, and Roo felt a
keen sense of anticipation.

"Try not to get yoursdlf killed," called out Gaston asthe gate

shut.

Roo ducked behind the wagon as another arrow sped through
the space he had just occupied; the first had struck inchesfro.
his head. He yelled awarning to hisfather and Duncan ashe
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scrambled under the wagon, drawing his sword and trying to ascertain
from where the arrow had come. A third shaft emerged

from the evening gloom and he marked where he judged it had
originated. He signaled to Duncan that he was going to back between
the wagons and move in acircle around the ambushers.

Duncan signaled he understood and motioned around the campsite,

indicating he should be wary of other attackers.



They had been on the road for dmost aweek, having lft the
King'sHighway just west of Ravensburg and making their way
across open country to the small westward trail road Roo and Erik
had used when fleeing the areatwo years earlier.

The travel had been uneventful and the wagons were proving
sturdy and the horses sound, which had contributed to Roo'sincreasing
optimism as the days passed. If hisfather had judged him

daft for picking alarge, unwieldy cargo, he kept hisopinion to
himsdlf. He was an old teamster and had driven stranger cargo

than dozens of small wine casks before.

They camped each night at sundown, |etting the horses graze

aong a picket, supplementing the grasswith asmal amount of
grain, mixed with honey and nuts, which kept them fit and energetic.
Each day Roo used what knowledge of horses he possessed

to check their soundness, and more than once he had silently
wished for Erik's presence, as he would find anything that Roo
might miss. But Roo had been astonished to discover that hisfather
knew as much as Erik, at least on the subject of draft animals,

and each day the old man inspected right alongside his son, and
each day he judged the animasfit to continue the journey.

Now Roo crab-crawled on elbows and knees, turning as he
moved between the wagons, and when he had the wagons between
himsalf and the source of the arrow fire, he stood and ran

into the woods. Only two years of combat and intensetraining
saved hislife, for another bandit had moved opposite the first and
tried to impale Roo on his sword point. The only thing he accomplished
wasto dieslently; Roo hardly broke stride as he ran him

through, dodging sdeways into the dark woodsin case there was
another bandit close by.

Silence greeted him as he paused to consider his next move. He
dowed his breathing and |ooked around. The sun had set lessthan
an hour before and the sky to the west might still hold some glow,
but under the thick treesit could have been midnight. Roo listened

. A moment later he heard another arrow flight, and he

moved.



Circling as quietly as he could through the darkness, he ran
swiftly to the place where he thought the bowman might be hiding.
At this point he was convinced he was being besieged by a

pair of poor bandits, trying to pick off the two guards so they could
plunder whatever cargo ventured dong the smal road far from the
King'sjudtice.

Roo waited. After afew more moments of silence, he heard
someone stirring in the brush ahead of him and he acted. Asquick
asacat on amouse, he was through the brush and on top of the
other bandit. The struggle was quickly over. The man attempted
to drop hisbow and pull aknife when he sensed Roo's approach
from behind.

The man died before the knife was out of his belt.

"It'sover," said Roo.

A moment later, Duncan and Tom appeared, wraithlikein the
gloom. "Just two of them?" asked Duncan.

"If there's another, he's halfway to Krondor," said Tom. He had
obvioudy falen hard, as he was dirty from boot to the top of his
head on hisleft side, and he had a bruise on hisleft cheek. He
held hisright arm across his chest, holding tight to his|eft biceps,
and flexed the fingers of hisleft hand.

"What's the matter?" asked Roo.

"Fell damn hard onthisarm, | guess,”" answered hisfather. "It's

al tingly and numb." He seemed short of breath as he spoke.
Blowing out along note, he added, " Sometime of it, that was.
Not ashamed to admit | was scared for abit."

Duncan kndlt and rolled over the bandit. "This onelookslike
aragpicker," hesaid.

4& Few honest traders and only afew more dishonest ones brave
thisroute,” said Tom. "Never been arich outlaw | heard of, and
certainly not around here." He shook his hand asif trying to wake
up adeeping limb.

Duncan came away with apurse. "He might not have beenrich,
but he wasn't coinless, either." He opened the purse and found a
few copper coins and asingle stone. Walking back into the light



of the campfire, he knelt to ingpect the gem. "Nothing fancy, but
itll fetch acoin or two."
Roo said, "Better seeif the other oneisdead.”
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He found the first man he had encountered lying facedown in

the mud, and when herolled him over, discovered aboy'sface on
the corpse. Shaking hishead in disgust, Roo quickly found the
boy without even the rude leather pouch the other bandit had

possessed.

He returned to the wagons as Duncan put down the bow he had
taken from the first bandit. "Pretty poor,” he said, tossing it aside.
"Ran out of arrows." Roo sat down with an audible sigh.

"What do you think they'd be doing with al thiswine?' asked
Duncan.

"Probably drink abit," said Tom. "But it wasthe horsesand
whatever coin we carry, and the swords you have and anything
elsethey could .

Duncan sad, "We bury them?"

Roo shook his head. "They'd not have done the same for us.
Besides, we've no shovel. And I'm not about to dig their graves
with my hands." He sighed. "If they'd been proper bandits, wed
have been feeding the crows tomorrow instead of them. Better
keep dert.”

Duncan sad, "Wdl then, I'm turning in."

Torn and Roo sat before the fire. Because of his age, Roo and
Duncan dlowed Tom thefirst watch. The man with the second
had it roughest, having to awvake for afew hoursin the dark, then
turnin again. Roo aso knew that dawn was the most dangerous
timefor attack, as guards were the deepiest and least dert and
anyone contempl ating a serious assault would wait for just before
sunrise. Chances were near-certain if Tom had morning watch,

should trouble come he'd be sound adleep when he died.



Tom said, "Had astone like that one Duncan's got, once.”

Roo said nothing. Hisfather rarely talked to him, a habit that

had developed in childhood. Rupert had traveled with hisfather
many times as aboy, learning the teamster's trade, but on the
longest of those journeys, from Ravensburg to Salador and back,
he'd rarely had more than ten words for the boy. When a home,
Torn drank to excess, and when working, remained sober but stoic.
"| got it for your mother,” said Tom quietly.

Roo wasriveted. If Tom was aquiet man when sober, he was

always silent about Roo's mother, sober or drunk. Roo knew what
he did about his mother from othersin the village, for she had
died in childbirth.
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"Shewasatiny thing,” said Tom. Roo knew hisdiminutive

satus was alegacy from his mother. Erik's mother had mentioned
that more than once. "But strong,” said Tom.

Roo found that surprising. " She had atough grit to her,',’ continued
Tom, hiseyesshiningin thefirelight. "Y ou look like her,

you know." He held hisright arm across his chest, clutching his
left arm, which he massaged absently. He peered into the fire as
if seeking something in the dancing flame.

Roo nodded, afraid to speak. Since he had struck hisfather,
knocking him to the ground, the old man had treated him with a
deference Roo had never experienced before. Tom sighed. "She



wanted you, boy. The heding priest told her it would be chancy,
with her being sotiny." He wiped hisright hand over hisface,

then looked at his own hands, large, oft scarred, and calloused. "l
was afraid to touch her, you know, with her being so smal and me
having no gentlenessin me. | was afraid I'd break her. But she
was tougher than she looked."

Roo swalowed, suddenly finding it hard to speak. Hefindly
whispered, "Y ou never spesk of her."

Tom nodded. "I had solittlejoy inthislife, boy. And shewas
every bit of it. |

met her at afegtival, and she looked like this shy

bird of athing, standing on the edge of the crowd at the feast of
Midsummer. | had just come up from Sdlador, driving awagon for
my uncle, Duncan's grandfather. | was haf-drunk and full of mysdlf,
and then she was right there before me, bold as bright brass,

and she says, '‘Dancewithme"' Hesighed. "And | did.”

Hewas dlent awhile. He hugged himsdlf, and his breath seemed
labored, and he had to swallow hard to speak. "She had that same
look you do, not fetching with her thin face and uneven teeth,

until she smiled-then shelit up and was beautiful. | got her that
stone | was speaking of for our wedding. Had it setinaring for
her."

"Likeanoble" said Roo, forcing hisvoiceto alighter tone.

"Like the Queen hersdf," Tom answered with ashdlow laugh.

He swallowed hard. "She said | was mad and should sl it for a
new wagon, but | ingsted she keep it.”

"Y ou never told me," said Roo softly.

Tom shrugged and was silent. He took a deep bresth, then said,

"Y ou're aman now. Showed me that when | woketo find you
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standing over me at Gaston's. Never thought you'd amount to

much, but Y ou're ashrewd one, and if you can beat the King's



own hangman and learn to handle yourself so | can't bully you,
why, | figureyou'l turn out dl right down theroad.” Tom smiled
dightly and said, "Y ou're like her that way., you're tougher than
you look."

Roo sat in slence aminute, not knowing what to say, then after
abit hesad, "Why don't you turnin, Father. | have somethinking
to do.”

Tom nodded. "1 think | will. Got apainin my neck." He moved
hisleft shoulder asif to loosen tight muscles. "Must haveredly
twisted it hitting the ground when those lads started shooting arrows
at us. Hurtsfrom my wrist to my jaw." He wiped perspiration
from his brow. "Broke abit of swest, too." He sucked in alarge
breath and blew it out, asif just sanding had been exertion. " Getting
too old for this. When you get rich, you remember your old
father, hear me, Ro0?'

Roo started to smile and say something when hisfather's eyes
rolled up into his head and he fell forward, facedown into thefire.
Roo ydled, "Duncan!" and with asingle move yanked hisfather
out of the flames.

Duncan was over in an ingtant and saw the waxy pallor of Tom's
face, the white eyes, and smoldering burns on his cheek and neck.
He knelt next to Roo, then said, "He's deed.”

Roo remained motionless as he sllently regarded the man who

had been hisfather, and who had died still astranger to him.

Four



BOO SIGNALED.

Duncan reined in the second wagon, coming to ahat behind

the first. Roo turned, stood, and shouted, "Krondor!"

They had been traveling thisway since burying Tom, ina

grave Roo had dug with his bare hands, covering him with
stones to keep scavengers away. Duncan had become afair
driver. He had remembered afew things taught to him by Tom
when he was a boy, and Roo had increased his skill until he no
longer had to spend every minute worrying about the second
wagon and its cargo.

Roo was gtill troubled by hisfather's desth. He couldn't escape
the feding that he had glimpsed something in hisfather when he
had been speaking about Roo's mother. Roo knew therewas a
great dedl about hisown history he didn't understand. His father
had aways been an doof man when sober and abusive when
drunk, and in part Roo now understood why: each time Tom
looked at his son he saw areminder of the wife he had loved
beyond measure, taken from him at Roo's birth.

But there had been more, and Roo now had dozens of questions,
none of which hisfather would ever answer. He vowed to
return to Ravensburg and try to find those few peoplein the
town Tom might have called friend, to ask them those questions.
Perhaps he might travel to Salador to visit with Duncan's

branch of the family. But he wanted answers. Suddenly Roo had
been made aware that heredlly didn't know who hewas. Pushing
asdethat thought, heingsted to himsdlf it wasn't asimportant
who oneis as who one becomes, and he was determined to
become arich, respected man.

Duncan tied off the reins and jumped down from hiswagon,
walking to where Roo stood. Roo had cometo like his cousin,
though there was till the rogue in his manner, and Duncan

didn't bring out any strong sense of trust, the way Roo trusted
Erik or the other men he had served with under Cdis. But he
liked the man and thought he might be useful, for he had

enough experience with nobility to tutor Roo in mannersand



faghion.

Duncan climbed up on the first wagon and looked at the distant
city. "Weregoing in tonight?' he asked.

Roo glanced at the setting sun and said, "I don't think so. I'd
haveto find a stable yard to house thiswine until we could move
out in the morning. We're ill more than an hour from the gate
now. Let's make acamp and well head in at firgt light, try to sell
some of thisbefore the inns get too busy.”

They made camp and ate acold med before asmal fire, while

the horses, tied in along picket, grazed along the roadside. Roo
had given them the last of the grain and they were making satisfied
noises. "What are you going to do with the wagons?' asked
Duncen.

"Sdl them, | think." Roo wasn't sureif he wanted to depend

on other shippers, but he didn't think histime was best spent
actualy driving the wagons back and forth between Ravensburg
and Krondor. "Or maybe hire adriver and send you back for another
load after we sl off thislot.”

Duncan shrugged. "Not much by way of excitement, unlessyou
count those two hapless boy bandits.”

Roo said, "One of those 'boy bandits amost put an arrow

through my head"-he tapped the side of his skull-"if you remember."”

Thereisthat." Duncan sghed. "1 mean by way of women and
drink."

"WEelIl have some of that tomorrow night.” Roo glanced around.
"Turnin-I'll take thefirst watch.”

Duncan yawned. "l won't argue.”

Roo sat by thefire as his cousin grabbed a blanket and crawled
under one of the wagonsto protect himsdlf from the dew that
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would form during the night. This closeto the ocean it wasn't a
possibility, it was a certainty, and waking up wet wasn't either
man'sidea of apleasant way to start the day.

Roo consdered what he would do firgt in the morning, and made
up severd speeches, rehearsing each and discarding this phrase or
that as he tried to determine which sales pitch would work best.
He had never been afocused thinker in hisyouth, but so much
wasriding on hisdoing well that he becamelost in histhinking,
and didn't redlize how much time had passed until he noticed the
fire burning down. He consdered waking Duncan, but decided
instead to reconsider some of his sales pitch, and just stuck some
morewood in thefire.

Hewasdill practicing his pitch when the lightening sky findly
took his attention from the now merely glowing embers of thefire
and he shook himsdlf out of his half-daze, haf-dreaming, and he
redlized that he had not truly dept al night. But hewastoo filled
with excitement and too ready to rush forward into hisnew life
and hefigured Duncan wouldn't object to the extrarest. Herose,
and found his knees iff from gitting in the damp. cool night air
without moving for hours. His hair was damp. and dew shone upon
his cloak as he shook it out.

"Duncan!" heydled, rousing his cousin. "Weve got wineto

i

The wagons clattered over the cobbles of Krondor's streets. Roo
indicated Duncan should pull up behind him, over to one Side,
alowing someroom for traffic to pass on the narrow Side Street.
He had picked out hisfirst stop, amodest inn named the Happy
Jumper near the edge of the Merchants Quarter. The sign was of
apair of children turning aropefor athird who was suspended in
midair over it.

Roo pushed open the door and found a quiet common room,



with alarge man behind the bar cleaning glasses. "Sir?" the barman
asked.

"Areyou the proprietor?' asked Roo.

"Aligtar Riversat your disposa. How may | be of service?' He
was aportly man, but under the fat Roo detected strength-most
innkeepers had to have some means of enforcing order. His manner
was polite, but distant, until he knew the nature of Roo's

business.
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"Rupert Avery," said Roo, sticking out hishand. "Wine merchant
in from Ravensburg."

The man shook his hand in a perfunctory manner and said, Y ou
need rooms?"

&'No, | havewineto sdl."

The man's expression showed adecided lack of enthusasm. "l
have dl thewinel need, thank you."

Roo said, "But of what qudity and character?”

The man looked down his nose at Roo and said, "Make your
pitch."

"l was born in Ravensburg, sir," began Roo. And then he
launched into a brief comparison of the bounties of that smdll
town'swine craft and what was commonly drunk in Krondor's
more modest establishments.

At the end of hispitch he said, "The service to Krondor has
ether been bulk wine for the common man or impossibly priced
wine for the nobles, but nothing for the merchant cateringto a
quality clientdle, until now. | can provide wine of superior quality
at bulk prices, because | don't transport the bottles!™

The man was silent aminute. "Y ou have asample?’ he asked
alast.



."Outsde," said Roo and he hurried out to fetch down asample
cask he had filled before leaving Ravensburg. Returning insde he
found apair of glasses on the bar. He pulled the cork, and as he
filled the two glasseswith ataste, he said, "It'sabit shocked,
having rolled in this very morning off the road, but give it aweek
or two to rest before you serveit, and you'll have more business

than any other inninthe area."

The man looked unconvinced, but he tasted. He rolled thewine
around his paate, then spit it into a bucket, while Roo did the
same. Aligtair was quiet again, then said, "It'snot bad. A little
jumbled, as you said from the road, but there's some structure
there and abundant fruit. Most of my customers won't know it
from the usud plonk, but | do have afew businessmen who frequent
my establishment who might find thisdiverting. | might be
interested in a half-dozen barrels. What is your price?"

Roo paused, and quoted a price he knew to be three times what
he would accept, and only |5 percent below what the finest noble
wines from Ravensburg would fetch. Aligtair blinked, then said,
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"Why not burn my inn to the ground and have done with it? Y oull
ruin mefar quicker." He offered a price that was afew coppers
less per barrd than what Roo had paid in Ravensburg. Then they

began haggling in earnest.

They were waiting for Roo when he came out of thethird inn

an hour after midday. Hisfirst two negotiations had proven profitable,
earning him more than he had anticipated. He had gotten

about 10 percent higher aprice from Alistair Riversthan he had
hoped for, which had made him bargain harder at the Inn of Many



Stars. Hisfinal price had been within coppers of what he had sold
wineto Aligair for, so he knew what he waslikely to get at the

Dog and Fox Tavern. He had concluded his negotiationsin quick
order, and as he came out of the Dog and Fox he said, "Duncan!

We need to unload five barreld"

Then he hdted. Duncan moved his head dightly to indicate the

man sitting close to him on the wagon, who had adagger point in
Duncan'sribs, though you had to look to notice it. To passersby

it appeared he was merdly having a quiet conversation with the
driver of the wagon.

Another man stepped up and said, ™Y ou the owner of these

wagons.

Roo nodded once as he studied the man. He was rangy to the point
of gauntness, but there was quickness and danger in his movements.
Roo saw no weapons in the man's hands, but guessed there was more
than one of them secreted on him, within easy reach. His narrow face
was covered by atwo- or three-day growth of beard, and grey-shot,
raggedly cut black hair hung loosely about his forehead and neck.
"We was noticing you driving around and making deliveries.
Wondered if you were new to Krondor?*

Roo glanced from the man's face to the man next to Duncan,

then looked around to seeif the two were alone. A couple of others
lingered in close proximity to the wagons, men who could aid their
companionsin moments, without caling attention to themsdlves

until needed. Roo said, "Been here before, but just rolled into the
city thismorning."

"Ah!" said the man, hisvoice surprisngly deep for one so thin.

"Wl then, you'd not be knowing about the locd licensesand

duties, would you?'
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Roo's gaze narrowed. "We declared our cargo at the gate to the



Prince's magistrate, and nothing was said about licenses and duties.”

Wdl, these aren't the Prince's licenses and duties, in amanner

of gpeaking." The man lowered his voice so he would not be
overheard. "There are ways to do businessin the city and there
are other ways, if you catch my drift. We represent interests that
would seek to keep you from encountering difficultiesin Krondor,
if you follow me"

Roo leaned againgt the back of the wagon, attempting to look
casud, whilejudging how fast he could kill thisman if needsbe
and what chance Duncan stood of disarming the man who held a
dagger on him. Of thefirst he was confident; he could kill this

man before his companions could take two stepsin hisaid, but
Duncan didn't have Roo's combat training, and while a competent
swordsman, hewould probably die. Roo said, "I'm very stupid
today. Pretend | don't know anything and educate me.”

The man said, "Wdll, there are those of usin Krondor who like

to make sure the daily commerce of the city goes undisturbed, if
you see what | mean. We don't care much for unseemly price wars
and large fluctuations between supply and demand. Toward that
end, we make sure that everything coming into the city hasa
reasonabl e profit, so that no one has too much an advantage, don't
you s2e? Kegps things civilized. We a so keep thugs from roughing
up merchants and destroying property, aswell as make sure that
aman can degpin hisbed a night without fear of having his

throat cut, don't you see? Now, to that end, we expect a compensation
for our work."

Roo said, "l see. How much?!

"For your cargo, it would be twenty golden sovereigns”-Roo's
eyes widened-"for each wagon."

That was easly close to one half his expected profit on this cargo
alone. His outrage couldn't be kept below the surface. "Areyou
mad? Twenty sovereigns!" Hetook a quick step back and said,

"] think not!"



The man took a step after Roo, which he had anticipated, saying,
"If you want your friend there to Stay hedth-"
Suddenly Roo had his sword out and at the man's throat before

he could move away. The man was quick and tried to move back,
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but Roo followed, keeping the point of his sword touching skin.
"Ah, ah!" said Roo. "Don't move too quickly; I might dip and

then you'd get blood over everything. If your friend doesn't get

his dagger out of my cousin'sribsor if either one of those, two
men across the street makes the wrong move, you're sucking wind
through anew hole."

"Hold on!" shouted the man. Then, glancing sideways without
moving hishead, he shouted, "Bert! Get down!™

The man next to Duncan got down without question, whilethe
man whom Roo held a sword's point said, "Y ou're making abig
migteke."

4&If | am, it'snot thefirst,” said Roo.

"Cross the Sagacious Man and it'sthelast,” said the would-be
extortionis.

"Sagacious Man?' said Roo. "Who would that be?’

"Someone important in this city,” answered the thin man.

"Well mark thisamisunderstanding, and you ask about. But when
we come back tomorrow, I'll expect better mannersfrom you."
He motioned for histwo distant companionsto leave and they
quickly darted into the midday crush of people. Other pedestrians
had stopped to watch the display of one man holding another at
sword's point, and it was obvious the thin man didn't care for the
scrutiny. A merchant looked out from his shop and started shouting
for acity congtable.

Glancing at Roo theman said, "'If I'm handed over to the city

watch, you'rein even bigger trouble than you might be aready.”



Helicked hislipsnervoudy. A shrill whistle sounded ablock away,
and Roo dropped his sword's point and the man ducked away,
vanishing into the crowd.

"What wasthat?' asked Duncan.

" Shakedown."

Duncan said, "Mockers™

"Mockers?'

"Guild of Thieves," supplied Duncan as he patted hisribsto
make sure they were dill intact.

&'l expect. He mentioned someone named the Sagacious Man."
"That's the Mockers, without a doubt. Y ou can't do businessin
acity like Krondor without having to pay off someone.”

Roo climbed aboard his own wagon and said, "Damn meif |
WilL."
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k,,A an answer, Roo didn't hear it as he untied the

| uncafl
'OPe holding do™n the barrels and lowered the drop gate. A shout
aldtnen,_,ning down the street caused Roo to glance past the

to where members of the City Watch, wearing blue tunics

'lid Trying large billy clubs, paused to see the merchant pointing
aRr.

Roo swore under his breath. The constable approached and
sad, "That gentleman tellsme you was duding in the

street.~

Roo tossed arope to Duncan. "Dueling? Me? Sorry, but he's
mistaken. |,m just unloading winefor thisinn." Heturned his
chin toward the inn, as Duncan came down to help get the barrels
off the top of the wagon.

"Wl then," said the congtable, obvioudy unwilling to go
searching for trouble when it was so abundant in Krondor, "just



seeit daysthat way." He motioned for his partner and they returned
theway they came.

Duncan said, "Somethings never change. Unless| missmy bet,
those two will be back in whatever pastry shop they were in when
thewhistle blew."

Wad.>n-n

Ca

Roo laughed. They lowered the five barrd s to the street, and

Roo convinced the innkeeper to send aworker to help Duncan
carry theminsde, so Roo could protect the wagons while thewine
was ddlivered. After the remaining cargo was secured, they took
reins and moved on to the next tavern.

At sundown, they had sold close to athird of the wine Roo had
purchased in Ravensburg. More, they had recouped dmost dl the
gold Roo had spent. Roo calculated that he stood to triple his
money if business the next day or so was as brisk asit had been
sofar.

"Where do we spend the night?" asked Duncan. "And when do
weeat? I'm sarving.”

Roo said, "Let usfind an inn with agood-sized yard so we can
guard thiswine againgt our friends."

Duncan nodded, knowing full well whom Roo meant. They
werein an area of the, city unknown to Duncan, who had been to
Krondor anumber of times over the years, and from the wares
displayed in the shop windows as they passed, not aterribly prosperous
one. Roo said, "L et's go around the block and head ~i~

back
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but Roo followed, kegping the point of hissword touching skin.
"Ah, ah!" said Roo. "Don't move too quickly; I might dip and



then you'd get blood over everything. If your friend doesn't get

his dagger out of my cousin'sribsor if either one of those two
men across the street makes the wrong move, you're sucking wind
through anew hole.”

"Hold on!" shouted the man. Then, glancing Sdeways without
moving his head, he shouted, "Bert! Get down!™

The man next to Duncan got down without question, while the
man whom Roo held a sword's point said, "Y ou're making abig
mistake"

"If | am, it'snot thefirs," said Roo.

"Crossthe Sagacious Man and it'sthelast,” said the would-be
extortionis.

"Sagacious Man?' said Roo. "Who would that be?!
"Someoneimportant in this city,” answered the thin man.

"WeIl mark this amisunderstanding, and you ask about. But when
we come back tomorrow, I'll expect better manners from you."
He motioned for histwo distant companionsto leave and they
quickly darted into the midday crush of people. Other pedestrians
had stopped to watch the display of one man holding another at
sword's point, and it was obvious the thin man didn't care for the
scrutiny. A merchant looked out from his shop and started shouting
for acity congtable.

Glancing at Roo the man said, "If I'm handed over to the city
watch, you'rein even bigger trouble than you might be aready.”
Helicked hislipsnervoudy. A shrill whistle sounded ablock away,
and Roo dropped his sword's point and the man ducked away,
vanishing into the crowd.

"What wasthat?' asked Duncan.

" Shakedown."

Duncan said, "Mockers™

"Mockers?'

"Guild of Thieves," supplied Duncan as he patted hisribsto

make sure they were dill intact.

"I expect. He mentioned someone named the Sagacious Man."

"That's the Mockers, without adoubt. Y ou can't do businessin



acity like Krondor without having to pay off someone.”
Roo climbed aboard his own wagon and said, "Damn meif |

will.
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If Duncan had an answer, Roo didn't hear it as he untied the
rope holding down the barrels and lowered the drop gate. A shout
and men running down the street caused Roo to glance past the

wagon to where members of the City Watch, wearing blue tunics

and carrying large billy clubs, paused to see the merchant pointing
at Roo.

Roo swore under his breath. The constable approached and

sad, "That gentleman tellsme you was duding in the

Sreet.”

Roo tossed arope to Duncan. "Dueling? Me? Sorry, but he's
migtaken. I'm just unloading winefor thisinn.” Heturned his

chin toward the inn, as Duncan came down to help get the barrels
off the top of the wagon.

"Wl then," said the congtable, obvioudy unwilling to go

searching for trouble when it was so abundant in Krondor, "just
seeit daysthat way." He motioned for his partner and they returned
theway they came.

Duncan said, "Somethings never change. Unless| missmy bet,
those two will be back in whatever pastry shop they were in when
thewhistle blew."

Roo laughed. They lowered the five barrels to the Street, and

Roo convinced the innkeeper to send aworker to help Duncan
carry theminside, so Roo could protect the wagons while thewine
was ddlivered. After the remaining cargo was secured, they took

reins and moved on to the next tavern.



At sundown, they had sold close to athird of the wine Roo had
purchased in Ravensburg. More, they had recouped dmost dl the
gold Roo had spent. Roo calculated that he stood to triple his
money if businessthe next day or so was as brisk asit had been
ofa.

"Where do we spend the night?" asked Duncan. "And when do
weeat? I'm sarving.”

Roo said, "Let usfind an inn with agood-sized yard so we can
guard thiswine againg our friends."

Duncan nodded, knowing full well whom Roo meant. They
werein an area of the city unknown to Duncan, who had been to
Krondor a number of times over the years, and from the wares
displayed in the shop windows as they passed, not aterribly prosperous
one. Roo said, "L et's go around the block and head back
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the way we came. | think we're leaving prosperity behind if we
continue on thisway."

Duncan nodded and watched as Roo headed his team out into
thetraffic of theroad. The street wasfull of travelers as, those
finished with the day'swork headed home, or to alocal tavern or
shop. Some shops were being shuttered, while others were lighting
lanterns, indicating their proprietors were staying open past dark
for those customers who could only shop in the evening.

They moved dowly through the press and Roo turned right into
another street, and Duncan followed. It took them almost an hour
to find an inn with a stable area big enough to accommodate their
wagons behind locked gates. Roo made arrangements with the stable
boy, took his sample cask, and led Duncan insde.

The inn was known as the Seven Flowers, and it was a modest

establishment, catering to merchants and workers equaly. Roo



found atable near the bar and indicated Duncan should take a
sedt. He spied an interesting-looking bar maid, alittlelong inthe
face but with an ample spread of bosom and hip, and he said,
"When you have aminute, if you'd bring us both atankard of de
and dinner." He indicated the table where Duncan sat. The
woman looked at the handsome Duncan and her smile betrayed
her interest. Roo found his eyes fixed upon the woman's bosom
whereit strained againgt the fabric of her dressand said, "And if
you're free at the end of the evening, join us." Hetried hisbest

to look charming, and the remark got him aneutra expresson and
anoncommittal noise. "Wheré'sthe owner?" asked Roo.

She indicated a heavyset man at the far end of the bar, and Roo
made hisway through a half-dozen customers and started his pitch.
After providing samples of hiswine and arguing price, Roo arrived
at apricewith the owner of theinn, including anight'slodging

and food, and returned to the table.

The food was average but ample and after weeks on the trail
tasted wonderful. The dewas aso average, but cold and plentiful.
After the med, when business had thinned, Duncan started working
his charms on the serving girl, awoman of middle years named
Jean. Another barmaid, athin young woman named Betsy, joined
them and somehow ended up Sitting in Roo's lap. Either Duncan
wasterribly funny in his storytelling or the de gave everyone a
more forgiving sense of humor. A couple of timesthe innkeeper
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had had to come over and order his barmaids back to work, but as
the evening wore on, the two women had found their way back

to Roo and Duncan's company.

The pairing was obvious. Duncan had captured the attention of

both women, but Jean, the more attractive of the two, had staked



her claim early on, while Betsy was content to spend her time with
Roo's hand fondling her. Roo didn't know if the girl redly liked
him or expected recompense, but he didn't care. The soft hest of
flesh under cloth had him aroused, and after awhilehe said, "Let's
go upstairs.99

The girl said nothing but rose and took hishand and led him
updtairs. In his drunken state he didn't remember hearing Duncan
and Jean entering the room with them, but soon hewaslost in
thefed, smell, taste, and heat of being with awoman.

Hewas vaguely aware of Duncan and Jean on the pallet next to
the one he shared with Betsy, but he ignored them. He had been
with whoresin camp less than a hand's breadth from other soldiers,
50 hethought nothing of it.

He got out of hisclothing and got Betsy out of hersin quick

order, and waslogt in passion when a shout came from outside
followed by the sound of cracking wood. He dmost didn't notice
it at firgt, but another crack followed, and suddenly, before thought
was his, hewas on hisfeet, pulling his sword from the scabbard,
ydling, "Duncan!"

Naked, Roo raced down the stairs and into the common room.
Deserted and dark, the room was an obstacle course as Roo tried
'to get to the inn's courtyard door without laming himself on achair
or table. Duncan's oaths from behind told Roo he wasn't donein
hisdrunken difficulties

Roo found the door, pulled it open, and hurried toward the stable,
where hishorses were being cared for and hiswagons were
housed. Hisfeet encountered wetness as his nose greeted him
with afamiliar aroma wine.

He entered the dark barn cautioudly, hisintoxication gonewith

the rush of battle readiness. Duncan overtook him and Roo
gripped his cousin by the arm, Sgnding in the dark to moveto

the sde of the barn aide. Something was wrong and Roo couldn't
Put hisfinger on what that was until he saw thefirgt horse. The
anima lay on the ground, blood pooling from its neck. Quickly he
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took an inventory and found al four of hishorses had been killed,
their necks cut in exactly the right place to bleed them asfast as
possible.

"oh, damn!" said Duncan, and Roo hurried to find the stableboy
lying in hisown blood.

They dashed to the wagons and found that every barrel had
been stove in or had the bung pulled, so that wine flooded the
courtyard. The cracking of wood that Roo had heard had been
someone using alarge hammer on the spokes of the whedls, so
that the wagons were now usdless without expensive repair.
The innkeeper came hurrying across the courtyard when he saw
the two naked men holding their swords.

"What's afoot?" he asked, halting, asif afraid to gpproach these
two srange gpparitions any more closely. From hisnightshirt it
was clear he had turned in.

"Someone's killed your stableboy and my horses, and ruined my
wagons and cargo,” said Roo.

Abruptly ascream cut the night and Roo was running past the
innkeeper before Duncan could react. Roo amost flew through
the door to the inn, banging againgt atable, and took the sairs
two at atime. He reached the room he and Duncan shared and
took ahdf-step in, hissword leveled.

He fatered as Duncan came running up the stairs. Duncan
looked over the shoulder of his shorter cousin and again he said,
"Damn.”

Jean and Betsy lay nude upon the two palettes, their vacant gaze
telling both men they were dead before the men could see the
dark spreading stains flowing from where their throats had been
cut. Whoever had come through the window had taken the two
women from behind, killing them quickly and pulling them back
on the mats. Roo was suddenly aware he was standing in



something sticky and warm and redlized the women had probably
cometo the door after the men had raced out, only to die before
they realized someone had entered the room from the window.
Then Roo redized his clothing was strewn around the room. He
quickly searched, and asthe innkeeper arrived, Roo looked at
Duncan and said, "They took the gold.”

Duncan seemed dmost to go limp as he leaned againgt the door

jam."Damn," hesaid for athird time.
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The congtable of the City Watch was obvioudy anxiousto be
donewith hisinvestigation. He looked at the dead horses and the
dead stableboy, and went into the inn to inspect the dead barmaids,
and then asked Roo and Duncan afew questions. It was

aso obviousthat he knew the Mockers wereinvolved and this

would be reported in as an "'unsolved crime.” Unless someone

was caught in the act, finding criminals and proving guilt wasa

rare event in acity the sze of the capita of the Western Realm.
Asthe congtable |eft he ingtructed them to report anything they
discovered that might hel p solve the crime to the office of the City
Waitch, at the palace.

The innkeeper was devastated by the death of his three employees
and voiced hisfear that he was somehow dated tojoin

them. He ordered Roo and Duncan out of hisinn at first light and
then barricaded himsdlf in hisroom.

Asthe dawn came, Roo and Duncan waked out of the courtyard
of the Inn of the Seven Howers. The early morning press of business
hadn't begun, but aready workers were moving toward their
places of employment. Asthey entered the street, Duncan asked,
"What now?'

Roo said, "'l don't know-" He inhaed as he spied afamiliar



figure acrossthe treet. Lounging againgt thewal of the building
opposite them was the thin man from the day before. Roo crossed
the street, dmost knocking down a hurrying workman, and ashe
reached the man, he heard him say, "Quietly now, stranger, else
my friendswill haveto shoot you."

Duncan overtook Roo in timeto hear the remark and spun

around, looking for the bowman. On the rooftop above, a bowman
had an arrow drawn hard againgt his cheek, amed in their direction:
Thethin man said, "l expect you now understand just the

sort of troubleswe can protect you from, don't you?"

tt If | thought | stood a chance of not getting my cousin shot in

the bargain,” said Roo, hisanger barely held in cheek, "I'd cut

your liver out right now."

"Liketo seeyoutry," said thethin man. "Y ou caught me by
surprise yesterday, but it would never happen again.” Hethen
amiled, and there was nothing friendly in the expression. "Besides,

therés nothing persond inthis, lad. It'sonly business. Next time
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you seek to do businessin Krondor, let those who can help you
..,hdpyou."

Why did you kill the boy and the girls?' asked Roo.

"Kill?Me?1 don't know what you're talking about,” said the

man. "Ask anyone and they'll tell you that Sam Tannerson was
playing pokiir at Mama Jamilasin the Poor Quarter dl night long.
Did someone go and get themsdlveskilled?' He made asignal

and moved away, saying, "When you're ready to try doing business
again, ask around. Sam Tannerson isn't hard to find. And he's
awayswilling to help." He quickly moved off into the press of



traffic and vanished from sight.

After amoment Roo asked again, "Why did they kill the girls
and the stableboy?'

Duncan said. "My guessisthat if you're too stubborn to pay
them, they're making sure everyone e'se knows the price of doing
busnesswith you.”

Roo sad, "I've only felt more helpless oncein my life. and that
was when they were about to hang me."

Duncan had heard the story of how Roo and hisfriend Erik had
been reprieved from the gallows after amock hanging. "Well, you
may not be dead. asthey say. but what will we do?’

Roo said, "Start over. What elseisthereto do?' Then he added,
"But first we head for the paace, and the office of the City
Watch."

-, What for?*

"To tell them we know the name of the man who was behind
this, Sam Tannerson.”

"Do you think that'shisred name?sI

"Probably not," said Roo as he turned in the direction of the
palace. "But it'sthe one he uses, and it will do.”

Duncan shrugged. "I don't know what good it'll do, but as|

have no better idea, why not?' Hefdl in besde his cousin and
they began walking toward the Prince of Krondor's palace.

Erik looked out over the yard where the levies hurried through
their drills. He remembered with some guilty pleasure the near fit
Alfred, the corpora from Darkmoor, had thrown when informed
he was now reduced to the rank of private in the Prince's new
army. Thethird time Erik had deposited him on hisear on the
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parade ground had convinced him to shut up and do as hewas



told. Erik suspected he would turn out to be a better than average

soldier if he could learn to control histemper.

"What do you think?" asked Robert de Loungville from behind.
Without turning to look, Erik said, "I'd know better what to

think if I knew what exactly you, the Duke, the Prince, and everyone
else you meet with every night havein mind."

"Y ou've been down there. Y ou know what's coming,” said de
Loungvillewithout emation.

"| think we've got afew men here who might do well enough,”
answered Erik. "These are dl seasoned soldiers, but some of them
areworthless”

"Why?" asked Robert.

Erik turned and looked at the man to whom he reported. "Some
of them are barracksrats, fit for nothing much more than light
garrison duty and three mealsaday. | guesstheir lords decided it
was cheaper to let usfeed them. Othersaretoo. . . " He struggled
for aconcept. "I don't know, it's like a horse that's been trained

to do one thing, then you want to train him to do another. Y ou've
firgt got to break him of the old habits."

Robert nodded. "Go on."

"Some of these men just can't think on their feet. If you'rein
abattle and giving orders, they're going to be fine, but if they're

on their own..." Erik shrugged.

Robert said, "Muster dl the castle rats and those too set in their
waysto think for themsalves after the midday med. We're going
to send them back to their lords and masters. | want the oneswho
can think on their feet assembled an hour after the first bunch
leavesthe cadtle. | need to get thisfirst bunch trained before we
do some serious recruiting.”

"Seriousrecruiting?'

"Never mind. I'll tell you about it when thetime'sright.”

Erik saluted and was about to leave when a guardsman hurried
out of the castle, saluted, and said, " Sergeant, the Knight-Marshal
wants you and the corpord down at the City Watch office at once.”



De Loungville grinned. "What do you think? Want to bet it's
oneof our own?'
Erik shrugged. "No bet."

Erik followed him through the maze of corridorsin the Prince's
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palace. The origind keep, built centuries before to protect the

harbor below from Quegan raiders and pirates, had been added to
over the years until alarge sprawling series of interconnecting
buildings with outer walls rested hard against the harbor sde and
covered the entire hill upon which the old keep was the summit.

Erik was garting to find hisway around and fedling alittle more
comfortable, but there were ill things he didn't understand about
what was taking place here in Krondor. He had barely seen Bobby
since returning to the city. He and Jadow had been given better

than a hundred men each to oversee, with Bobby's orders smply
being "Put them through their paces and keep an eye on them.”

Erik wasn't exactly sure what that meant, but he and the other
corpora had contrived some vigorous training exercises based on
the ones they themsalves had endured when first coming into de
Loungvilles service. After aweek of this, Erik now had a pretty
good ideawho would fit in with the sort of army Cdliswas fashioning,
and who wouldn't.

Cdlis hadn't been seen since Erik returned, and when he had

asked about their Captain's whereabouts, de Loungville shrugged
and said he was off on some errand or another. That made Erik
unessy, asdid the fact that Erik's place in the scheme of things

was unclear to him. The regular guard in the palace either avoided
him or treated him with unusua deference for a corporal. He had
guard sergeants addresshim as"sir,” and yet when he asked questions,
he got brusque, even rude answers. It was clear there was

some resentment on the part of the existing garrison over the creation



of thisnew army of Cdiss.

Asthey reached the office of the Watch Commander, Erik found
his hand reaching for his sword without thought & the sight of

Roo backing out of the Watch Commander's office with hisown
sword drawn.

A shout from within could be heard: "Hell not harm you! Put

that sword away!" He recognized the voice as belonging to William,
Knight-Marsha of Krondor.

Roo's gppearance was one of aman totally unconvinced, yet Erik
couldn't see what was causing hisfriend such darm. Heamost
fdl, hewas so Sartled by what he saw next. Coming out of the
Watch Commander's office was a green-scaled serpent with large
red eyesin an dligatorlike head on along snuous neck. Then
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Erik saw the thing,s body and saw it had wings. It wasasmdll
dragon!

Before Erik could do anything, Robert said, "Relax.” He
stepped forward and said, "Fantus, Y ou old thief." He knelt next

to the creature and put hisarm around its neck, giving it ahug as

if it were afavorite hound. Bobby told Erik and Roo, "Thisthing
isasort of pet to our Lord William, so don't be upsetting the
King'scousn by trying to kill it, will you?'

Suddenly, from inddethe office, Erik heard William'slaugh and

then hisvoice "He said hed like to seethem try."

Bobby playfully rubbed behind the cresture's eye ridges and

sad, "Still atough old boot, aren't you?"

Erik took Robert at hisword that this was a pet, albeit the most
fantagtic pet anyone had ever imagined. The creature looked him

up and down and suddenly Erik was convinced there was intelligence

behind those eyes.



Erik stepped around to where Roo remained hard againgt the

wal and looked past the creature into the office. Indgde, the Watch
Commander stood, while Knight-Marsha William remained to one
sde of the desk. Lord William was a short man, barely astdl as
Bobby, but helooked fit for his age, somewherein hisfifties. He
was reputed to be among the shrewdest military mindsin the
Kingdom. It was said that in the last years of Prince Aruthastenure
he spent nearly every day talking with the old Prince, learning
everything he could. Arutha's deeds had been part history, part
legend, but he was accounted one of the finest generdsinthe
annds of the Kingdom.

William said to Robert, "Lord Jameswill bedonginaminute,”

and added to Roo and Erik, "Would one of you please fetch some
water. Y our friend hasfainted.”

Erik looked down, saw Duncan's feet sticking through the doorway,
and redlized he must have been thefirst to step through the

office and encounter the smal dragon.

Erik said, "I'll go," and was off. To himsdf he said, "Just when

| was thinking things couldn't get much stranger.”

8l

RISE OF A MERCHANT PRINCE

Fve

BOO YAWNED.

The discussion had been under way for hours. His mind wandered,
so that when he was asked a question, he had to say, "Excuse

me, my lord? I'm sorry, | didn't hear what you said.”

Lord James, Duke of Krondor, said, "Robert, | think our young
friend hereisin need of refreshment. Take him and hiscousin
down to the messwhile William and | confer.”

They had been holding adiscussion in the Watch Commander's
office snce Roo had arrived, and until Lord James had mentioned



refreshments and the mess, Roo hadn't given much thought to the
fact he and Duncan had not broken their fast. De Loungville motioned
for Roo and Duncan to follow him.

Outside the office, asthey moved down the hall, Roo asked,
"Sergeant, what's going on? | had dmost no hopeI'd ever see my
money again, but | want that bastard Sam Tannerson's gutson a
gtick for what he's done.”

Robert grinned back over his shoulder. "Y ou're till avicious

little rodent, aren't you, Avery? | admirethat inaman.”

Asthey moved through the castle, Robert said, "It'snot so smple
as mustering the watch, going out, hauling in this Tannerson,

and hanginghim.”

"No witnesses," offered Duncan.

"Right. And therésthe issue of why there were these killings.”
"Why were there?' asked Roo. "Destroying my winewould

have been clear enough warning.”

Robert motioned for them to pass through a door into the soldier's
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messashe sad, "Well, that's what the Duke and the KnightMarsha
are asking themselves this very minute, I'm betting."

Roo saw Erik and Jadow standing at one end of the messwhile
abunch of soldiersin grey tunics and trousers sat esting. He waved
and Erik came over. "Sergeant?' he asked, to seeif there were
orders.

"Tell jadow to keep an eye on those recruits, and join us.”

Erik did as he was ordered, and when he was seated with

the others, castle serving boys hurried over with food and de.
Robert dug in and said, "'l think we're going to have abit of fun
tonight."

Roo sad, "Fun?'

"Wel, if | can judgethe Duke," said de Loungville, "1 think

he's going to cometo the conclusion that there's been just alittle

too much killing going on of late, and it'stime to do something



about it."
"Do what?"' asked Duncan. "The Mockers have been in control
of parts of thiscity since.... since before | was born, | know that

Robert said, "True, but then, there's never been a Duke of
Krondor like Lord James, that's aso afact.” He smiled and bit
into acold joint of mutton. Speaking around the mouthful, he said,
"Better stoke up your fires, lads. | think we're going to have a
long night aheed of us."

Roo asked, "Us?"

Robert said, "Y ou'll want to come adong, Avery. It'syour gold
we're trying to recover, isn't it? Besides, what else have you got
to do that's better?"

Roo sghed. "Right now, nothing."

"WEell give you abunk for the afternoon so you can get your
beauty rest,” said de Loungville. "1 think we're going to be up
most of the night.”

Roo shrugged. "If theré'sa dim chance to get my gold back, Il
takeit. It'sabout what | started with, so I'll be even-not counting
my time." Helooked at Erik. "That bit of gold you gave mewas
part of it, too.,,

Erik shrugged. "Y ou don't invest thinking any venturesasure
thing. | knew that."

"I'll get it back for you somehow," Roo promised. He turned
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his attention to the men at the far end of the hdl. "Those your
new band of ‘desperate men,’ Sergeant?”

De Loungville smiled. "Not desperate enough, but then we
haven't redly gotten started with them. Right now were just
weeding out those who don't have what it takes, right, Erik?"



"Right, Sergeant,” Erik agreed. "But I'm il not quite sure

what the three of us are supposed to be doing."

"Well figureit out,” said Robert in anoncommitta tone. "With
luck, Trenchard's Revenge should be coming into port any day now,
and maybe some more of our boyswill be aboard.”

Duncan raised an eyebrow in question, but no one volunteered
any detailsto him.

Roo sad, "Wheresthe Captan?’

Robert shrugged. "He took off with Nakor, for Stardock. He
should be back in afew more weeks."

"I wonder what he's up to," mused Roo.

Robert de Loungville's expression changed to one that Roo

knew well, and Roo ingtantly regretted hiswords. Everyone a the
table, save Duncan, was privy to secrets known only to afew, and
such lgpses would put Roo into more trouble than he wished
should he again speak out of turn.

Erik glanced a Roo and years of friendship communicated all

Roo needed to see to understand that Erik also wished Roo to
reman dlent.

Roo cleared histhroat. "I think | could use that nap if we're

going out tonight.”

Robert nodded and Erik smiled, and Duncan seemed not to

notice any of the exchange, and table talk turned to the mundane.

Cdislooked over therail and said, "Seethat? :

Nakor squinted against the late afternoon sun. ' Keshian patrol
Cdisand his companions were on ariver boat, hugging the coast
of the Sea of Dreams, afew miles away from Port Shamata. Calis
sad, "They're quite along way on the wrong side of the border

if we can seethem from here"

Nakor shrugged. "Kingdom, Kesh, dwaysfighting over thisarea.
Good farmland, rich trade routes, but no one ever getscropsin
and no one drives caravans through the Vae of Dreams because

of the border raiders. So it lingers, like an old mantoo sick to live



RISE OF A MERCHANT PRINCE

but not ready to die." Helooked at his companion. "Tell the
garrison commander at Shamata and helll send a patrol out to chase
the Keshians south!" he added with agrin.

Cdis shook hishead. "I'm sure someone will eventualy mention

itto him." Hesmiled awry amile. "l don't think | need say

anything to him. If | do, he might fed the need to impressthe

Prince of Krondor's specid envoy by starting awar for my amusement.”

Cdlisseyes stayed fixed on the horizon long after the Keshian
patrol vanished from view. Port Shamatawas visble in the distance
to the southeast, but they wouldn't be there for another hour,

given thelight wind of midday.

"What do you see out there, Calis?' asked Nakor, hisvoice
hinting at concern. ™Y ou've been moody since we got back.”
Cdlisdidn't need to explain many things to Nakor, who probably
understood more about the Pantathian serpent priests and their
evil magic than any man living. He had certainly seen some of the
worgt manifetations of it. But Cdis knew that right now Nakor
wasn't speaking of anything that had to do with Caliss concerns
over the distant threst to the Kingdom. It was a more personal
issue that weighed on Calissmind.

"Jugt thinking of someone.”

Nakor grinned, and looked over his shoulder a Sho Fi, the former
monk of Dala, who at Nakor'sinsistence now dept upon a

bale of cotton. "Whoisshe?'

"Y ou've heard me speak of her. Miranda."

"Miranda?' asked Nakor. "Heard of her from several men. A
woman of mystery by al reports.”



Cdlisnodded. "Sheisadrange woman."

"But attractive," added Nakor, "aso by al reports.”

"That too. There's so much | don't know about her, yet | trust
her."

"Andyoumissher."

Cdisshrugged. "My nature is not common-"

"Unique," supplied Nakor.

it

-and issues of companionship are confusing to me,” finished
Cdis.

"Understandable,” said Nakor. "'I've been married twice. First

when | wasyoung to ... you know to whom."
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Calis nodded. The woman Nakor knew asjorna had evolved
into the Lady Clovis, an agent of the Pantathians they had

faced more than twenty years previoudy the first time Nakor
and Calis had ventured south to Novindus. Now she wasthe
Emerad Queen, the living embodiment of Alma:-Lodaka, the
Vaheru who had created the Pantathians, and the figurehead of
the army building across the seathat would someday invade

the Kingdom.

"The second woman was nice. Her name was Sharmia. She got
old and died. | till get confused when dedling with women | find
attractive, and I'm six times your age." Nakor shrugged. "If you
mugt fdl inlove, Cdlis fdl inlove with someone who will livea
longtime”

"I'm not sure what loveis, Nakor," said Caliswith an even more

rueful smile. "My parents are something uniquein history and



therésno smal magic intheir marriage.”

Nakor nodded. Cdissfather, Tomas, had been a human child
transformed by ancient magic into something not quite human:
not quite Dragon Lord-as humans called the Vaheru-and that
ancient heritage had been part of what had drawn Cdiss mother,
Aglaranna, the EIf Queen in Elvandar, into aunion with Tomas.
Cdlis continued. "While I've had my share of daliancesno
woman has held my attention-"

"Until Miranda," finished Nakor. Calis nodded. Nakor said,
"Perhapsit's the mystery. Or the fact that she's not around very
much." Nakor pointed to Cdlis, "Haveyou and she..."
Cdlislaughed. "Of course. That'snot asmall reason | fed drawn
toward her."

Nakor winced. "I wonder if there is any man dive who doesn't
think he'sin love between the sheets at least once.”

"What do you mean?' asked Cdis.

Nakor sad, "l forget that while you're past fifty years of age,
you're till considered young by your materna race's stlandards.”
"A child," said Cdlis. "Still learning how to conduct mysdlf asa
proper Eledhel should." He used the name his mother's people
used for themsdlves, the race humans called elves.

Nakor shook hishead. "Sometimes | think those priests who

take vows of chadtity understand what adrain it isto be constantly
thinking about who you're going to bed with."
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"My mother's people are not abit like that," said Cdis. "They

fed something grow between one of them and their destined mate

and a some point they just ... know."
Calisagain looked out at the shore as the boat began to head in



toward the inlet that led to Port Shamata. "I think that'swhy I'm
drawn to my human heritage, Nakor. The sately progress of the
seasonsin Elvandar has asamenessthat | find only dightly reassuring.
The chaosthat is human society ... it Sngsto me more

than the magic glades of my home."

Nakor shrugged. "Who'sto say what isright? Y ou are unlike any
other, but like every other man or woman born on thisworld, no
matter what your heritage at birth, ultimately you must decide who
you areto be. When you're finished with this'childhood' of yours,
you may decideit'stimeto live for awhile with your mother's
people. Just remember this much from an old man who redly isn't
very good at learning things from other people: every person you
encounter, whom you interact with, isthere to teach you
something. Sometimesit may be years before you redize what
each had to show you." He shrugged and turned his attention to
the scene before him.

Asthe boat headed in to the reed-lined shore, smaller boats

could be seen wending their way dong the coast, fowlers hunting
ducks and other water birds and fishermen dragging their nets.

The riverboat moved quietly dong, and Nakor and Cadiswere
slent for the remainder of the voyage.

Sho P awoke as the sounds of the town grew in volume, and

by the time the boat rested at the docks, he was standing beside
his"master” and Calis. As he was the Prince's envoy, Cdis had
theright of rank in departing, but he moved away from the gangway
and allowed the other passengersto depart first.

When they at last left the boet, Calis studied the shoreline and

the town of Port Shamata. The city of Shamata was separated from
the port by dmogt eighty miles of farmland and orchards. Origindly
agarrison to defend the southern border of the Kingdom

againg Great Kesh, Shamata had turned into the Kingdom's largest
city inthe south. A squad of soldiers waited for Calis on the docks,
and instead of heading down toward the city of Shamata, they
Would follow the shore of the Seaof Dreams until they reached
theriver that flowed down from the Great Star Lake. They would
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follow theriver to the lake and then to Stardock town, which sat
on the south shore of the lake, opposite the magicians community
on Stardock idand.

Along the docks the usua assortment of beggars, confidence
men, workmen, and hawkers moved, for the arrival of aboat from
the coast meant opportunities, lega and otherwise. Nakor grinned
ashesaid to Sho A, "Watch your purse.”

"| don't have one, Master.”

Nakor had finaly despaired of ever getting the young man to

stop caling him master, so hejust ignored it now.

Cdislaughed and said, "It'san expresson.”

They |€eft the boat and were greeted at the foot of the gangway

by a sergeant in the tabard of the garrison of Shamata. Like the
border barons of the north, the garrison commander at Shamata
answered directly to the Crown, so there waslittle court formdlity
observed in the Vale of Dreams. Pleased to be free of any need
to pay asocid call onloca nobles, Cdis accepted the man's salute
and sad, "Y our name?"

"Sergeant Aziz, mlord."

"My rank iscaptain,” said Calis. "We need three horses and an
escort to the Great Star Lake."

"The pigeons arrived days ago, Captain,” answered the sergeant. "
We have a subgarrison here at the port, with ample horses

and enough troopsto provide for your needs. My Captain sends
aninvitation to dine with him thisevening, Captain."

Cdisglanced at the sky. "I think not. We can ride at least four
hours and my mission is urgent. Send your Captain my regrets at
the same time you send for mounts and provisons.” Cagting
around, he pointed to a disreputable-looking inn across the street
from the docks. "Y ou will find usthere.



"At once," said the sergeant, and he gave ordersto asoldier
nearby, who saluted and spurred his mount away.

"It should be no longer than an hour, Captain. Y our escort,
horses, and provisions should be here quickly."

"Good," said Calis, motioning for Sho P and Nakor to follow
him into the dockside inn.

A genid stting, theinn was neither the worst any of them had
Seen nor the best. 1t was what one would expect from aninn
located s0 close to the docks: fitting for aleisurely wait, but not
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somewhere one would choose to frequent if better accommodations
were available or affordable. Calis ordered around of ale and

they waited for the return of their escort.

Hafway through their second drink, Nakor's attention was diverted
by asound from without. An inarticulate cry and a series

of monkeylike hootings followed quickly by the sounds of acrowd
laughing and jeering. He rose and looked through the closest window.
| can't see anything. Let'sgo outside.”

"Let'snot,” said Calis, but Nakor had aready vanished

through the doorway. Sho P shrugged and followed his master

out of theinn.

Calis stood and followed, deciding it was better to see what
trouble Nakor could find before he got too degp intoit.

Outside, a crowd had gathered around a man who hunkered

down on his haunches as he gnawed on amutton bone. He was
eadly the filthiest man Calis had ever seen. It looked-and
gmelled-asif the man hadn't bathed in years. Spending timein

the fields made one indifferent to the leve of fastidiousness required
in the Prince's court, but even among common dockworkers

and poor travelers, this man was awalking cesspool.



His hair was black, with touches of grey, and rank with oil and
dirt. Shoulder-length, it was matted with debris and old food. His
face was nearly black from dirt above an equaly filthy beard, and
the skin, where it showed through, was sunburned. He wore arobe
S0 torn and ragged it seemed to have more holes than materid,;
whatever color the robe had been was amemory, for now the
shreds were stained and smeared.

Y ears of indifferent egting had |eft the man famine-thin, and

there were sores on hisarms and legs.

"Do the dance!" shouted one of the workers.

The crouching man growled like abeast, but when the call was
repeated afew more times, he put down his nearly bare mutton
bone and held out hishand. "Please," he said, with asurprisngly
plaintive tone, dmost asif achild were begging. Theword came
out "Plizzz."

Someone in the crowd shouted, "Dancefirgt!"

The ragged beggar stood and suddenly executed a furious mad
twirling. Cdis stopped behind Nakor, who stood watching the beggar
closdly. Something about the movements seemed vaguely familiar
to Cdlis, asif hidden in the mad twirling was familiar

movement. "What isthis?' hesad.

Nakor spoke without looking back. " Something fascinating.”

The man finished dancing and stood there, swaying with weakness,
and held his hand out. Someone in the crowd threw him a
half-eaten piece of bread, which landed at the beggar's feet. He
ingtantly crouched and sept it up.

A supervisor shouted, "Here now, get back to work," and most

of the dockworkers moved away. A few others remained a moment
to watch the beggar; then they started to wander off.

Cdisturned to aman hetook to be aloca and asked, "Who
ishe?'

"Some crazy man," said the stranger. "He showed up afew
months ago and lives where he can. He dances for food."

"Where did he come from?" asked Nakor.

"No one knows," said the townsman, moving aong.



Nakor went over to where the ragged man crouched and knelt
down before him, studying hisface. The man growled likean
anima and half turned away to protect his mestless bone and crust
of bread.

Nakor reached into his carry sack and pulled out an orange. He
stuck histhumb in and pulled off the pedl, then handed a section
to the beggar. The beggar looked at the fruit amoment, then
snatched it from Nakor's hand. He tried to stuff the entire orange
into his mouth at once, creating awash of orange juice that flowed
down his beard.

Sho P and Cdlis came to stand behind Nakor and Calis said,
"What isthis?'

"I don't know," answered Nakor. He stood up. "But we need

to take this man with us™

"Why?"' asked Cdlis.

Nakor |ooked down at the grunting beggar. "1 don't know.
Therés something familiar about him."”

"What?Y ou know him?' asked Cdlis.

Nakor scratched his chin. "He doesn't look familiar, but given

all that dirt, who can say. No, | don't think | know him. But |
think he may be important.”

"How?"

Nakor grinned. "1 don't know. Cal it ahunch.”
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Calislooked dubious, but over the years Nakor's hunches had
proven to be important, often critical, so he only nodded. The
sound of riders approaching sgnded the arriva of their own
mounts and escort. Caissaid, "Y oull haveto figure out how to

convince him to get on ahorse, though.”

Nakor stood, scratching his head. "Now



Cdissad, "And before anything else,

givehimabath."

that would be atrick."
we're going to haveto

Nakor s grinned widened. That will be an even better trick."
Cdisreturned the grin. "Then you figure out how to doit. If |
»mugt, I'll have the guards throw him into the sea.”

Nakor turned and stood considering the options before him as
theridersreached Cdlis.

They gathered at amodest inn in the Merchants Quarter, afew
streets over from the Poor Quarter of Krondor. The inn was under
the control of the Prince of Krondor, though few who frequented

it knew that fact. A back room was being used for amesting,
conducted by Robert de Loungyville.

"Duncan, you and William herée'-heindicated a man that Roo

had never laid eyes on before-"will find your way to asmall

booth near the corner of Candlemaker Road and Dulanic Street.
The man salling scarves and headclothsis a snitch for the Mockers.
Make sure he doesn't say anything to anyone. Knock him senseless
if youmus."

Roo glanced at Erik, who shrugged. A dozen men who were
strangers crowded into the small room with de Loungvilleand
those who'd had lunch with him earlier in the day. It was now an
hour past supper, and most of the shops were either closed for the
day or doing their evening business. Erik and Roo wereto travel
with jadow and de Loungville to ashop and wait across the Strest.
Robert had impressed on them that if he gave the word they were
to get into that shop as quickly as humanly possible. He said it
twice, S0 Roo knew de Loungville viewed that asacritical part of
the night's misson.

"Y ou, you, and you," said Robert, pointing to three teams assigned
to neutralize Mocker lookouts. "Out the back door."



Hewas slent for afew minutes, then pointed to Duncan and

the man named William. "Go now, out thefront."
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They left, and over the course of the next ten minutes the rest

of the agents were dispatched. When the four remaining men were
alone, Roo said, "Who were those other men?"

"Let's say the Prince needs alot of eyesand earsin hiscity,”

sad deLoungville

"Secret police," said Jadow.

"Something likethat," said de Loungville. "Avery, yourethe
quickest man here; stay closeto me. Erik, you and Jadow are too
big to escape notice for long, so stay where | put you and don't
move. Once we leave thisinn, no talking. Any questions?’

There were none, and de Loungvilleled them out of the back

of theinn. They hurried through the Streets, attempting to look

like nothing more than four citizens on some errand or another,
urgent perhaps, but unremarkable.

They passed a booth at a corner where the Poor Quarter began
and saw Duncan and the man named William engaged in deep
debate with the vendor. Roo noticed that Duncan stood in such a
way that his holding asword point to the other man'sribs was
difficult to ascertain, while William was ready to intercept any who
might come too close to the booth.

They turned down ashort street to another avenue pardlding
thefirst, and turned the corner. With awave of his hand, de
Loungville motioned for Jadow and Erik to secrete themselves
within adeep and relatively dark doorway, while he quickly moved
across the street with Roo. Using hand signals, he indicated Roo
should stand against the wall between a doorway and awindow.
De Loungvilletook up apostion at the corner of the building,
between the door and an aleyway that ran next to the building.



From within the building, Roo heard the sounds of what he took

to be amerchant moving portions of hisinventory around. He
resisted the impulse to peek into the window and tried to ook
likeaman smply lounging for aminute, while he kept hiseyes
darting around, looking for Sgnsof trouble.

A figure swept out of the darkness, bundled in agreet cloak.
Vagudy, behind him, figures seemed to melt away into the darkness
and Roo sensed more than saw others taking up nearby positions.

The robed man moved purposefully past Roo and took the three
steps up to the door of the establishment. Roo glimpsed him as
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he passed and Roo's eyes widened. The man entered the shop,
closing the door behind. Roo heard avoice say, "Can | help-"
"Hdlo," interrupted afamiliar voice.

A long slence wasfollowed by thefirst voice saying, " James?
"It'sbeen awhile," answered Lord James, Duke of Krondor.

"What? Forty years?'

"More." Therewasalong slence, then theman said, "l assume
your men are outside.”

"Sufficient to make sure this conversation is uninterrupted and
endswhen | say it ends.”

Again therewas aslence, and the sound of two men moving
around. What sounded like chairs being pulled across the floor
ended with James saying, "Thank you."

"I don't supposeit would do any good claiming I'velong since
gone graight and am nothing more than asimple merchant.”
"Clamdl youwant, Brian," said James. "Thirty years ago,

when | had heard amerchant named Lyde Rigger had shown up
in Krondor, | asked Prince Aruthato set agents on you like hounds



onatral. Even when | wasruling in Rillanon these last twenty
years, |'ve had regular reports on you."

"Rigger. | haven't used that namein years. | haven't used that
name snce-where was it we met?"

"Wemetin Lyton," said James.

"Yes, now | remember,” camethereply. "l used it only afew
timessncethen.”

"No matter." James sighed audibly. "It took the Princes men
afew yearsto make sure they had al your bolt-holes covered and
your runnersidentified, but once they did, it was easy enough for
me to keep track of you."

"Y ou've better men than we thought. We're aways on the lookout'
for agents of the Crown."

James said, "That's because until tonight we were content to
smply watch. Remember, | used to be aMocker. There are ill
afew around who remember Immy the Hand."

"Now what?'

"Widll, you're going to have to change your name again, and do
something about your appearance. If you don't, the beggars and
thieveswill decideit'stime for anew leader.”

There was a chuckle and Roo strained to hear every word. "Y ou
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know, it al goesback to that businesswith the Crawler. If he

hadn't tried to take over the guild in the first place, we'd have had

afar more orderly change than we had when the Virtuous Man

took over. That wasamess.”

"So | hear," said James. "But that's neither here nor there. What
brings meto you tonight, Lyde, or Brianif you prefer, isthis:

lately, you've lost control over the guild. Too many happy little
cutthroats are running around my city killing my law-abiding, taxpaying
citizens. A littletheft and larceny are normd for acity like



Krondor, but last night one of your butcherskilled a stableboy,

two barmaids, and four horses as a‘'warning' to ayoung wine merchant
that he needed to pay protection.”

"That isexcessive," agreed the man named Brian.

"So was the protection price,” said James.

"Who isthe man?I'll dedl with him."

"No, I'll ded with him. If you want to keep your own head out

of anoose, or moreimportant, if you don't want your own people
choosing areplacement for you before your body's cool, listen carefully.
For some yearsto come I'm going to need Krondor especialy

quiet and free of trouble. In fact, I'm going to need it very prosperous
and rich. The reasons I'm going to need things thisway

are none of your concern, but trust me when | say that in the long
runit will benefit you and your ragged band of outlaws as much
asanyonedseinthe city. Toward that end I'm going to find Sam
Tannerson and his comrades and publicly hang them. Y ou will find
me abdievable withesswho saw him leaving the Inn of the Seven
Flowers holding abloody knife. Get me an earnest-faced little

street urchin. A girl would be best. Someone who will have the
judge convinced that Tannerson and his pas are barely worth the
rope to hang them with.

"Then youll tdl your merry band of thievesthat thingsare

getting too hot for such goings-on and the next one of your bright
ladsto go getting crestive ideas on setting exampleswon't live

long enough to be hung. And | meanit, Brian: if one of your
murderers steps out of line, you'd better string him up before |

do, or I'll close you down for good and all.”

"It'sbeen tried before," came the answer. "The Mockers are

dill inbusness”

Therewasalong slence before james said, "'l ill remember
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theway to Mother's. If | shout out before you can reach that
dagger you have secreted in your boot you'll be dead, and within
an hour your Nightmaster will be under arrest and your Daymaster
will be roused out of hisbed and taken into custody. I'll have

Mother's surrounded and closed down before sunrise. I'll have
every thief who's known to my agents picked up, and whilel
won't get them dl, or even hdf, I'll get enough of them. There

will still be thieves and beggarsin Krondor, Brian, but there will
be no more Mockers."

"Then why haven't you shut us down?"

"It's been to my advantage just to keep you under observation.
But, as| said, now | need certain things. AsI'm sitting in hisshop
and chatting with him thisingtant, we both understand | know
who the current successor to the Upright Maniis; if | kill you, |
might have to spend years finding out who the next leader of the
Guild of Thievesisafter you."

There was amoment of silence; then James said, "It'sironic,

but the reason | knew you were back in the city al those years
ago is because we look so damn dike."

A long sigh answered that. "I've often wondered about that. Do
you think were related?”

"l have atheory," came the answer, but no detailsfollowed.

"Just do us both afavor and keep your animals on ashort tether.
A few robberies of modest gain, a shakedown here and there. Boost
some goods off the dock and cheat the customs agents now and
again out of their duties. | may even have afew jobsfor you that
will guarantee you and your ragged brotherhood a profit-commissons
of sorts-but thiswholesae crime spreeis over and the

killings must stop today; if | haveto go to war | will. Isthat clear?!
"I'm il not convineed, but I'll think onit."

James laughed, and to Roo it was a bitter laugh. "Think onit?

Not hardly. Y ou agree this moment or you don't leave here dive."

"Not much of achoice" wasthe hot reply. The man'svoice



showed histemper was held in check, but not by much.

Roo glanced about. The conversation had lasted only afew
minutes, but it felt asif hed been eavesdropping for hours. Things
seemed shockingly normal on the street, though he knew at least
ascore of the Prince's men were within a hundred feet of where
he and de Loungville stood.

"Y ou have to understand,” said James, "that when | say | need
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aquiet and progperous city, it isn't my desire to make money for
abunch of merchants an provide an improve tax situation or

my sovereign-desirable ends, in and of themsalves-but the

safety of my city dependsonit, and | will say no more, save will
happily crush you, if | must. Do we have an understanding/,,
"Wedo," said the merchant. There was anote of anger mixed
inwith theresgnation.

"Then let me give you some good news,”" came jamessvoice,
accompanied by the sound of achair being pushed back. "For ten
minutes after | leave, the door to one of your bolt-holes-the one
that startsin the basement below and leads to the sewers-will

be left uncovered. While | know exactly who you are, | am the
only one. Fleeto your next identity, and after you've cooled down
and given some thought to what I've said, send me amessage. if
you understand, leak word on the street that the Sagacious Man
has fled and the Upright Man has returned-tell your Daymaster
and Nightmaster that it'sto lead the authorities to think they've
successfully driven you off. If | don't hear that message from you
by thistime tomorrow night, | will know that either you've been
betrayed by your own people or you haven't taken my warning
serioudy. Either way the Mockers had best prepare for war.”
There was a pregnant silence, and jamesfinaly said, "Good. |
know if | wereyou I'd have thought for abrief second about going



for that dagger, but | aso judged you would decide againgt it. No
onewho isstupid risesto rule the Mockers."

"ltwasaclosecdl."

"Y ou wouldn't have lived; trust me. Now, as| was saying, you
have ten minutesto flee. Go to Mother's and establish whatever
new identity you need; those agents of mine who know you by
sight do not know who you redlly are. They know you only asa
merchant | wanted watched. Some no doubt think you to be an
agent of Great Kesh or some other palitical foe. Those who know
you by reputation and deed have no ideawhat you look like. I'm
enough of aMocker at heart to give you that much.

"But | will aways be ableto find you. Never for aminute doubt
that, Lyde-for that's how | dwaysthink of you."

"I don't doubt that for amoment, jimmy the Hand. Onething.”
mWhat?'

"Weredl the thingsthey said about you true?"
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Therewasaironic laugh. "Not half of thetruth, Lyde. Not a
aoit. wasaettertletant outwas, annot a

asgood as| claimed, but I've done things no other Mocker has
ever atempted, let aone succeeded a."

"Gods, that'sthe truth,” came the grudging reply. "No man can

argue that; never been another thief who's risen to the rank of
bloody damn Duke and single most powerful man in the Kingdom
next to the King."

"Now, where's Tannerson?"

"Youll probably find him hiding out in awhorehouse called
Sabellas"

Acrossthe porch from Roo, de Loungville turned and hissed into
the darkness, and then said quietly, "Sabellas” A figure Roo



hadn't seen there amoment before scurried off into the darkness.
"I know wherethat is. Have awitnessfor mefirg thinginthe
morming.”

"She'sdead, you know. If sherats out Tannerson and the others

| have to put the death mark on her; you know Mockers law."
"Get meayoung one," said James. "If she's pretty and smart,

I'll find ahome for her in adistant city; maybe even save her from
awhorehouse and put her with anoble family asacompanion for
their children. Y ou never know. But she'd better be young enough
she'snot too set in her criminad ways." A pause, then, "After dl,

| was fourteen when | met Arutha, and | haven't forgotten a

thing.

"That'sthe gods truth, Jmmy, that'sthetruth,” said Lyde.
Suddenly the door opened and Lord James, still covered from
head to knee in agreat cloak, swept down the steps. He paused
for abrief moment next to Robert and said, ™Y ou heard?'

"I heard. Word's been passed” was dl de Loungville said, and
then the Duke of Krondor vanished into the night. In the gloom
down the street, Roo could see othersfall in around him, and in
amoment the street appeared to be empty again.

Roo glanced at de Loungville, who held up hishand, sgnaling
they should wait. The next ten minutes dragged by; then suddenly
de Loungville put two fingersto his mouth and blew ashrill whigtle.
From aside street asquad of soldiers ran up, while Jadow and
Erik dashed from across the street. To the soldiers de Loungville
sad, "You! Into that building and arrest anyone you find there.
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Confiscate every document you find and et no onein or out of
this building after you sedl it." To Roo, jadow, and Erik he said,

"Comewith me"
Roo said, " Sabdllas?!



"Yes. And if we'relucky, your friend Tannerson

will resst arrest.~?

Jadow said, "Man, don't he sound happy at that prospect?’
De Loungville said, "Haven't had agood excuseto kill anyone
intoo long atime, Jadow."

In sllence, they hurried deep into the Poor Quarter.

Roo followed close behind de Loungville and they reached the
street where Sabdllas occupied thefirst third of the block.

De Loungville whispered to aman & the corner, "Arethe men
in place?'

"Waiting for you," camethereply. "Thought | saw something
up there on the roof afew minutes back, but it might have been
acat. Thingsare pretty quiet.”

De Loungville nodded, haf seen in the gloom, then said, "Let's

go.'

They entered the whorehouse asif it were an enemy camp.

Jadow struck abouncer a head-ringing blow that brought the man
to hisknees before he could stop them entering the room, and as
he knelt on thefloor, Erik caught him with another blow that
rendered him unconscious.

Roo ran past de Loungville and a couple of women too startled
by the eruption of violence to do more than Sit in open-mouthed
astonishment. He reached the stairs, where alarge woman of middle
years had just turned to see what the disturbance at the front

door was. She found Roo's dagger at her chin. "Tannerson?' he
sad inaquiet voice dripping thregt.

She went pale but whispered, "Top of the airs, first door on
theright."

Roo said, "If you'relying, you're deaed.”



The woman looked and saw Jadow and Erik coming toward her,
and for thefirgt time registered the size and lethd aspect of the
two men bearing down on her. "No, | mean first door on the left!"
Roo was off and de Loungville a step behind. He turned and
signaed for Erik and Jadow to hold the bottom of the stairs.
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He then turned back to see Roo reach the top of the stairs. Roo
hesitated, motioned for de Loungville to kick the door, then
ducked low.

De Loungville kicked the door and Roo was through in acrouch,
his sword at the ready. He needn't have bothered. Lying in bed
was Sam Tannerson, his vacant eyes staring upward at the celling
as blood dripped from a gash across histhroat.

"What?' said de Loungville as he saw the tableau before him.
Roo hurried to the open window and looked out. Someone had
exited the room minutes before they had arrived, from the look
of things. Roo turned and started to laugh.

"What's so funny?" asked Erik as he reached the top of the
gairsand looked in.

Roo pointed to the corpse on the bed. " Some whore killed Tannerson,
and | bet it was s0 she could steal my gold.”

De Loungville poked around in the man's garments and said,
"No purse or coins.”

Roo said, "Damn! So now somewhore hasdl my gold.”

De Loungvillelooked at the corpse. "Maybe. But we had better
leave and talk about this somewheredse”

Roo nodded once, put up his sword, and followed de Loungville
out of theroom.

The girl watched as across the street the men who had attempted
to capture Tannerson |eft the inn, dragging out those men



who had been playing pokiir downgtairs. Other men prowling the
streets nearby were checking to seeif they were being observed.
She was certain they hadn't seen her leave Tannerson'sroom. She
glanced at her hands, half expecting to see them shake, but instead
they were firm upon the caves of the roof where she crouched,
sheltered in the darkness from the sight of those below. She had
never killed before, but no one had murdered her sister before
ether. The cold rage that had fueled this revenge had not diminished
with Tannerson's death, as she thought it would. There was

no sense of closure, no sense of putting paid to the account. She
gtill seethed inside and nothing would bring her sister back to her.
Curiosity pushed aside other concerns and she wondered who
those men had been. She had been less than five minutes out of
the bedroom when she had heard the voices raised in anger across
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the street. She had left her work clothes secreted in abag behind
achimney on the roof of the house opposite the whorehouse Tannerson
used as a headquarters, against her need to get out of

bloody clothing after the job was done. When she had decided to
avenge Betsy, she had vowed that either Tannerson or she would
lie dead on the floor of that bedroom tonight.

Getting into Sabellas hadn't proven difficult; bribing the whore

to tell Tannerson someone specid waited for him in the room had
been easy enough, aswell. The girl's native stupidity had not

caused her to think any farther than her full purse of gold without
Sabellataking a cut. Now she'd keep quiet out of fear.

For the first few moments of her flight, fear had nearly overwhelmed
thegirl. For thefirg five minutes after reaching the roof,

she had just sat, too numb to move. Tannerson's blood had covered



her from chin to wais, and she had finaly gotten her fouled
clothing off. Then she had heard the movement of men down the
streets below and fear kept her from attempting to leave. Asshe
waited, fatigue pushed in on her, and she haf dozed-for aminute
or an hour, she wasn't clear-and then the raid had brought her

aert. Now fatigue was pushed aside by fear; if those men who had
entered Sabella's had been sent by the Nightmaster, she could
have been seen or identified. Being hunted by the Prince's police
was one thing; being hunted by the M ockers was another. Her

only hope in the second instance would be to flee the city and get
asfar away aspossible, up to LaMut or down into the Empire of
Kesh.

She crept dong the roof until she came to where she had left

her rope. Tossing aside the small bag that had contained her regular
trousers, shirt, vest, dagger, and boots-and now contained a
bloody knife and a blood-soaked shirt and trousers-she glanced
over the eaves.

Two men of therear guard hurried past in the darkness below

and she moved to another corner of the roof, where she saw others
moving in the same generd direction as those who had just left

the whorehouse. The girl sat back on her hedls, consdering. None
of the men she had glimpsed looked remotely familiar to her, and
she should have recognized at least one of them if they were
Mockers. Whoever had come into Sabella's were the Prince's men,

no doubt, for no one else in the city would be able to mount such
100

RISE OF A MERCHANT PRINCE

araid, especialy not with men who seemed to appear and disappear
out of the darknesslike the best in the Guild of Thieves. It

had to be the Duke of Krondor's specia agents, his secret police.

But what had they wanted with Tannerson and his band of



thugs?wondered the girl. She was not worldly, but she was clever,
inteligent, and curious. She gauged her distance to the next roof,
backed up, and made animble leap to the roof opposite and continued
adongthe"Thieves Highway" after the men below. After

ablock she wasfdling behind and quickly found adrainpipe she
could clamber down.

At this hour the streets were dark and nearly empty, so she had

to keep to the shadows, lest she attract attention. Twice she spied
rear sentries who were placed to prevent anyone'sfollowing, so
shewaited and dipped after them when they at last moved out.

It was an hour before dawn when shelost Sight of the last man

she had trailed, but she was near certain where the raiders had
been bound: the Prince's palace.

They had used acircuitous route and they had taken painsto
avoid being followed, but she had kept her wits and hadn't rushed,
and now she could see they were moving directly for the palace.
She paused and looked around. The streets were completely
deserted asfar as she could tell, but there was an uneasinessin

the pit of her ssomach that made her suddenly wish she hadn't

been s0 curious. Fatigue was again threstening to overwhelm her,
and she was due to report to the Daymaster in less than two hours.
Shefeared going to deep, for if shedid shewas certain she
wouldn't awake in time. Missing one day's picking pocketsin the
market wouldn't usually earn her more than aharsh word or a
cuffing around, but not the morning after Tannerson's murder. She
must do nothing to call undue attention to hersdlf.

Tannerson had been a brute and aman of few friends, but he'd
had many dlies and had established himsdlf as something of a
minor power among that faction of the M ockers known as bashers,
those given to strong-arm tactics-armed robbery, extortion, and
protection, as opposed to the beggars and those who used more
subtle forms of larceny. The Sagacious Man and hislieutenants,
the Daymaster and the Nightmaster, had been reluctant to curb
Tannerson and others like him who produced, and say what you
might about the swine, he had produced. His smdll-scale reign of
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terror over the merchants near the docks and Poor Quarter had
more than doubled the protection money coming into the guild
over the previous yedr.

But if she could show up with an account of men moving

through the streets to the paace, she might divert any suspicion
from herself and ensure that the Sagacious Man was more concerned
with the actions of the Prince's secret police than with

those of asinglegirl pickpocket. She might even plant theidea
that it was the Prince's men who had cut Tannerson's throat.
Thegirl'sreverie, haf from exhaustion, haf from emotions

gpent in killing her sster's murderer, had dulled her wits. She was
barely aware someone el se was nearby when she turned and tried
toflee

A man'shand saized her writ and held her inagrip likeiron

as shedrew her dagger to defend herself. Another hand froze her
movement as she looked up into the man's blue eyes. He wasthe
strongest man she had ever encountered, for no matter how she
sguirmed she was unable to free hersdf. And he was quick; when
shetried to kick himin the groin, he turned enough that her kicks
fel harmlesdy on thighsthat were as hard as oaks.

Other men approached, and in the early morning gloom the girl
could make out aring of dangerous-looking men closing around
her. A short, unattractive man with abalding head looked her up
and down and said, "What do we have here?' He pried the dagger
from her immohile hand.

Another man, whose features she couldn't make out, said, “This
isthe onewho wasfollowing us."

Robert de Loungville said, "Who areyou, girl?*

Thelarge man who held her said, "I think there's blood on her
hands.”



A shuttered lantern was uncovered and suddenly the girl could
make out the faces of the men who surrounded her. The onewho
held her waslittle more than aboy himsdlf, roughly the same age
as she. He might have arms on him as big as her thighs, but his
face was il soft and boyish, though there was something in his
eyesthat made her wary.

The short man, who seemed to be in charge, looked down and
said, "Sharp eyes, Erik. Shetried to wipe them off, but didn't

have water to bathe." Turning to aman in the outer rank of those
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who surrounded her, he said, "Return to Sabella's and check the
rooftops and aleys around there; | think you'll find the weapon
and whatever she was wearing when shekilled Tannerson. She
couldn't have dumped them into the harbor and had timeto catch
up with us"

Another man, even shorter than the leader, young like the powerful
youth but thin, even scrawny, pushed forward and thrust his
faceaninch fromthegirl's.

"What have you done with my gold!" demanded Roo.

Thegirl spitin hisface for an answer, and de Loungville had

to hold him back from gtriking her in reply. "It's getting light and
thisistoo public aplace" said the sergeant, hisvoice heldto a
harsh whisper. "Bring her along to the paace, Erik. WEll question
her there."

The girl decided it wastime to cease being passive and

screamed at the top of her lungs, hoping to startle the powerful
youth into releasing his grip enough so she could yank free. All
that happened was ameaty hand clamped down over her mouth
and the short leader said, "Open your yap again, girl, and I'll have
him club you to silence. | have no need to be tender with you."



She knew he was not making an idle threat. But as ashutter
opened in aroom above and as two street boys pecked out of a
nearby dley, thegirl knew she had achieved her god. Before she
reached the palace, word would reach the Daymaster that the thief
called Kitty had been picked up by agents of the Prince, and at
least she would have an acceptable excuse for not reporting to
muster at Mother's this morning. Sheld have amost reasonable
excuse for the Daymaster when she got back to Mother's.

Asthe young man caled Erik haf carried, haf led her through
the predawn gtreets, the girl amended her last thought: if she ever
got,back to Mother'sto explain.

When they reached the palace, the mood among the men who
escorted the prisoner lightened, except for Roo, who had demanded
to know about his gold. He fumed and kept a suspicious
eyeuponthegirl.

They entered the palace through asmall gate, moving past two

dert guardswho said nothing. Down along hdlway, illuminated

by torchesin sconces, they continued in silence until they reached
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alarge stairway leading down into the lower portion of the palace.
Severd of the men moved away, leaving the girl in the custody of
de Loungville, Erik, Roo, Duncan, and Jadow.

Hdf pushing, haf throwing her, Erik rdleased the girl'sarm as
they entered an interrogation cdll. Shackles hung from thewall,



and if the girl had taken the time to ingpect them she would have
seen them rusty from disuse. But she turned like atrapped anima
and crouched, asif awaiting an attack.

"Tough one, isn't she?" asked de Loungville.

"What about my gold?' demanded Roo.

"What gold?' said the girl.

De Loungville stepped forward. "Enough!” Looking &t the girl
thief, he asked, "What do we call you?'

"Anything you want," she snapped. "What's the difference?'
DeLoungvillesad, "Y ouve caused usagreat ded of difficulty,
girl." Hemotioned and Jadow brought over asmall wooden stool,
upon which de Loungville sat. "I'm tired. This has been avery
long night and there are things about it | don't like much. The
thing | liketheleast isfinding you have killed the man | was
going to hang tomorrow. | don't know what your cause with Tannerson
was, child, but I needed him for a public hanging." Glancing

at the other men, who now leaned against the walls of the cell,
he said, "We need someone to hang."

Jadow said, "'If we dress her up abit in aman's clothing, and

cut her hair, maybe."

If the threat reached the girl, it didn't show in her reaction. She
merdly glared a the men, one at atime, asif Slently marking their
featuresfor somefuture revenge. Findly she said, "Hekilled my
Sde.”

"Who wasyour sister?" asked de Loungville.

"Shewasabar girl. .. awhore over at the Seven Flowers. Her
name was Betsy."

Roo blushed. Suddenly he could see the resemblance, though
thisgirl wasfar prettier than her sister had been. But Roo had
been intimate with Betsy and hisreaction to this revelation was
aurprising. He felt embarrassed and didn't want to let this girl
know he had been the man her sster had been with when she
had been killed.

"What's your name?' de Loungville asked again.
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"Katherine," said avoice behind them, and Roo turned to see
Lord James standing in the door to the cell. "Pickpocket.” He
walked around de Loungville and studied the girl'sface. "They

cdl you Kitty, don't they?'

The girl nodded. She had been frightened by the others, for

they were hard men, but they were commonly dressed. This man,
however, was dressed like a noble and spoke as if he expected to
be obeyed. He studied her face, then said, "I knew your grandmother."

Kitty looked confused for aminute, then her eyes widened and
sheturned pale. "Gods and demons, you're the bleeding Duke,
antyou.

James nodded and said to de Loungyville, "How did you catch
thislittlefish?"

De Loungville explained that one of hisrear guard had spotted
her coming down adrainpipe and had signaed they were being
followed, and how the trap for her had been laid. "1 just dropped
Erik off in the shadows so he could grab her when she walked
past him," he finished. He stood and indicated the duke should
take the stool.

jamessat and camly said, "Y ou'd best tell me exactly what
happened, girl."

Shetold of discovering that Tannerson and his bashers had
killed her ster, and of how she had arranged to lurehimto a
room. She had turned down the lamp and rested on the bed, and
when Tannerson had entered he saw a pretty young girl and it
wasn't until he leaned over her and found her dagger entering his
throat he suspected anything.

She had ducked out from under him as he had falen on the

bed, and she had tried to get as much blood off her body and



hands as possible before she fled out the window.

Roo interrupted and said, "Did you take any gold from him?"
"Hedidn't haveapurse” shesad. "At leadt, | don't think so;

| didn't stop to look."

Roo swore. "Someone heard you leave, looked in, saw the blood,
and took the gold.”

"What about the locked door?" asked de Loungyville.

It was Duke Jameswho said, "It'sacommon thing to find that

those latches aren't as secure as you think if you know whereto
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find the hidden trip. Probably one of the employees a theinn has
your gold, Roo. They knew how to set thelatch soit fell into
place when they closed the door. If you'd been there five minutes
earlier, you might have caught the thief in the act. Now w could
tiethethief to aspit and roast him dowly, and we won't find the
gold.??

Roo swore again.

james sat back. Y ou're something of a problem, Kitty. | had
reached an accommodation with the Sagacious Man over the disposition
of Tannerson and his companions, and you've managed

to completely foul that up." He rubbed his chin. "Well, your career
with the Mockersisat an end.”

"What are you going to do?" she asked, her voice made faint

by fear.

"Giveyou ajob," hesad, risng. To de Loungvillehesad. "We
need female agents, Bobby. But keep her on ashort leash for a



while. If she proves untrustworthy, we can dwayskill her.”

He |eft the room and de Loungville motioned for the others

to follow him. Coming up to Kitty, he reached out and took her
chinin hishand. "Y ou're pretty enough under al that grime,”
hesad.

"Looking for some sport, then, are you?" she asked, aglint of
defiancein her eyes.

"What if | am?" he responded, his voice harsh and low. He
pulled her face forward and gave her aquick kiss, but hiseyes
remained open and he watched her face carefully.

She pushed hersdlf away. "Wdl, you wouldn't be thefirst rough
man to put hands on me." she said without emotion. "I was taken
young and it'sall the sameto me. Getting poked by onemanis
much like getting poked by another.” She stepped back and removed
her vest. Then she unbuttoned her tunic and removed it

along with her boots and trousers.

De Loungville turned to the door where Erik and Roo waited
and motioned for them to move away. He sudied the girl amoment.
She had alithe body, small breasts, and dender hips, but

there was anice balance to her. She had along neck and large
eyes, and hesad, "Yes, you're pretty enough.” Turning away, he
told her, "Now, get dressed and I'll have some food sent to youl.
Rest awhile and well talk some more later in the day. And think
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on this: you now work for me, and if | need to, I'll as happily cut
your throat as take you to my bed.”

Hedidn't look back as he left the cell, closed the door behind

him, and locked it. He then moved to where the others were waiting
for him. To Erik and Jadow he said, "Go back to your quarters

and get some deep. I'll need you aert in acouple of hours. With
the Sagacious Man fleeing and this Tannerson murdered, we may

find things getting lively in the city soon.”



Asthey left, he turned to Duncan and Roo. "What about you
two

Roo looked at Duncan, who shrugged. "1 guess we a so need to
find jobs," said Roo.

DeLoungvillesad, "Y ou can till work for me."

"Thanks, but if | let this one setback stop me, what sort of
merchant would | be?"

"True," said Robert. "Wdll, you can find your own way out. If
you want to, grab a bite at the commons before you do; have a hot
med on the Prince with my compliments.

Hewalked away and as he lft, he said, "Buit if you change your
mind, you know whereto find me."

Duncan waited until de Loungville was out of earshot and said,
"Just what are we going to do?'

Roo sighed, long and loud. "I have no idea.” He waked toward
the soldiers commons. "But if we're going to be out looking for

work, we at least can do it on afull stcomach.”
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00 JUMPED.

The waiter coming out the door swerved expertly to avoid Roo as
he cameinto the kitchen at Barret's Coffee House, and Roo put
down histray as he called out his order. The chaosin the kitchen
stood in direct contrast to the calm evidenced in the common room
and the private areas on the second floor of Barret's. The large oak

double doors kept the sound away from those merchants and traders



negotiating in hushed voices throughout the coffee house.

Roo had sought employment for dmost aweek before he

thought of Barret's. Several merchant concerns had looked upon

the poorly dressed former soldier with little civility, and no one

seemed interested in taking on even the most junior of partners

without receiving alarge sum of capital asan incentive. Promises

of hard work, diligence, perspicacity, and loyalty were far lessimportant
than gold to these men.

Most merchants either had sons or apprentices, and few had any

work available save as guards or menids. Roo fdlt close to defeat before
he remembered the young waiter at Barret's named Jason who

had directed Erik and Roo to the horse trader by the city gate.

Roo had returned to Barret's, found the man in charge of the

waliters, mentioned Jason by name, and after a short consultation

with Sebastian Lender, the manager of Barret's-aman named
Hoen-offered Roo atryout asawaiter.

Roo quickly learned hisway around the floor, with jason acting

as histutor. Roo had cometo like Jason, the youngest son of a
merchant in another part of town. McKeller, the headwaiter, had
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told jason to "show the new boy the ropes.” Roo didiked being
referred to asa"boy," but given McKéler's age, he supposed it
was reasonable. Duke James would appear aboy next to McKeéller.
jason had proven an easygoing teacher, one who didn't presume
Roo was stupid because he didn't know hisway around the coffee
house. Roo's years of growing up around Erik'sfamily at thelnn
of the Pintail helped, as he wasn't completely ignorant of what
went on in akitchen or in acommon room.

Still, there was much about Barret's that was unusud to Roo.

Firgt of al, he had been required to swear an oath, on arelic from
the temple of Sung, the Goddess of Purity, promising hewould



never reved to anyone what he might overhear while waiting tables.
He was next fitted for the standard uniform of tunic, trousers,

apron, and boots-his own were considered too worn-and was

informed the price of his clothing would be deducted from his

pay. Then he was taken into the kitchen and introduced to the

vast variety of coffees and teas, baked goods, and breakfast, lunch,
and dinner items offered to the clientele of Barret's.

A quick study, Roo memorized as much as he could, confident

he would learn the rest as he needed. The organized chaos of

the coffee house at its busiest reminded Roo of abattlein many
respects. The orders came in from each waiter, who was expected
to remember everything a customer requested and who

would aso remember which table to return to and which gentleman
or nobleman received which item. Mogtly it was coffee, or

an occasional sweet roll, but often it was a complete bresking of
fast or anoontime medl. Rarely did anyone est an evening medl

a Barret's, as most businessmen preferred to eat at home with
their families, but sometimes the late afternoon businessran

long, and waiters and cooks could be working until two or three
hours after sunset before the last customer |ft and the doors

were locked. That was the custom at Barret's, that the doors remained
open o long as one customer remained, and afew times

over theyears, at the height of financid crisisin the Kingdom,

the coffee house had remained open around the clock, with the
wait staff expected to remain dert, neatly dressed, and ready to
answer the call of the frantic businessmen and nobles crowding

the floor of the common room.

The cook said, "Y our order's ready."”
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Roo grabbed histray from off the counter, double-checked the
order, and moved toward the door. He paused a besat to ensure the
dight swing of the door wasthe result of the last waiter moving
through it and not because some fool had forgotten which door to
pass through-aways keep to the right, he had been told. Jason

had told him the biggest problem was caused by customers, who
occasionally would mistake the kitchen door as an entrance to the
jakes or aback way out, and the resulting collision was usualy

both loud and messy.

Just before reaching the door, Roo turned and backed through,
asif he had been doing thisfor years, and moved with afluid grace
into the commons. Only his battle-trained reflexes prevented .
collison with acustomer who turned and moved acrosstheaide
down which Roo moved. "Excuse me, Sir," Roo intoned, when
what he wanted to say was "Watch where you're going, fish brain!™
Heforced asmile.

Jason had impressed upon him that while his sdlary from Barret's
was modest by any measure, the true source of income for the
waiters was the gratuity. Quick, efficient, polite, and cheerful service
could earn awaiter aweek'swagesin aday if busnesswas
particularly good. Occasiondly asingle tablewould provide
enough income for awaiter to invest in one of the common undertakings.

For which reason, Roo, as the newest member of the staff, had

the poorest section of the common room. He glanced longingly up

to the galleries where the business associations, brokers, and partnerships
gathered. Among their number were saverd bright young

men who had begun their businesslives aswaiters at Barret's. It
might not be as quick arise as seeking treasure in far lands, but

it could be asdramatic asthat in results.

Roo placed his order expertly in front of each busnessman, as

he had been ingtructed, and they all but ignored him as they continued
their discussion. He heard enough to redlize they were discussing

the extramarital adventures of an associate's wife rather

than matters of business, and heignored them. A single copper



piece more than the price of the coffee and rolls was placed upon
histray and Roo nodded once and backed away.

He moved through hisarea, inquiring politely if anyone needed
anything, and when he had made hisway around his area and had
received no new orders, he stationed himsdlf quietly in plain sght,
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ready to answer the cal of any customer who needed him.
For afew minutes he had time to himself and he again looked
around the room, memorizing faces and names, certain that

someday such information might be useful. From acrossthe room
afigure waved at him. Roo recognized him as another waiter, Kurt,
atal, nasty-tempered bully who had most of the younger waiters
cowed. He was a s0 a suck-up and had both Hoen and McKeller
convinced he was a competent and pleasant waiter, while he was
neither. He managed to get the younger waitersto do as much
dirty work as possible while avoiding work at every turn. Roo wondered
how such alout had come to such asenior position & Barret'

s

Roo ignored the wave, and at last Kurt came across the room
toward him. As he approached, Kurt forced asmilefor the benefit
of the patrons. He would have been a handsome young man, Roo
judged, had he not had such amean turn to his smile and such
narrow eyes.

"I wassignding you," he hissed between clenched teeth.

"I noticed,” Roo answered without looking a him. He kept his
eyes on the customersin his section.

"Why didn't you come?"' asked Kurt in what he must have assumed
was athreatening tone of voice.

"Last timel looked, you weren't paying my sdary," answered

Roo, moving to the elbow of the customer who had just tipped



him asingle copper coin. He nimbly filled the man's hal f-empty
cup without being asked and the two businessmen at the table
barely noticed him doing hisjob.

Kurt put his hand on Roo's arm as he turned. Roo glanced a
the hand and said, "1 would advise you not to touch me again.”
Kurt dmost snarled ashe quietly said, "And what if | do?’

"Y ou don't want to find out," Roo answered calmly.

Kurt said, "I've eaten bigger men than you for breskfast.”

Roo said, "I have no doubt. But I'm not interested in your love
life" Hedropped hisvoice. "Now get your hand off my arm.”
Kurt withdrew it and said, "Y ou're not worth a scene at work.
But don't think I've forgotten you."

"I'll be here every day to remind you in case you do," said Roo.
"Now, what did you want me to come over for in thefirst place?’
"Shift change. Y ou're on the door.”

Roo glanced at the large fancy timepiece that was hanging from
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the celling. A water clock fashioned in Kesh, it displayed the hour
and the minute by arising column of blue water that dripped into
atransparent tube marked with the hours at a controlled rate. One
of hisjobs, asjuniormost waiter, was to be in the common,room
a dawn to quickly flip the valve that caused the strange deviceto
pump water back to the tank above, while the second tank began
dripping, so that the time was always accurate. Roo had been uncertain
why it was so critical for these businessmen dwaysto know

what time it was, but he was fascinated by the device and the fact
that he could see what time of day it waswith aglanceto the
center of the room.

"Why the change?" he asked as he headed for the kitchen, Kurt
astep behind him. "Weé're not due for ashift change for another
hour."



"It'sraining,” answered Kurt with asmug grin as he brushed

his black hair away from his forehead and took up hisown tray.
"New boy always getsto wipe up the mud.”

Roo said, "Fair enough, | guess." Hedidn't think it wasfair a

al, but he was damned if he was going to give Kurt the satisfaction
of seeing him distressed by the news. Heleft hisown tray and
cleaning cloth on ashdf designated as his, and moved quickly
through the large kitchen door and crossed the commonsto the
front door.

jason was waiting for him, and Roo looked out to see that atropical
storm up from Kesh had swept across the Bitter Seaand was
now dumping massive amounts of warm rain on the Prince's City.
Already apile of damp rags were tossed into the corner and Jason
said, "Wetry to keep the floor as clean as possible before the rail
so we don't have to mop down the floor completely throughout
the coffee house."

Roo nodded. Jason tossed him arag and knelt and began to

clean up the mud that was splashing in from the force of the

rain, along the edge of the doorway on his side. Roo duplicated
his actions a his own door and knew it was going to be along.
frudrating morning.

After the fourth cleaning of the porta, alarge carriage turned

the corner at high speed, just afew feet from the doorway to
Barret's. The splash of mud through the door barely missed Roo's
boots. He quickly knelt and used arag to get as much of it off the
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wood as possible. The rain continued its steady tattoo, and little

Splatters of dirty water continued to edge the wooden floor with
grime, but the mgority of the entrance hal to the coffee shop was



dill dlean.

jason tossed Roo afresh rag. "Here you go.”

"Thanks," answered Roo, catching it. "This seemsabit pointless,”
he added, nodding through the open door to wheretherain

was picking up inintengty. It was atypica fal sorm off the Bitter
Seaand it could mean days of unrelenting rain. The streetswere
becoming rivers of mud, and each new arriva a Barret's tracked
increasing quantities of the dark brown ooze onto the wooden floor
of the entranceway.

"Think how it would look by now if wedidn't keep at it,"

suggested Jason.

"What €lse do we do besides fight mud?* asked Roo.

Jason said, "Well, we help customers out of coaches. If one pulls
up onyour sde, first seeif it's driven by acoachman aone, or if
there's afootman riding on the back. If there's no footman, open
the carriage door. If the coach has one of the new fold-down steps,
lower it for whoever'singde. If theresno step, get that box over
there and carry it to the coach.” He pointed to asmall wooden

box kept in the corner of the entrance for such use. It sat next to
some dirty towelsin alarger metd pan.

A coach pulled up, and Roo glanced at Jason, who nodded; there
was no footman, as thiswas a hired coach, and Roo could see there
was nothing like the fancy swing-down step in evidence. He
grabbed up the box and, ignoring therain, placed the box below
the door, then pulled down on the handle as instructed. Swinging
the door open, hewaited. An ederly gentleman climbed quickly
down from the coach and took the two stepsinto the relative shelter'
of the entranceway.

Roo grabbed the box and was barely a stride away as the coach
moved on. He reached the entrance in time to hear McKeller greet
the newly arrived patron: ""Good morning to you, Mr. Esterbrook."
Jason was dready cleaning the mud from Mr. Esterbrook’s boots
as Roo replaced the box in the meta pan designed to confine water
and mud. He then took up arag, and by thetimehe haditin



hand, the client had moved into the inner sanctum of Barret's.
"That'sjacob Esterbrook?" asked Roo.
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Jason nodded. "Y ou know him?"

"I know his coaches. They'd come through Ravensburg dl the
time"

"He's one of Krondor's richest men," confided jason asthey
finished cleaning up thefloor. "He's got an amazing daughter,
t00.95

"Amazing how?" said Roo, putting away the muddy rag.

jason was ayoung man of middle height, alightly freckled, fair
complexion, and brown hair, one who Roo judged unremarkable
in appearance, but his expression became close to transfixed as he
answered, "What can | say? She'sthe most beautiful girl 1've ever
Roo grinned. "And yourein love?’

Jason blushed, which amused Roo, though he kept any jibeto
himsdlf. "No. | mean, if | could find awoman who looked like
that who would give me a second glance, I'd tithe to Ruthia'the
Goddess of Luck-"for therest of my life. She'sgoing to

marry somevery rich man or anoble, I'm certain. It just that. .



"' She's someone to daydream about,” supplied Roo.

Jason shrugged as he put away his cleaning rag. He then glanced
at Roo'sfeet and said, "Boots."

Roo looked down, saw that he was tracking mud on the floor they
weretrying to clean, and winced. Taking the rag out of the metd pan,
he cleaned his own boots and then the tracks he had made. "Y ou
don't do much of thiswhen you spend your life barefoot.”

Jason nodded. "l guess.”

"Now, about thiswonder..."

"Sylvia SylviaEgterbrook.”

"Yes, Sylvia When have you seen her?'

" She sometimestravels here with her father, on her way to shop
inthecity. They live out on the edge of the city, near the Prince's
Road, on alarge estate.”

Roo shrugged. He knew that in Krondor the King's Highway

was called the Prince's Road, and he had traveled it with Erik the
firgt time he had come to Krondor, though they had left the highway
and cut through the woods and some farmland. Later travels

had been by the southern road to the training ground where he
had learned the soldier's trade, so he had never seen the estate of
which Jason spoke.
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"What's shelook like?'

"'She has the most amazing blue eyes and blond hair that's dmost
paegoldincolor.”

Roo said, "Blue, not green? Blond hair?"

"Blue eyes, blond hair," answered jason. "Why?'

"Jugt checking. | met aredlly beautiful woman who almost got
mekilled. But she had green eyes and dark hair. Anyway, go on.”
"Therés nothing more to say. Sherides up with her father and
then goes off after he gets out. But she smilesat me, and she even
took amoment to speak to me once.”

Roo laughed. "That's something, | guess.”



A shout and the sound of alarge wagon moving near caused Roo
to turn. Heaving around the corner, looking for amoment asif it
were about to attempt to enter the building, came ahorse, astired,
old, and ragged a creature as Roo had ever beheld. A loud grinding
of wood upon wood was punctuated by oaths and the sound of a
lash as awagon whedl ground across the open porta and the driver
cameinto view.

Aningtant was dl Roo needed to redlize this man didn't possess
even the most rudimentary knowledge of driving awagon and had
tried to turn the corner too sharply, jamming the wagon against

the sde of the building.

Ignoring the driving rain, Roo turned and moved in front of the
horse, grabbing the animal by the bridle, while shouting, "Whoa"
The animal obeyed, asit was hardly moving at al because of

the jamming of the wagon against the corner, the deep mud, and
near-total exhaustion. "What'sthis?' demanded the driver.

Roo look up at ayoung man, only afew years older than Roo,

thin and soaked through to his skin from his appearance. It was
also obvious he was asailor, as he wore no boots or shoes and was
sunburned and drunk.

"Heaveto, mate," cried Roo, "before you run ashore."

Trying to look threatening, the young sailor shouted belligerently, ™
Clear away! Yourefouling my rig!"

Roo moved around the animal, its sides heaving from the exertion,
and said, "Y ou cut that too sharp, friend, and now you're

hung up. Do you know how to back thisanima?'

It was obvious he didn't. The sailor swore and jumped down,
losing his baance and fdling facedown into the thick ooze. Curs
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ing and dipping as hetried to stand, he at |ast regained hisfeet
and said, "Damn the day | tried to do afavor for afriend.”

Roo looked at the overl oaded wagon, now up to the whed hubs
in mud. It was piled high with crates, al covered and |lashed, down
with acanvas cover. "Y our friend did you no favor. That load
needs two horses or, better, four."

Just then Jason yelled, "What isdl this?"

Before Roo could answer, he heard Kurt's voice shouting, "Yes,
Avery, what isthis?'

"A blind man could see we have awagon stuck in the doorway,
Kurt," he answered.

Aninarticulate growl wasthe best reply he got. Then McKdler's
voice cut through the sound of the driving rain. "What have we
here?'

Roo hurried away from the mud-covered sailor and ducked under
the neck of the till-panting anima. Without bringing more

mud into the entrance, he peered into the coffee house. McKdler
and some of the waiters stood there just beyond the splash of mud
and rain and watched the spectacle of ahorse dmost insdethe
establishment. "Thedriver isdrunk, sr," explained Roo.

"Drunk or sober, have him get that animd out of here," demanded
the ancient headwaiter.

Roo could see Kurt smirking at the order.

Roo turned and saw the sailor starting to walk away. He took
three quick steps-as quick as possible in the ankle-deep mud-and
overtook the man. Swinging him around by the arm, he said,
"Wait aminute, matel"

Thesallor said, "Y er no mate of mine, bucko, but for al of that,
I'll not hold it against you. Carefor adrink?"

"Y ou need adrink like that horse needs another lashing,” said
Roo, "but, drunk or not, you need to get that wagon from out of



my employer's doorway."

The sailor looked hafway between anger and amusement. He
took that pose of control assumed by drunkswho don't wish to
gppear drunk, and dowly said, "Let me explainto you, melad. A
friend of mine named Tim jacoby-a boyhood chum | just met
today-convinced methat it would be better to be awagon driver
in hisfather's employ than to risk another voyage.”

Roo glanced back and with darm saw the horse was attempting
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to knedl in the mud, an impossible act because of the confining

traces. "oh, gods!" he said, grabbing the sailor'sarm and trying

to pull him back toward the wagon. "He's colicking!™

"Wait aminutel” shouted the sailor, pulling away. "1 haven't
finished."

"No, but the horse has," said Roo, grabbing the man again.

"l was saying," continued the sallor, "'l wasto ddiver thiswagon
to jacoby and Sons, Freight Haulers, then get my pay.”

The horse started making asick, squeding noise as McKdler's
voice sounded from the doorway, "Avery, move dong, will you
now? The customers are starting to be annoyed.”

Propelling the sailor back to the wagon, Roo found the old animal
down on itsknees, with its back legstrembling furioudy.

Pulling aknife from histunic, Roo quickly cut thetraces, and as

if sensing freedom, the horse struggled to itsfeet, staggered forward,
then collgpsed into the mud. With asigh that sounded like

nothing so much asrelief, the horse died.

"Damnme," said the sailor. "What do you think of that?"

"Not bloody much," said Roo. The horse had managed to ssumble
around the corner, so that now the other entrance was halfblocked.
The exiting and entering patrons could now choose how

they would get soaked and muddy: climbing around afilthy wagon
or over adead horse.



McKeéler said, "Jason, you and the other boys pull that animal

and that wagon away from here."

Roo shouted, "No!"

McKeéler said, "What did you say?'

Roo sad, "l meant to say, | wouldn't advise that, sir.”

Roo could see McKéeller peering past the wagon from the doorway
ashesad, "Why isthat?'

Hiking his thumb toward the horse, Roo replied, "That anima

was old and sick, but it'sadraft horse. It weighs fourteen hundred
poundsif it weighs an ounce. The entire staff's not going to be
ableto pull it from that sucking mud. And that wagon wastoo
heavy for it to pull, so we won't be ableto moveit."

"Do you have asuggestion?' caled McKeler to the now completely
soaked Roo.

Roo's eyes narrowed and adight smile crossed hisface for a

moment ashesaid, "l think | do." Heturned to the sailor. "Wak
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to your friend's company and tell him that if he wants his cargo

he can come hereto clamiit.”

" think I'm going back to sea," said the sailor. He reached

indde histunic and pulled out aleather wallet, bulging with
documents. "Y ou can havethis, sir," he added with adrunken
half-bow.

"Y ou do and I'll hunt you down myself and kill you," said Roo.
Hetook thewallet and said, "Go tell your friend'sfather his
freight ishere at Barret's and to ask for Roo Avery, then you can
go drownyoursdf indefor dl | care

The sailor said nothing as Roo shoved him away, but he turned
in the direction he had indicated Jacoby's lay and not back toward
the harbor.

"Jason! "



"Yes, Roo?'

"Run and find some knackers-wait!" he corrected himsdif.
Knackers would charge money to cut up and haul away theanimal.
"Run to the Poor Quarter and find a sausage maker. Tell him what
we've got here and that he only hasto come and haul it away.

The knackers are going to sell the mest for sausage anyway; why
pay amiddleman?'

jason'svoice could be heard asking McKdler if that was dl right,
and when the answer came in the affirmative, he ran out into the
rain and disappeared quickly toward the Poor Quarter.

Roo quickly inspected the wagon and knew that it would never
be moved until it was unloaded. "'I'm going for some porters,” he
shouted to McKéler. "We need to unload the cargo before we can
movethisrig."

McKéler sad, "Very well. Asquickly aspossible, Avery.”

Roo hurried down to the next sireet, then one Street over, until

he cameto a Porters Guild hiring office. Stepping inside, he saw
adozen burly men gtting around afire, waiting for work. Moving
to the small desk where the Guild officer sat, he said, "'l need

eight men."

"And who are you?' asked an officious little man Sitting on the
stool behind the desk.

"I'm from Barret's and we have awagon stuck inthemud in

front of the coffee house. It needs to be unloaded before it can

be moved.”
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At the mention of Barret's, the man lost some of his officious
manner. "How many men did you say?"

Y ears of being around teamsters and porters served Roo well, as
without hesitation he said, "'Y our stoutest eight men.”

The officer quickly singled out eight of the twelve men and said,



"Theré's an extra charge for the weather."

Roo narrowed his gaze. In his best no-nonsense tone he sad,
"What? They're now tender boys who can't stand to get wet?
Dont't try to hold me up so you can cadge some extra drinking
money, or I'll be talking to the Guild Masters about how many
other clever little schemes you may have conceived over the years.
| wasloading and unloading wagons since | could reach atailgete,
S0 don't betelling me about guild rules.”

Roo actually had no ideawhat he was talking about, but he could
smell aconin hisdeep. The man'sface turned red as he made

an inarticulate sound in histhroat and said, "Actudly, that isfor
snow and ice, not rain, now that | think on it. Sorry for the misunderstanding.”

Roo led the eight men back into the storm to the wagon. He
unhitched the tailgate and pulled up the canvas. "oh, damn,” he

sad. The cargo was mixed, but right before him was alarge pile

of fine sk, worth more gold than hed make this year and the

next, if hewas any judge of fine fabric. But once wet and muddied,
it might aswell be homespun for the price it would command.

He said to the lead porter, "Wait here." Rounding the wagon,

he found McKdler Hill at the door with amixed company of waiters
and customers, the latter watching the performance with some
amusement.

"I need one of the large, heavy tablecloths, air.”

"Why?

"Some of the cargo will haveto be kept dry and..." He glanced
around. Seeing the unused building catercorner to Barret's, he continued, ™
and we can put it there for the afternoon. But we'd probably

have less difficulty if we kept the cargo undamaged. They

might claim we damaged their goods and should have let it St
whereit was until they cameto collect it."

That argument might not have convinced any inn or tavern

keeper in Krondor that it was agood idea to possibly ruin aprecious
tablecloth, but Barret's was an establishment founded on
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protecting cargo, among other investments, and McKeller nodded.
With dozens of litigators among his clientele, he wanted nothing

to do with a possible hearing before the loca magidtrate. "Fetch
alargetablecloth,” heingructed Kurt.

Looking pained to have to do anything to help Roo, Kurt turned
and moved between the patrons, returning afew minutes later
with alargecloth.

Roo held it close to his chest and hunched over in an attempt

to keep it asdry as possible as he ran to the back of the wagon.
He pushed it under the tarp and then loosened the two end tiedowns.
Holding the canvas up with one hand, he climbed avkwardly

into the back of the wagon, making sure he didn't touch

the precious slk. He motioned to the nearest porter and said,
"Climb up here, but be cautious you touch nothing. Get any mud
on thiscloth and you'll be discharged without pay.”

The porter knew from the exchangein the hall that this

boy knew athing or two and that one of the Porters Guild's reasons
for existing was for goods to be carried without damage, so

he was cautious enough to be almost dow in getting up next to
Roo.

"Hold the canvas so it kegpsthisdry," Roo said, pointing at the
slk. Roo tried to examine the balance of the cargo, which was
difficult in the dim afternoon light of this heavy sorm. After a
moment, he was convinced it could withstand alittle water. He
unfolded the table cloth and made sure that only the clean side,

not the mud from histunic that had gotten on it, touched the silk.

It took him nearly ten minutesto get the entire bundle covered

and turned over and covered again by the large linen cloth, but
when it was as protected as it was going to be, he said, "Now

untietherest of thetie-downs."



The other porters hurried to obey, and when the job was done,

he sad, "Wrap this canvas around the bundle.”

Two portersjumped into the wagon and did asinstructed, while

Roo jumped down and started across the street. "Bring it herel”

he shouted to the porters, urging them to move as quickly as possible.

He reached the door of the abandoned building and saw that
there was a small, decorative lock on the door. He inspected and
then rattled it. With no ideahow to pick such alock, he sighed,
shard as he could. Thelock remained

raised his boot, and kicked a
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intact, but the small hasp's four screws pulled from the wood as
the door sivung inward.
Roo stepped inside the abandoned house. The faded grandeur

of the entrance was nothing short of spectacular to Roo. A large
gtaircase wound up from the hallway to arailed landing on the
second floor, and from the vaulted ceiling of the entranceway a
large crystd chanddier hung, dust dimming whatever sparklethe
faint afternoon light might have imparted.

The sound of the porters coming up behind him caused Roo to
forgo exploring the upper hall for amoment as he crossed the
entranceway and opened alarge diding door. A forma sitting
room, devoid of furnishings, lay below the balcony. But it was dry,
as both large windows on the opposite wall were intact.

Roo told the porters, "Bring that in here, and put it againgt this
wall." Heindicated the farthest wall from thewindows, justin
case someone managed to break one of them. Savaging thissilk
would be worth something to him only if he kept it undamaged.
The porters put the bundle of cloth down and Roo said, " Get the



rest of the cargo and haul it over here.”

It took the eight men lessthan ahdf hour to unload the wagon.
Roo had opened thewallet and found the inventory list, as he had
expected, but with one significant difference: there was no bill of
lading for the bolts of silk. Each of the boxes bore a customs stamp
and had a corresponding paper also bearing astamp and signature.
But asfar asthe Roya Customs were concerned, that silk did not
exis.

Roo consdered this, and after the last load was brought into the
building, he had the workers pick up the slk again and move it

to another room, asmall storage closet under the stairs, next to an
old metal pail and dried-out maop.

He led the men back outside and secured the door by pushing
the hasp screws back into the stripped-out holesin the wood.
Therewas no security iniit, but any casud passerby might think
thelock dtill intact.

By then jason had returned with a sausage maker and a hafdozen
apprentices and workers, as unsavory aband as Roo had

seen thisside of thewar in Novindus. Leading the porters over

to where Jason stood, now as drenched as Roo was, he
said,"Remember to tell me where you got thiscrew so | never

buy sausage there.”
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Jason made aface. "One step insde hisshop would doit.” He
watched in revulson asthey set to the horse with large knives. "'l

may never egt asausage again, even if it'sfrom the King's own



table” i

Horses, dogs, and other animals died in the streets of Krondor
often enough that the bloody spectacle of the sausage makers cutting
up the horse did little but cause afew passersby to look twice,

but it would have been amagjor embarrassment for Barret's to have
its customers have to move around a dead animal to enter or exit.
Over his shoulder, the sausage maker shouted, "Do you want the
hooves, skin, and bones?’

"Takeit dl," said Roo asthelead porter came up to tap him

on the shoulder.

"Y ou owe us eight sovereigns,” said the porter.

Roo knew better than to argue price. The guild officia working
behind the desk might try to net alittle extragold out of him, but
thisworker would be quoting guild rates and no merchant in the
Kingdom would get the guild to come down a copper piece from
those rates.

Roo said, "Not quite yet."

He motioned for the portersto follow him back to the wagon.
"Pull thisout and get it to that courtyard behind the building

where we put the cargo.”

"We're porters, not bloody horses!" said the lead porter.

Roo turned and gave the man adark look. "I'm cold, wet, and

in no humor to argue. Y ou can pick it up and carry it like porters
for dl | care, but moveit over there!" he shouted.

Something in thislittle man's manner impressed the porter, for

he didn't argue and signaled his men to form up. Four took the
ruined traces, while the other four moved to the rear of the wagon.
They raised the tailgate and two got ready to push while the other
two moved to turn the rear wheels by hand.

It took some struggling and agreat dedl of swearing, but after a
bit of work, the wagon was broken |oose from the mud and was
half rolled, half dragged through the mud across the street and
down thelittle dley that led to the rear courtyard of the abandoned
building.

"How did you know there was a courtyard behind that house?"



asked Jason.
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Roo grinned. "I told afriend | might buy that place someday,

50 | got curious and looked around. Theresalittle aley that leads
around it, and two windows that ook out of the sitting room over
it. Might be anice placefor alady's flower garden.”

"Going to marry afinelady?' sad Jason in only dightly mocking
tones.

"l don't know," said Roo. "I might marry that Sylvia Esterbrook
you spesk so highly of."

Soon the sausage maker and his haf-dozen apprentices and
workers were finished with their bloody work, and they carried off
the horse, leaving some scraps of skin and entrails behind. Roo
sad, "Theranwill dean thingsup quick enough.”

Heled Jason back toward the entrance as the porters returned.
"Here, now!" shouted the seniormost porter. "About our pay ... 7'
Roo mationed for them to follow and led them acrossto the
portd to find McKedler gill there. "Sir, these men need to be
pad."

"Paid?' said the headwaiter. It was obvious to Roo that the old
man hadn't given athought to cost when Roo had goneto get the
porters.

"These are guild porters, Sr."

At mention of that word, McKeller dmost winced. Like every
other person in businessin Krondor, he was used to the many
guildsin the city, and no business could long endureiif it found
itsdlf a oddswith the guilds of the city. "Very well. How

much?'

Before the head porter could answer, Roo said, "Ten gold sovereigns,
ar.

"Ten!" said McKdler. That was more than askilled craftsman



might expect to earn in aweek.

"Thereareeight of them, dr, and itisraining."

McKeéler said nothing as he removed alarge purse from his belt
and counted out the coins, handing them to Roo.

Roo went to where the porters stood and gave the head porter
nine. The man frowned. "Y ou told the old coot-"

Inlow tones, Roo said, "I know what | told him. Y ou take the
nine and give eight to your guild scribe, and he gives you back

Y our share. He doesn't complain about the ninth coin he doesn't
know about and you don't complain about the tenth.”
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The man didn't look pleased, but he didn't look that unhappy
ether. The extrafew slver royas each man would get were a
proper bonus. He dipped the money into histunic and said, "l

get you. Well hoigt adrink to you thisevening.”

Roo turned away and moved back to the entrance, where Jason
was toweing himsdlf dry. Roo stepped into the areaand saw it
was now filthy with mud and rain. The wind was picking up, and
McKeller said, "Wed better close the shutters and then welll
clean up thismess." He sgnaled for Kurt and another waliter.
"Clean up thisarea." To Roo and Jason he said, "' Go around back
and come into the kitchen from the alleyway. | don't want you
tracking mud across the floor. Change into clean clothing and get
back to work."

Roo tossed hisdirty, wet towe back into the metal pan and saw
Kurt glowering a him, asif this extrawork was Roo's fault and
not the result of the weather. Roo grinned at him, which deepened
Kurt'sirritation.

As he darted to leave, McKdler said, "Avery?'

Roo turned. "Sir."

"Y ou thought and acted quickly. Y ou did well."



"Thank you, sir,” said Roo as he and Jason stepped back into
the storm.

Asthey headed for the aley behind the coffee house. Jason said,
"That'srare”

"What?"

"Y ou don't often hear McKdler compliment one of us. Some
times he camly tells us how were lashing things up, but most of
the time he says nothing. He expects usto do theright thing.

Y ouveimpressed him.”

Roo rubbed hisnose. "I'll remember that when I'm dying of a
cold tonight.”

They turned the corner and moved down the dley, reaching the,,:
large delivery yard behind the coffee house. They climbed up on
the loading dock and then moved into the kitchen. After thetime
spent in the cold storm, the kitchen felt hot to them. They went
to where they kept dry clothes and started to change.

AsRoo finished dressing, Kurt came into the kitchen to where
Roo and Jason were tying on their gprons. "Well, | had to clean
up your mess, Avery. Y ou owe mefor that."
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"What?" said Roo, his expresson amix of amusement and irritation.
Y ou heard me. | don't get door duty, but because of you I'm
mopping up more mud than I've seen since | started working

here"

"l don't havetimefor this" said Roo, pushing past him.

Kurt'shand fell on hisarm. Roo turned and, using ahold taught

him by Sho Pi when they were traveling acrossthe seain Cdiss
mercenary band, he bent Kurt's fingers back to avery uncomfortable
angle, just short of causing him injury. But the pain gained



him instant results. Kurt's face drained of color and his eyes began
to water as he dropped to his knees. Roo camly said, "I told you
you didn't want to find out what would happen if you touched me
again." He caused Kurt another moment of pain, then released his
fingers. "Next time'll break your hand, and then well see how

fit you arefor waiting tables”

Kurt whispered, "Y ou're mad!"

Roo saw fear in Kurt'seyes. Likedl bullies, he didn't expect

any resstance, and when it came from asmall man like Roo, he
was doubly shocked. "Very mad," said Roo. "And capable of killing
you with my bare hands. Remember that and keep your mouth

shut when I'm around and welll get dong just fine."

Roo didn't wait for aresponse or to say anything to the kitchen
staff, who had turned to stare at the sight of Kurt being forced to
his knees. Roo knew he now had an enemy, but he didn't fear

Kurt. Hehad lost all fear years before, and it would take something
agreat deal more frightening than a pumped-up town bully to

make Roo Avery know it again.
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ROO SMILED.

The man had come looking for him about midmorning, and

McKeéler had summoned him from the kitchen, where hewas
learning to brew coffeeto Mr. Hoen's satisfaction. Without introducing
himsdf, the man sad, " Are you the boy who stole my

wagon?'

Roo hdted and studied the man. He was of middie height,

only ahead taller than Roo, was stocky, and had around face.

His hair was cut short, but dicked with some pomander il ina
Quegan style, with ringlets across his forehead. He wore ashirt

with acollar that wastoo high for him, given histhick neck, and



with far too much lace down the front. With his cutaway jacket
and tight trousers, he looked comic to Roo. Two lessthan comic
bodyguards stood behind him. Each wore only along belt knife,
and otherwise were unarmed, but Roo could see ingtantly these
werekillers-exactly the sort of men Roo had served within
Cdisscompany.

The man who had spoken might have dressed the part of a
young city dandy, but his anger and his narrow eyes caused Roo
to sense he was as potentialy dangerous as the two men who
served him. Roo said, "Andyou are ... 7'

"l am Timothy Jacoby."

"Ah," said Roo, making adisplay of wiping hishandson his
apron before offering hisright to shake. "Y our drunken friend
mentioned you by name. Did he ever get to your shop last night?

Instantly anger was replaced by confusion. It was obviousto Roo
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that the man had expected some denial. He reluctantly took Roo's
hand and shook in a cursory fashion, then let go. "Friend? Hewas
no friend, just asailor who | bought some drinks, who ... who did
meafavor."”

"Well, he obvioudy felt that returning to seawas a better choice
than telling you he dmost drove your wagon into Barret's Coffee
House"

"So | heard," Jacoby answered. "Well, if he ran off, that explains
why | had to buy information from arumormonger. She said
someone had unloaded my wagon in front of Barret's and moved
all the cargo. | thought the sailor had been overcome by robbers.”
Roo said, "No. Y our goods are safe.” Reaching into histunic,

he removed the large leather wallet and handed it to Jacoby.
"Here are the customs documents. The entire cargo isin that

house across the way, safely dry.”



"Where's the horse and wagon?* asked Jacoby.
"The horse died. We had to cut it out of the traces, and knackers

daughtered it and hauled it away."

"l won't pay adimefor the knackersl" said Jacoby. "I never
authorized that. | could have sent another team and hauled it away
mysdf, "

"No bother," said Roo. "The wagon was ruined”- which he

knew to bealie- "so | had it hauled away. Let me haveit for
scrap to cover the cost of the porters and knackers, and well call
iteven.

Jacoby's eyes narrowed. "Ruined, you say? How do you know?"
"My father was ateamdter,” said Roo, "and I've driven enough

to know yours wasn't serviced regularly”-which he knew to be
the truth-"and with the traces al cut up, theres not alot but

four whedls and aflatbed"-which was aso true.

Jacoby was slent aminute, his dark eyes studying Roo while he
thought. "How many porters?'

"Eight," said Roo, knowing jacoby could check with the Porters
Guild easily enough.

Jacoby sad, "Show me my goods."

Roo looked back to where McKdller stood. The old man nodded
and Roo moved across the street. The storm had halted |ate the
night before, but the streets were still degp in mud. Jacoby had
arrived by carriage, and Roo took slent delight as the fancy boots
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and the lower haf of histrouser legswerefouled by the thick
muck.

Reaching the door, jacoby looked at the heavy lock. "How'd
you get the key?!

"l didn't," said Roo, easily pulling the hasp away. The screws



came out and onefell to the porch. Roo picked it up and stuck it
back in the hole. "The owner obvioudy thought no onewaslikey
to stedl hishouse.™

He pushed open the door and led Jacoby to where his cargo was
hidden. jacoby did aquick inventory, then said, "Where'sthe
rex?'

"Rest?' said Roo innocently.

"Therewas more than this," said Jacoby, anger bardly held in
cheek.

Roo then knew for certain what the plan had been. The silk

had been smuggled in from Kesh to the Krondorian docks. From
thereit had to get to the trader's office, with the sailor duped into
driving the wagon for some quick gold. If Royd Customs arrested
the sailor, Jacoby could claim that he knew nothing of the silk and
that the sailor was smuggling it in jacoby's wagon without his
knowledge. Any guild teamster, or even an independent such as
his father had been, would have checked the cargo against the
manifest, to ensure that he was not accused of stedling something
never loaded. But adrunken sailor who was lying about his ability
to drive asingle horse-drawn wagon was likely not even to think
about what was in the back.

Roo looked at the man and camly said, "Well, if you'd liketo

go to the congtable's office and swear out acomplaint, I'll be more
than happy to accompany you. I'm sure hewill be almost asinterested
asthe Royd Customs office to know why you're concerned

with something not accounted for on thishill of lading.”

Jacoby fixed Roo with adark stare, but after amoment it was
clear he could do nothing. Both men knew what was going on, but
at this point Jacoby had only two options|eft open to him, and he
took the obvious choice.

Jacoby nodded once to the man on hisright. From within his
jacket he produced a dagger as Jacoby said, "Tell mewhat you
did with thedlk or I'll have him cut your heart out.”

Roo moved to the center of the room, giving himsdf spaceto
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defend himsdf. He had a dagger secreted in his own boot, but
waited to pull it. Jacoby's two thugs might be dangerousto an
untrained man in atavern brawl or if they had the drop, but Roo
knew his own ahilities, and unless these men were as skilled as
the men Roo had trained with, Roo knew he could defend himsdif.

"Put that away before you hurt yoursdlf," Roo said.

Whatever reaction Jacoby had expected, that wasn't it. "Cut

him!" hesad.

Thefirg thug lunged forward while the second pulled hisbelt
knife. Thefirg attacker found Roo's hand on hiswrigt, and suddenly
pain shot up hisarm as Roo dug his other thumb into a
particularly delicate set of nervesin hiselbow. He quickly wrestled
the knife from the man'shand and let it fdl to the floor, deftly
kicking it asde. He then disposed of the first guard with akick

to the man'sgroin, causing him to groan as he collapsed.

The second thug was disposed of as quickly, and Jacoby pulled
his own knife. Roo shook hishead ashe said, "Y ou redly shouldn't
dothis"

Jacoby's temper got the best of him and he made agrowling
sound as he lunged a Roo. Roo easily got out of the man'sway,
gripped hisarm as he had the first man's, and found the same
bundle of nerves. But rather than jabbing to force the fingerslimp,
Roo ground histhumb into his ebow, ensuring as much pain as
possible. jacoby cried out softly as his knees buckled and his eyes
filled with tears. Then Roo released his grip and the dagger fell
from limp fingers. Roo camly picked it up.

Jacoby kndlt, holding hisright bow with hisleft hand. Roo
camly took the dagger and reversed it, handing it to Jacoby. "You
dropped this" Thefirgt thug was dowly trying to regain hisfeet
and Roo could tell he would need to soak in acold bath to reduce



the,swdling in hisgroin. The second guard looked at Jacoby with
uncertainty written on hisface.

Jacoby said, "Who areyou?'

"Name's Avery. Rupert Avery. My friends call me Roo. Y ou can
cal meMr. Avery." Hewaved the dagger.

Jacoby took the dagger and looked at it amoment.

Roo said, "Don't worry, | can take it back any time | want."
Jacoby got to hisfeet. "What kind of waiter are you?"

"The former-soldier kind. | tell you so you don't think about
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sending these two buffoons with some friends tonight to ‘teach
me alesson.' Then I'd beforced to kill them. And then I'd have

to explain to the city watch why you were trying to teeach me a

lesson.

"Now, | suggest you get back to your office and get another
wagon and team and get this cargo out of here. The owner of this
building might want to charge you rent if he finds you warehousing
your goods here."

jacoby sgnaded to his guards to go on outside and, after they

had |eft, followed them to the door. He paused and regarded Roo
over his shoulder before leaving. From outside the door he said
"Thewagon?'

Roo said, "Do you see awagon anywhere around here?"

jacoby said nothing for along moment, then spoke. "Y ou've
made an enemy, Mr. Avery."

Roo said, "Y ou won't be my firgt, Jacoby. Now get out of here
before| get irritated with you, and thank Ruthia'-he invoked

the Goddess of Luck-"that someone hasn't taken all your cargo
and vanished withiit."

After Jacoby left, Roo shook his head. " Some people. He didn't



even say thank you."

Returning to the door, he closed it and crossed the street.
McKeéller waswaiting for him and said, ™Y ou were gone along
time." It wasn't aquestion.

Roo said, "Mr. Jacoby seemed to think some of his cargo was
missing and was ready to claim Barret'swas responsible for the
loss. | carefully accounted for every item on the manifest and he
was stisfied when heleft.”

If McKéeller wasn't completely convinced, he seemed ready to
accept thelie at face vaue. With anod of hishead, heindicated
Roo should return to his duties. Roo moved back toward the
kitchen and found Jason standing next to the door. "Y ou taking a
break thishour?'

Jason nodded.

"Do meafavor if you'veamind to: goto the hiring hal and

seeif my cousn Duncanisdtill intown." After the destruction of
the wagons of wine, Duncan had decided Roo's get-rich-quick
plan was over and was seeking guard duty on a caravan heading
eastward.
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"If heis?"' asked Jason.

"Td| himwere back in busness."

If jacoby had revenge on hismind for Roo, he didn't attempt to

extract it quickly. The night passed with Roo deeping lightly inthe
loft he rented above the kitchen a Barret's. Duncan had returned
with jason, complaining that he had been about to leave on alarge
caravan heading to Kesh, and was deeping next to his cousin.
Roo suspected it was alie, as Duncan was inclined to aggrandize
his own discomfort and diminish others, but he didn't mind. He



knew that the silk he had hidden in the building was worth agrest
deal more than he had firgt thought. Otherwise why would Jacoby
have been so desperate to regain it? So having Duncan around was
important; Roo knew he needed someonereliable to guard his
back as he entered into the world of commerce.

The night passed dowly as Roo lay awake making and discarding
plan after plan. He knew that the silk would be his recovery

from the disaster of hiswine venture, and that while sound in
theory, the manner in which he had undertaken to build up his
wine trade reved ed to anyone who cared to ook just how unpracticed
Roo wasin matters of business.

As dawn approached, Roo rose and dressed. He went out into

the predawn morning, listening to the sounds of the city. A village
boy from asmal community in the mountains, he found the

strange sounds of Krondor exhilarating: the squawk of the gulls
flying in from the harbor, the cresking of wagon whedlsmoving
over the cobbles of the street as bakers, dairymen, and fruit selers
brought their waresinto the city. The occasond craftsman, moving
cautioudy through the gloom of the streets on hisway to work,
passed by, but otherwise the street was abandoned as Roo moved
acrossto the old building. He had felt astrange attraction to the
once-rich domicile from the first moment he had seenit. He had
visonsof himsdf standing at the large windows on the second
floor, looking down upon the busy intersection that stood between
the home and Barret's. Somehow that house had become a symbol
for Roo, a concrete god that would show the world he had become
aman of importance and means.

He entered the dark house and looked around. The grey light

that camein the doorway bardly outlined the stairway under which
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he had stored the silk. He suddenly wondered at the upper room
and moved up the stairway.

He paused as he reached the top of the stairs, as they bent to

the right to form a ba cony overlooking the entryway. He,could
see the shadowy form of the chanddlier and wondered what it
would look like with the candles ablaze.

He turned and saw that the hallway led into pitch darkness.

He could bardly see the handle to thefirst door on the right, the
onethat would provide awindow view of the city street. He
opened the door and saw the room in the dim light of the grey
mormning.

The room was empty save for some rags and afew shards of
broken crockery. Roo walked to the window and looked out. In
the morning gloom he saw the doorway of Barret's. A thrill ran
through Roo and he put his hand out and touched the wall.

He held motionless asthe sun rosein the east, until at last the
street below him filled with citizens of the city about for the day.
The noise of the quickly building throng below robbed him of the
secret quiet he had taken for himsdlf, and he resented it for that.
He moved quickly through the other rooms, curiosity making

him want to know every inch of the town house. He discovered a
master suite in the rear, severa other rooms, agarderobe, and a
rear servants stairway. A third floor seemed equally divided between
astorage area and what might pass as aworkspace for the
sarvants, a leadt, there were shreds of fine clothing and athimble
to convince Roo he had found where the lady of the house had
once met with her seamsiress.

Roo worked hisway through the house, and when he was done,
he left with atwinge of regret. He closed the door behind him

and promised himsdlf that he would return someday as the owner.
As he reached the center of the Street, he redlized he was holding
asmall shred of cloth. He examined it. It was afaded piece

of once-fine silk, now yellowed by age and dirt. Without understanding
quite why, he dipped it indgde histunic and moved past

the doorway to Barret's.



The doors swung open as he passed through the side Street and
he knew he was late. He should have been among those opening
the coffee house.

Roo returned to his quarters, put on his gpron, and hurried to
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the kitchen, where he dipped in with the other waiters without
attracting attention. Duncan had not stirred for amoment and the
slk was till safe below the stairway.

Roo knew it would be along day until he wasfreein the evening

and could embark on making hisfortune.

Duncan found him during hislunch break. Roo moved into the
rear courtyard of the coffee house and said, "What isit?"
"It'slessthan diverting Sitting in that cramped loft, cousin.

Maybe | could be about seeing if theré's a buyer for-"

A warning glance from Roo silenced him. "I have plans aready.

if you really want to get something done, return to the house
across the way and inspect the wagon. Let me know what you
think we need to repair the traces. Y ou're no teamster, but you've
been around enough wagons to have some sense of it. If we need
to buy new leathers, let me know. And if we can repair what's
there, so much the better.”

"Then what?" asked Duncan.

Roo reached into histunic and pulled out the gold piece he had
acquired from McKeller the day before. "Get something to est,
then buy what we need to refit the wagon. | need enough for two
animds”

"Why?" said Duncan. "That won't buy what we need and get

us horses. Besides, what are we going to haul ?*

Roo sad, 'l haveaplan.”



Duncan shook his head. "Y our plans seem to lead nowhere,
cousin." Roo's features clouded and he was about to say something
inanger, but Duncan said, "Still, it'syour gold and I've nothing
better to do." His smile caused Roo's anger to flee before it was
fully formed. Duncan's roguish ways aways brought asmileto his
lips,

"Get onwith you," said Roo. "One of ushasto work for a
living.55

Roo returned to the kitchen as he was due to return to the floor,
and he regretted he had spent hisfew free moments talking with
Duncan rather than grabbing abite to eat, as was the purpose of
the break. Suddenly he was hungry and that only made the day
pass even more dowly.
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'Are you sure you know what you're doing?" asked Duncan.

Roo said, "No, but | can't think of anything elseto try.” He

adjusted the end of the silk bolt he carried under hisarm.

They stood before amodest home, located as far from Barret's
asone could live without leaving the Merchants Quarter. buncan
carried the other end of thelong bolt of silk, ill wrappedin

canvas and linen, and glanced around. They were not in aparticularly
rough part of town, but it wasn't acompletely safe area,

either. Only one street over, atraveler would find the homesless

~"| cared for, occupied by working families, often severd to adweling,
four or five peopleliving in aroom. Roo shook hishead ashe
redlized thishouse wastotally in keeping with what he would

expect from Helmut Grindle.

Roo knocked on the door.

After aminute, awoman'svoice sad, "Whoisit?'

Roo said, "My nameis Rupert Avery and | seek Helmut Grindle,



amerchant with whom | am acquainted.”

A cleverly hidden peephole opened in the door-Roo noticed

it only because of atiny glint of light-then, after amoment, the
door opened.

A plain-looking young woman, plump, with light brown hair
pulled back under amodet fillet of dark cloth. Her blue eyes
were narrow with suspicion, but she said, "Wait ingde, ar.”
Roo and Duncan stepped inside. The girl turned and Roo
noticed she wore smple but well-made and well-cared-for
clothing. A possibility crossed hismind and helet hisface cloud
over.

"What?" whispered Duncan when they were aone.

"l hopethat'sthemaid" wasall Roo said.

A few minutes later a narrow-shouldered, stooped-over man entered,
glanced at Roo, and said, "Avery! | had heard you'd been
hung.”

"Pardoned by the King himsdf," said Roo, "and any who don't
believe me arefreeto inquire at the pdace. Tell them to ask for
my good friend Duke James."

A lively light cameinto Grindl€s eyes. "1 may have someone

dothat." He motioned through a curtained doorway. "Comeinsde."

They |eft the plainly decorated hdlway and entered avery findy
finished stting room. The decor was what Rupert expected, and
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was cons stent with what he had learned of Grindle when he and
Erik had ridden adong with him on the road to Krondor.

Grindle was amerchant who specidized in luxury goods, smdll

and eadlly trangported, which he moved across the Kingdomiin

ordinary wagons that |ooked to be carrying unremarkable wares.



In fact they contained more gold in value per square foot than Roo
had seen in any cargo during ayoung lifetime spent loading and
unloading wagons.

The young woman returned and Grindle said, "Karli, bring us
abit of wine." Hemotioned for the two men to Sit, and Duncan
did. Roo introduced his cousin to the merchant, then said, "I hope
were not intruding.”

"Of courseyoureintruding,” said Grindle with no hint of tact.
"But | suspect you've got some scheme or another that you think
would interest me, and | find that sort of nonsense occasiondly
diverting." He glanced at the bundle that Duncan and Roo had

put down, now propped against the side of Duncan's chair, and
sad, "l supposeit has something to do with whatever you have
inthat large canvas bundle.”

The girl whom Roo-with an an inward sigh of relief-took to

be the maid, returned with atray, three slver cups, and acarafe
of wine. Roo sipped and smiled. "Not your best, but not your
worg, either, Master Merchant?'

Grindle smiled. "Y ou're from Darkmoor, now that | think onit.
Wine country. Well then, maybeif you can show me something
worthwhile, I'll pull the cork on something rare. What isyour plan
and how much gold do you need?"

Histone remained light, but Roo could seethe suspicionin his
eyes. Thiswas as shrewd a man as Roo had ever encountered and
one who would smell aconfidence job before Roo could dream it
uP.,There was nothing to be gained by trying to dupe the man.
Roo nodded and Duncan put down the bundle and dowly unwrapped
it. When he had the canvas open, he began unwrapping

thelinen, and when at last the silk was reved ed, Duncan stepped
avay.

Grindle quickly kndlt and ingpected the cloth, gently picking

up acorner and thumbing the weave. He moved part of the bolt
and caculated the weight and from that the length. From the size
of the bolt, he knew the width. "Y ou know what you have here?
he asked.
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Roo shrugged. "Keshian, I'm guessing.”

"Yes," sad Grindle. "Imperid. Thissilk issupposed to go to

the Plateau of the Emperor. It isused to weave thelittle skirts

and other light clothing worn by the Keshian Truebloods.”,A calculaing
look entered his eyes. "How did you come to possess

this?"

Roo said, " Something like salvage. No one appeared who could
prove ownership-"

Grindle laughed as he sat back down in his chair. "Of course

not. It'sacapitd offenseto smuggle this stk from the Empire.”

He shook hishead. "It's not that it's the best in the world, you
understand, but the Truebloods have a strange sense of ownership
with anything associated with their history and traditions. They

just don't like the idea of anyone but one of their own possessing
such items. Which makesthem dl the more vauable for those
vain nobleswho want something they're not supposed to have."
Roo sad nothing. He smply looked at Grindle. At last the old
man said, "' So, what doesthisrare bit of contraband have to do
with whatever plan you have raitling around in that devious skull

of yours, Rupert?’

Roo sad, "I don't redly have aplan." He outlined his attempts

to import wine from Darkmoor in bulk, and, surprisngly enough,
Grindle didn't comment unfavorably on the idea. When he explained
his encounter with the Mockers and the fatal outcome for

Sam Tannerson, Grindle waved him to ahalt.

"You're at the heart of the matter, now, boy." He sipped his

own wine. "When you dedl with this sort of item"-he waved at

the slk-"you're deding with the M ockers or those businessmen
who must needs ded with them regularly.” He tapped hischin
with hisbony finger. " Still, there are dressmakers who would pay



dearly for silk of thisquality."

Duncan said, "What makesit so dear, besdes the Imperia exclusive,
| mean?'

Grindle shrugged. "It is rumored to come from giant worms or
spiders or some other fantastic creatures, rather than from the usua
slkworms. | have noideaif any of that istrue, but thereisthis
onething: it'll wear for years without losing itsluster or shape. No
other slk I know of can claim that.”

Again slencefdl ontheroom, then Grindlesad, "Y ou il

haven't said what you wish of me."
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"You've dready been agreat help,” said Roo. "Truth to tell, |
have awagon but no horsesand | wasthinking of sdlling this. |
thought perhaps you might suggest alikely buyer and afair price.”
A cdculating looked crossed the merchant'sface. "I might." He

then nodded once and added, "Yes, | just might.”

Duncan covered the slk again, and Grindle cdled out, "Karli!"
The girl appeared amoment later and Helmut Grindle said,
"Daughter, bring me abottle of that vintage from Oversoruk, what
year wasit?'

"I know the one, Father."

Looking from father to daughter, Roo forced asmile. He had
two reasons not to smile. Thefirgt wasthe girl wasn't the maid
but the daughter. He sighed inwardly, and turned to smilein
her direction. The other reason was the choice of wine. He
knew exactly what Grindle was proposing to do: drink one of
the very sweet Advarian-style winesthat flourished in the cold
climates of Grindle's ancestors. Roo persondly had had limited
experience with sweet wines, and had only drank such on one
occasion, a bottle he had stolen from his father's wagon the last



time the rare hand-picked berry wine had been transported into
Ravensourg. He had suffered the worst hangover of hisyoung
lifefrom drinking too much, but he knew that right now he
wanted nothing morein life than Helmut Grindl€'s approvd,

and hewould drink the entire bottle if asked. Then, glancing at
the plump and plain girl, he knew he aso wanted the girl's approva
aswdl.

His steady gaze caused the girl to blush as sheleft the room,
and Grindle said, "None of that, you young rogue.”

Roo forced agrin. "Wdl, it'shard to ignore a pretty girl."
Grindle erupted in laughter. "1 told you once before, Avery, that
your,biggest fault wasin thinking other people were not haf as
clever asyou."

Roo had the good grace to blush, and when the girl returned
with the sweet white wine, he said nothing. When they had
hoisted a toast, Duncan offering up some meaningless pledge of
good faith and hope for good fortune, Roo said, "Then | guess
we're going to do some business?’

Helmut Grindle's expression turned from an affable smileto
stony coldness as he said, "Perhaps.” He leaned forward. "I can

read you like a parchment nailed to the Sde of atavern, Roo
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Avery, S0 let me set you straight on somethings.
"I spent enough time with you and your friend Erik on the road
to have agood sense of you. Y ou're smart, and you're clever, and

those aren't the same thing; you have a cunning nature but | think



yourewilling to learn." He lowered hisvoice. "I'm an old man
with ahomely daughter and no one pays court to her who doesn't
have hiseye on my purse." He halted, and when Roo said nothing
in protest, he nodded once and continued. "But | won't be around
forever and when I'm dead | want grandchildren at my bedside
shedding tears. If the price of such vanity isfinding my son-in-law
among those who have an eye on my purse before my daughter,
so beit. But I'll pick the best of them. | want a man who will

take care of my grandchildren and their mother.” He spoke even
softer. "I need someone to take over my trade and to care for my
girl. I don't know if you're thelad, but you might be."

Roo looked back into the old man's eyes and saw in them awill
as hard and unyidding as any he had encountered, including
Bobby de Loungvilles. Heonly sad, "If | can be."

"Well then," answered Grindle, "the cards are on the table, as

the gamblerssay.”

Duncan looked asif he wasn't quite sure what he was hearing,

but he continued to smile asif this had been but another friendly
chat over wine.

"What should | do with the Silk?" Grindle asked.

Roo considered, then answered: "I need astart. Takethesilk,
and give me horses, refit my wagon, and give meacargo and a
placeto takeit. Let me prove mysdf to you."

Grindle rubbed his chin. "That sk is decent collaterd, no

doubt." Hewaved hishand intheair, asif caculating figuresin
his mind. Then he said, "One more thing before | say yesor no.
Who will belooking to find you for loss of that Slk?"

Roo glanced at Duncan, who shrugged. Roo had told him of the
run-in with Jacoby, and Duncan didn't seem to think it worth
holding back.

Roo said, "1 think Tim Jacoby had the silk smuggled in from
Kesh. Or hewasto receive it from whoever did. In any event, let's
say he'slessthan pleased with not having it tonight.”

"Jacoby?' said Grindle. Then he grinned. "Hisfather and | are

old enemies. We were boys together, friends once. | hear hisson
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Randol ph is adecent enough boy, but Timothy isadifferent sort;
he'sabad fellow. So | gain no new enemies by supporting you in

this"

"Then werein business?' asked Roo.

"Seemswe are," answered Grindle. He poured more wine.
"Now, another drink."

They drank, and after the second glass, Duncan said, "You
wouldn't have another daughter, then, would you? A pretty one,
perhaps?"

p

Roo covered his eyes but was taken aback when Grindle
laughed. He uncovered his eyes and was surprised to see Helmut
Grindle genuinely amused at the question.

They drank the bottle dry and spoke of many things, but mostly
Helmut Grindle and Rupert Avery made plans, discussing various
trading strategies and cargoes, which routesto take, and after a
while neither man noticed that Duncan had fdlen adegpin his
chair or that Karli Grindle had come down, removed the bottle of
wine, replaced the low, guttering candle, and retired, leaving the
two men to talk late into the night.

Roo said, "Look dert.”

Duncan nodded. "Seethem.”

They were driving awagon aong the coast road, just south of

the town of Sarth, the next safe harbor north of the city of Krondor.
The wagon had been restored to Roo's satisfaction and the horses
werefineanimals, and Grindle assured him that his share of the
profits from the sk would prove amplefor his participation in this
undertaking.

A band of armed men gathered near the roadside, holding some
sort of discussion. Asthe wagon approached, one of the armed men



caled it to the attention of the rest, so that by the time Roo and
Duncan were upon the group, the men were arrayed acrossthe
road, with onein front holding up hishand.

"Who disputes my right to pass on the King's Highway?' demanded
Roo.

"No man,” said the leader, "but these are difficult days and we

need to ask if you've seen armed men riding past to the south.”
"None," said Duncan.

"Who arethey?" asked Roo.
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"Bandits, and they hit uslatelast night. A full score of them, or
more," saild aman nearby.

Theleader threw the man ablack look over his shoulder, then

said to Roo, "Bandits. Late last night they robbed a couple of
merchants, ransacking their stores, then robbed the two innsin the
town."

Roo glanced at Duncan, who looked amused. It was nearly midafternoon,
and there was asmall ale cask nearby, so Roo was pretty
convinced these"soldiers" had been debating the best course of
action since dawn.

"Y ou're the town militia?" asked Roo.

The leader puffed up abit. "Yes, weare! In serviceto the Duke
of Krondor, but freemen protecting our own.y~

"Wl then," said Roo, as he urged his horses forward, "you had
better get right after them."”

The man who was doing the talking said, "Well, that's the problem,
then, isn't it? We don't know where they went. So we're not

too surewhich isthe best way to take out after them.”

;,North,” said Roo.

"That'swhat | said!" The man who had presumed to talk before

was speaking again.



"Why north?" demanded the leader of Roo.

"Because we've been on the road since leaving Krondor. If raiders
had hit you, then fled south, they would have passed uson

their way. None came by usthismorning, S0 it's safe to assume
they're heading north up toward Hawk's Hollow or Questor's
View." Roo was no student of geography, but he knew enough
about trade routes to know that once past the northeast branch
road that led up the eastern edge of the Caastius Mountains, there
was no easy route across them south of Sarth.

One of the more drunken soldiers said, "Why not west or cast?"
Roo shook his head. To the leader he said, " Sergeant?’ The

man nodded. " Sergeant, if they were heading west, they would
have been in boats, not on horseback, and to the cast lieswhat?"
"Only the road to the Abbey of Sarth and more mountains.”

Roo said, "They've gone north. And odds are they're bound for
Ylith, for where e se would they fence what they've stolen here?’
That was enough for the leader, who said, "Men, weride!™

The deputation of town militiamoved in something like haste,

140

RISE OF A MERCHANT PITINCE

though some of the defenders of Sarth were having difficulty moving
inadraight line.

Roo continued up the road, and watched asthe little squad

headed for various | ocations around the town, to get their mounts.
"Think they'll find the bandits?' asked Duncan.

"Only if they are very unfortunate,” said Roo.

"Wheresthe Prince's army?"' asked Duncan.

Roo said, "Off on the Prince's business, | should think." Sarth
lay within the boundaries of the Principality of Krondor, which
meant it had no local earl, baron, or duke to answer to, and to

provide protection. Krondorian soldierswould ride aregular patrol



from the boundary between the Principdity and the Duchy of

Y abon to the north to the City of Krondor itself. But for loca
problems, amilitia, watch, or town constable would have primary
respongbility to keep the peace until such apatrol arrived, or answered
arequest for help.

Roo and Duncan had been pleased with the beginning of the
journey. Roo had tendered hisresignation from Barret's, and had
been surprised to hear something akin to regret from McKeller.
He promised jason that should fate take akind turn, he might find
him a position that matched hiswit someday.

Helmut Grindle had been straightforward enough about bringing
Roo into the business. He had spoken severd times of matching
the boy, as Grindle called Roo, with his daughter, Karli. A

couple of passing references had caused the girl to blush when she
wasin earshot, but Grindle had at no time bothered to ask his
daughter what she thought of the matter.

Roo had joked with Erik about marrying Hemut Grindl€s ugly
daughter, and now that the redity was before him, he wondered

at hisquips. The girl wasn't ugly, just not very attractive, but then
neither was Roo, so he didn't think much about that. He knew

that if he were to become rich enough he could afford pretty mistresses,
and that his primary obligation to Grindle would beto

keep his daughter fat with child and ensure that the old man's
grandchildren were well fed and provided for. Roo aso knew that
if he could build upon what Grindle dready had in his possession,
he stood to inherit-or, rather, Karli stood to inherit, which would
be the same thing-quite atidy sum, and that with that to work

with, why, there was no limit to hisfuture.
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Roo had talked with Duncan about severa plans he had, but



Duncan'sinterest in business was cursory, beginning and ending
with when hewould be paid and how much, and where the nearest
whore or willing barmaid might be found. Traveling with Duncan
had been an education for Roo, and he found himsdf more likely
to spend the night with atavern wench than a one because of
Duncan'sinfluence, but he was congtantly amazed at how focused
Duncan could become on wooing an innkeeper's pretty daughter.
The man had apassion for women that far exceeded Roo's normal
young ma e gppetite.

Duncan, on the other hand, had absolutely none of Roo's passion
for riches. He had traveled, fought, loved, drunk, and ate, and his
dreams were not shared. But while easy money appedled to him,
hard-earned money was something that would never come hisway.
Roo drove through the south end of Sarth, and when he saw a
store with a broken-in door, he pulled over. "Keep an eye on

things," he said to Duncan as he jumped down from the buckboard.

He entered the establishment and saw at once it had been totally
ransacked. "Good day," he said to the merchant, who looked

at him with an expression halfway between irritation and hopel essness.

Good day, dr," said the merchant. "Asyou can see, | am unable
to conduct businessin my usud manner.”

Roo studied the merchant, amiddle-aged man with an expanding
middle. "So I've heard. I'm atrader, by name Rupert Avery,”

he said, sticking out hishand. "I'm on my way to Y lith, but perhaps
| may be of some service."

The merchant shook in adistracted manner and said, "1'm John
Vina. What do you mean?"

"I am atrader, as| said, and | am able perhapsto provide some
goods that you may need to replace your pillaged stores.”

The man's manner changed ingtantly, and he regarded Roo with
astudied expression, asif suddenly he had wagered every coin he
owned on the outcome of abet. "What sort of goods?’

"Only thefinest, and | am embarked upon ajourney to Ylith,



and was planning on purchasing goods to return to Krondor, but |
may be ableto add aleg, asit were, providing you can, inturn,
trade with me those goods | was seeking to purchasein Ylith."
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The man said, "What manner of goods?'

"Goods easily trangported in smd |l quantity, but of high enough
qudlity to ensure me aprofit.”

The merchant studied Roo amoment, then nodded. "I under

gtand. Y ou trade in high-priced baubles for the nobility.”
"Something likethat."

"Well, | need littlein theway of finery, but | could certainly

use adozen bolts of sturdy linen, some needles of stedl, and other
goods required by the townspeople.”

Roo nodded. "I can takealist with meto Y lith and return within
two weeks. What have you to offer?"

The merchant shrugged. "I had asmall cache of gold, but those
bastards found it quickly.”

Roo smiled. The merchant had most certainly left asmall strongbox
of gold poorly hidden to let the raiders think they had captured
hisonly treasure, but amost as certainly had another, richer,
depost of coins nearby. " Some items of worth?”

The merchant shrugged. "A few articles, perhaps, but nothing

that might be called unique.”

"Uniqueisfor thevery rare client," said Roo. He rubbed his

chin and said, " Just something that might wait along timeto find
abuyer here, but that might find aquick homein Krondor."

The merchant stood motionless for amoment, then said, "Come
withme"

He led Roo through the back of the store and out across asmall
courtyard and into hishome. A pae woman worked in the kitchen



whiletwo small children fought over possession of atoy. The man
sad, "Wait here," without bothering to introduce hiswife to Roo,
and went up anarrow flight of Stairs. He returned afew moments
later and held out aleather-covered box.

Roo took the box and opened it. Insde was a single piece of
jewdry, an emerald necklace, closer to afull choker, of matched
stones. It was set with cut diamonds, tiny but brilliant, and the
goldwork wasfine. Roo had no idea of itsreal worth, but calculated
it was probably of fine enough quality to warrant a second look
from even the most jaded dedler in gems.

"What do you want for it?"

"I was kegping this as ahedge againgt adisaster,” said the merchant, "
and thisqudifiesasone, | guess." He shrugged. "'l need
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to restock, and quickly. My businesswill be nonexistent if | can't
provide goods to the townspeople.”

Roo was slent for aminute, then said, "Hereswhat I'll do.
Givemealigt of what you need, and wéell go over it together. If
we can agree upon aprice, then I'll bring back the goods from

Y lith, within two weeks, perhaps as quickly asten days, and then
you'l be back in business.”

The man frowned. "Theré's a Quegan trader duein lessthan a
week."

"And what assurance have you hell have any of the goods you
need?' said Roo ingtantly. "What good would it do you if he'sa
daver?'

The man shook his head. "None, but then again, we don't see
alot of daversin these parts." Savery was banned in the Kingdom,
savein the case of condemned criminds, and the importation

of davesfrom Kesh or Queg wasillegd.

"Y ou know what | mean,” said Roo. "For asmdl premium, |



can bring you exactly what you need.”

The man hesitated, and Roo said, " The children will continue
toeat."

The merchant said, "Very well. Go to theinn at the end of the
street and find aroom. I'll meet you for supper and well go over
thelist together.”

Roo shook hands with the man and hurried to where Duncan
waited. Duncan was half-dozing when Roo climbed aboard the
wagon. "What?' he said in deepy tones.

"Theinn," said Roo. "Wefind oursalves aroom and make a
Duncan shrugged, "If you say s0."

Roo grinned. "l say s0."

Hemut Grindle looked up when Roo entered his study. "And
how did we do, young Rupert?'

Roo sat and nodded in appreciation when Karli entered with a
glassof winefor him. Hedpped a it and said, "Very well, |
think."

"You think?" asked Grindle, Sitting back in hischair. He

glanced through the window where Duncan stood watch over the
I,wagon. "l don't see awagon large with cargo, so | must assume
you found something tiny but valugble."
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Roo said, "Something like that. | took our goodsto Y lith and,
after three days of shopping them around, made trades | thought
were mogt profitable, and restocked with goods."

Grindl€'s eyes narrowed. "What manner of goods?”

Roo grinned. "Twenty bolts of fine linen, two hogsheads of sted
nails, ten dozen sted needles, adozen hammers, five saws, one



gross spoals of fine thread-"

Grindleinterrupted. "What?' He held up hishand. ™Y ou speak

of common inventory! What of the long discussonswe had on rate
items of valuefor wedthy clients?'

Roo sad, "l got alittlegold aswell."

Grindle sat back in his chair and fingered his shirtfront. " ou're
holding back something. Whet isit?"

"| took those items mentioned and traded them in Sarth for

this" He held out the leather box.

Grindletook it and opened it. He sat slently for avery long

time, examining the necklace. After amoment hesaid, "This
isvery fine" He calculated in his head. "But not worth enough
more than what | sent north to make thisavery profitable journey.?
5

Roo laughed and reached inside histunic. He pulled out alarge
purse, which he tossed on the table. It landed with a heavy clank.
"Asl sad. | got alittle gold aswell.??

Grindle opened the purse and quickly counted. He sat back with
asmile. "Thisisaprofit to be reckoned with. my boy."

"l got lucky," Roo said.

"Luck iswhen those who are prepared take advantage of the
moment,” answered Grindle.

Roo shrugged, trying hard to look modest and failing.

Grindle turned toward the rear of the house and called, "Karli!"
After amoment the girl appeared. "Y es. Father?”

"Karli, I've given young Avery here leave to pay court to you.
Hewill cometo escort you out next Sixthday eve."

Karli looked at her father, then Roo, uncertainty etched on her
features. She hesitated, then said, "Y es. Father."

Looking a Roo, shesad, "Sixthday, then, ar.”

Roo sat awkwardly, not knowing what to say. Then he nodded.
saying. "After the noon medl.”

The girl fled through the curtains a the rear of the room, and

Roo wondered if he should have said something pleasant, such as
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he looked forward to it, or she looked attractive in her gown. He
shook off theirritation that this uncertainty brought, and counseled
himsdlf to quiz his cousin Duncan on whét to say to the girl?

then returned to matters at hand. i

Grindle poured them both a tiff drink of sweet wine and said,
"Now tell me how you did this, my boy. Every step of theway. "
Roo smiled, basking in the gpprova written in Grindl€s eyes as
he beamed at Roo, occasiondly looking down at the necklace.
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Roo0 POINTED.

"l see Greylock!" he said.

Erik, Jadow, Duke james, Robert de Loungville, and KnightMarsha
William waited upon the roya dock as Trenchard's Revenge

was gpproaching the waiting party. Anxious eyes scanned the distant
ship, looking for those other members of Cdiss company who
might have somehow survived the Emerald Queen's attack on the
digtant city of Maharta.

"Easy to seethat grey stresk,” said Roo, shading hiseyes against
the bright afternoon sun. In the last month, since he had become
veritable partners with Hemut Grindle, Roo had been too busy

to think overly long on hisformer companions, but when Erik had
sent word that the other ship from Novindus was sighted coming
across the harbor's outer boundary, he left Duncan to oversee the
loading of wagonsfor ashort trip up the coast to Sarth, and hurried



to seethe ship put in. Like Erik, he felt the loss of those other

men who had endured the hardship of that long voyage across the
seatwo years before. Then he saw afamiliar figure near Greylock,
and,he shouted, "L uid! It'sLuig"

Jadow said, "Y ou're right, man. It's that foul-tempered Rodezian
mother-lover or I'm apriest of Sung.”

Roo waved and Greylock and Luiswaved in return. Then the
mood darkened as Roo realized there were no other members of
his company on deck. Asif sensng his boyhood friend's thoughts,
Erik sad, "Maybe some of them areill belowdecks."
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"Maybe," agreed Roo, but his tone reveded he had little hope

that wastrue.

Time passed dowly as the ship came closer to the royal docks.
Unlike Admira Nicholas, the captain of the Revenge seemed disinclined
to ignore the prerogatives of the Harbormaster and his

pilots, so the ship dowed until it was close enough to the docks

to be towed by longboat, then hauled into place.

As so0n as the gangplank was run out, Greylock and Luis came
down. Greylock saluted Duke James and Knight-Marsha William,
while Luis, Jadow, Erik, and Roo al dapped each other on the
back, weeping unashamedly at the sight of one another.

Then something odd about L uis struck Roo and he said, "Y our
hand?"

Luiswore along-deeved jacket and black gloves. The former
Rodezian courtier turned murderer lifted hisright deeve, letting

it fall away. Hisright hand wasfixed in ahaf-claw, thefingers
unmoving. A moment of regret shownin hiseyes, but dl hesad
was"Buy meadrink and I'll tdll you about it."

"Done!" said Erik, then turned to de Loungville. "If you don't



need us right now, Sergeant?”'

De Loungville nodded. "Don't get too drunk. | need you and Jadow
clearheaded tomorrow. And bring Luis back with you. I'll have a
few questionsfor him, and theré'sthe matter of his officia pardon.”
"Pardon?’ said Luis. "l remember the Captain saying something

but doubted held get it done.”

"Comedong," said Roo. "Well tell you about it and try to keep
you from getting hung by the city watch before tomorrow."

Erik said, "Magter Greylock, it's good to seeyou.”

"I'll bearound,” answered the former Swordmaster of the Baron

of Darkmoor. "We can catch up tomorrow.” A momentary sadness
passed over hisface. "We have alot to talk about.”

Erik nodded. Obvioudly, he had news about those who hadn't
survived the sack of Maharta or the exodus to the City of the
Serpent River.

The reunited members of Caliss company were quickly free of

the roya docks, and Erik led them to an inn close by often used

by soldiers from the palace. Erik suspected that every employee

of theinn wasin the Prince's service; de Loungville had madeit

clear he preferred his men to frequent the inn of the Broken
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Shield rather than othersfarther into the city proper. Asthe drink
was decent for the money, the women were friendly and agreesble,
and it was close enough to visit without neglecting hisduties at

the palace, Erik was satisfied to give theinn hisbusiness.

Sinceit was early in the afternoon, businesswas light. Erik signaled
to the barman for around of ales, and asthey sat, Roo asked, "L uis,
what happened to you? We thought you lost crossing theriver.”
Caliss company had been forced to swim across the mouth of

the Vedra River to reach the city of Maharta, each man fully



armed, and many had not reached the far shore. Luis rubbed his
chinwith hisgood hand.

"I nearly was" he said, his Rodezian accent lending an oddly
musicd qudity to hiswords. " Cramped up just afew yards short
of that littleidand you al crawled onto before you continued on,
and by thetime | got my head back above water, 1'd been swept
south of it. So | tried to reach the far shore and started cramping
agan after awhile

He shook his head, and suddenly Roo redized how much older
he looked. A man of not yet middle years, he now had noticeable
grey in hishair and mustache. He let out along sigh asthe bar
man set pewter jacks of ae before them. He drank deeply and
continued. "I didn't wait when the second cramp hit. | dropped
my shield and sword, pulled my belt knife, and started cutting off
armor. When | could get above water again, | was haf-drowned,
and | didn't know where | was.

"The sky wasdark and dl | knew was| didn't have much |eft.

| saw aboat and swam for it." He held up hisruined right hand.
"That'show I got this. | reached out for the gunwae and got a
hold of it, when afisherman smashed it with an oar."

Erik visbly winced and Roo said, "Goddl"

"F must have shouted,” said Luis. "I blacked out and should

have drowned, but someone hauled mein, as| cameto on aboat
full of refugees, sailing out into the open sea™

"How did you get to the City of the Serpent River?" asked Roo.
Luistold his story, about the desperate fishing folk who sailed
past the warships heading after those fleeing the harbor proper,
ignoring thelittle boats that were fleeing the estuary near the city.
"We started taking on water," he said, looking off into space as
he remembered. "We landed a day northeast of the city, and those

149

Raymond E. Fest



of usnot inclined to trust their future to the seawent ashore. They
repaired the boat, | suppose, or they were taken captive by the
invaders. | didn't stay around long enough to find out.”

He sighed. "I owed someone there my life and never did find

out who it was who pulled me out and why. We were dl brothers
land sstersin misery.” He held out his hand. "Besides, thiswas
garting to throb and puff up, black and angry."

"How did you fix it?" asked Roo.

"I didn'. | congdered cutting it off, truth to tell, it hurt so much

by the third day, and | was swesting from the fever. | tried the
reiki Nakor taught us, and it helped the pain, but it didn't keep

me from burning up. But the next day | found this camp with a
priest of some order I've never heard of. He couldn't magic it, but
he did bathe it, then wrapped it in a poultice of leaves and herbs.
Gave me something to drink that broke thefever." Hewas silent
amoment, then said, "Hetold me it would take some powerful
healing magic to restore my hand, the kind the temples charge a
lifetime's gold to undertake, and he also said it would be achance
thing; it might not teke." Luisshrugged. "As| am unlikely ever

to have the wealth needed, | will never know."

He pushed his now empty dejack away and said, "So now |

am here, and as | understand it, a soon to be pardoned and freed
man, and | must consider my future.”

Erik Sgnded for another round of de. "Weal faced that."

"If you don't have any plans,”" Roo said, 1 could use aman

with agood head and some familiarity in dealing with people of
importance.”

Luissad, "Redly?'

Erik laughed. "Our friend hasredized hisambition and is currently
working hard at marrying the ugly daughter of the rich merchant.”

Jadow fixed Roo with anarrow gaze. ™Y ou're not taking liberties
with that tender child, are you?"

Roo held up his handsin mock defense. "Never." He shook his
head. "Fact is, she appealsto me little more than you do, jadow.



She'sanice enough girl. Very quiet. Not asugly as | imagined,
redly, and therés ahint of something when she managesaanile,
but right now I'm fighting atwo-front battle.”

"oh, this sounds desperate,” offered Erik.
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"Wdl, I'm trying to be as capable as | can, to impress her father,
but the girl knows I'm about to be hand-picked to marry her, and
| don't think she's happy about it.”

"Make her happy,” offered Luis.

"How?"

"Court her as much asyou're obvioudy courting her father,"
sad the Rodezian. "Bring her smd| giftsand talk to her of
something besides business.”

Roo blinked, and it was obvious to those at the table that this
thought had never occurred to him. "Redlly?’

The other three men laughed and after they werefinished, Luis
sad, "Who dse madeit?'

Erik logt hissmile, and Jadow's grin faded to a scowl.

"Not many," said Roo.

Erik said, "The Captain and the sergeant. Nakor and Sho Pi.
Those of us here, and afew others from some of the other squads,
but of our origind six, only wethree." Heindicated Roo, Luis,
and himsdlf.

Jadow said, "That's better than the rest of us." They all nodded.
Jadow's original company had perished in aholding action with
the Saaur while he carried word to the Captain, and helogt his
other companions during the find battle at Maharta.

"Tdl him about Biggo," suggested Roo, and Erik told Luis



about the last of their squad to die. By thetime hefinished, they
were amiling again.

"| swear helooked surprised. After all that talk about the Goddess
of Death and how pious hewas," Erik said, "and thisand

that, he looked asif. . . "

"What?" asked Roo, who hadn't been there but had heard the
story before.

"Asif hewas saying"-Erik lowered hisvoice to sound like
Biggo'sll 'Oh, thisiswhat it'slikel™ He widened hiseyesin
mock astonishment.

The others chuckled. After the next round was served, Luis
picked up hisjack of deand said, "To absent companions.”
They drank and for amoment were slent.

"What are you two doing?" asked L uis.

"We're hdping the Captain build hisarmy," said Jadow. "Erik
and me are corporas.”
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Erik removed asmdl book from within histunic. "Though they
have us doing some odd things."

d up the book and looked at the spine. "Keshian?"'

Luispicke

he asked.

Erik nodded. "Not that hard to learn to read after you learn to

speak it. But it'sdow going. | never was the reader Roo was when

we were boys."

"What isit?" asked Roo.

"An ancient book on warfare, from the Lord William'slibrary,”

Jadow said. "1 read it last week. Thisweek he's got me reading
something cdled The Development of Effective Linesof Supply in Hogtile
Territory by some Quegan lord or another.”



Luis seemed impressed. " Sounds like they're making a couple

of generdsout of you."

"l don't know about that, but it matches what Natombi told us
when we were on the march in Novindus," said Erik.

Luis nodded. Natombi had been another of their company, but

he had come from the heart of Kesh and had served with the Inner
Legion, the mogt effective army in the history of Great Kesh, one
that had conquered more than two thirds of the continent of Triagia
He had spent many hourstalking to Erik about the manner
inwhich the ancient legions deployed their forces and fought their
many campaigns. Given the close quarters of their tiny Sx-man
tent, Luis and Roo had heard every one of those conversations,
save when they were serving guard duty.

Jadow said, "We're building an army like none seen before.”
Helowered hisvoice. "And you know why?'

Luis haf laughed and shook his head. "Better than you do, |
think." He glanced from face to face. "'l only got away from their
advanced units by minutes a haf-dozen times. And | watched as
they butchered those trying to get away." He closed hiseyesa
second. "I'm ahard man, or so | thought, but | saw things down
there | couldn't imagine. I've heard sounds | can't get out of my
cars, and I've smelled odors that linger in the nose no matter how
much spice you burn or wine you drink."

The mood was now somber, and after a quiet minute, Roo said,
"Well, yes, we know what's going on. Still, we have to get on with
our lives. Do you want to work with me?"

Luisshrugged. "Doing what?'
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[11 need someone with court manners who can present certain

goods to men and ladies of breeding, nobility even. And who can
negotiate prices.”



Luis shrugged. "I've never been much of oneto haggle, but if

you show me what you want, | think | can do this."

Conversation ceased as the front door opened and Robert de
Loungville entered, adender girl & hissde. Thefour men a the
table regarded the unlikely pair: the short, stocky, and pugnacious
sergeant, and the dmost frail but attractive young woman. She
wore common clothing, ahomespun dress and ssimple shoes. Other
than unusualy short hair, her gppearance was unremarkable.

But Erik'sface showed he recognized her. "Kitty?' he said.

De Loungville held up hishand. "Thisismy fiance Katherine,

and if any of you murdering scum so much aslook at her inaway
to cause her to blush, I'll have your liver on astick.”

He said thiswith a casud tone, but his eyes clearly instructed

the men: there is something going on you do not need to know
anything about; and wise men heeded even the vaguest warnings.
The girl looked irritated a being referred to as de Loungville's
fiance but said nothing.

Hetook the girl to the barman and spoke to him. He nodded

and directed the girl toward the kitchen. She threw onelast black
look at de Loungville, then went into the kitchen.

De Loungville returned to the table and pulled up achair.

"She's going to work here. So if one of you lot causes her any
trouble..." Helet the threet go unfinished.

Roo shrugged. "Not me. | have afiance of my own.”

"oh, isthat afact,” said de Loungville, evil ddight showingin his
eyes. "And does she know her intended isaformer gallowsrat?’
Roo had the good mannersto blush. "I haven't told her everything.”

And he hasn't proposed,” said Erik. "He's assuming abit
here~y

"Well, that's our Rupert,” said de Loungville, sgnaling for an de.
Luissad, "They weretdling methat not many of our friends
came back."

De Loungville nodded. "Not many. But we've gone through



thisbefore." His features darkened as the barman placed an ale
before him. "I've been down under to that bloody continent twice
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now, and I've left nearly two thousand dead men behind, and I'm

|4 sck of it."

»Isthat why you and the Knight-Marsha have usreading

these?" asked Jadow, indicating the books he and Erik held

De Loungvilleés manner changed and he grinn ~iched

out and pinched Jadow's cheek. "No, ducky, it'sso | can watch
your lipsmove. It amuses me."

Erik laughed. "Well, whatever the reason, theré's alot of interesting
thingsin these books. I'm not sure | understand it al.”

"Then tak to the Knight-Marshd," said de Loungville. "I've
ordersthat if any of the corporals need to discuss what they've
read, they'reto go to Lord William's office." De Loungville took
along drink and smacked hislipswith exaggerated satisfaction.
"The Knight-Marsha ?* asked Erik. He was the most important
military leader in the West after the Prince of Krondor. One of the
two of them carried thetitle Marshd of the Armies of the West in
time of war, and higtoricaly it was the Knight-Marshd as often asiit
was the Prince. For any soldier he was something of afigure of awe.
Despite having spoken to the man ahalf-dozen times, Erik had
never spoken with himin private or for longer than afew minutes.
The prospect of trying to hold a conversation about something he
didn't understand obvioudy caused Erik some distress.
"Dontworry," said De Loungville. "He understands how
stone-headed you lot are and he won't use any big words."

Roo and L uislaughed, while Erik said nothing. "Just seems

strange that you and the Captain think we need to learn this, Sergeant,”
said Jadow.



De Loungville glanced around the room. "If you haven't puzzled

it out yet, thisinnisowned by the Duke. Every man and woman
working hereisone of Jamess agents." He hiked his thumb toward
the bar. "Katherineishereto aert usto any Mockerswho might
come snooping around. After our set-to with them last month, we
need to make sure they don't cause us more problems.

"What I'm trying to say isthisisthe safest place outside the
palaceto talk about what we al know from our last voyage'-his
voice lowered-"but there's nowhere that's safe in dl ways." He
paused. "Y ou need to learn as much as you can, because we're
building an army like no other in history. Y ou need to be able to

take command of as many men asarethere, and if that meansthat
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everyonein the chain of command above you is dead, you're going
to beagenerd. SO if you find yoursdf in command of the Armies
of the West, and the fate of the Kingdom, and the entire world

for that matter, issuddenly in your hands, you'll not muck things

up too badly."

Erik and Jadow exchanged glances but said nothing.

Roo pushed back from the table. "Makes me glad | chose alife
of commerce," hesaid. "Well, it's been wonderful, but | have
wagonsto seeto." He asked de Loungville, "Can | take Luiswith
me now?'

De Loungville nodded. "Come by in the morning and well

have your pardon sgned,” hesaid to L uis.

He motioned for L uisto accompany him. He bade the others
good-bye and | eft theinn.

Asthey waked, Luissad, "Wagons?'

"I'm atrader now, Luis, and | dedl initemsof vaue. | need

someone to teach meto talk to the nobility aswell asact asmy



Luis shrugged. He held up hisright band. "I guess| don't need
thistotalk."

"How bad isit?" asked Roo as they maneuvered through the
busy strest.

"l can il fed things, but it fedslike I'm wearing heavy gloves.

| cant move any finger much.”

With a sudden movement, he had adagger in hisleft hand.
"Thisone gill works, however."

Roo smiled. He knew Luisto be the best man with ashort blade
he had ever seen and redlized that while Luis could not soldier as
he used to, he was far from helpless.

Asthey headed toward Helmut Grindle's establishment, Luis
asked, "Where are Sho Pi and Nakor?"

"With the Captain.”

"And whereisthe Captain?'

Roo shrugged. "Off on some errand for the King. | hear he
headed down toward Kesh. Stardock maybe."

They continued on.

"You can't go inthere" said the student.
Calis pushed past the door guard, Nakor and Sho Pi following

Iss
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heinner chamber of the

after, and kicked open the large door to t

Council of Magicians, the ruling body of the Academy of Magicians
at Stardock.



Five magicians |ooked up and one haf rose. "What isthis?' he
sad.

"Kdied," said Cdisinacold, even toneof voice, "I have been
patient. | have been waiting for weeks for some indication from
thisbody that it understands the problems confronting usand is
willingtoad us”

Another magician, an older man with nearly white beard and

hair, spoke. "Lord Cdis"

"Captain,” corrected the half-df.

"Captain Cdis, then," said the ederly magician, named

Chames, "we appreciate the gravity of your warning and have
consdered your King's request-"

"My King?' said Cdisin atone of astonishment. "He's your

King aswell, need | remind you?'

Kalied hed up hishand. "The Academy haslong considered

our relationship with the Kingdom to have terminated with Pug9 S
departure-"

"No one bothered to inform the Kingdom," observed Nakor.
Thefive a the table looked at him with amixture of irritation

and discomfort. Nakor had once sat at that same table, when most
of those now in control of the Academy had been elther students
or teachers. Of the five now ruling Stardock. only Chalmes had
been a contemporary of Nakor's.

Cdishdd up hishand to silence further comment. "Moreto

the point. no one bothered to inform HisMgesty.” He glanced
from face to face. The council chamber was a high-ceilinged circular
room, and the deep-ensconced torches cast flickering light

across the room. Only the presence of acircular overhead wooden

candle holder provided enough light to see clearly each man'sfeatures.

But Caliss eyes were more than human and he could seethe
telltaleflicker around the eyes, the quick sidelong glance. Kdied
might be the one to speak firgt, but Chalmeswas the leader of
this committee. Nakor had filled him in on each of these men,
over the weeks they had been waiting for some declaration that



the Academy at Stardock understood the gravity of thewarning

156

RisE OF A MERCHANT PRINCE

carried there by Cdis and his companions. Chalmes had been a
student of Korsh, one of the two Keshian magicianswho aong

with Nakor had ruled theidand community for five years after

Pug's departure. Hisfirst acolyte, Chames, had risen to the council
upon Korsh's death, and had showed every sign hewasjust as
conservative and intractable as his predecessor had been. The others
Nakor had known as students while he had taught at the Academy,
beforefindly leaving in disgust a the insular tendencies of

the adminigration.

Cdissad, "Let me make thissmple, so there can be no misunderstanding.
Y ou may not sever your tieswith the Kingdom.

Despite your having come from many nations. thisidand"-he

pointed downward for emphasis-"belongs to the Kingdom. It is
aRoya Duchy, and while Pug lives, it will remain so. Despite his
absence, heisill aRoyal Prince of the Kingdom by adoption and
aDuke of the Royd Court. Andif Pug dies, it will passon to his
son, the King-Marsha of Krondor, or whoever e se the King deems
fit to assumethetitle”

He leaned forward, knuckles upon the table, and said, "Y ou've

been granted free reign to conduct your affairsasyou like, but by

no means doesthisalow you unilateraly to declare yoursdlf free

of Kingdom rule.

"Isthisclear, or do | have to send to Shamatafor a garrison of
soldiersto occupy thisidand while the King decides which of you
traitorsto hang firg?'

Naglek, the youngest and most quick-tempered of the magicians,
gprang out of hischair. ™Y ou can't be serious! Y ou comeinto

our council chamber and thregten us?’

Nakor grinned. "He'stdling you how thingsare," he said. He



waved Naglek back into his chair. "And don't bother to bluster
about your magic powers. There are other magicians who would
happily support the Kingdom's efforts to regain control of thisidand.”

He circled around the table and stood next to Naglek. "You

were one of my better students. Y ou were even leader of the Blue
Ridersfor awhile. What happened to you?y

The man blushed, hisfair skin coloring up to hisreddish brown
eyebrows. "Things change. I'm older now, Nakor. The Blue Riders
have been-y'
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"Their activities have been curtailed," said Chames. "Y our

more ... unconventiond views caused friction among the sudents.”

Nakor made awaving motion with hishand and Naglek s pped
away. Nakor sat down and motioned for Sho Pi to come stand next
to him. "Now, what are we going to do about this?' he asked.
Chames said, "Captain Calis, we are certainly darmed at some

of the things you've reported regarding your voyages acrossthe
ocean. We agree that should this Emerald Queen you spoke of
attempt to cross the seas and invade the Kingdom, the Situation
would become most difficult. | think that should these events
cometo pass, you can tel His Mg esty we will give the most serious
condderation to hisrequeds.”

Cdiswasglent aminute. Then helooked at Nakor.

"| told you thiswould happen,” Nakor said.

Cdisnodded. "I thought we should give them the benefit of

the doubt.”

Nakor shrugged. "Weve wasted nearly amonth here."
Cdisnodded. "Youreright." To the other magiciansin the



room hesaid, "l am leaving Nakor here asthe Crown's duly appointed
representative. He will act asaducal regent in my absence.”

You can't be serious,” said Kalied.

"Mogt serious,”" said Nakor.

"Y ou don't have such authority,” said amagician named Salind.
Nakor grinned. "He's the Eagle of Krondor. He'sthe King's
persond agent. He holds the rank of Duke of the King's Court in
addition to being a Knight-Captain in the Armies of the West. He
can have you dl hung for treason.”

"I'm returning to Krondor," said Cdlis, "to report to the Prince
and to get further ingtruction asto what we are to do with you
until such time as Pug returns.”

"Returns?’ said Chames. "It's been nearly twenty years snce

we last saw Pug. What makes you think he will return?*

Nakor shook his head. "Because he will need to. Areyou till

so narrow of vison-" He stopped himself. " Stupid question. Pug
will be back. Until then, | think | shall have to see what needsto
be changed around here."

Nakor had been snooping, as was his habit, since the day they

RISE OF A MERCHANT PRINCE

arrived, so everyone in theroom knew instantly he already had a
long list of things he would change. The magicians glanced at one
another; then Chames and the othersrose. "Very wel," sad
Chamesto Cdlis. "If you expect such behavior will bring the results
you wish, you arewrong, | fear, but we shall not actively
opposeyou. But if youreleaving this... gambler in charge, then

let him bein charge." With that, he led the other four magicians
from the chamber.

Caliswatched them depart, then turned to Nakor and Sho Pi.
"Will you two bedl right?"

"l will protect my master,” said Sho Pi.



Nakor made adismissive gesture. "Bah. | need no protecting
from that group of old ladies." He stood up. "When do you leave?’
he asked Cdlis.

"Assoon as| can get my horse saddled in town and get Sarted
back to Shamata. Therés <till ahaf day ahead.”

Nakor sad, "I knew | was hungry. Let's get something to cat.”
The three of them walked down along hall, past the now totdly
confused door guard, and &t the end of the hallway they stopped.
Caiswould head outside to gather the soldiers he had brought
with him to theidand and take the ferry to town. Nakor and Sho
P would head in the other direction, toward the common kitchen.
"Youtake care" sad Cdlis. "They gave up too easly.”

Nakor smiled. "oh, they'redl up in Chalmess room this moment,
plotting away, no doubt." He shrugged. "I'velived far

longer than any of them and not because | was careless. I'll keep
an eyeout for surprises.” Then hismood turned serious. "I've had
enough timeto look around to know this much: tell the Prince
that there are only afew here who have the talent and the temperament
to be of any help to us. The rest might be useful in

some minor ways, moving messages and the like, but there are
only afew red tdentshere" Hesighed. "I thought after twenty
years they might have devel oped dozens of students around here,
but | suspect those with genuine ability leave as soon asthey can.”
"Wédl, we need someone."

"Weneed Pug,” said Nakor.

"Canwefind him?' asked Cdlis.

fi "Hell find us"" He glanced up and down the hall. "And hell

nd us here, | think."
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& & How will he know we need hishelp?' said Cdlis. "The Prince
tried using the charm Pug gave Nicholas, and Pug didn't answer.”
"Pug will know," said Nakor. Glancing around again, he added.
"He may dready know."

Cdis stood silent amoment, nodded, turned, and without another
word walked down the hallway.

Nakor took Sho Fi'sarmin his hand. "Let's get something to
edt.|~

L, Yes Mager."

'And don't call me master,” insisted Nakor.

"Asyouwish, Magter."

Nakor sighed, and they walked down the hallway.

"What do you see?' asked Miranda.

Pug laughed. "Nakor's up to hisold tricks. | can't hear what

they're saying, but | saw Chames and therest of them stalk out

of the council chamber. | suspect Calisleft Nakor in charge.”
Miranda shook her head and arain of dropletsfell around Pug's
head and shoulders, striking the cam pool of water he had used

for hisscrying. Thefaint image of the distant chamber room vanished
intheripples.

"Hey!" Pug feigned irritation.

Mirandalaughed and shook her head harder, making more water
fly. She had just emerged from swimming in the warm ocean and
had found Pug spying on the doings at Stardock in atill pool.

Pug turned and grabbed for her, but she danced quickly backwards,
avoiding him. Pug'slaughter joined hers as she turned and

started running down the beach, back toward the waves.

Pug felt hisbreath tighten for an ingtant at Sght of her dim but
muscular body, glistening with water, as she raced ahead of him.
Almost ayear of living on thisidand had browned both of them
deeply.

Shewas afar better svimmer than Pug, but he was faster of



foot. He tackled her just as she reached the water's edge and they
both went down in ahegp. Her shrieks of mock outrage joined
with hislaughter. "Y ou monster!" she shouted as herolled her
over and playfully bit her on the neck near her shoulder.

"Y ou're the one who started it,” he pointed out.

Lying back as the soft waves camein to cover both of them,
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Miranda studied Pug's features. In the year they had been together
they had become lovers and confidants, but there were still secrets
between them. Pug knew amost nothing of her past, for she was

adept at avoiding direct answersto many of the questions he had
asked. When it had become clear she didn't wish to speak of her
life before meeting him, he ceased asking. Pug held part of himself
back aswdll, so the relationship was equitable.

"What isit?" he asked. "Y ou've got that look."

"What look?"

"The trying-to-read-my-thoughts |ook."

"Never learned that trick," she said.

"Few do," said Pug. "Though Gaminaaways could.”

"Read minds?'

"Mine, anyway," he said, turning so he could lie back on his elbows
next to her. "It was something of a problem when she turned

... thirteen or s0, and didn't go away until she was nearly twenty."
He shook his head as he remembered his adopted daughter's childhood. "
She's agrandmother now," he said softly. "I've got agrandson,
Arutha, and great-grandsons, James and Dashdl." Hefdll into a
reflective silence. The sun beat down on their bodieswhile the
waves rose higher with each turn of the tide, and they were content
to be slent for afew moments. When therising tide threstened findly
to wash over them, Pug stood and Miranda followed.

They grolled down the beach in slencefor awhile. Findly
Mirandasaid, "Y ou've been peeking in at Stardock more often



lady.”

Pug let out adow bregth, "Things are garting to ... get more
srious”

Mirandadipped her aram into his, and as hefelt her skin touch

his, Pug's chest tightened again. He had loved hiswife ashe had
thought he could love no other, but thiswoman, despite her mysterious
past, reached parts of him he had not thought anyone could

,reach. After ayear together she still excited and confused him as
if hewereaboy, not amanin hiseighties.

"Where did we leave our clothing?' she asked.

Pug stood up and glanced around. "Over there, | think."

They had occupied theidand, in arude hut Pug had fashioned

Out of Palms and bamboo, and had traveled at will between it and
his home at Sorcerer's Ideto restock their supplies of food. Most
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time together had been given over to play, lovemaking,

and talking of many things. But Pug had dways known that this
asonly arespite, atimeto let troubles be forgotten, while they
rested and prepared to face dark horrors once more.

Pug followed Mirandato wheretheir clothing lay in aheap, and
watched with amoment of regret as she dipped her dress over her
head. He donned his black robe and said, "Y ou're thinking."
"Always" she said with awry smile.

"No, | mean something specific. And your expressonisonel've
not seen before. | don't know if | likeit."

Worry lines marred her usualy smooth forehead. She cameto
him and put her armsaround him. "I'm leaving for atime.”
"Where are you going?'

"I think I must go find Cdis. It'sbeen too long since | have

seen him. | must see what more needs to be done with him."

At the mention of the son of Pug's boyhood friend Tomeas, the



magician sad, "Y ou say thiswith more than one meaning.”
Miranda's green eyes|ocked with Pug's dark brown ones, and
after amoment she nodded, once, quickly. "Yes." She said nothing
more.

"Whenwill | seeyou again?' asked Pug.

Shekissad his cheek. "Not as soon as either of uswould like,

| fear. But | will be back."

Pug sighed. "Wéll, it was bound to cometo an end.”

She hugged him. "Not ended, just interrupted. Where will

you go?'

"My idand, firg, to confer with Gathis; then | will returnto
Stardock for awhile. After that | must begin my quest.”
Miranda knew he meant to search for Macros the Black. "Do
you think you can find the sorcerer? It's been, what? Nearly fifty
years?

Pug nodded. " Since the end of the Great Uprising.” Glancing
toward the blue sky, he said, "But he's out there somewhere.
Thereare afew places| have yet to search, and there's dways
theHdl."

At mention of the Hall, Miranda started to laugh. "What isit?"
asked Pug.

"Boldar Blood. | |eft the mercenary at Trabert'sin Yabon. | told
him to wait there until | sent for him."
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"For ayear?'

"You'revery distracting,” she purred, nipping at his earlobe.
"Stop that, unless you want to postpone your departure.”
Shesaid, "Well, an hour or two won't make much difference.”
Astheir garmentsfdl to the sand again, Pug said, "How are you
going to pay Boldar? Hal mercenaries don't come cheaply.”

Grinning a Pug, shesaid, "I have alover who'saduke.”

Pug smiled ruefully and said, "I'll ssewhat | can do,” ashe



gathered her into hisarms.

BOO SMILED.

Robert do Loungville walked into the shop, which wasfilled

by the sound of workmen hammering. The building had once,'~
been a prosperous establishment, a brokerage for traders that
had falen upon hard times. Roo liked it because therewas a,.,’
gmall kitchen in therear, so that he, Duncan, and L uis could fix
medls, Sncethey used a corner of the large warehouse as deeping
quarters, saving him the expense of hiring guards and paying

rent for quarters.

"Sergeant,” said Roo, loud enough to carry over the sounds of
the workmen.

Do Loungville glanced around. "Thisyour latest enterprise?’

Roo amiled. "Y es. We're expanding, and there's no longer any
room behind my partner's house for more than two wagons.”
"How many do you have?' asked Bobby.

"Six," answered Roo. "1'm now supplementing our more exotic
trade with other traffic.”

"That'swhy I'm here,” said do Loungville.

Roo'sinterest picked up at once and he signaled for his guest

to follow himto the rear of the office. Insde the large warehouse
behind the office the noise wasn't any less deafening, but they
could find arelatively peaceful corner in which to converse. "How
may | be of service?' asked Roo.

Do Loungville said, "We've had some trouble with our freight
shipmentsinto the palace.”



Roo's gaze narrowed. "Trouble?"
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"Trouble," wasdl do Loungvillereplied.

Roo nodded. Agents of the Pantathians had long been a constant
source of concern to the Prince and Duke, and while every step
was taken to ensure that no one outside those most trusted had
any sense of what was being planned by the Prince, there wore
just too many people needed around the palace on any given day
to guarantee privacy. Do Loungville and Cdis had decided after
the return from Novindus that it would be lessrisky to keep the
garrison of Caliss new army at the palace and watch closely who
had contact with those men.

"We need anew freight hauler to ddliver key shipmentsto the
palace.”

Roo hid hisdelight. He knew that he had no competition. There
wouldn't be another freight hauler who could be trusted not to say
anything about what he saw at the palace.

"Drivers," Roo sad.

Do Loungville nodded. "It'saproblem.”

Roo said, "Maybe there are some men you're training who redlly

arent suited for whatever it isyou're planning"-he kept hisvoice
low enough that no one would be able to overhear-"but who are
trustworthy enough to run such shipments.”

"Y ou want usto give you a contract and then provide you with
drivers?’ said do Loungville.

Roo grinned. "Not quite, but if you've aready had trouble with
your present freight hauler, you know that I'm going to run the
sameriskswith any new drivers| hire. Right now it'sonly mysdf,
Luis, and Duncan with the valuable goods, and threefairly reliable
lads I've employed for the other three wagons. But I'm not willing



to vouch for them.”

"Understood,” said do Loungville. "Wél, weve convinced

James to open an inn, so why not provide you with some drivers?'
"Why not just set up your own operation and staff it with soldiers?!
asked Roo.

"Becauseit'stoo obvious," said do Loungville. "The reason

Y ou're here is because we need an aready established freight company
to cover what you're doing. Grindle and Avery has been expanding
for savera months now and you've made aname for

Yoursdlf. Well call for anew contract, keeping the news low-key,
but not trying to hide anything."
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Roo nodded. "So I'll bid, and win."

"Y ou're not as stupid as you look, Avery." De Loungville lowered
his voice even more and put his hand on Roo's shoulder.

"Look, you know why we have to be careful, and you aso know
what's at risk." Roo nodded, though he tried to think little about
what he had gone through across the seawhen hewas a soldier in
Caliss company. "Her€'s the dedl: you make sure that whatever
we need gets delivered in timely fashion and I'll make sure you
get pad intimely fashion. And don't go thinking you can charge
us outrageous prices, esewell try our hand at freight hauling.”

De Loungville grinned, and it was an expresson Roo knew al too
well: what he was about to hear wasn't going to be funny. " After
the Duke and | contrive away to either put you out of business

or get you hung for some crime or another.”

Roo had no doubt at al that should conditionswarrant it in



de Loungvillesjudgment, he would happily hang Roo ona
trumped-up charge. The man was single-minded in hisdesireto
protect the Kingdom to a point bordering on the fanatical .

Roo sad, "Just getting paid in atimely fashion would be novel.

Y ou can't bedieve what | have to go through collecting some of
these bills"

De Loungvilles grin broadened, and thistime there was humor
init. "Certainly | can. Just because aman has atitle doesn't mean
he has two coinsto rub together.” He inspected the yard and
asked, "How many wagons can you devote to your new serviceto
the palace?’

"How many deliveries aweek do you need?' asked Roo.

De Loungville reached into histunic and pulled out a parchment,
handing it to Roo. "This ship's due in tomorrow from Ylith.
Thisisthe cargo heading to the palace. We should belooking at
gmilar ddiveriestwo, three times aweek from now on."

Roo's eyes widened at the size of the cargo. "Some army you re
building, Sergeant. Y ou've enough swords hereto invade Kesh."
"If we need to. Can you do it?'

Roo nodded. "I'm going to have to buy three, maybe four more
wagons, and if you step up your demand for unloading.. ." He
PSI

sudied De Loungvillesface. "What about incoming caravans.
De Loungville sad, "Were unloading them &t the city gate, and
well need you to trangport the freight through the city.”
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Roo shook his head in wonder. "I'd better get five wagons." He
calculated in his head and redlized he was short of gold. Without

changing expression, he sad, "I'll need some gold to closethe



DeLoungvillesad, "How much?'

"A hundred sovereigns. That'll get me the wagons and mules,

and hire some drivers, but make sure you do get me paid quickly,
because | don't have any reserves.”

"Well, welll makeit abit more,” said de Loungville. "I can't

have you going insolvent because you weren't reedy for trouble.”
Hedrew apurse out of histunic and handed it to Rupert. Then
he put his hands on Roo's shoulders, leaning close. "Y ou're far
more important to usthan you think, Avery. Don't create any problems
for yoursdlf or for us and down the road you're going to be
avery rich man. An army needs quartermasters and paymasters as
much asit needs sergeants and generds. Don't make amess of
this, understand?’

Roo nodded, not quite sure he did.

"Let me put it another way: if you cause me or the Captain the
dightest problem, anywhere dong the way, thetrivid fact you are
no longer asoldier in our command will spare you no pain whatsoever.
I'll have your gutson astick asif you werejust down from

the gibbet that first day | took your life and madeit mine. Now
do you understand?"

Roo's expression darkened. "Yes, but | still don't care for

threats, Sergeant.”

"oh, those aren't threats, my pretty. Those are merdly the facts

of life" Then he grinned. ™Y ou can call me'Bobby' if you wish."
Roo mumbled something, and then said, "Very well, Bobby."
"How'syour love life? Any wedding plans soon?s'

Roo shrugged. "I asked her father and he said he'd consider it;

if hesaysyes, then I'll ask her."

De Loungville rubbed the stubble on hischin ashe said, "From
what you said afew weeks ago, | thought it already agreed.”

Roo shrugged. "Hemut has made me apartner and | dinewith
him and Karli twice aweek, and | escort her down to the town
market or square on Sixthday, but. . ." He shrugged.
"Goonwithit," ingructed De Loungville.

"Thegirl doexn't likeme."
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"Doesn't like you or doesn't like the idea you're marrying her

for her father's business?’

Roo shrugged. "L uissays| need to win her, but.

"But whet?'

but | just don't find her very interesting,” said Roo.

De Loungville was quiet amoment, then said, "When you're
taking her about and trying to woo her, Avery, what do you talk
about?'

Roo shrugged again. ttl try to make mysdlf interesting to her, so

| talk about what we're doing, her father and I, or what | did
during thewar." As De Loungville€'s expresson darkened. he
added, "Nothing that would displease the Captain, certainly. I'm
more discrete than that."

DeLoungvillesaid, "Heres asuggestion. Ask her aquestion.”
"What question?’

"Any question. Ask her something about hersalf. Ask her opinion
on some subject.” De Loungvillegrinned. "Y ou might discover
that you're not as captivating atopic of conversation asyou
seemto think you are.”

Roo sighed. "I'll try anything." Asthey walked toward the door

to the office, he added, "I'll have wagons at the docks at first light.
Y ou'd better have your five drivers here an hour before dawn.”
"They'll be here," said de Loungville without looking back as

he passed through the door into the front office. The door closed.
Roo glanced &t the bill of lading and began to calculate.

An hour later, Hemut Grindle entered the workshop areaand
sgndedto Avery, who was overseeing the ingalation of iron gates
on thefront of stalls where vauables would be warehoused before



shipping.

Roo crossed to stand before his partner and, he hoped, soon-to-be
father-in-law, and said, "Y es?'

Helmut Grindle said, "I'm taking the shipment of valuablesto
Ravensburg mysdlf. Some of the more expensiveitemsareto be
shown to the Baron's mother, and given your past relationship, |
thought it best if you didn't make thisjourney."

Roo nodded. "A good idea." Glancing around, he said, "And
theres still too much work to oversee herefor meto leave.”
"Areyou stopping by for dinner?' asked Grindle.

Roo congdered. "1 think I'll stay here and make sure were well
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aong on the work. Would you be so kind asto tell Karli I'll call
on her tomorrow?"'

Grindl€'s eyes narrowed and his expression became unreadable.

After amoment hesad, "Very well."

Without further remark he departed and Roo turned his attention
back to the matters at hand. He had come to know his older
partner well over the months they had been working together, but
when it came to matters concerning Karli, Roo wasn't entirely sure
what the old man thought. Severa timesin the course of the evening
he wondered what had been passing through hiswily partner’
smind at that minute.

Roo sat quietly in the parlor. With her father taking awagon of
luxury goodsto Darkmoor, Karli and Roo were aone in the house
for thefirst time. Previoudy ether they had dined with her father

or Roo had escorted her out, to one of thefairsin the city or to
the market.

Roo spent much of the early part of the evening alone, snce



Karli inssted on taking charge of the kitchen herself. AsRoo had
discovered, there was a cook aswell asamaid living in the outwardly
modest Grindle home, but Karli had never allowed anyone

to carefor her father but hersdlf.

Now that supper was over, they sat quietly in aroom Hemut

used to entertain business guests, one he called the "sitting room.”
Still, Roo now admitted that the comfort and privacy of the room
made it easy to relax. He sat on asmal divan and Karli sat ona
chair next toiit.

Karli spoke softly, as she dwaysdid. "Isthere something

wrong?'

Roo came out of hisreverie. "No, nothing, redly. | wasjust
thinking about how odd it seems, having an entire room of ahouse
devoted to doing nothing but Stting and talking. Back in Ravensburg
the only time we got to talk was over medls a theinn where

Erik's mother worked, or when we were out doing something.”
The girl nodded, and kept her eyes down. Silencefell.

After amoment Roo said, "When isyour father expected back?'
"Two weeks, if al goes as planned,” she answered. Roo studied
the plump girl. She kept her hands quietly in her lap, and her
Posture was upright but not siff or rigid. Her downcast eyes gave
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her. He had a coldly caculated plan here, to woo and win thisgirl
and use her father's good offices to rise as a merchant, but each
time he found himself with any opportunity to presshissuit to

her, he could think of nothing to say. He had at last cometo the
redization that he found nothing remotely attractivein her.

He had coupled with whores far uglier than Karli, with the taste

of sour wine and bad teeth on their breath, but that had been on
thetrail, during war, and the prospect of looming death made each
encounter urgent. Thiswas different.



Thiswasacommitment of alifetime and carried with it great
respong bilities. He was contempl ating marriage and having children
with thisgirl, yet he knew amaost nothing about her.

Luis had said woo her, and de Loungville had said to stop talking
about himsdlf. Findly Roo said, "Karli?!

"Yes?' sheglanced up & him.

"Ah..." he began, then, inarush, "What do you think of this

new contract with the palace?’

Roo cursed himsdlf for an idiot before the words had finished
echoing intheair. Here hewastrying to convince this girl he
would be afit lover and husband, and the first question he asked
was about business!

But instead of looking put out, she smiled dightly. ™Y ou want

to know what | think?" she asked shyly.

"Well, you know your father," he quickly said. "Y ou've been
around hiswork ... dl your life, | guess™ Hefound himsdlf feding
more like an idiot each passing second. "1 mean, you must

have come to a conclusion or two on your own. What do you
think?"

The girl'ssmile broadened alittle more. "1 think having asteady
flow of income, even amodest one, isfar lessrisky than continuing
to depend on luxuries.”

Roo nodded. "That'swhat | thought." He decided she didn't

need to understand that he was the only freight hauler in the city
the Prince would trust to bring in those critica supplies.

"Father dwaystaks of maximizing profits, but when he does

he also takes great risks. He's had setbacks that have made it very

difficult at times." Her voice lowered as she redized she seemed

him amoment to study her face again. He had been looking for

something in that face to arouse him since the day he had met
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to be criticizing her father. "He tends to remember the good times
and forget the bad.”

Roo shook hishead. "I'm the opposite, | think. If anything, |
remember the bad dl too easily.” Then herealized something

about himsdf. "Truth to tell, there haven't been dl that many

good times." She was slent, and he shifted the topic of conversation. ™
So you think this contract with the palace agood one?!

"Yes" shesad, and thenfell slent again.

Trying to think of the best way to draw her out, Roo at last said,
& & What about the contract is good?"

She smiled; for the first time since he had met her, Roo saw
genuine amusement in her expression. And he was surprised to
discover that she had dimples. For a brief ingtant he discovered
that when she smiled she wasn't anything closeto being asplain
as he had thought.

Suddenly finding himsdlf flushing, he said, "Did | say something
funny?'

"Yes." Shelowered her eyesagain. ™Y ou didnt tell me anything
about the contract, so how would | know what about it could be
good?”

Roo laughed. Obvioudy shejust knew the basics of the contract,
and given how little he had been able to share with Helmuit, he
redized sheknew even less. "Wdll, it'slikethis," he began.

They taked, and Roo was astonished to find that Karli knew a
great deal more about her father's business than he ever would
have suspected. More, she had agood mind for business; she asked
questions at key moments and discovered weaknesses that Roo
hadn't anticipated.

Somewhere during the course of the night, Roo had opened a
bottle of wine and they sipped at it. He had never noticed Karli
drinking before, and he recalled with some sdlf-condemnation that
he had never redly paid attention to the girl. Over the weeks he
had been coming to pay court to her, he had really been trying to



impress her, not to get to know her.

At one point he noticed she had risen to trim the wick inalamp,
then before herealized it, he heard a.cock crow. Glancing at the
window, he saw the sky beginning to lighten, and said, "Gods!
I've been talking to you dl night.”

Karl laughed and blushed. "I've enjoyed it."

"~
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"By Sung"-Roo invoked the Goddess of Truth-"so havel.

it 'sbeen along time sincel've had anyonetotak to.. .. " He
halted. She was now staring at him-and smiling.

On animpulse he leaned over and kissed her. He had never

tried before and almost drew back, fearful that he had o-, pped
his bounds.

Shedidn't resst, and it was atender, soft kiss. Roo dowly pulled
away, now completely confused. "Ah..." hesad, "I'll cal for you
tomorrow-tonight, if you don't mind. We can visit the evening
market. If you likel" Thelast cameout in arush.

She lowered her eyes, again now embarrassed. "1 would like
thet."

He moved toward the door but kept facing her, asif he were
fearful of turning hisback. "And we can tak," he said.

"Yes," sheanswered as sheroseto follow him to the door. "I

would like that, very much.”



Roo amost fled, he was so confused. Outside, the door safely
closed between them, he paused and wiped hisforehead. He was
perspiring and felt hot to his own touch. What isthis? he wondered.
He decided he needed to consider more fully the consequences

of thiscampaign he had started of winning Helmut

Grindles daughter.

Asthe city awoke around him, Roo returned to the office and

the seemingly endlesswork ahead.

Six wagons rolled to the gate and a guard waved Roo to halt.

The guard wore the usua tabard of the Prince of Krondor, the
ydllow outline of an eagle soaring above a peak, contained in a
circleof dark blue. The only change Roo noticed was that the grey
tabard was now trimmed in roya purple with yelow. For thefirst
time in memory, a Crown Prince, heir to the throne of the Kingdom
of theldes, now ruled the Western Realm.

Roo struggled to remember what that meant; he was vaguely
awarethat tradition held that the Prince should rule in Krondor
until assuming the throne, but that recent history had placed Arutha,
father to the King, on the throne of Krondor, but he wasn't

heir to the crown. Roo thought he might ask someone about that,

if he remembered.

Theguard said, "Y our busness?"
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"Déivery for Sergeant de Loungville' wasal Roo had been
instructed to say.

At mention of that name, Jadow Shati seemed to materidize out
of nowhere, though he merely had been in the shadow of the
guardhouse next to the gate. He wore the black tunic of Caliss
specid forces, with only the crimson eagle above his heart for
marking. "Let themin," hesaidin hisdegp voice.



Hegrinned a Roo. "They'll get used to your face, Avery.”

Roo smiled back. "If he got used to yours, mine will be easy."
jadow laughed. "And you're such ahandsome fellow, after al.”
Then Roo noticed the deeve on his old companion'stunic and

sad, "You'vegot athird stripe! Y ou're a sergeant”?”’

jadow's broad smile seemed to widen. "That's the truth, man.

Erik, too."

"What about de Loungville?' asked Roo as the gates swung

wide. He urged histeam of mules forward.

"He's il our lord and master,” said Jadow. "But he's now

caled the Mg or Sergeant, or Sergeant Mgor; | can never remember
which." Asthe first wagon with Roo aboard passed, he said,

"Erik will tell you. He's going to oversee the unloading.”

Roo waved and steered histeam into the yard. Thiswas not his
first delivery to the palace, but it was hisbiggest. A caravan of
trade goods from Kesh and the VVa e of Dreams had arrived from
the south, and attached to it had been goods marked for the palace,
specificdly for Knight-Marshd William. 1t was now a standing order
that anything earmarked for Caliss specia force wasto be
shipped to the Knight-Marsha. The palace brokers who controlled
the flow of goodsin and out of the harbor and the caravanserais
outside the city were notified that all such cargo wasto be shipped
directly to the palace viawagons owned by Grindle and Avery.

A newly erected warehouse stood alongside the outer wall of the
paace, cutting the marshdling yard in haf for itsentire length.

Roo had puzzled over its congruction the last few times he had
visited the paace, but had said nothing. He pulled histeam up
before the entrance, where three figures waited.

Erik waved, as did Greylock, once Swordmaster to the Baron of
Darkmoor. Next to them stood the Knight-Marsha himsdlf, and
behind him sgquatted his pet, the green-scaed flying lizard, as Roo
thought of it.
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"Gentlemen,” said Roo as he dismounted the wagon, "where

,do you want this unloaded?"

Greylock said, "Our menwill unload. It'sgoingin here” He
waved toward the newly finished warehouse.

Erik sgnaled and afull squad of soldiersin black tunics hurried
and untied the lash-down covering the wagon. They lowered the
tailgate and began to unload cargo.

Roo said, "Jadow said congratulations arein order.”

Erik shrugged. "Weve been promoted.”

Greylock put his hand on Roo's shoulder. "They both need the
rank. Our chain of command is beginning to emerge.”

The Knight-Marshal's pet hissed, and Lord William said, "Hush,
Fantus. Rupert has served with us before. Captain Greylock isn't
spilling state secretsto the enemy.”

Asif he understood, the cresture, afiredrake, Roo now recalled,
settled down at the King-Marsha's boots. He stretched

forth his neck and Lord William scratched him behind the eye
ridges.

"Captain Greylock?' said Roo. "What isthis?'

Greylock shrugged. "It makesthings easier in dedling with the
normal army command. Our unitis... unusud,” he said, glancing
a Lord William to seeif he was overstepping his authority by
talking to Roo. When the Knight-Marshd ignored him, Greylock
continued. "I have alot of thingsto do, and thisway | never have
to ask anyone's permission.”

Lord William smiled and said, "Except mine, of course.”

"And the Captain's," said Erik.

"Which Captain?' asked Roo.

Greylock amiled. "I'm'a captain, Rop. Thereisonly one man
who's'the Captain. Cdis."

"Of course," said Roo as the second wagon was unloaded. He



waved to the driver and shouted, "Take it back to the warehouse.
I'll bedong shortly."

The driver, one of the former soldiers of thisvery command,
waved in reply and moved the mules ahead, turned them in a half
circle, and headed back toward the gate.

"Whereisthe Captain?' asked Roo.

"In the palace, talking with the Prince," said Greylock. At that,
Knight-Marsha William glanced a Greylock and gave adight
shake of his head.
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Roo looked at Erik, who seemed to be intently watching the
exchange. After amoment Roo audibly sghed. "Very well. | won't

say anything. But when are you leaving?'

Knight-Marsha William took one step and put himsdlf right before
Roo. "What do you mean leaving?'

Roo amiled. "I may not be astudent of the military, like my

good friend Erik here, my lord, but | wasasoldier.” He glanced

at the mounting pile of goodsin thewarehouse. "Thisisn't usud
provisonsfor an extragarrison herein the palace. Y ou're mounting
an expedition. Y ou're going down'-he glanced from face to
face-"thereagan.”

Knight-Marsha William said, ™Y ou'd be advised to keep your
speculation to yourself, Rupert Avery. You're trusted, but only to
apoint.”

Roo shrugged. "I'm saying nothing outside these walls, so don't
worry." Then he considered something and added, "But I'm not
the only one who can figure this out, just watching what comesin
and what doesn't go out.”

Knight-Marshd William looked irritated at that observation.
Turning to Greylock and Erik, he said, "Take care of that. | think



| need to speak with Duke James." He snapped hisfingersand
pointed skyward, and the firedrake sprang into the air, hiswings
besting down with furious power. William said to the startled Roo,
"| told him to go hunt. HE's old and claims he can't see aswell
asheusad to, but thetruth ishe'slazy. If | let the kitchen staff
feed him scraps, he'd be as big as one of your mules and unable
to get off the ground.”

The last was said with arueful smile. The Knight-Marshd

walked away, and Roo said, "He claims he can't seeaswell ashe
used to?'

Erik laughed. "Don't underestimate the Knight-Marshdl. I've
heard tories from the palace staff.”

Greylock laughed aswell. "They say he can spesk to animals

and they can spesk to him.”

Roo looked to seeif he was being made fun of, Erik recognized
his boyhood friend's expression and said, "No, he's serious. I've
seen him do it, with the horses." Shaking his head emphatically,

he said, "Truth of the gods!" Looking after the retreating back of
the Knight-Marsha, he said, "Think of what ahorse heder he
would have been."
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k put his hand on Erik's shoulder. Erik's giftsin healing

horses were what had brought him to Greylock's attention
years before, and had caused them to become friends. "It takes
more than knowing the animad'sin pain, Erik. What'sahorse

) going to tell you about a bruised bone beneath the hoop or an
abscess? It hurts isabout as much as Lord William gets, from
~wheat I've heard. Y ou till have, to know what to do to find the
problem and hed it."



"Maybe," said Erik. He turned to Roo. "Do you have any suggestions
about ways to mask what we're doing here?!

"Off the top of my head, no. Maybeif you let me pick up afew
other shipments-and if you route afew fase ones with the notation
about the Knight-Marshd on them." He pointed past his

last wagon, toward the gate into the palace. "Route them through
that gate, send them somewhere else in the palace, but let them
seethis"" He pointed to the front of the warehouse.

"Let them seeit?' said Greylock.

"Yes" said Roo. He amiled agmile familiar to Erik.

Erik's own smile broadened until the two old friends stood grinning
at each other. "L et them seeit.” He turned to Greylock.

"Captain, let them seeit! Yes. Well let them see what's here, but
it will be what we want them to see.”

Greylock rubbed his chin with one hand. " Perhaps. What would
we have them see?"

Roo said, "L ook, those lizard people know we're getting ready

for them." He waved his hand around the fa'de of the building.
"Makethislook like anew barracks. A placeto house alarge army
ind de the palace won't get their attention much.”

Greylock nodded. "That might work."

Erik shrugged. "We know they've got agentsin the city. Weve
aways assumed they have, anyway."

Just then aguard ran from the gate toward them. "My lord," he
cdled.

Greylock smiled sdlf-conscioudy. "I'll never get used to that."

"My lord?" echoed Roo.

Erik grinned. "Weve dl got some sort of court rank or another,

to keep the minor officids out of our hair. Nobody is quite sure
who iswho, so we all tend to be addressed that way by those

outside our command.”
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"What?" shouted Greylock.



"A man without the gate, my lord, demanding to see the master
of thisfreight company.”

Roo sad, "Whoisit?'

"He says he'syour coudn...." After amoment's hesitation, the
soldier added, "gir."

Roo didn't wait and started running toward the gate. He passed

his own wagons heading out and ran to the outer gate. Just outside
he found Duncan sitting on his horse, looking fretful.

"What isit?" demanded Roo.

Duncan sad, "It'sHelmut. He's been injured.”

Roo sad, "Where?"

"He'sback at the house. Karli sent meto fetch you."”

Roo said, "Get down!™

Duncan complied and said, "I'll ride back with the wagons.”

Roo nodded, set heelsto the horse's flank, and was off at agallop

before the words were out of Duncan's mouth.

Roo nearly ran down a half-dozen people on his mad dash

though the city to his partner's house. He found two of hisworkers
outside the door and tossed the horse's reins to one of them, passing
the other man as he made hisway through the entrance.
Luiswaswaiting for him and told him, "He was ambushed.”

"How ishe?" asked Roo.

Luisshook hishead. "Bad. Karli isupstairswith him."

Roo hurried up the stairs and realized he had never been up to

the second floor of the house before. He glanced into one door
and saw asmadll room furnished in aplain fashion, which he
guessed was the maid's room. The next was decorated with silk
draperies, colorful wal hangings, and warm woolen rugs, he
guessed it was Karli's room.

He heard her voice as he reached the end of the hall. The door
was open, and as he entered the room he saw his business partner
lying on abed, his daughter at hisside. Karli was drawn and pae,
but she wasn't crying. On the other side of the bed stood a priest



of Kilian, Goddess of Farmers, Foresters, and Sailors. Asadeity
of nature, her priests were reputed to be hedlers, though often as
not the patient died.

"How ishe?" asked Roo.
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Karli only shook her head, whilethe priest said, "He haslost a
great dedl of blood."

Roo went to the side of the bed and glanced down at the older
man. Helooked positively frail! Roo thought with darm. )Vhee
before he had seemed only an older man, now he appeared ancient.
His head was bandaged, aswas his chest.

"What happened?' asked Roo.

"He was attacked last night, outside the city," said Karli, her
voice sounding likeachild's. "Some farmersfound him in aditch
and brought him in after you had aready |eft for the palacethis
morning. | sent for the priest and, when he got here, sent Duncan
tofind you."

Roo hesitated, then, remembering the lessons taught him by
Nakor while they served together, made a couple of signsin the
ar and placed his hand upon Hemut's chest. Ingtantly he felt the
connection as energy flowed from his hands.

The priest looked at him and his expression became one of suspicion. "
Wheat are you doing?"' he asked.

"Thisisaheding | wastaught,” answered Roo.

"Who taught you?' asked the priest.

Rather than try to explain Nakor to anyone, Roo smply said,



"A monk of Ddataught methis.

The priest nodded. "I thought | recognized therelki." Shrugging
it off, hesaid, "It can't harm him. It will either help his

heding or ad himinleaving thislife

Turning to Karli, the priest directed, "If he regains consciousness,
have him drink the herbsin awarm cup of water. As soon

as he can, get him to cat something: alittle broth and bread.”
Karli's eyeswere suddenly suffused with hope. "Will helive?'
The priest's manner bordered on the brusque, but he kept his
voicelow ashereplied, "l sad, 'If he regains consciousness.' It's
the goddessswill."

Without another word, the priest departed, leaving Karli and
Roo done. Time passed. After nearly an hour of doing what he
could for Hemut, Roo removed his hands, which Hill tingled from
the energy he had given the stricken man.

Leaning over, he whispered in Karli'sear, "I'll be back. There
are somethings| need to seeto.”

She nodded as he left the room and went downgtairs, to find
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Duncan and Luiswaiting. "How is he?" asked Duncan.
"Not good,” Roo answered. He shook his head, indicating the

old man might not regain consciousness.

"What now?' asked Luis.

Roo said, "Get back to the office and make sure everyoneis
doing what they're supposed to be." Luis nodded and departed.
To Duncan, Roo said, "Head down to theinns near the gate. See
if you can find anyone who knows anything about what happened.
Especidly seeif you can find out who those farmers were that
found Helmut. | want to talk to them.”

Duncan said, "Y ou don't think bandits ... 7

"Thiscloseto the city?' replied Roo. "No. | think ... | don't

want to think." He took his cousin by the arm and moved him



toward the door. "I'm sotired | can't see, and thisday isonly haf
over." Hesghed. "Find out what you can. I'll be here."

Duncan patted his cousin on the shoulder and departed. Roo
found the maid standing near the kitchen, her distress clearly
showing.

"Mary," sad Roo, "bring Karli sometea” Asthegirl hesitated,
Roo said, "Thank you." The girl nodded and returned to the
kitchen.

Roo mounted the stairs and came to stand behind Karli. He
hesitated, then put his hand on her shoulder. "1 asked Mary to
bring you sometea," he said.

"Thank you," she answered, but never took her eyesfrom her
fether.

The day passed dowly and as the afternoon shadows lengthened
into night, Duncan returned. He had found nothing useful from
any of those claiming to know something about the injured man
fetched into the city that morning. Roo told him to return to the
inns near the gate and start looking for someone spending money
freely or boasting about sudden weslth. Roo had no ideawhat
Helmut might have been carrying back from Darkmoor, but he
knew exactly what the items he had taken were worth; whoever
had robbed Roo's partner had pillaged Grindle and Avery of more
than two thirds of their current net worth. More than ayear's profits
were gone.

Night came. Mary brought supper, but neither of them ate.

They watched the dill form of Hemut as he fought for life. His
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breathing seemed easier-at |east, Roo thought so-but through



the early hours of night the man barely moved.

Karli dozed, her head on the side of her father's bed, while Roo
dept in achair he had fetched in from the Sitting room. He stirred
as he heard hisname.

Suddenly awake, he cameto stand over Karli asHemut's eyes
flickered open. Then he realized it had been the old man speaking

hisname.

Karli said, "Father!" and leaned over him.

Roo said nothing as the girl embraced her father. The old man
whispered and his daughter moved away, "He said your name.”
Roo leaned over. "I'm here, Hemut."

The old man reached out and whispered, "Karli. Carefor her."
Roo glanced back and saw the girl hadn't heard what her father
had said. Roo whispered, "I will, Hedmut. Y ou have my word
onit.??

Then the old man whispered aword. Roo stood up and he knew
his face had become amask of outrage, for the girl looked at him
and sad, "What isit??

Roo forced himself to cdmnessand replied, "I'll tell you later.”
Glancing down at the old man, whose eyes were fluttering, he said,
"He needsyou.”

Karli moved to stand next to her father and took hishand. "I'm
here, Father,” she whispered. but the old man had lapsed back
iNto UNCONSCI OUSNESS.

Just before dawn, Hemut Grindle died.

The ceremony was smple, as Roo knew the old man would have
wanted. Karli wore the black veil of mourning and watched in

slence asthe priest of Lims-Kragma, Goddess of Degath, pronounced
the benediction and then lit the funerd pyre. Theinner

courtyard of the temple was busy that morning, for ahaf-dozen
funerals were under way. Each was contained in amarked-off area
of the temple park, but above the shielding hedges the smoke

risng from other flaming biers could be seen.



They waited in silence, Karli, Roo, Duncan, Luis, Mary, and
two of the workmen who represented the employees of Grindle
and Avery. Roo glanced around and thought to himsdif that this

was amodest enough turnout for aman who had spent hislife

180

RisE OF A MERCHANT PRINCE

sling richesto the powerful and influentia of the Kingdom. A

few notes of condolence from other businessmen had arrived over
the last two days, but not one of those nobles who had been among
Helmut's best customers had deemed it appropriate to send even
asingleline of comfort to the merchant's daughter. Roo vowed
that when hefinaly died, the Kingdom'srich and powerful would
be in attendance.

When at last the corpse was consumed by flame, Karli turned
and sad, "Let'sgo.”

Roo gave her hisarm and escorted the girl to arented carriage.
once sheand Mary wereinsgde, he said, "Tradition says | have

to stand the employeesto afarewd | drink. Weredoing it at the
warehouse. Will you bedl right?!

"I'mfine," Karli said. Despite her pale gppearance, her voice

was cam and her eyesfree of tears. She had finished crying the
day before and showed a strength that Roo found surprising.

"I'll bedong later," he said. Then he added, "If you don't

mind, that is.

4& I'dlikethat," shesaid withagmile.

Roo closed the carriage door and said, " Driver, take her home."
Duncan, Luis, and the workmen accompanied Roo in sllence as
they walked from Krondor's temple square. When they were free
of the center part of the city and halfway back to the warehouse,
Luissad, "Gods, | hate funeras."

Duncan said, "1 doubt even the priests of the Death Goddess



are overly fond of them.”

Roo sad, "I'll stink of woodsmoke for aweek."

One of theworkers said, "And desth."

Roo threw the man a glance, but nodded. One of the features

of the temple of the Death Goddess was the ever-present woodsmoke
that hung around the place. Herbs and other scented woods

were placed in the fire, but there was dways a hint of something
elsein the fumes, something that Roo would rather not think of.

He had smdlled enough of it during the sack of Mahartato recognize
the stench of burning flesh.

Reaching the warehouse, they entered and found the drivers and
other workers standing around. Severa bottles of strong e were
arrayed upon a bench and were quickly opened and passed around.
When each man held one, Roo said, "Hemut Grindle. Hard but
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fair, agood partner, aloving father, and deserving of kindness."
"May Lims-Kragmabe merciful,” said Luis.

They drank to Hemut's memory and talked of him. No one had
worked for the man longer than Roo. As successful as Helmut had
been, until he had joined forces with Roo he had dways operated
aone. Inlessthan ayear, Roo had more than tripled Grindl€'s
income, and now seven men besides Duncan and Luisworked full
timefor Grindleand Avery.

Given there was not much history among the men who now
worked for Roo, the discussion quickly turned to wondering how
the old man had died. Roo listened awhile, then sent the workers
home early.

When the workers had gone, Roo held aquick conference with
Luisand Duncan, sharing with them what Hdmut had said. They
discussed what they needed to do, and when at last plans had been
made, Roo departed.



He was so filled with anger and dark purpose that he nearly

walked past Karli's house. He knocked upon the door, and when
Mary opened the door, she instantly stepped aside so that Roo
might enter.

Karli had changed from the traditiona black clothes of mourning

to something that bordered on the festive, abright blue gown with
lace trim. Roo was amazed to find afull dinner waiting and suddenly
discovered he was famished.

They atein near slence. Findly Karli said, "Y ou seem so digtant.”

Roo blushed and said, "I'm so caught up in my own anger about
your father | haven't given any thought to what you must be going
through." He reached across the corner of the table that separated
them and took her hand. He gave it agentle squeeze and said, "I
amsorry."

She returned the squeeze. "No need. | understand.”

They finished eating and Mary cleared the table, while they
moved to the Stting room. Roo said nothing as she fetched him a
brandy, far finer than anything her father had ever served. Ina
moment of surprisingly strong fedling, Roo said, "Helmut," held
up the goblet amoment in saute, then drank the brandy quickly.
Karli sat and said, "I'm il unableto think that he will not walk
through that door in amoment.”
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Roo glanced toward the door and nodded. "I understand.” He
felt the sameway.

Suddenly Karli said, "What am | going to do?"

"what do you mean?' asked Roo.



"With Father gone..." Suddenly shewasin tears again, and

Roo found himsdf with hisarms around her shoulderswhile she
sobbed againgt his chest.

After amoment he said, "I promised your father | would take
care of you."

Karli said, "I know you meant well, but you don't need to say
something you'll be sorry for later.”

Roo said, "I don't understand.”

Karli forced her voiceto camness. "I know Father intended us
to marry, Rupert. You'rethefirst of those who cameto seehim
that hetook aliking to. But | also know that he was gettingonin
years and worried about just this circumstance. He never talked
to me, but it was clear that after awhile he expected we would
smply ... decide to wed.

"But the businessis now yours. Y ou heedn't fed any obligation.”

Roo fdt asif the room were turning on itssde. He didn't

know how much of that was the brandy, the long hours, the
anger hefdt, or hisdeding with this strange, often unreadable
girl.

"Karli," hesad dowly, "I know your father had plansfor us."
Helowered hiseyes, "And truth to tell, when | first came herel
was ready to court you to win his approva, without thought for
you or your fedings."

Hefél slent amoment, then said, "I don't know if thisis
something | can explain, but | have cometo ... vaueyou. | find
.., enjoy the time we spend together. | do feed some obligation
to your father, but my fedlingstoward you are more than that.”
She regarded him a moment, then said, "Do not lieto me, Rupert.”

He kept hisarms around her waist. "I would not do that. | do
care, Karli. Let me proveit to you."

She was silent, studying hisface. As seconds passed, she looked
deep into hiseyes, then at last took hishand in hersand said,
"Comewith me"
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Sheled him up the stairsto her room and inside. Then she

closed the door behind her. She put her hand upon his chest and
pushed him to the foot of her bed, until he sat down uponit.
Quickly she undid the fastenings of her gown and let it fdl to the
floor. Then she undid the shoulder ties of her short chemise and,
with asingle shake, caused it to fall atop the dress. Nude, she
gtood before himin the light of the single candle on the nightstand.

Karli's breasts were young and firm, but her waist wasthick, as
were her hips and thighs. Her face till lacked any quality that any
man would call pretty, save her eyes, which were shining in the
light.

"Thisiswhat | am," shesaid, her voicefull of emotion. "I'm

plain. And fat. And | don't have arich father anymore. Can you
lovethis?"

Roo found his own eyesfilling as he rose and took her into his
arms. Swalowing hard, hewilled hisvoiceto cadmnessashe sad,
"No one has accused me of being any lady'sfancy.” A singletear
fell down his cheek ashe said, "I used to be caled 'rat face' and
worse. Looks aren't everything.”

She put her head on his chest and said, "Stay.

Later, Roo lay staring upward in the dark while Karli deptin
hisarms. They had made love, avkwardly and with afrantic edge
that was more ademand for acceptance than anything fregly given.
Karli had shown no skills, and Roo had forced himsdf to be more
attentive than he had wished.

At some point he had promised to marry her, and he was vaguely
mourning

aware that he was now engaged to be married after the

period was over. But in the darkness his mind turned once more



to his anger and the plans he, Duncan, and L uis had made. For

the one thing he had not told Karli was what her father had whispered
to him before he died.

It had been aname. "Jacoby."
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Ten

ROO HELD UPHISHAND.

"There are three things | need to discusswith you," he said.

Karli had given him permission to use her dining room to hold a

meeting with Luis and Duncan. She even managed not to look disagppointed
when he asked her to leave them alone.

Luisglanced at Duncan, who shrugged, indicating he had no idea

what was coming.

"We're hereinstead of at the warehouse because | wanted to be

certain there was no chance of anyone overhearing us."

"Y ou suspect one of our workmen of something?' asked L uis.

Roo shook his head. "No, but the fewer of uswho know what we
plan, thelessrisk we have of our enemiesfinding out."

"Enemies?' said Duncan. "Who arewe & war with now?"

Roo lowered hisvoiceto just more than awhisper. "Theresa
piece of waking scum named Tim Jacoby who had Helmut killed.”
Luissaid, "Jacoby?'

Duncan nodded. " Son of atrader named Frederick Jacoby. Jacoby
and Sons”

Luisshook his heed. "I've not heard of them.”

Roo said, " Spend afew more monthsworking in Krondor in the
freight-hauling trade and you will. They are not our biggest rivals,
but they are important." Roo leaned back and obvious frustration
showed on hisface. "Helmut told me it was the Jacobys who robbed



hiswagon."
"Can we go to the City Watch?' said Luis.
"With what?' said Duncan. "We have no proof"
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"We have adying man'sdeclaration,” said Luis.
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Duncan shook his head. "That might do if Roo here wasanoble
or some such, but without someone important having heard it, a
priest 95 or city watchman at the leadt, it's Roo's word against this Jacoby.

And hisfather isvery well connected,” said Roo. "They're

working with some of the bigger trading concernsin the Western
Redm, and if | said anything to anyonethey'd clamiit fdse and say
| wasjust trying to hurt their business.”

Luisshrugged. "It isawaysthisway with the powerful; they can

do what therest of us cannot.”

Roo sad, "I've hdf amind to go pay Tim Jacoby avist this

night.”

Luisshrugged. "Y ou can dways do that, young Roo.” He leaned
forward, his deformed hand lying on the table before him, ashe
pointed with hisleft forefinger a Roo. "But ask yoursdlf. what good
would it do saveto get you back to the gallows?"

" I've got to do something.”

Luisnodded. "Timewill bring an opportunity for revenge." He
considered. "Y ou said Jacoby and Sons, Duncan. Istherea
brother?"

Duncan said, "Yes. Tim'sthe eder. Randolph, the other, is adecent



enough man, from what people say, but he'sfiercey loyd to his
family."

Luissad, "In Rodez, when aman wrongs another man, wefight a
duel. But when afamily wrongs another family, we wage war. It may
be aquiet war, onethat lastsfor generations, but ultimately one
family is destroyed.”

Roo said, "I'm going to have to struggle to keep this business

dive Luis. Waging war iscodlly.”

Luis shrugged. "Thewar has begun. It may not be stopped

until you either win or are defeated, but no one saysthe next

battle must be tonight. Bide your time. Build your strength. Reduce
your enemy’'s position. When you findly have the opportunity,

then saize the moment." He made a crushing gesture

with his good hand. "Often you'll heer it said that revengeisa

dish best served cold. Thisisamistake; you must never lose the
heat of rage that drives you to revenge." He studied Roo's face.
"Forgivenessisavirtuein sometemples. But if you are not virtuous,
then study your enemy." He tapped hishead. "Think.
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Think about what drives him and what his strengths and weak

nesses are. Keep the fires within banked, and plot coolly, but
when everything isin place, unleash thefire and enjoy the hot
flush of revenge.”

Roo blew air out of hismouth dowly, asif letting his anger escape.
,Very well. Wewait. But make it known to our men that any rumors
concerning Jacoby and Sons should be shared with us.”

"What's the next thing?" asked Duncan. "I've got alady to

vigt..." Hegrinned,

Roo smiled. "Helmut kept our books and records. | have some
sense of it, but I'm no expert. Can either of you keep books?"
Luis shook his head and Duncan laughed. "I've never been one
for sums. Y ou know that."



"Then we need to hire someone.”

"Who?" asked Duncan.

Roo said, "l don't know. Maybe jason, over a Barret's. Hewas
good with figures when we worked together; McKeler had him doing
inventories more often than anyone e se. He could remember
things ... costs and numbers of sacks of coffee and detailsthat | had
no clear picture of. I'll ask him. He'sambitious. Maybe hell work
forus"

"Canwe pay him?" Duncan asked with alaugh.

Roo sad, "We have the contract with the palace. I'll ask

de Loungville to make sure we get paid on time, and welll get by."
"What'sthethird thing?' asked Luis.

Roo's face underwent a change of expression, from anger and
worry to self-consciousness. "I'm getting married.”

Luissaid, "Congratulations." He held out hishand and Roo
grippedit.

Duncan sad, "Karli?'

"Who else?' said Roo.

Duncan shrugged. "When?"

'Next Sixthday. Can you join us?'

'Certainly,”" said Duncan, standing up. "If we're done?!

"You can leave," said Roo, feding disgppointed at hiscousin's
lack of enthusasm.

After Duncan left, Luissaid, "Thisisadifficult responghbility to
assume, Roo."

"What do you mean?"'

Luissaid, "Itisnot my business. I'm sorry | spoke.”
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Roo asked, "What's on your mind?"



Luissaid nothing for amoment, then said, ™Y ou seemto likethe
girl. But ... are you marrying her because you fed someone must
take care of her and you're the only one?'

Roo garted to deny it, then found he couldn't. "1 don't know. |

like her, and awife... wdl, awifeisawife, right? | need awife, and
some children.”

4Why?Y9

Roo looked completely confused. "1 ... well, | just do. | mean, |
plan on being aman of someimportancein thecity, and | need a
wifeand children.”

Luis studied the young man awhile. "Asyou say. | will return to
the office and mention to the men there will be awedding on Sixthday."

Roo sad, "I'll tell Erik and Jadow tomorrow. Maybe the Captain
will comeif hesdill inthecity.”

Luis nodded. As he passed behind Roo's chair, he stopped and
put his hand on the younger man's shoulder. "'l wish you happiness,
my friend. | redlly do."

"Thank you, ~' said Roo as L uis | eft.

A moment later, Karli entered the room. "'l heard them leave.”
Roo nodded. "I told them we were getting married on Sixthday."

Karli sat down in the chair Duncan had occupied. "Areyou certain?'

Roo forced asmile. "Of course |l am," he said, patting her hand,
but ingde he fdt like nothing more than leaving this house and running
for al hewasworth. "Of course | am,” he repeated.

He glanced out a curtained window asif he could see through
thefabric, and in hismind's eye he saw the pae face of Helmut

as helay on his deathbed. His skin was bone-white, the same color
asthelarge bolt of silk Roo had stolen, and in his heart Roo knew
that there was a thread |eading from that bolt to Helmut and that
Karli'sfather's death lay at hisfeet. Patting the girl's hand, Roo
knew that even if he hated the girl, he would marry her to make

up for the wrong he had caused.



Calis pushed himsdlf back from the table, stood up, and moved
to awindow. Staring out at the marshaling yard below, he said,
"I've got abad feding about al of this."
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Prince Nicholas sat back in hischair, glanced a his nephew, then

to Knight-Marsha William, who nodded agreement. "It's a desperate
gamble" said William.

Petrick, who sat at the head of the council table, said, "Uncle,

you've seen this persondly. Y ou've traveled to that distant land

more than once." He glanced around the room. "I'm prepared to admit
that some of my reluctance comes from not having ... first-hand
experience, | should say, with these Pantathians.”

Nicholas said, "I've seen what they can do, Patrick, and | scarcely
believe what weretold." He waved at apile of paperson thetable
before them. Dispatches had arrived by fast courier, asareay of

ships wended their way between Krondor, the Far Coast, the Sunset
Idands, and the distant continent of Novindus. The reports that had
arrived the morning before had been sent from Novinduslessthan a
month after Greylock and Luis had departed. And the news was not
good.

Duke James, who sat beside Knight-Marsha William, said, "We
know that our guesses were overly optimistic. Destroying the shipyards
at Mahartaand the City of the Serpent River didn't buy usas

many years aswe thought.”

"Tenyears" said Cdis. "l remember thinking it would take

them ten yearsto rebuild and refit and launch afleet big enough to
carry that host across the ocean.”

Patrick said, "What do you judge now, Captain?’



Cdissghed, thefirst outward display of emotion any in the room
had seen from him since his return from Stardock. " Four more,
maybefive"

Nicholas sad, "Wedidn't count on an enemy who waswilling to
turn every resource a hand to rebuilding those yards and starting
that fleet.,,

" We didn't count on an enemy who doesn't careif her population
diesto thelast man," said William. He pushed himslf away from
the table and stood, asif he, too, could no longer sit till. "We're preparing
to defend, and we're making it obvious enough the Pantathians
may think we're done taking the fight across the ocean to
them.53

He cameto stand next to Calis. "But we have one advantage
they are unaware of ., they don't know we know where their
homeisly
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Cdisamiled ahdf-amile, lacking any humor. "I don't think they

care." He moved past William and stood opposite Nicholas, but addressed
his remarksto Prince Patrick. "Highness, | am not certain

thismisson will win usanything.”
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Petrick asked, Y ou think thiswins us nothing?"

William said, " Our presumption isthey will not expect this, dipping
in behind them and destroying their nest.”

Cdishdd up afinger, like aschoolmaster, "That's the word: presumption.”
Heturned to look at William. "Everything we have ever

seen from these creaturestells us they think like no others. They
dieaswillingly asthey kill. If we daughter them to thelast child
when they're saizing the Lifestone, they will not care. They believe
they will return as demigodsin the service of their Lady,’ and desth
holds no fear for them.”

Turning back toward Patrick, hesaid, "I will go, Patrick. | will go
and kill for you and, if | mugt, die. But eveniif | get in and get back
out, those left dive will come after us. | think wewill never understand
these crestures.”

"Do you have a better idea?' asked Nicholas.

William put his hand on Cdiss shoulder. "Old friend, our only

other choiceisto wait. If they come anyway, what have we lost by
undertaking thisraid?"

Cdissvoicewas neutra. "Just the lives of more good men.”
William said, "It'swhat soldiers do, Captain.”

"It doesn't mean | haveto likeit," he answered.

Despite the differencesin rank, the two men were old friends and
William showed noirritation at hisfriend's tone or lack of deference.
In this private council rank was put aside, and everyone had

proven hisworth to the Crown and hisrdiability many times before.
Despite hisyouth, barely twenty-five years of age, Patrick had
served three years on the northern border, fighting goblins and dark
elves. Cdiswasroughly the same age as William, though William
looked to bein hislaefiftieswhile Caislooked bardly older than
Prince Patrick.

"What if it doesn't work?" asked Cdlis.

It was James who answered. "Then it doesn't work."



Cdisstudied the old man and laughed ruefully. Glancing at his
old friend, he said, "I remember when you used to ask questions
likethat, Nicky."
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Nicholas said, "None of usisas young as he once was, Cdis."
Petrick said, "When will you go?'

Cdissad, "Were still months away from being ready. I've got

only four men | can count on besides those of us herein thisroom:
DeLoungville, Greylock, Erik, and Jadow. All have seen what's
down there and know therisks. There are acouple of other veterans
from the last two campaigns, but those four are leaders, though Erik
and jadow don't know it yet. But the rest are men who just follow
orders. Finefor soldiers, not enough for leaders.”

Patrick said, "How are you going to proceed?’

Cdisamiled. "Come at them from behind." He crossed to alarge
map on thewadll, one redrawn many times over the last twenty years
as new information came from the continent on the other side of the
world. "Well sail from the Sunset Idands, as usud, but here’-he
pointed to aseemingly empty place on the map four hundred miles
south of the long idand chain-"is an uncharted bit of land witha
lovely harbor. Well meet there and transfer to another ship.”
"Another ship?" asked Patrick.

Nicholas answered. "By now our enemy has an inventory of every
ship in the Western Navy. They can probably identify the outline

on the horizon of each one from their rigging. And | have no doulbt
they know which of our ‘trading ships areredly roya warshipsin
diguise”

"What have you got down there?" asked Patrick. "A new ship?"
"No, avery old one," said Cdlis. "We're going to go as Brijaners.”
"Brijaners? Keshian raiders?' said William with ahdf-amile.
Nicholas said, "We have one of their dragon ships. The navy of
Roldem captured one during araid two years ago." Roldem wasa
gmall idand kingdom to the cast of the Kingdom of the Idesthat



wasalongtimedly. "The King of Roldem hasagreed to'lend' it to
US. it was quietly sailed around lower Kesh." Nicholassmiled. "A
couple of times, according to reports. other Brijaner dragon boats
salled within hailing distance. The Roldem captain waved and
smiled and kept right on going, no questions asked or answered.”
William laughed. "The arrogant swine couldn't imagine someone
saling intheir waterswho wasn't one of them."”

Cdissad. "I'm hoping we get the same reaction.”

"What?" asked Petrick.

"I'm not sailing west to get to Novindus. I'm sailing cast, under
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the Horn of Kesh, then acrosswhat is now known as the Green Sea,
to asmadl village near the city of Ispar.” He pointed at the map ashe
gpoke. "Well be salling in from their west. | hopeif they'relooking
for our ships, they'relooking in the other direction. We have aways
sailed out of the City of the Serpent River. If were intercepted,
we're Brijaner traders who were blown off course and are working
our way around their landmass.”

Patrick said, "Do you think they will accept that?' Cdis

shrugged. "It's happened before, I've been told. There'safastrunning
current that moves eastward down near theice floes, and if

you catch it south of Kesh you canrideit acrossthe Green Seato a
great mass of ice that pointslike afiner right at Port Grief. We

won't be the first party of Keshian searaidersto show up there, but
they won't have been so common that locals will notice any differences”

Petrick sad, "Then what?"

Cdlissaid, "We buy some horses, change clothing, and snesk out
of the city one night, and head north." He pointed to the south end
of the mountain range that ran down to the seawest of Ispar. "I can
find the entrance we used to get out of those cavernson our last



journey, without too much trouble.”
No one doubted him. Histracking skills were consdered legendary.
Cdliss heritage was unique and in no small measure supernatural.

Patrick said, "Very well. What then?'

Cdis shrugged. "The destruction of the Pantathians.”

Patrick's eyes widened. "How many men were you planning on
taking?'

Ten squads. Sixty men.”

'Y ou plan on destroying a nation of these creatures, magic users
from every report I've sudied, with sixty men?”

Cdissad, "l never said it would be easy.”

Patrick looked at Nicholas. "Uncle?"

Nicholassaid, "I learned twenty years ago that if Calissaysathing
can bedone, it can be done." Looking at Calis, he asked, "What is
your thinking?'

"My thinking," said Cdlis, "isthat the bulk of their forceswill be
with the armies of the Emerald Queen." He made a sweeping motion
with his hand on the map between the city of Mahartaand the
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City of the Serpent River. "Weve never seen them in numbers.

The squad | saw in the caverns was no more than twenty in one

place, and that was the single largest concentration we've encountered.
Weve judged them by their ability to visit evil on us, but

never have we questioned their strength of numbers.” Helet adistasteful
expression cross hisface. "When | caught sight of one of

their crtchesit was poorly guarded. A half-dozen adults, a dozen of
moreinfants, and a score of eggs. | saw nothing of their femaes.™
Patrick said, "What does dl this mean?'

Cdissaid, "Pug and Nakor both hold that these creatures aren't



natura." He returned to the table and sat. "They claim that these
were created by an ancient Dragon Lord, Alma-Lodaka." Cdislet
his eyes drop amoment, and William and Nicholas both understood
that this strange man, haf-elf by birth, wasreveding lore to nonelves
that no full f would volunteer. His haf-human nature felt no

such prohibition, and he knew that he served a greater good by being
frank in al matters concerning the Serpent Men, but that till

didn't makeit any easier for hiseven haf to accept. Those things
were not taught; they wereinbred. "If thisis so, that may explaina
low birth rate. Or perhapsthey have never had alarge population.
They may even have some queens, asinsects do, or theremay bea
specid holding areafor females. We don't know. But if thereisa
criche, the females can't be far away."

Petrick said, "I'm still unclear on onething. If the mgority of

fighting men and magicians are with the army of the Emerdd

Queen, what do we gain by raiding those birthing caverns ... 7' His
wordstrailed off as hiseyeswidened. "Y ou're going to daughter the
young?" he asked, dmost gasping in shock.
Cdissexpressonremained cam. "Yes."

"Y ou're talking about waging war againgt innocents” said Patrick,
his voice taking on an angry tone. "Keshian Dog Soldiers may
daughter women and children in their rampages, but the last man
caught at that during a Kingdom war was hanged before the assembled
rank and file of thearmy.”

Nicholas glanced at Cdlis, who returned the look, then nodded.
Duke james said, "Patrick, Y ou're new here, and you don't have

dl theinformation-"

"My lord," interrupted the Prince, "1 redize you've held high office
since Grandfather's youth and were my father's chief adviser in
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Rillanon, but | am now the ruler of the Western Redlm. If thereis
ething you think | should know, why have | not beenin~

yj8 OM

formed?'

Duke James looked at Prince Nicholas.

Nicholas sat back, recognizing his nephew's mood. The new
Prince of Krondor was reveding himself to be ayoung man of some
temper, touchy disposition, moods, and not terribly securein his
Pogtion, so he tended to magnify every dight, real or imagined.
Knight-Marsha William took charge. Y our Highness" he began,
formally emphasizing the young man'stitle, "what | think
Cdismeansisthat we were dl here during these events, which are
only dry reports on paper before you." He paused, then went on,
"Weve seen the damage these creatures can do firsthand. "

It was Cdiswho said, "Would you not kill a poisonous snake be,~
causeit wasits nature to be aviper?9

Patrick looked at Cdlis. "Say on."

Cdissad, "Youve citieswithin your borders that were once
Keshian. But those who live there are Kingdom by birth, though
their ancestors were loyal to the Emperor of Great Kesh. To themiit
makes no difference. They were raised within the Kingdom, they
speak the King's Tongue, and they think, aswe dl do, that thisis
their homeland.”

"What hasthisto do with the matter under discusson?" asked
Prince Petrick.

"It has everything to do withit," said Calis. He leaned forward,
elbows on thetable. "Y ou may somehow think that these creatures
are born innocent. That is not the case. Everything we know about
them saysthey are born hating from the moment they hatch from
their eggs. They are created to be the way they are. If wekilled
every adult and child, and took the eggs, and hatched them in this
palace, raising those who were born here, they would come to consciousness



hating us and seeking to reclaim this'lost goddess they

so mistakenly believein. It isther natureto bethisway, asitisthe
nature of aviper to bite and poison. They cannot help it any more
than can the viper."

Seeing that the Prince's objections were wavering, Calis pressed
on. "Y ou may someday forge atreaty with the Brotherhood of the
Dark Path, asyou call the moredhd. Y ou may see goblins obeying
Kingdom law and vigiting our town marketsin some dimly imagined

194

future. Y ou may see open borderswith Great Kesh and free travel

between the two nations. But you will never know amoment's
peace in thisworld so long as a Pantathian draws breath. Because it
isin his nature to scheme, kill, and do whatever needs to be doneto
saize the Lifestone in Sethanon and reclaim the 'lost goddess
Alma-Lodaka, the Dragon Lord who created him."

Petrick was slent along moment, then said, "But you're talking

of genocide.”

Cdissad, "I'mnot leaving for at least Sx months, Highness. If

you conceive of abetter plan, | will be hereto listen.” Helet his
voicefal, the low tone making his next sentence that much more
urgent. "But forbid methis, and | will go anyway. If not in aKingdom
ship, then in one from Queg or Kesh. If not thisyear, then the

next, or the one after. Because if | do not, then sooner or later the
serpent priestswill gain the Lifestone, and then we shdl al perish.”
Patrick sat motionlessfor avery longtime. At last hesaid, "Very
well. There seems no other course. But if any one of you learns anything
that changesthis matter, | wish to know of it at once.” He

stood up and said to William, " See that things stay cam, but begin
preparations.”

The Prince departed. Jamesturned to William. " There's something
€else going on we need to discuss.”

William smiled and looked up at the dightly taler Duke. "What's



going on, Jmmy?"

James|ooked at Calis and Nicholas, then at William. "Helmut
Grindlewaskilled last night outside the city gates.”

William said, "Grindle? Hes Roo Avery's partner.”

Nicholas said, "Exactly, and a potentid aly. We are going to need
the support of merchantslike him.”

William looked at James. "Any suspects?’

"Our agents are dmost certain Frederick Jacoby or one of his sons
is behind the death of Grindle, and the Jacobys are presently dlied
with jacob Esterbrook. Esterbrook isavery influentia man, both
here and down in Kesh." Jameswas silent for asecond, then said,
"For the time being, |et's hope Mr. Avery doesn't discover too
much about who killed his partner.”

"What if he dready knows or has suspicions?’ asked Calis. "l
know Roo Avery. He's clever, and Grindle may have regained consciousness
long enough to identify hiskiller.”

195

"Perhaps, but aslong as Mr. Avery doesn't cause any problems
with Jacob Esterbrook and hisfriends, it won't matter.” He smiled.
~.;"We need merchants hard at work making profitsfor usto tax, not
killing one another."

William said, "With that in mind, will they cooperate when it

put that wedlth at risk for our benefit?*

»nm,COMestimeto

James|ooked at hisold friend. "Y ou take care of the war, Willy,
and I'll seeit's paid for. The merchants of the Kingdom will cometo
hedl once we makeit clear they're going to lose everything if they
don't help us." He glanced around the room. "I now have the
Mockerswhere | want them; | have the throne where | want it; and
soon I'll have the wesalth of the Kingdom to useas| need. And if |
must bleed our people whiteto finance thiswar, | will. Remember, |
am the only onein thisroom who was a Sethanon.”

No one else needed to hear any further explanation. Nicholass,



William's, and Caliss fathers had been a Sethanon, and they had
heard in detail over the years what had happened when the Pantathians
hed tried to seize the Lifestone for thefirst time, but James

had been there.

William said, "I'm duein court soon, too. If you'll excuseme, I'd

The Duke nodded. After William had |eft, James said to Cdlis,
"Who are you taking with you on thissuicide misson?"

Cdlisknew whom he spoke of. "Bobby, Greylock, and Erik. Of
the two junior sergeants, he's the smarter one.™

"Then leave him here," said James. "If you're going to kill off

one of them, leave the smarter one diveto serve me hereif you fall.
Take Jadow with you instead.”

Cdisnodded. "Done.”

"And leave Bobby here."

Cdissad, "Hell never stand for it."

"Order him."

"Hell disobey."

James sad, "Y ou serve aunique function here, my friend, but as
much as | need the Eagle to return unharmed, | need your vicious
Dog of Krondor." He glanced out the window. "I need a sergeant
now morethan | need a Genera"-he glanced at Calis-"or aCaptain.”

Cdisamiled dightly. "He's going to make your lifeliving hdl."

like to see to some other matters before that. James?"
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jamesreturned the smile. "What seisnew?It'snot asif | have

any choice."

'Very well," said Cdis. "I'll leave Bobby and Erik here and take
jadow and Greylock."



The three were starting toward the door when James said, "What
about Nakor?'

Cdissad, "Hed go back if | asked, I'm amogt certain, but |

think helll serve us better down in Stardock. Those magicians are
far too full of themselves, and he's just the man to sort them out and
remind them they're living on aKingdom idand in the middle of

that lake of thairs”

"Very wdl, but you're going to face some powerful magic, by
everything you've said. What do you plan?'

Cdlis seemed dmost embarrassed when he answered, "Miranda
has agreed to come aong."

James studied Cdlis, then laughed. "For al your years, you do at
timesremind meof my son.”

Cdlis had the good grace to smile. " Speaking of whom, whenis
Aruthadue?'

"Any time now," answered James. "I think | may send him down

to Stardock to run thingsawhile." Hissmileturned rueful. "And

my grandsons are coming with him."

Cdisnodded. "jimmy and Dash must be men now."

"So they think," said James. Turning to Nicholas, hesaid, "You
have no ideawhat you've missed by never getting married.”
Nicholas said, "I'm not too old now. Amos married my grandmother
when hewas nearly seventy.”

"Well, you'll missthejoy of childrenif you wait that long,” answered
James as he moved toward the door. Then he made a sour

face. "As| think of Immy and Dash, you might not."

Asthey left the conference hdl, Jamesturned to Cdlisand said,
"Like othersbefore me, I'm not al that pleased that this magical
lady friend of yours has so many secrets, but as she's proven aworthy
aly over theyears, I'll say nothing more than Be careful." "
Calisnodded, lost in his own thoughts as James and Nicholas returned
to speaking of families and children.

Roo looked around and Erik laughed. "Y ou look asif you're ready



to run.y~
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Inlow tones, Roo said, "Truth to tell, I've felt that way sincethe
minute | proposed.”

Erik tried to look understanding, but he couldn't hide his amusement.
Roo said, "Y ou wait. One of these days you'll propose to that
whore-"

"Wait aminute," began Erik, hisgood humor vanishing.

"Wait, wait," said Roo. "I'm sorry. I'm just not surethisissuch a
good idea.”

Looking around the temple, where Karli and Roo were about to

be married, Erik whispered, "It'salittlelate for that.”

Karli was entering the temple from a side door, as brides were required
to do by the followers of Sung the White. At her sdewas

Katherine, the girl de Loungville had captured and turned to the
Prince's service. Karli had no friendsto speak of, and it wouldn't
have been proper for Mary, the maid, to serve as her companion. So
Erik, as Roo's companion, had asked the serving girl to substitute.
To hissurprise, the girl had said shewould.

"Wadl, herewe go," said Roo, and he turned to march down the
center aide, Erik at hisside.

The only witnesses were Luis and some of the other workersfrom
the office, and Jadow and those soldiers who had served with Roo in
Cdliss company. They watched asthe priest, obvioudy bored by

the fifth or sixth such ceremony of the day, hurried through the

rites

Roo vowed to carefor Karli and be true to her, and she the same,
and suddenly the priest was saying that the White Goddess was
pleased and they could now leave. Erik gave the priest the votive



offering required for such a ceremony, and the wedding party was
ushered outside by harried-looking acolytes.

Roo and Karli were escorted to a carriage hired for the occasion,
while the others made their way on foot or horseback to the Grindle
house. Asthe carriage made its way through the streets, Roo turned
to see Karli with eyes downcast, staring at her hands.
"What'swrong?' asked Roo. "Aren't you happy?'

Karli looked at him and her gaze struck him like ablow. Suddenly
he knew there was anger and resentment behind the girl's bland facade.
But her voice was cam and her tone amost gpologetic as she
asked, "Areyou?’

Roo forced asmile. "Of course, my love. Why wouldn't | be?!
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Karli looked out the window. "Y ou looked positively terrified
waking downtheade

Roo tried to makelight of it. "It'sthe norma reaction." When she
turned to look at him, he quickly added, "So I've been told. It'sthe

ceremony and the ... rest.”

They traveled in Slence as they made their way dowly through

the city. Roo studied the passing cityscape, watching the changing
buildings, the throng of citizens, traders, and travelers, asthey
moved through Krondor at a stately pace until they reached the
Grindle house. Erik and the others were waiting asthe carriage
pulled up.

AsRoo's companion, Erik opened the door, and Katherine moved
to help Karli from the carriage. The girl might be astranger, but she
took her part of bride's companion serioudly.

Inside, the cook had prepared atremendous repast, and the best
wine from the cdllar had been uncorked. Roo awkwardly let Karli
move through the entrance before him, despite the tradition that
said ahusband should lead hiswife through the door. It was, after
al, her home. When shewasinsde, shesaid, "I'll seetothe



kitchen."

Roo put arestraining hand upon her. "Let Mary. Y ou will never
serve again in thishouse.”

Karli sudied hisface amoment, then afaint smile appeared on

her lips. Roo turned and said, "Mary!"

The maid appeared and Roo said, ™Y ou may begin serving.”

The guestsfdl to, and the food was both delicious and bountiful.
After amore than satisfying medl, Erik stood. He looked around the
room and saw Katherine smiling at his awkward stance. He loudly
cleared histhroat, and when conversation didn't diminish, he said,
“Ligten!"

He had raised hisvoice louder than he had wished and the room

fdl dlent, then erupted in laughter. Blushing furioudy, Erik held

up hishand. "I'm sorry,” he said, grinning at his own embarrassment,
"It'smy duty as the groom's companion to offer atoast to the
newlywed couple." He glanced & Luis. "Or so | have been informed.
53

Luis nodded with a courtly smile and awave of hishand.

Erik said, "I'm not one for words, but | do know this: Rooismy

friend, more like abrother to me than any man living, and | only

199

Raymond E. Feist

wish his happiness." Then helooked at Karli and said, "1 hope that

you love him as| do and that he loves you asyou deserve." He

raised hisgoblet of wine and said, "To the newlywed couple. May

they liveto an old age and never regret amoment of their livestogether.
May they know happiness every day of their lives.”

The company drank the toast and cheered, then Roo stood and

sad, "Thank you." Heturned to Karli. "I know this has been adifficult
time" he sad, referring to her father's murder, "but my earnest
desireisto make the bad times fade into memory and to fill

your dayswith happiness.”



Karli smiled and blushed and Roo held her hand awkwardly.

The dinner progressed and Roo was filled with good cheer and

too much wine. He noticed that Erik spent agrest dedl of timetalking
to the girl Katherine, and that Karli kept her own counsel most

of the day.

Soon the guests began to excuse themsalves, and after night fell,
Roo and Karli were bidding good evening to Erik, who was the last
to leave. When the door closed, Roo turned to hiswife and found
her staring at him, an expression impossible to read on her face.
"What isit?" he asked, suddenly sobering with astab of fear.
Something about her manner caused him to feel the need to draw a
weapon.

She cameinto hisarms and put her head on his shoulder. "I'm
orry.

Roo's head swam and hefelt his knees wobble, but he forced
himsdlf to be dert enough to ask, "What are you talking about?"
Over the sound of sobbing, he heard Karli say, "1 wanted thisto

be ahappy day."

Roosad, "Anditisnt?'

Karli didn't speak. Tears were her only answer.
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Eleven

JASON POINTED.

The pile of ledgers and journals before the former waiter from
Barret'swas daunting. "Waell, I've been through them al,” he said
as he pushed his chair back from the writing desk now established
in the corner of the workshop.

Carpenters had built aset of shelvesfor Jason, aswel asalow
railling around hiswork area, so he could see anyone coming into
the warehouse, despite some privacy. Roo had informed the youth
that he would be responsible for the smooth operation of the
freight businessif he, Duncan, and Luiswere al absent from the



premises a the sametime.

Duncan looked bored, as he usualy did when it came to matters
of business, unlessit was getting paid, and Luiswas hisusua
taciturn sdif. Roo said, "And?!

Jason said, "Wl you're in better shape than you thought, if
you can get some of those who owed Helmut money to pay up.”
He held out a parchment upon which he had been working for
daysand sad, "I've compiled alist and the amounts owed."
Roo glanced at it. "There are a couple of noblemen here,"

Jason smiled. "Experience a Barret'stells me they may be very
Slow in paying accounts." He paused a moment, then added, "If
Y OU don't mind my saying, you might just wish to let some of
those debts ride until you need afavor from someone highly
placed in court or with influence with another noble; that sort of
thing.55

Roo shook hishead. "I don't mind your saying.'s
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Holding out another list, Jason said, "1 had more trouble with
this"

Roo looked at the second list. "What's this?!

"People Mr. Grindle did businesswith in digtant cities, but
whoseidentity isunclear.”

Roo's confuson was evident. "Their identity isunclear?'

Jason said, "Thisis not uncommon. Often those who tradein
vauable goods don't wish it widely known they haverareitems
intheir possession, or that they need to sell such. Hence the notations.
It'sacode, and only Mr. Grindle knew the identities of

these people.”

Roo puzzled over the list. "Maybe Karli knowswho some of

these people are. She knows a great deal more about her father's



trade than | think even he was aware of "

Duncan sad, "What are we doing now?"

Roo found his cousin's atitudeirritating lately, as he often
complained about not having as much authority as Luis. Roo
wanted to give Duncan more authority, but had discovered he
lacked Luisswillingnessto work hard. Luis, on the other hand.
rarely complained and was always meticulous in whatever task
lay before him, while Duncan often was doppy and left things
undone.

Biting back anasty reply, Roo sad, "We'releaving for Salador
inthe morning. We have aspecid cargo to ddiver.”

"Sdlador?' said Duncan. "I know abarmaid there.”

Roo said, "Y ou know abarmaid everywhere, Duncan.”

"True," said the former mercenary. Hismood seemed to
brighten visibly with the prospect of a change of scenery.

It was Luiswho said, "What cargo for Salador?'

Roo handed over arolled-up parchment. Luis snapped it open
and held it up before him, and hiseyeswidened. "Thisisincredible.

Theremark caught Duncan'sinterest e last. "What isit?" he
asked.

"We'retaking aload of goods from the palace to the estates of
the Duke of Sdador," answered Roo.

"TheKing's cousin?" asked Jason.

"The very same. | have no ideawhat it iswe are carrying, but

the Prince of Krondor issending it by fast freight-us-and we
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need to make haste. But the price istoo good for us not to go.
And whilethere," he said, holding up thelit, "well attempt

to identify the two namesin Sdlador.” He mused over thelis.
"Weve got a half-dozen names within aweek'sride of Salador. |



think wéelll deliver our cargo and then nose around somein the

To hiscompanions he said, "I'm going home to spesk with

Karli, and then Duncan and | will be departing & first light tomorrow.”
To Duncan hesaid, "Be hereand be dert.”

Duncan frowned, but both knew that, given a choice, he was

likely to come wandering in around midday with ahangover.

To Luis, Roo sad, "Yourein charge while Duncan and |-"

Duncan sad, "Wait aminute, cousin. Why not take Luis and

leave me hereto run things?'

Roo regarded his cousin amoment; that request could only mean
Duncan had anew barmaid or serving wench who had caught his
fancy. Withill humor Roo said, "Because | prefer to return here
next month and find | am ill in business”

Heignored Duncan's dark expresson as he continued hisinterrupted
ingructionsto Luis. "You arein charge, and if you have

any unusud needs, see Karli. Jason knows what our resources are,
S0 if something comes your way that depletes us of our money,
make certainit'sasurething.”

Luissmiled. Many times he had said to Roo there were no "sure
things." "Understood,” he said.

Roo said, "Jason, you're doing agood job with the ledgers. Now,
can you start afresh set of accountsfor me, beginning the day |
took sole control of the company?"

Jason said, "l can do that."

Roo said, "Good, and label them 'Avery and Company.™ He
hurried to the door, then stopped. "And don't mention that last bit
about the name changeto Karli until | return.”

Jason and L uis exchanged glances, but neither spoke. Roo |eft

the office and began the long walk home. The city streetswere
crowded as sundown approached. Vendors hawked their wares, trying
for that |ast sale before they called it aday and returned to

their own homes, while messengers hurried to carry thet last missve
of the day.



Roo wended hisway through the press, and by thetime he
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reached home, the sun had set behind the buildings opposite the
Grindle house. He glanced around and suddenly realized how
dingy this place looked, even when not overwhelmed by shadows.
He once more vowed that as soon as he could afford it, he would
move hiswife to newer, more sumptuous quarters.

He opened the door and entered. Karli wasin the kitchen, talking
with the cook, Rendd, and Mary, the maid. Mary saw Roo

firs and said, "oh, gr. It'sthelady.” Since the wedding, the maid
had taken to referring to Karli as "the lady of the house," or smply, "
thelady," asif she were thewife of nobility. Roo found he

liked that, aswell as being referred to as"the master,” or "sir.”

Roo took a moment and then the scene registered. Karli stood

at thelarge chopping block that dominated the kitchen, holding
tightly to the edge. Her hand was white, she was gripping so
tightly. "What'swrong?' he asked.

Rendd, ahuge woman of unknowable years, said, " She's off her
feed, poor dear."

Roo frowned, not being quite sure he liked having hiswife referred
to asif shewere livestock. "Karli?"

Shesad, "It's some sort of stomach problem. | just walkedina
moment ago and the smell of food..." She grew even more pale,
and suddenly her hand came to her mouth as she fought to keep
whatever wasin her ssomach down. She turned and | ft the
kitchen, hurrying out the back door toward the jakes.

Mary, asmple enough young woman of modest intellect, said,
"I'm so worried about the lady."

Rendd laughed and turned back to the vegetables she was
washing in abucket in thesink. "Shéll befine"

As Roo looked at them both, obvioudy unsure what to do next,



Mary said, "Sir, should | go seeto thelady?"

Roo sad, "No. I'll go," and he went after hiswife out the rear

door of the home.

The plain fagade of the house hid, dong with theinterior of the

home, therich little garden that lay behind it. Karli spent agreat

ded of her timein the garden, which was equaly divided between
vegetables and flowers. At the far wal stood the modest little outhouse,
from which issued the sound of Karli'sretching.

As he reached the door, it opened and apale Karli emerged

"Areyou dl right?' said Roo, a once regretting the question.
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Karli's expression showed it to be one of the more stupid questions
of Roo'slife, but she said, "I'll befine.”

Roo said, "Should | send for aheder?’

Karli smiled a his obvious concern. "No, it's nothing ahedler
canhdp.”

Panic revedled itsdlf in Roo'sface. "My gods! What isit?!

Karli couldn't help but laugh, despite her obvious physical discomfort.
Shedlowed him to offer an arm and let him walk her to

atiny stone bench next to amodest fountain. "It's nothing to be
adarmed over, Roo," she said. When they sat shetold him, "I
wanted to be sure. Y ou're going to be afather.”

Roo sat speechless for aminute. "1 need to sit down.”

Karli laughed. Y ou are gtting."

Roo stood, said, "Now | need to it down,” and sat down again.
Then his narrow face split in the widest grin Karli had ever seen.
"A baby?'

Karli nodded, and Roo suddenly redlized he had never seen her
look so lovely. He kissed her on the cheek. "When?"

" Seven more months," she said.



Roo calculated, and his eyeswidened. "Then..."

She nodded. "Thefirgt night."

Roo said, "Imaginethat.” He sat motionless and speechless for
along moment. Then athought crossed hismind, and he said, "I
shdl have Luis changethe sgn to 'Avery and Son' a oncel”
Karli's eyes narrowed. " Change the name of the company?

Roo took her hand and said, "My love, | want the world to know
| have ason coming." He stood up. "I must tell Duncan and Erik,
before | leave tomorrow.”

He was hafway across the garden when she asked, "L eave tomorrow?"

He hdted. "I'm going to run aspecid cargo to Salador for the
Prince. I'll tell you about it when | get back, but | need to tell
Erik and Duncan I'm going to be afather.”

He dashed out of the garden without waiting for areply. Karli
sat quietly for amoment, then stood dowly. She asked hersdlf,
"What if it'sadaughter?’

In thefailing evening light, she returned to the only home she
hed known her entirelife, feding nothing so much asaguestin

her own house.
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Roo groaned. Duncan laughed as he snapped thereins, urging
the horses out the city gates. Duncan, Luis, Erik, and Roo's other
friends had feted their friend on the announcement of his coming
fatherhood and now Roo was paying the price. He had been
helped home by Duncan and had fallen into bed nearly comatose
next to Karli. Without comment she had roused him the next day
when, againgt expectations, Duncan had arrived on time.

They had made their way in the predawn light to the shop,



hitched up the wagon, and headed out to the palace. At the gate
asguad of men waited and they quickly loaded the cargo for Salador.

Then, to Roo's surprise, Erik rode up with a squad of horsemen’
an escort for the cargo. All hesaid was "'l don't know what'sin
there, either.”

Now it was midday and the wagon rattled along at agood rate
over the King's Highway, starting thelong climb up into the foothills
of the southern end of the Caastius Mountains. Roo said,

"We need to rest the horses.”

Duncan reined in the team and shouted, "Erik. Timefor a

break."

Erik, who had been riding a short way ahead, nodded as he
turned his own horse and dismounted, sgnding to the other
guardsto do the same. He picketed his horse by the roadside and
let it crop grass.

Duncan took alarge waterskin and drank, then handed it to Roo.
He poured abit over hisface and wiped it off, then drank.

Erik came over and asked, "How's your head?"'

"Too smal to hold the painingde," Roo replied. "Why did |

do that?'

Erik shrugged. "I sort of wondered mysdlf. Y ou seemed to be
working very hard at being happy.”

Roo nodded. "Truth to tell, I'm scared witless. Me, afather.
Taking Erik away from the wagon, he said to Duncan, "Cheek
the horses, will you?!

When they were out of earshot, Roo said, "What do | know
about being afather? All my old man ever did was beat on me. |
mean, what am | supposed to do when the baby gets here?"

Erik said, "Y ou're asking the wrong man. | never had any sort

of father."
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Panic surfaced on Roo'sface. "What am | going to do, Erik?"



Erik grinned. "Y ou're only going through what we dl go
through, | bet. It'sabig change. First awife, now achild." He
rubbed his chin. "I've wondered what | would doiif | fell inlove
and got married, had children.”

"And?"
"I redly don't know."

"Some help you are.”

Erik put his hand upon Roo's shoulder. "Wdll, | did come up

with onething. | imagineif I'm ever afather and something happens
that | don't anticipate, I'm going to ask mysdlf, 'What would

Milo do now?"

Roo pondered that amoment. Then he smiled, "He's the best

dad I've ever seen, the way he treated Rosalyn and you as

kids"

"That'show | figureit,” said Erik. "If | Sart to get confused,

I'll just imagine what Milo would do and try to do that.”

Asif this somehow made the prospect of being afather less
fearful, Roo brightened. "Well, | think I'll have another drink of
waeter."

Erik laughed. "Take it easy, Roo. Y ou have alot of timeto

recover fromlagt night.”

Roo turned back toward the wagon. "So why are you in charge

of thisescort?' heinquired.

"| asked for it," said Erik. "Things are under control back at

the palace, and the Prince seems to think this cargo needed special
protection, and | haven't been homein ayear.”

Roo blinked. "It has been ayear, hasn't it?"

Erik said, "Thisway wéll have two vidts ashort oneon the

way through, and we can probably steal an extraday on the way
back for aproper get-together.”

Roo said, "Wl you've got your mother and Nathan, Milo, Rosayn.
Lotsof friends.”

"Y ou've dso got some friends, Roo."

Roo smiled. "1 wonder how Gwen isdoing?



Erik's brow furrowed. "Y ou're amarried man, Roo."

Reaching under the buckboard, Roo pulled out abag of provisions
and dug out some bread. Y anking off a piece, he stuffed it

in his mouth and washed it down with another gulp of water. "I'm

not that married," said Roo.
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Erik's expression turned dark. Roo held up one hand. "I mean
I'm not so married | can't be civil to old friends just because

they're women."

Erik studied hisfriend's face amoment, then said, "I that's

what you mean."

Duncan returned from looking over the horses and reported,
"Everything'sfine"

Roo climbed back up on the buckboard and said, "Wdll, let's

get moving again. The Duke of Sdlador is expecting this cargo and
we're getting abonus for speed.”

Duncan sighed; the buckboard was about as comfortable asa
moving block of stone. "I hopeit'savery good bonus," he said
with poorly conceded ill-humor.

The journey went smoothly. Twice the presence of Erik's

guards had speeded up accounting with the loca constabulary, saving
Roo precious hours. Thevisit in Ravensburg had been ahasty

9

one, with themrolling into Milo's Inn of the Pintail after sundown,

and leaving before sunrise, without seeing Rosalyn and her family Erik
promised his mother he would linger on the way back.

In Darkmoor, if the local guards recognized Erik or Roo they



said nothing. Still, Roo found he felt considerably better once that
city had falen behind them.

Asachild, Roo had accompanied hisfather on the journey to
Sdador only twice, and now he saw the Eastern Realm with the
eyes of an adult. Thelands through which they passed had been
cultivated for centuries. Farms weretidy to the point of appearing
like miniatures painted by artists when seen from the distant road.
Compared to this, the Western Redlm was still rough-hewn, and
the lands across the sea primitive and wild.

They reached the city gates at noon and Erik hardly dowed as

he passed the City Watch, shouting, "Cargo from the Prince for
the Duke!"

One of hissoldiers had carried a pennant, which was now unfurled;
it bore the crest of the Prince of Krondor. That morning

the soldiers had donned the tabards they had carried in their saddlebags,
and Roo saw that his escort was comprised of not just city

troops but Prince Patrick's own household guard. Roo wondered
again what his cargo was, but knew that he might never find out.
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They rode through the city and Roo was astonished at the number
of people. Krondor might be the capitd of the Western Realm,
but it was dwarfed in size by severd of the eastern cities. Sadlador

was the second largest city in the Kingdom after Rillanon, and it

took more than an hour for Roo's wagon to roll through the press

of the crowds and reach the ducal palace.

The Prince's palace in Krondor sat atop a suddenly rising prominence
hard against the harbor. Salador's ruler's home also sat atop

ahill, but over amile from the harbor. A long, doping hillsdeled
down into the heart of the city, and far beyond that, Roo could
seethe harbor.



"l dwaysforget how damn bigitis," said Duncan.

"l never redized," wasal Roo sad.

They reached the palace and Erik announced them to the palace
guard. The guard waved the wagon through while another ran to
themain hall to inform the Duke. A third guard directed Roo's
wagon to alarge double-door entrance set off to oneside of a
sharply risng broad flight of gairs.

Duncan said, "Must be important people who get to walk up
those steps.” He legped down from the wagon and with anod of
his head toward the door said, "For the common folks."

Roo sad, "Did you expect anything el se?'

Duncan sghed, rubbing his backsde in exaggerated relief. "All

| know isthat tonight | want ahot tub to soak in and a hot woman
to keep me warm the rest of the night.”

Roo amiled. "I'm sure that can be arranged.”

The doors to the palace opened, and down the steps came a
well-dressed young man with a court retinue following behind.
Then Roo noticed that the retinue was arranged in aloose circle
around an ederly woman. Easlly in her eighties, she still moved
with a sure step and carried herself erect. She held an ornate walking
gtick with agolden hilt, but it was as much for effect asfor
support. Her grey hair was swept up in afashion new to Roo, and
st with jeweled pins of gold.

The young man moved to where Erik waited, and Erik bowed.
"MY lord."

"Grandmother," said the young man to the e derly woman, "it's
here." Thetwo large doors next to the steps opened, and servants
inthelivery of the duca household ran forth. The young man
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waved his hand toward the wagon and they began to untie the
tarpaulin covering the cargo. The six large boxes were carefully



handed down.

The woman pointed to thefirst box. "Openit."

The servants complied; the woman poked into aloose assortment
of clothing and moved it around with her walking stick.

"Thisisn't much to show for alifetime, isit?'

Roo and Duncan exchanged glances, and the young man said to
Erik, "Tel cousin Patrick we are dl grateful for this. Grandmother?"

The old woman smiled, and Roo saw ahint of youthful beauty
that must have been something to behold. "Y es, we are thankful.?
9

She motioned for her servantsto pick up the boxes and said
"Arutha... he was dways specid to me. After my husband, |
misshimmost of al." She seemed lost in thought, then said,
"Duncan.”

Duncan stepped forward, confusion on hisface, asthe young
man said, "Grandmother?'

"Mdam?"' asked Duncan.

The old woman glanced at the two men and smiled. "l was
gpeaking to my grandson, sir,” she said to Duncan Avery. | take
it your nameisaso Duncan?'

Duncan removed his hat and swept into his most courtly bow.
"Duncan Avery a your service, maam."

To her grandson thewoman said, "Tell your father | shdl join

his court shortly, Duncan.”

The young man nodded, glanced at the other Duncan, then hurried
up the gtairs. Coming to stand before Duncan Avery, she

peered into hisface. "I know you," she said quietly.

Duncan smiled hismost charming smile. "Madam, | hardly

count that possible. | am certain had we met | would have no
doubt about it."

Thewoman laughed, and Roo found it asurprisingly youthful
sound from one so old. She tapped his chest with her finger. "'l
wasright. | do know you. | married you." She turned away and,

as shereturned to the waiting retinue, said, "Or someone very



much like you, once, along time ago." Without looking back she
added, "And if | ever see you within speaking distance of any of
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my granddaughters, I'll have you horsewhipped from the city.”
Duncan looked a Roo with fleeting darm crossing hisface.
Then the old woman looked at him as she mounted the first step,

and Roo saw the mischief in her smile as she said, "Or brought to
my quarters. Have a pleasant trip, gentlemen.” To Erik she said,
"Sergeant, tell my grandnephew | am grateful for these keepsakes
of my brother.”

Erik sduted. "M'lady," he said.

Roo went over to Erik. "Who wasthat?' he asked.

Erik said, "The Lady Carline, Dowager Duchess of Salador.
TheKing'saunt."

Duncan laughed. " She must have been something once.”

Roo ebowed hiscousnin theribsand said, " Seems she il is™
They returned to the wagons and Duncan said, " So that was

the precious cargo? Some old clothes and whatever?!

Roo mounted the wagon and said, " So it seems. But she certainly
seemed to et great Store by it."

Duncan mounted the wagon and Roo called out, "Where to now,
Erik?'

Erik said, "Inn of the Nimble Coachman. We passed it on the
way here. They have the royal account.”

Roo knew that meant he and Duncan would stay the night at

the Prince's expense, and he smiled. Every coin he saved now
would be put back into the business, to compensate for the riches
lost when Helmut was murdered. At the thought of hisformer



partner's murder, Roo's thoughts turned dark again, and he found
hismerriment fleaing.

The inn was modest but clean, and Roo enjoyed a hot bath after
the long journey. Duncan found hiswilling barmaid and Roo found
hi"df left donewith Erik and the squad of soldiers. Roo motioned
for Erik to St with him, and when he was sure he was out

of earshot of the soldiers, he asked in alow voice, "Do you know
what'sgoing on?"

Erik said, "About what?*

"This'rush’ shipment of old dothing.”

Erik shrugged. "1 think it's just some things belonging to the

old Prince that Prince Patrick thought his great-aunt would want
to have™
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"That part | understand,” said Roo. "I understand why they

want meto bring thingsinto the paace." Heleft unsaid what they
both knew about that contract. "But this cargo could have goneto
anyone, and why the rush?'

"Maybethe old womanisill?' said Erik.

Roo shook hishead. "Hardly. She looked like she might yank
Duncan'strousers down."

Erik laughed. "She was kind of outspoken, wasn't she?"

Roo sad, "Isde Loungville doing me afavor?'

Erik shook hishead. "Not him. He has nothing to say in this;
fact is, no onein the military does, either our command or the
palace. Y our selection was handled by the office of the Chancellor.”

Which means Duke James."



"l guess," answered Erik, suddenly yawning. “I'm tired. Why
don't you worry about thistomorrow. Besides, who caresif it'sa
pointlessjob, aslong asit payswdl?’

He stood and motioned for his men to retire for the night. Roo
sat alonefor along minute, and abarmaid came over to seeif he
wanted anything. She smiled a him. Heinspected her with a
young man's eyes, then shook his head.

To the chair Erik had just vacated, Roo at last said, "I care.”

Back in Ravensburg, the homecoming was far more festive than
before. Knowing that Roo was returning, the locals planned a small
party.

Erik and his guards had left Sdador the morning after the dlivery,
while Roo and Duncan had set out to track down some of

the mysterious accounts on the ledger Jason had found. A few of
them had been known to Karli, and by using deduction during the
conversation with those people, Roo identified dl thosein the
Sdlador areain quick order. With each of those accounts he discovered
adifferent reason for the discretion exhibited by Helmut

Grindd. All but one had agreed to continue doing businesswith
Roo's new company, and that one had paid off hisaccount in full.
Roo was satisfied with the overdl outcome.

Erik had ridden ahead so0 he could spend afew daysin Ravensburg.
Roo felt no pressing need to linger in the town of his

boyhood and was content to spend but one night there before
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moving on back to his new homein Krondor.

At least sixty people were crowded into the common room of

the Inn of the Pintail, and Erik was grinning at the attention. Roo

watched hisfriend from across the crowded room, feding envy.



Always something of arogue in Ravensburg, Roo knew everyone
but had few friends. Erik, on the other hand, had always been
everyonesfriend, including Roo's.

Roo amiled despite his somewhat subdued mood. Erik's mother
Freida, long the resdent rain cloud in Roo'slife, cameinto the
room through the kitchen door looking like a sunburst. She smiled
at the sght of her son and husband talking together. Marriage
certainly had agreed with Freida, Roo was forced to concede. He
wondered if hewould ever find such pleasurein wife and family.
Thinking of Karli, he felt some concern, yet women had been
having babies since the dawn of time and what could he accomplish
by being near her? Making hisfortune, providing for her and

the child, that was the most important thing Roo could do.
"You'relog, aren't you?' asked afemininevoice.

Roo glanced up to see afamiliar face. He amiled. "Gwen, hello.”
Thegirl sat down. An old friend, she reached acrossthe table
and patted Roo's hand. "Thought | might run into you and that
coudin of yours," she said. Then with atwist of her head, she
indicated Duncan at the other side of the room, deep in conversation
with ayoung girl unknown to Roo. "Seems Ellien found
Duncanfirg."

"Ellien? Bertram'slittle sster?' Roo looked again at the girl and
saw that she was alittle younger than he had thought her to be
when Duncan first began flirting with her. Thelast time he had
seen the girl, she had been shapeless. Now, given the plunging
neckline of her blouse, he could see some shape had definitely
manifested itself over thelast three years.

Gwen twirled astrand of her hair absently as she said, "What
about you?'

Roo sad, "I'm doing fine. I'm owner of afreight company now."
Gwen's smiled broadened. "Owner? How'd you manage that?"
Roo mentioned the death of his partner, and in the telling of

his story, he overstated his own skillsonly alittle. Freidacame by
and filled Roo'swineglass, amiling a him while shedid.

Roo said, "She's changed.”



213

Raymond E. Feist

"She'sfound agood man,” said Gwen.

"What about you?' asked Roo, taking adeep drink.

Gwen sghed draméticdly. Like most of thetown girlshisown
age, Roo knew, she had spent her evenings down by the fountain
in the center of town flirting with theloca boys, and unlike most
girls, shewas till unwed. "The good ones are taken.”

She feigned a pout. Drawing afingernail acrossthe back of Roo's
hand, she said, "Things haven't been the same since you and Erik
left Ravensburg.”

Roo grinned. " Getting dull ?*

"Y ou could say that." Gwen glanced over a Duncan, who now
was whispering something into Ellien's ear, The girl's eyes widened
and she blushed, then burst out laughing, covering her

mouth with her hand. Softly Gwen said, "Well, that'sonelittle
flower that's going to get plucked tonight.” Her sour tone wasn't
lost on Roo. It was now obvious that Gwen had heard Duncan was
here and had comelooking for him.

Asaboy, Roo had dept with the girl afew times. Gwen was

one of the more agreesgble girlsin that regard in the town, which
had probably contributed to no boy's asking for her hand in marriage.
Roo thought it was more likely that there smply were more
girlsthan boys his age as he grew up. There were bound to be
those who didn't find husbands. Still, he liked Gwen.

"Leave your father's house and find aposition at an inn," advised
Roo.

"And why should | do athing like that?" asked Gwen.

Roo grinned as the wine warmed him. "Because then you might
find arich merchant passing through, whose fancy you might
catch.”

Gwen laughed. Shetook asip of wine. "Rich likeyou?'



Roo blushed. "I'm not rich. I'm working hard at it, though.”
"So you're going to be rich someday?" she pressed.

Feding hisspiritslifting, he sad, "Let metel you something
about what I'm going to do."

Gwen motioned for Freida to bring more wine and sat back to
listen to Roo spin histales of ambition.

Roo winced at the sound of someone damming a door down the
hall. Then he shuddered as someone pounded on his bedroom door.
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"What?"' he croaked.

Erik's voice came from beyond the door. "Get dressed. We leave
inan hour.”

Roo fdt the way he had the day they had |eft Krondor. "I've

got to stop doing this," he groaned.

"What?' said adeepy voice next to him.

Suddenly Roo was wide awake and sober. Helooked to hisright
and saw Gwen wrapped up in the bedshests.

"Godg!" Roo whispered.

"What?" asked Gwen.

"What are you doing here?' said Roo as he scrambled out of

bed, reaching for his clothing.

L etting the sheets drop away, Gwen stretched, showing off her
body to good effect, and said, "Well, come back here and I'll show
you ... again."

Roo pulled on his pants. "I can't! Godd! | didnt ... did [?"
Gwen's expression clouded as she said, 'Y ou most certainly did,
more than once. What isthe problem, Roo? It's not the first time
you and | have sported.”

"Ah. .." hesaid, not certain what he could possibly say to explain



thisaway. He sat and pulled on hisboots as quickly as he
could. "Wedl, it'sjud...”

"What?' said Gwen, now certain she wasn't going to like what
she was about to hear.

Draping his shirt over hisarm and grabbing his coat off the floor,
Roo sad, "Wdll, it'sjust ... | thought I might have mentioned it
last night ... but ... I'm married.”

"What!" came the shriek as he opened the door. "Y ou bastard!”
she shouted as she threw the porcelain washbowl that had rested
amoment before on the nightstand next to the bed. It shattered
loudly as Roo hurried down the Sairs.

Hefound Duncan outside and said, "Is the wagon ready?"
Duncan nodded. "I told the smith's gpprentice to hitch it up
when you didn't come down for breskfast thismorning.”

Seeing the agitated condition his cousn wasin, Duncan said,
"lssomething wrong?'

Asif to answer his question, aloud shriek of outrage could be
heard from ingde theinn.

Freida, Nathan, and Milo, who had been saying good-bye to
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Erik, glanced back at theinn, but Roo didn't look back. He
climbed up into the wagon, took the reins, and said, "We're leaving.
y~

Erik nodded, signaed his squad to form up, and motioned them

to follow after Roo's wagon, while Duncan had to jump to get up
on thewagon beforeit left him behind.

"What wasthat?' asked Duncan with agrin.

Roo turned and warned, "Y ou will say nothing. Not athing, do



you understand?”’
Duncan only nodded and laughed.
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THE BABY SQUIRMED.

Erik smiled ashe stood a Roo's side, while the priest of Sung

the White, Goddess of Purity, blessed the child on her naming

day. At the appropriate moment, Roo quickly handed the child
back to Karli.

Thepriest sad, "Abigall Avery, inthis, your pure and innocent
time of life, know that you are blessed in the sight of the goddess.

If you remain true and good, doing harm to no one, then shall you
abidein her grace. Blessed be her name."

"Blessed be," Roo, Karli, and Erik repeated, completing the

ritud of gredting.

The priest nodded and smiled and said, " She's a beautiful girl."

Roo forced asmile. He had so expected a son that when, aweek
before, Karli had begun her labor and produced a girl, he had been
completely unprepared. They had argued for hours about the boy's
name, Roo wanting to cdl his son Rupert after himself, so that he
could ook upon himsdlf asthe founder of adynasty, but Karli
holding out for Helmut, after her father. Then, a the moment

Karli had asked, "What shall we name her?* Roo had stood dumbfounded,
without an answer.

Karli had asked, "Might we name her Abigail after my mother?"
and Roo had nodded, not having words to express himself.

The priest |eft the bedchamber, and Karli put the child at her



breast. Erik motioned for Roo to follow him and led hisfriend out
of theroom.
"Shelll beafine daughter,” said Erik.
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Roo shrugged as he walked down the stairs with Erik. "I guess.
Truth to tell, | expected aboy. Maybe next time."

Erik said, "Don't be too disappointed. | think Karli would be
very upset if you were disgppointed.”

"Doyou?' said Roo, glancing up the sairs. "Well, I'll A back
and fussalittle over the child and pretend I'm thrilled.”

Erik's gaze narrowed, but he said nothing. He moved toward
the door and retrieved his cloak and a broad-brimmed douch hat.
It wasraining in Krondor, and he had gotten soaked coming to
witnessthe ceremony. "'l guess| might aswell tell you now," he
said as his hand rested on the door latch.

mWhat?'

"| probably won't be seeing you for sometime.”

"Why?" asked Roo, hisface betraying something closeto panic.
Erik was one of the few people in the world hefelt he could trust
and rely upon.

"I'm leaving. Soon. It was supposed to be Jadow, but he broke
hisleg last week." He lowered hisvoice. "'l can't tell you where.
but | think you know."

Roo's expression reveded concern. "How long?’

"l don't know. Weve got ... some bloody work ahead of us,
and wdll, it may beavery long time."

Roo gripped hisfriend'sarm asif to hold him there. After a
moment he squeezed Erik'sarm and said. "Stay dive.”

“If I can | will."

Then Roo had hisarms around hisfriend, hugging him closdly.
"Y ou're the only damn brother | ever had, Erik von Darkmoor.
I'll bevery angry if | learn you're dead before you get achance

to seemy son.”



Erik awkwardly returned the hug, then disengaged himself from
Roo. "Keep an eye on Greylock. He was supposed to go, but
de Loungvillethrew afit a being left behind Erik managed
awry smile. "It'sgoing to be an interesting trip. Sure you don't
want to comewith us?'

Roo laughed a humorlesslaugh. "I can do without that sort of
interesting.’ " He motioned toward the upstairsroom. "I have
people to take care of ."

"Soyou do," said Erik with asmile. "Just see you do agood
job or I'll be back to haunt you."
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"Just come back and you can do what you want,” said Roo.
Erik nodded, opened the door, and was gone.

Roo stood motionless, feding an absence more profound than
any he had known in hislife. He remained there for awhile, and
when he at last broke out of hisreverie, he pulled his cloak off

the peg and left for the shop. He forgot to go upstairs and make

afussover the baby.

jason signaed to Roo, who moved across the crowded warehouse.
Business had been building steedily for the last Sx months,
and now they had twenty-six full-time drivers and a score of apprentices.

What isit?" asked Roo.

Jason held out a parchment without any sed onit. The only
marking on the outside was Roo's name. "Thiswas just delivered.
It came by royd post.”

Roo took it and opened it. It said: "A Quegan trader has put in

at Sarth. John."

Roo's brow furrowed as he considered the importance of the



message, then he said, "Tell Duncan we leave a once for Sarth.”
Jason nodded. Duncan came from the small gpartment he and
Luisdtill shared in therear; Jason had taken Roo's space in the
tiny apartment, snce Roo was now living with hisfamily. "What
isit?" he asked, obvioudy having been wakened from a nap.
"Remember John Vindi up a Sarth?'

Duncan yawned widdly as he nodded. "What of him?"

"He's sent usamessage.”

'What'sit say?" asked Duncan.

'A Quegan trader hasput in."

Duncan looked uncertain amoment; then hisfacelit up witha
amile. "A Quegan trader in Sarth can mean only onething." He
lowered hisvoice. "Contraband.”

Roo held up afinger indicating sllence. " Something requiring
discretion." To Jason he said, "After I'm gone, send word to Karli,
telling her I'll be gone for aweek or s0."

Asthe newly serviced wagon wasfitted, and food and waterskins
loaded aboard, Roo speculated on what it was that Vinci wanted
to sall him. He kept wondering asthey rolled out of theyard into
the city and started their way north.
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Thetrip to Sarth had proven uneventful. Roo felt a strange discomfort
listening to Duncan rattle on about thisbarmaid or that

gameof dice. He couldn't put hisfinger onit, but hefet asif

there was something back in Krondor |eft unattended, and that



vague uneasi ness was growing into full-blown worry by thetime
they reached Sarth.

They arrived at sundown and went straight to the shop of John
Vinci. They pulled up in front and Roo jumped down. "Let me
talk to him amoment," he said to Duncan, "then well head for
theinn."

"Very wel," Duncan agreed.

Roo went insde, and Vinc sad, "Ah, it'syou. | wasjust about
to close. Would you like to dine with my family?"

Roo sad, "Certainly. Now what isthis mysterious note you

sent me?!

Vinci went to the door and locked it. He motioned for Roo to
follow him to the back room. "Two things. As| said in the note,
aQuegan trader arrived here alittle over aweek ago. The captain
was ... anxiousto dispose of an item, and when | saw it | thought
of you."

Hetook down alarge box and opened it. Inside, Roo saw avery
elegant-looking set of rubies mounted in adisplay case, asif for
presentation. He had never seen anything likeit, but Helmut had
mentioned such displaysto him, and he didn't need morethan a
moment to know what it meant. " Stolen.”

"Wll, the trader seemed ready to take whatever | agreed to
give him before he returned to Queg.”

Roo thought amoment. "What did you pay for it?"

John looked at Roo askance amoment. "What matter isthat to
you? What isit worth?"

"Your life, if the Quegan noble who ordered it to present to his
mistressfinds out you haveit," answered Roo. "L ook, I'm going
to have to ship that to the Eastern Ream if | take it off your
hands. No noble in the Western Realm is going to give thoseto
hiswife, have her wear them to areception, and encounter some
Quegan envoy who recognizes them for what they are.”

John looked uncertain. "How would they know?"

Roo pointed at the stones. "It'samatched set, John. There are
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five brilliant matched stones, and adozen smaler ones, but dl are
cut inidentica fashion. The caseis..." Hetook it, closed it, and

turned it over. "Look, here." He pointed to aline of symbols cut
into the wood.

"l don't read Quegan,” said John.

"And | canfly,” said Roo. "Dont lieto aliar, John. Vinci isno
Kingdom name. What isit, short for Vincinti?'

John grinned. "Vincintius. My grandfather was an escaped Quegan
dave who kept his master's surname.” He glanced at the mark.
"So thiswas made by commission from Lord Vasarius by Secaus
Gracianus, master jeweler. Get anew box."

Roo said, "Because that gem cutter will know these rubieslike

he knows his own children, he has certainly let it be known they
are gone. If they show up anywhere west of Darkmoor, he will
know within amonth who has them, and who they were purchased
from. The hunt will be on. The only way you're going to keep

your throat intact will be to stop pulling my finger and tell me

what you paid."

John didn't look convinced. "Ten thousand sovereigns.”

Roo laughed. "Try again."

John said, "Very well, five thousand."

Roo sad, "I'm sorry. | can't hear you. What wasit you said?'
John sad, "l paid athousand gold sovereigns.”

"Where did you get athousand sovereigns?' asked Roo.

"Some | had saved, and therest in trade. He needed to refit."

"On hisway to Kesh or the Free Cities, was he?' said Roo.

"In something of ahurry," said John. "He stole the box or had

it tolen before he redized how difficult it would be to dispose of
the booty." He shrugged. "Hisloss; our gain.”

Roo nodded. "Hereéswhat I'll do. Y ou can have either two thousand
sovereigns gold, now, or I'll giveyou.. . athird of what | can

fetch in the Eat, but you'll haveto wait."



John considered only amoment. "I'll take the gold now."

Roo sad, "'l thought you would." Reaching into histunic, he
Pulled out a heavy purse. "1 can give you a hundred now, and a
letter of account. The goldisin Krondor."

"That's not gold now,’ Roo."

Roo shook his heed. "All right, make it twenty-one hundred: a

hundred now, and two thousand on aletter.”

kl~
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"Done. I'm heading to Krondor next month and I'll present the
letter then.”

"Takeit to my officeand I'll seeyou're paid. Or you can have
alineof credit.”

"What, s0 you can have the merchants jack up the pricesfor a
kickback and get your price discounted?

Roo laughed. " John, why don't you work for me?"

John said, "What do you mean?"'

"L et me buy this miserable shop of yoursand closeit up. Bring
your family down to Krondor and run ashop for me. I'll pay you
more than you'll ever make here. Y our talents are wasted in Sarth.”
John said, "Krondor? Never thought much of living in acity.

Let methink onit."

"You do that,” said Roo. "I'm heading for theinn. I'll come by
your home later for supper. | have my cousin with me."

"Bring himaong," said John. "And we can talk of that other
metter | mentioned.”

"Good," said Roo, letting himsdlf out of the store. He felt good.
It might take a couple of months, but those rubies would fetch



him at least five thousand sovereigns profit.
As he climbed into the wagon, Duncan said, "That took you

long enough.”
Taking thereins, Roo grinned. "It wasworth it.”

John'sfamily was crowded into asmall house a short distance
behind his shop, separated from the shop by asmall gardenin
which John'swife grew vegetables. Roo and Duncan were admitted
by John, who was now puffing on along pipe. He offered them
amug each of afar dewhile Annie, hiswife, prepared dinner in
the kitchen, aided by severa children. Roo found the noise nerve-racking
asthe younger three children haf played, haf scuffled

underfoot while John sat ignoring them.

"Don't you find thisalittle much?' asked Roo.

"What?' said John.

"Thenoise"

John laughed. "Y ou get used to it. Y ou obvioudy don't have
children.

Roo blushed. "Actually, | do have... ababy.

John shook hishead. "Then get used to it.”
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Duncansad, "Very nicede."
John said, "It's nothing specid, but | do enjoy amug between
closing the shop and supper.”

"What's this other matter you mentioned?" asked Roo.

"While he was talking, the Quegan trader whom | did business
with mentioned something | thought you might find interesting.”
"What isit?'

"If you can turn thisto aprofit, what's my cut?"

Roo glanced at Duncan. "It depends, John. Information is



sometimes very useful to one person and worthlessto another.”

"I know about those trading consortiums down in Krondor and
you're the sort of man to be involved with them.”

Roo laughed. "Not yet, but | do know my way around the trading
floor at Barret's. If there's something you know that | can trade
for gold a Barret's, I'll give you two percent of what | make."
John considered. "More. Take the two thousand gold sovereigns
you owe me and invest it with your own gold." He leaned forward.
"Make meapartner.”

Roo said, "Done, for this one transaction.”

"Hereswhat | know," began John. "The Quegan captain |

talked to said that afriend of his had sailed acargo to Margrave's
Port. While he was there, rumors were spreading through the city
that there was some sort of pest infesting the whest fields outside
the city." He dropped hisvoice asif fearing somehow to be overheard
in hisown house. "Grasshoppers.”

Roo looked confused. " So? There are grasshoppers everywhere.”

John said, "Not like these. If the farmer is mentioning grasshopper's,
what they're talking about isalot worse: locugts.”

Roo sat back, stunned. "If thisistrue. . ." Hecaculated. "If

that news hasn't reached Krondor yet. . ." He jumped to hisfeet.
"Duncan, were leaving now. John, | will invest the gold | owe

Y OU. For if thisrumor turns out to befase, I'll be too poor to pay
Y ou what | oweyou, anyway. But if it'strue ... well both berich
Duncan was out of his seet, looking confused, as Annie stuck
her head through the kitchen door. " Supper's ready."

"Aren't We going to cat?' said Duncan.

Roo sdluted John'swife. "Regrets, Annie. We must fly."
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He hdf pushed Duncan out of the door as Duncan complained.
"I don't follow. What's going on?"

"I'll explainit to you on our way south. Well cat whilewe

drive”

Duncan made an aggravated sound as they hurried to theinn,
where they would need to tack up atired team of horses and get
started on the hurried trip home.
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Duncan said, "1 see something ahead.”

Roo, who had been dozing abit while his cousin took aturn
driving the team, wasingtantly aert. It was an uneventful trip
despitetheir hurrying to the horses limits. Usudly between Sarth
and Krondor this was the case, but even though they were ill
ingde the wdll-patrolled Principality, outlaws and the occasiona
goblin raid were not unheard of.

Asthey moved up the road, another wagon could be seen. It
was pulled over to the side of the road and the driver was waving.
Roo pulled up and the driver said, "Can you help me?*
"What's the problem?" asked Roo.

"I've got abusted hub." He pointed to the rear whed, looking
nervous. "And my magter will be furiousif thiscargoislate.”
Roo took a second look at the wagon. "Who's your master?”
"I'm ateamster for jacoby and Sons," answered the driver.

Roo laughed. "1 know your master. Yes, helll be upset if you're
delayed. What cargo?'

At that the driver looked very uncomfortable. " Just sometrade
goods... from Sarth."

Roo glanced at Duncan, who nodded and jumped down. "MY
friend," said Duncan, "werein aposition to be of service." He
dowly drew hissword and pointed at the wagon. "First werre going
to unload your cargo and put it in our wagon, which, asyou

can see, is presently empty. Then we will replace our very tired

horses with your rested and fresh animals.”



The driver looked asif he was going to bolt, but Roo had come
around the other side of his horses and stood between the driver
and freedom. Thetimid man said, "Please don't hurt me."

Duncan smiled. "My friend, that isthe last thing we wish to do.
Now, why don't you get started on unloading while my companion
ingpectsyour bill of lading.”
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The man's eyes grew wide as he headed for the back of the
wagon. Unfastening the last tie-down, he said, "The paperwork is
... coming by messenger ... later."

Roo laughed. "And the guard at the city gate who Tim Jacoby
has paid off will believe that nonsense, I'm certain.”

Thedriver nodded and sighed. "Y ou know the routine, obvioudy."
Helifted alarge box out of the wagon and carried it over

to Roo's wagon. Duncan lowered the tailgate, and the man shoved
the box in, pushing it deep into the wagon. "'Y ou redize you're
going to get mekilled?"

"I doubt it," said Roo. "you've got abusted whed, and when

you reach Krondor, you'll have awonderful taleto tell of the brave
fight you put up againgt overwhelming odds."

Duncan chimed in: "Y our bravery is undoubted, and you risked
your life againg six bandits-no, seven banditsfor your master's
cargo. Why, I'd buy you adrink in any innin Krondor to hear that
dory again. "

"What's the cargo?" asked Roo.

"Might aswell tell you," said the driver as he carried the second
box over to Roo's wagon. "Quegan luxuries. My master sent me
up to Sarth to meet with a Quegan captain who made an unschedul ed
stop there. The Roya Customs house was closed, because

the customs officer in Sarth isdead.”

"When did that happen?' asked Roo, suddenly very interested.
"Over ayear ago." Thedriver laughed hitterly. "For whatever



reason, new Princein the city, or some other thing, there's been
no replacement up there since. Makesit easy to pick up goods
there and bring them down to the city. Asyou said, if you know
theright city gate and which guard sergeant to talk to, getting into
the city with any cargo isan easy task.”

Roo sad, "Would you be willing to mention the time and gate?"
"What'sin it for me?" asked the driver, and suddenly Roo was
laughing.

"Y our loydty to the Jacobysis unmatched.”

The driver shrugged, then jJumped into the wagon to grab the

last box. "Do you know Tim?"

Roo nodded. "Well enough.”

"Then you know he'saswine. Hisfather, Frederick, when he
wasin charge, well, he'satough old boot, but he was mostly fair.
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If you did something wdll, therewas alittle extrain it for you.
Randol ph's a decent enough fellow.

"But Tim," said the driver, carrying the box over to Roo's

wagon, "now there's a piece of work. He's the sort that if)you do
aperfect job, why, that's what he's paying you for, but if you make
thetiniest mistake, you're aslikely to get aknife between your
ribs asapat on the back. He has these two bashers who are with
him dl thetime. He'sarough customer.”

Roo glanced at Duncan. "At least hethinksheis." He asked

the driver, "What's your name?"

"jeffrey," answered the driver.

"Well, Jeffrey," said Roo, "you've been very helpful.” He

reached into his purse and pulled out agold coin. "The gate and
time?'

"Just before you get to the city, turn off along the seatrail and
cometo the small gate that leads to the fishing harbor to the north



of the city. That's the gate. During the day watch. It's a sergeant
named Diggs. He's taking Jacoby gold.”

"Areyou known to him?'

The driver nodded. "But Jacoby usesalot of different teamsters
to cover histracks. He sometimes hires saillors or farmersif he
thinks he might be caught smuggling.” Roo nodded, remembering
the drunken sailor who had run hiswagon into Barrett's front door.
"So when you see the gate guard, ask for Diggs by name. Tell

him you've got netting from Sarth.”

"Netting from Sarth?’

"Anything ese and hell be onyou likelice on abeggar, but if

you say, ‘Netting from Sarth," helll wave you through. Don't mention
Jacoby or say anything ese. just say, 'Netting from Sarth,’
andyourein.”

Roo took out another coin and flipped it to the driver, who suddenly
seemed far lesstroubled by this hijacking. jeffrey said,

"Y ou'd better mark me up some so Tim Jacoby doesn't kill me."
Roo nodded, and Duncan struck the man hard across the face
with the back of hishand. jeffrey spun around and fell to the
ground, and Roo could see ared welt appearing on his cheek.
Jeffrey shook his head and stood up. "Better close one of my
eyes," he said as hetore his own tunic. Duncan glanced a Roo,
who nodded again, and thistime Duncan doubled up hisfigt, drew
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back, and drove it straight into the man's | eft eye. He staggered
backward and fell hard against the side of Jacoby's wagon, striking
the back of hishead. He sat heavily on the ground, and for a
moment Roo thought he might lose consciousness, but instead he

fel over on hissde and started ralling in the dirt. Then, with

wobbling knees, he stood up. "One more ought to do it,” he said



in hoarse tones.

Roo raised his hand and Duncan held hisblow. "When you're
discharged by Jacoby, come see me about a position.”

Squinting with his good eye, the driver said, "Who are you?"
"Rupert Avery."

The man laughed astrangled laugh. "oh, thisisrich. Just the
mention of your name makes Tim crap in histrousers. No one
knowswhat it was you done to him, but he's got some mgjor hate
for you, Mr. Avery."

Roo sad, "Thefeding ismutud. Hekilled my partner.”

jeffrey said, "Well, I'd heard rumors, but that was all. Now, if

we could get this over with, I'll be dong after | lay low abit, and
then I'll be talking to you about that job."

Roo nodded and Duncan unleashed a heavy blow, striking Jeffrey
hard enough to lift him off hisheds. The man turned in the

ar ashefdl again, thistime not rising. Duncan leaned over and
looked at the unconscious man. "He knows how to take it, that's
for certain. Hell live”

"He'stough enough,” said Roo. "And evenif | don't hirehim, |
want to know as much as he does about how the Jacobys operate.”
Duncan sad, "Wdl, weld better be dong before a patrol rides
by. Might be difficult to explain dl this."

Roo nodded. Both men mounted up and Roo headed the wagon
down the highway.

The return to Krondor went uneventfully. The only tense moment
was when they reached the indicated gate and the soldier

inquired about their cargo. Roo asked for Sergeant Diggs by name,
and after Roo told him the cargo, the sergeant hesitated a moment
before waving them through.

Roo had taken a circuitous route through the city in casethey
~were being followed, and findly reached his own shop. Luiswas

overseeing the dispatch of four wagonsthat were to meet with a
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caravan outside the city and carry goods into the palace. Roo
quickly unloaded the goods they had taken from Jacoby's wagon
and opened each box for inspection.

As he had suspected, the itemsinvolved were dl high-tariff. A
couple of smal boxes contained what appeared to be drugs. Duncan
said, "I'm no expert, but | think those are Dream and Joy.

I'm not a user, but I've caught awhiff of them in some of the
places|'vevigted.”

Dream was adrug that induced hallucinations and joy caused
euphoria. Both were dangerous, illegd, and highly profitable.
"What do you think boxes like that would be worth?" asked Roo.
Duncan replied, "As| said, I'm no expert, but | think our friend
Jeffrey may end up floating in the harbor for letting us boost it
from Jacoby. Maybe ten thousand gold. | don't know. | don't even
know who you'd el it to."

Roo cadculated. "Find out, will you. Start with that girl over at

the Inn of the Broken Shield, Katherine. She'saformer Mocker
and would know if there's an gpothecary in the city who would be
adiscreet buyer." The other boxes contained some jewelry, probably
gtolen, astherubieswere.

After Duncan departed, Roo called Jason over from hiswork
desk. "How much gold can we get our hands on in ahurry?"

Jason said, 'Y ou want an exact figure or rough?"

"Rough for now."

"Thirteen, fourteen thousand gold, pluswhatever you canraise
sling thisgtuff.”

Roo rubbed his chin as he thought. Prudence dictated he sell

the jewelry asfar from Queg as possible, lest he run the risk of
finding some angry Quegan lord's hired nin hisbedchamber

onenight.



Luis cameinto the room from seeing the wagons leave for the
caravanseral, and Roo asked, "Has Erik |eft yet?”

"Saw him lagt night & theinn. Why?'

Roo said, "I'll tell youwhen | get back." He hurried out of the
office, running after Duncan.

Roo glanced around the room and saw that Erik was nowhere
in sght. He and Duncan crossed to where the girl Katherine
worked, and Roo said, "Has Erik |eft yet?!
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Thegirl shrugged. "Saw him herelagt night. Why?"
"l need to talk to him." To Duncan he said, "Seeif shecan
help us, and I'm off to the palace. I'll come back here when I'm

done."

"Good," said Duncan, dapping his hand on the bar and winking
a thegirl. "I've athroat full of road dust and haven't seen a pretty
facein weeks."

Katherine threw him awithering look, but said, "Whet'll you
haveto drink?'

"Ale, my lovely," said Duncan as Roo hurried out of theinn.

It took afew minutes to convince the gate guard to send for

Erik. The guard didn't realize whom he was speaking to, as Roo
aways showed up on awagon early in the morning, not on foot
latein the day.

Erik arrived ten minuteslater and said, "What isit?"

"l need to talk to you aminute.”

Erik waved him through the gate and they walked to where they
were out of earshot of the other soldiers. "How much gold do you
have?' asked Roo.



Erik blinked. "Gold? Why?'

"l need aloan."

Erik laughed. "For what?'

"I've got thisinformation,” Roo said. "'l don't havealot of time,

| need twenty thousand gold pieces. | have maybe fourteen, and
can raise another three or four. | just thought I'd see if you wanted
to get in onthisinvestment.”

Erik consdered. "Wadll, it'snot like I'm going to need alot of
gold whereI'mgoing.”

Roo blinked as redlization came to him that he and Erik had
aready bidden each other good-bye. "When do you leave?’
Erik said, "We sail day after tomorrow, but that's not to be
shared with anyone.”

Roo said, "I'm sorry, Erik. | wasn't thinking. Y ou have agrest
deal onyour mind and alot to do.”

"Things are pretty much under control, actudly." He stared at
Roo amoment. " Important?'

"Very," said Roo. "l haven't even been home yet.”

"Well, comedong.”
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He led Roo through the palace to the office of the Chancdllor.
Duke jamess secretary sad, "Sir?"

"It occursto methat | haven't drawn my pay in awhile. Could
you tell me how much | have on accounts?*

The secretary said, "A moment, Sr." He opened up alarger
leather-bound ledger and consulted it.

Theinner door opened and Lord James exited his private office
suite. "Von Darkmoor," he said with anod, then he caught sight
of Roo. "Avery? What brings you here? Thinking of enlisting
agan?'

Roo smiled, despite finding no humor in the remark. But the



man was Duke of Krondor, after dl. "My lord," he said in greeting.
"No, | was asking my friend for aloan for abusinessinvestment.”
James stopped, and his eyes narrowed. "Y ou're seeking investors?
Yes," answered Roo.

The old Duke studied Roo's face amoment, then waved him

to follow. "Comein, both of you."

Onceinsde, James signaled to Erik to close the door and, when
they were done, sat down. Looking at Roo, he said, "What'sthe
scam?'

Roo blinked. "It's no scam, m'lord. I've comeinto some information
which may give me apostion that will bring greet profit.”

james sat back in hischair. "Care to share that information

with me?'

"With al due respect, no, mlord."

Duke James laughed. "Y ou're direct enough. Let me rephrase

this tdl me”

Roo looked first a James, then at Erik, and findly said, "Very
well, but only if you promise not to interfere with my investments,
M'lord.”

Erik looked scanddized a Roo's affront to the Duke's dignity,

but the Duke only looked amused. "1 make no promises, young
Rupert, but trust me when | say that the kinds of sums of money
yourethinking about interest me very little. My concerns have
more to do with the safety and well-being of theream.”

"Wadl then," said Roo, "it's about the wheet crop in the Free
Cities"

"What about them?" asked James, now keenly interested.
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james sat, blinked, and then broke into laughter. "And where



did you get thistidbit?'
Roo explained about the chain of news, without going into detail
about what brought a Quegan trader to Sarth, and when hewas

finished, James said, " So what do you propose to do, buy up dl

the whest in the West, then hold the Free Cities trading representatives
hostage?'

Roo blushed. "Not quite. | mean to underwrite as many grain

shipsas| can. | mean to form asyndicate. That takestime, and |

need to find someone a Barret's who can vouch for me, and time
ismoving quickly.”

"Now, that's an ambitious plan,” said James. He picked up a

small bell and rang it. Within a heartbesat, the door opened and

the Duke's secretary said, "My lord?"

"How much gold is young von Darkmoor owed by the Kingdom?"

He has nearly athousand gold sovereignsin back pay coming,
my lord."

James rubbed his chin. "Pay him athousand, and"-he narrowed
his gaze-"advance him another two thousand againgt what

we're going to be paying him over the next year."

If the secretary was curious why, he said nothing, only bowing
dightly and closing the door. Before it was completely shut, Duke
James said, "And send for my grandson Dash.”

"Yes, my lord,” camethe reply asthe door shut.

The Duke stood and said, "My two grandsons have come from
the court in Rillanon to serve with me. Their parentsare dill in

the capitd, asmy son must tidy up afew things before joining

us." Hecircled around his desk and said, "James, the eldest, has
astrong appetite for the army, like his Great-Uncle William."
James amiled. "But Dashel is... well, let's say I'm looking for the
Proper undertaking to engage his ... unusua taents.”

He put his hand on Roo's shoulder. "Do you think you could

use aclever lad in this soon-to-be-booming enterprise you're building,
Mr. Avery?'



Roo wanted to hire anoble's grandchild as much as he wanted
aboail on hisbackside, but sensing the way this conversation was
heading, he said, "My lord, | would be more than happy to have
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abright and talented lad join my concern ... as an gpprentice, you
understand. | can't show favoritism because he's of high station.”
jameslaughed at that. "Rupert, if you had any idea of my history-
never mind. | think you'll find the boy aquick study, and

he's getting a bit underfoot around here.”

A knock came from the door and James said, "Comein."

The door opened and ayoung man stepped through. Roo
glanced back and forth between the Duke and hisgrandson. The
resemblance was striking. They were of equa height, though the
boy might be afinger'swidth taler. Save for the age, they could
have been brothers, not grandfather and grandson. But where the
Duke had a beard, the lad was clean-shaven, and where the Duke
hed nearly white hair, the youth had curly brown locks,

"How would you like to try your hand at commerce?" asked the
Duke.

"What do you have up your deeve, Grandfather?' responded

the youngdter.

"Something that will keep you out of the gambling hallsand
taverns, Dash. Meet your new employer, Mr. Avery."

Roo nodded. The young man seemed wryly amused at the news
that he was now an employee of Avery and Sons, but he merely
nodded. "Sir* was dl he said.

"Now, go with Mr. Avery, and when you get to Barret's, ask to
see Jerome Masterson. Introduce yoursalves and say this, that |



would count it agreat persond favor if he could facilitate whatever
Mr. Avery needs doneto establish hislittle syndicate.”

To Roo he said, "Good luck, and I hope you don't go broke too
quickly." To Erik he said, "I hope you can find aday when you
can enjoy dl thisimmense wedlth Rupert isgoing to put asde for
you until you return.”

Erik nodded, "I'll say yeato that, Sir.”

To Dash the Duke said, "Come by and visit usfromtime to

time, you rogue.”

The young man said, "That means you're throwing me out of

the paace again?'

James laughed. "Something like that. Y ou're Mr. Avery's apprentice
until hefiresyou, so youll beliving wherever he puts

YOU.5~

Roo thought of the dready cramped quarters shared by Luis,
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Duncan, and Jason, but said nothing. The three men left the
Duke's office, and Roo found he could hardly breathe, he was so
excited by the prospects of the coming opportunity.

He barely heard Erik's good-bye as he | eft the city gate, the

grandson of the most powerful noblein the Kingdom at hisside,

his new apprentice.
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Thirteen

ROO CLEARED HISTHROAT.
The door waiter turned and Roo winced as he saw it was Kurt.



His old nemesis narrowed his gaze and said, "What do you want?'
"I would like to speak with Jerome Masterson,” said Roo

evenly, ignoring Kurt'slack of civility.

Kurt raised one eyebrow but said nothing. He turned and whispered
something to another waiter, anew boy unknown to Roo,

who nodded and hurried off. "Wait here," said Kurt, walking away.
"Surly bugger, isnt he?' said Dash.

"Y ou don't know the half of it," said Roo.

The second waiter and Kurt returned afew minuteslater, and

Kurt said, "Mr. Magsterson regretsthat his schedule at thistime
doesn't present an opportunity to speak with you. Perhaps some
other time."

Roo's temper began to flare. "Let me guess, Kurt. Y ou neglected
to specify who was asking to see him." Roo pushed through the
swinging railing and Kurt backed away a step.

t.

"Don't make me send for the City Watch, Avery!" warned Kur
Kurt motioned for the young waiter to come closer, and with

some hesitancy, hedid. "What did you say to Mr. Masterson?”
The boy glanced at Kurt, then Roo. "I told him what Kurt said

to tell him: aformer waiter wished aword with him.”

"That'swhat | thought,” said Roo. He ingtructed the boy, "Return
and say to Mr. Masterson that Rupert Avery of Avery and Son
and the grandson of the Duke of Krondor would appreciate a moment

of histime"
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At mention of the Duke, Dash made athestrica haf-bow, with
awicked grin, and Kurt's face drained of color. He glanced at the
now totally confused waiter and said, "Doit!"



Two men returned with the waiter afew momentslater. To
Rupert's surprise and pleasure, one of them was Sebastian Lender.
"Young Avery," said Lender, holding out his hand. They shook.
"Gentlemen, may | present Dashel, grandson of the Duke of
Krondor and the newest member of my company.”

"And may | present Jerome Masterson,” said Lender, referring

to the stocky man at his side. Masterson wore a short-cut black
beard shot with grey, and his hair was cut Sraight at his collar. His
clothing was finely made but of plain design, and he wore aminimum
of jewery.

"Please, comewith me," said Masterson, leading them into the

main room of the coffee house.

Asthey left agaping Kurt behind, Roo turned and said, "My
cousin Duncan will be aong sometime soon. Please show him to
our table the moment he arrives”

The order for coffee was put in asthey settled around alarge
tablein the corner, and Masterson said, "Y our grandfather and |
areold friends, Dash. Boyhood friends.”

Dash grinned. "I think | understand.”

Roo did aswell. Given what he overheard that night outsde the
headquarters of the leader of the Mockers, he guessed that the
Duke wasn't the only former thief to have migrated to alawful
exigence. Then there was aways the chance that despite his
proper appearance, he was ill athief.

Masterson said, "Y ou look enough like him ... it'suncanny. Do
you take after him in other ways?' he asked with awink.

Dash laughed. "I've climbed awal or two in my time, but I've
never picked up the knack for cutting purses. My mother frowned
on that sort of thing."

They dl laughed, and the coffee was served. As each man fixed
his cup theway heliked it, Lender said, "So, Mr. Avery. | was
conducting some routine business with one of my clientswhen

Y our message cameto us. What isthis about?"

Roo glanced at Masterson, who nodded. "L ender ismy litigator



and solicitor, so he would be here even if you didn't know him. |

amrightin assuming thisisn't asocid cdl, an| not?"
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"You areindeed, sr," said Roo. Clearing histhroat, he said, "I
am looking to form asyndicate.”

Lender glanced at Masterson, and then asked, "Y ou mean join
asyndicate?"

"No, | mean to form one specificaly for an investment.”
Masterson said, "I am apartner in severd. It might befar easer
to propose you as amember of one than to build one from
scratch. ™

Roo said, "I only worked here ashort time, but as| understand
the workings of such, if | join asyndicate and propose aventure
and the partners vote it down, then I'm out of luck."

"Yes, that'strue," said Masterson.

"But if | propose the creetion of one for the specific purpose of
the venture, then only those who wish to participate will accept
partnership, and we go forward."

"That isdsotrue" said Lender.

"Well, before we rush down that avenue," said Masterson, "let's
hear something about your venture so | can judge the wisdom of
darting from scratch.”

Roo hesitated, but it was Dash who spoke. ™Y ou're going to have
to tell someone sooner or later, Mr. Avery.”

Roo sighed. Hishiggest fear was of telling someonein aposition
to take advantage of the newswithout benefiting himsdlf. He
knew it unlikely from anyone who was recommended by the Duke
and aclient of Lender's, but he till hesitated.

"Goon," sad Lender.

"I mean to underwrite shipping.”

"There are dozens of such syndicates aready,” said Masterson.



"Why do we need anew one?"

"I want to specidizein grain shipmentsto the Free Cities."
Masterson and Lender looked at each other. Masterson said
"That'susudly afairly short-gain, low-risk venture, young man-unless
the Quegans arein araiding mood. But asthey've been

quiet of late, one must suspect you've adifferent reason to wish
to specidizein ardatively dull enterprise.”

Roo colored a bit. "I have reason to believe that the demand for
such trangport islikely to go up soon and that there will be avery
heavy increase in shipping to the Free Cities, so | thought | would
bein aposition to set up some multiple-voyage underwriting.”
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Masterson looked a Lender. "The lad knows something.”
Leaning forward, he lowered hisvoice. "Out with it, Rupert. |
give you my word that whatever it is, you shall beentitledtoa
full share based on both your participation and your news."

Roo glanced at the other three faces and quietly said, "Locuds.”

"I knew it!" said Masterson, dapping the table.

p~9

Lender said, "Y ou knew there were locustsin the Free Cities.
"No," answered Masterson. "I knew there was something that
gave himan edge.” Againlowering hisvoice, hesad, "Therédsa
type of insect caled the twenty-year locust that breeds out there.
They're due next year, but sometimesthey come ayear early and
sometimesthey come ayear late. Any newsthey arein fact on
their way. . . " Masterson looked up and signaed to awaiter, who
hurried over. Masterson said, "Would you seeif Mr. Crowley and
Mr. Hume are upstairs, please? If they are, ask them to please
jonus”

Turning to Roo, Masterson said, "How rdiableisyour source?!



Roo was |oath to tell him the news was from afugitive seatrader
deding in golengems. "I'd say it'sfarly reliadle”

Masterson stroked his beard. "There are severa waysto play

this. Each matchesrisk to reward.”

Two men gpproached and M asterson indicated they should sit.
He introduced everyone. Hume and Crowley were apair of investors
who had participated in severd different syndicates with
Masterson.

"Our young friend here’-he indicated Roo-"brings usword

of ashortage of grain in the Free Cities. How do you react to that
news?'

"How much of ashortage?' asked Crowley, athin, suspicious-looking
fdlow.

Roo lowered hisvoice and once again said, "Locudts.”

"Who isyour source?' asked Hume, a soft-looking man with a
wheezing in his ches.

"A Quegan trader put in at Sarth two weeks ago and mentioned

in passing to abusiness associate of mine that they had been found
on afarm outsde Margrave's Port."

Magterson said, "That would be thelogica place for themto

first show up.y$

"If it'sas bad aswhen | wasaboy,” said Hume, "they could
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spread up to Ylith and into Y abon. There would be serious shortages
intheWes."

"And if they go over the mountainsinto the Far Coast region,
evenmore,” said Crowley.

Masterson turned to face Roo. "There are three basic ways we

can approach this news, my young friend." He held up afinger.

"We can attempt to buy grain now, storing it away in warehouses,
and wait for the demand to increase.” He held up a second finger.



"We can do as you suggest and underwrite the cost of shipping
the grain to the Far Coast, making our profit irrespective of the
profit potentia in each shipment of grain." He held up the third
finger. "Or we can try to control the grain without purchasing it.”
"Options?' said Crowley.

Nodding, Masterson said to Roo. Do you know about options?*
Roo decided trying to appear more clever than he was would
work againg himin thisstuation. "Not redly."

"We agreeto buy grain at aprice from agroup of growers here
inthe area. But rather than buy it, we purchase the right to buy
it, for asmall part of the costs. If wefail to purchaseit, welose
the option money.

"The benefit isthat we can control ahuge amount of grain for
ardaively smdl amount of gold."

"But therisk isyou lose everything if the price goes down,”

sad Dash.

"Yes," sad Crowley. "You do understand.”

Masterson said, "'l propose we hedge our positions by buying
some grain at market, options on therest.”

"What about the underwriting?' said Roo.

Masterson said, "I've never been keen on underwriting. Ships
gnk. If what you say turns out to be true, well be sending grain
out on anything that floats, and some of the craft will likely sink.
Let someone ese assumetherisk and well pay atiny premium.”
Masterson was quiet amoment, then said, "I think we option the
entire amount. What hedge we have with grain purchaseistrivid
if the price doesn't rise. We diminish our risk by little, but we
diminish our profit potential agreet ded."

Hume sighed. "Y ou dwayswin a cards, too." He thought a
moment. "But you make sense. If we areto gamble, then let us

gamble"
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Crowley said, "Agreed.”

Thiswasal going too quickly for Roo, and he said, "How much
will thiscogt?"

"How much gold do you have?' asked Crowley.

Roo tried to remain cdm ashe said, "1 can put about twenty

thousand sovereigns on the table thisweek."

Masterson said, "A tidy sum. Between us we can raise ahundred
thousand. That should prove sufficient for our needs.”

"What's our potential gain?' asked Dagh, ignoring thefact he

was considered Roo's assistant.

Hume laughed and coughed. "If there isamassve grain shortage
in the Free Cities, afive-to-one return isnot out of the question.

If it spreadsto Y abon and Crydee, ten-to-one is not outside
possibility."

Masterson added, "If al goes aswe hope, young Mr. Avery, your
twenty thousand golden sovereigns could be two hundred thousand
within the next three months™"

Roo was almost speechless, but then Lender said, "Or it could

be nothing."

Roo felt acold chill run up hisback.

Masterson said, "'l propose anew syndicate, gentlemen. We shall
be the Krondor Grain Traders Association. Would you draw up the
papers, Mr. Lender?’

Then he turned to Roo and stuck out his hand. "Welcometo

our syndicate, Mr. Avery."

Roo stood and solemnly shook hands with histhree new business
partners. Asthe other men moved away from the table, Masterson
said, "Well post your name as amember, and you'll be

ableto join usup there." He pointed to the private upper gdlery,
restricted to members only. Roo had served coffee up there, but
would never have been allowed to set foot there otherwise. "I'll
seeyou to the door.”

Lender left aswell, and Masterson put his hand on Roo's shoulder



asthey waked toward the main entrance. "When can you have
your gold here, Rupert?'

"Within the next two days, Mr. Masterson.”

"Cdl mejerome.”

"Cdl me Roo; everyone does."

"Very well, Roo. Get it here as soon as possible, and Lender
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will send word to your office when the papers are ready to be
sgned.”

Asthey reached the door, Roo saw Duncan entering through
one door. Through the other came an older man, whom R v o recognized
as Jacob Esterbrook. But next to him walked ayoung

woman o beautiful that Roo amost stumbled. He saw Duncan's
mouth open at the Sght of her.

She was perfect, thought Roo. Her hair was done up in acurrent
fashion that framed her facein curls, and ringlets hung down the
back of her head, ahalo of gold. Her eyes were enormous and the
blue of late winter skies, and her cheeksheld ahint of blush. Her
figure was dender and, she carried hersdf like royalty.

"Ah, Esterbrook!" said Masterson. "There's someone here |
want you to mest."

Esterbrook nodded as M asterson opened the swinging gate at
theralil, ignoring the flustered-looking waiter who had tried to get
therefirst after opening the door of the carriage from which the
Esterbrook's had descended.

"Sylvia" said Masterson, nodding in gresting.

"Good day, Mr. Masterson,” said the girl with asmile that made
Roo's blood pound.

"Jacob Esterbrook,” said Masterson, "one of our most important



members, may | present to you our newest member, Mr. Rupert
Aveay."

Esterbrook’s expression remained unchanged. But something
about his eyes bothered Roo. Esterbrook said, "Grindle and
Aveay?'

Roo sad, "It'snow Avery and Son, sr." He held out his hand.
Esterbrook regarded the proffered hand a moment, then shook,
aquick grip and release that made it clear thiswas no more than
aformdity. Something in his manner communicated to Roo that
Mr. Esterbrook didn't think much of Barret's newest member.
Then Roo caught himsalf being regarded coolly by Sylvia, and
now he was certain: the Esterbrooks of Krondor didn't particularly
carefor the company of one Rupert Avery. Roo dowly turned
toward Dash, whilefinding himsdlf unable to take his eyes off
Sylvia "Ah..." he began. "May | present my new assistant?"
Sylvialeaned forward ever so dightly, asif to hear better. "Y es?
she asked quietly.
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Dash took control. "Dashd," he said with a smile and deep bow.
"I believe you know my grandfather.”
Esterbrook said, "Indeed?’

"Duke James," said Dash with feigned innocence.

Instantly Esterbrook’s and his daughter's manner changed. He
smiled and she beamed, and as her smile broadened, Rupert felt
his pulse pound even more furioudy. "Of course,” said Esterbrook,
taking Dash's hand and gripping it warmly. " Please remember
me to your grandfather when next you spesk with him."
Sylviaturned her radiant smile on Roo. ™Y ou must cometo dinner
soon, Mr. Avery. | ingg.”

Roo could barely spesk as he nodded. "I would loveto.”



Dash turned to Masterson with agrin. "We must be going, Sir.

Well be back tomorrow."

"Good day, then," said Masterson, the farewell echoed by Esterbrook
and his daughter.

Dash gently propelled Roo out the door and reached out to take
Duncan'sarm and turn him around as they stepped through the

porta into the street. To the gaping cousinshe said, ™Y ou'd think

you two had never seen a pretty face before.”

Roo reached home late that night. It had taken half the day to

ded with the newsthat Duncan had returned with, that it would

be both possible and dangerous to dispose of the drugs but that

the profit potentia was very high. Katherine had aso been unable
to provide the name of anyone who might consider such apurchase.

Then there was the matter of housing Dash. Roo promised that

he would secure quarters for Luisand Duncan in afew days, dlowing
Jason and Dash to share the apartment, but for the time

being the newest addition to their company's roster would have

to deep in amakeshift |oft above the wagonsin the warehouse. If

the grandson of the most powerful noble in the Kingdom was discomfited
by thisreveation, he hid it in good humor. Roo suspected

he had seen rougher quarters during hisrelaively short

life. He thought in passing about his asking if he was being tossed

out of the palace again.

Jason and Roo had sat up for acouple of hours plotting the quick
disposal of the gems gained in Sarth. A message was prepared for
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agem broker in Salador who had been an old trading companion
of Hemut Grindd's, outlining in detail what Roo had to offer, and
by the time that had been disposed of, it was after dark.

Roo made it home and used his key to unlock the door. re saw
that everyone was dready in bed and quietly made hisway upgtairs.
In the gloom he saw Karli adeepin thebed. Therewasa

tiny shape next to her, and he leaned close. Then he saw the baby.
In the murk of the unlit room the child waslittle more than a
featureless, blanket-wrapped lump, and Roo could barely make
out thelittle bump of her nose. He waited for some strong emotion
to come sweeping up out of anaturd paterna well, but nothing
came. Then helooked at his deeping wife and again felt closeto
nothing. Standing back upright, he sighed. It wasthe fatigue, he
told himsdlf. And his mind rushed with concern over the coming
investments. If he was being afool, he would lose everything he
had built over the last two years. While he was young and could
gart over again, he knew that afailure now would rob him of any
future chance for greatness and riches.

As heremoved his boots, a soft voice said, "Roo?"

He grunted as he dropped one boot upon thefloor. "Yes," he
whispered. "I'm back."

"How ... areyou?' she asked.

"Tired," hesad. "l havealot to tell you, but in the morning.”

The baby dtirred, then suddenly it was crying, and Roo asked,
"What iswrong?'

Karli sat upinthedark and said, "Nothing. She'shungry. That's
al. She needsto cat during the night, two or threetimes.”

Roo sat upon asmall chair, one boot on, the other off, and said,
"How long does thisgo on?"

Karli said, "For the next four months, maybe longer.”

Roo stood, picked up hisboot, and said, "I'm going to deepin
your old room. There's no reason for both of usto be exhausted

tomorrow and | have agreat deal to do. I'll tell you about it when



| getup.”

He closed the door behind him and moved to Karli's old bedroom.
Stripping off his clothing, hefdl into the bed where he and

Karli had created their baby, and in the dark his mind raced: first
exultation at the prospect of ten years profitsin afew months,
then terror that he would be destitute instead. Next he plotted
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how he would expand once the profits were his, and then he felt

fear cregp up as he thought how best to recover from the coming

disaster. But more and more as deep gpproached, hefound his
mind's eye returning to theimage of awonderful face, with large
blue eyes and golden hair, and alaugh that made his somach knot.
Seep findly camewith the dawn.

Roo came downdtairs, his head asfuzzy asif he had been drinking
the night before. He found Karli in the kitchen, nursing Abigail,
and he kissed her dutifully upon the cheek. "We've missed

you," sad Karli.

"It'sgood to be back," he said as Rendel, the cook, poured him
asteaming cup of coffee. He had developed the habit of starting
the day with a cup whileworking at Barret's, and had purchased
beansfor grinding when hefirg cameto livein the house.

He studied the baby. Thetiny figurelay in her mother'sarms,

her hands moving in random directions, her tiny eyes opening and
closing. From timeto time shewould look in hisdirection, and

he would wonder what was going on behind those date-blue orbs.
"I've never seen eyesthat color,” he said.

Karli laughed. "Most babies have eyeslikethis. They'll turn
brown or blue when she's older."

"oh" wasdl hesad.

"Y ou had agood journey?' she asked.

"Very," heanswered. "l came across someinformation.” Hefdll



dlent for afew moments, then blurted, "I'm forming atrading
syndicae.

Karli said, "Father was dways cautiousin tying up hisfuture
with others™

Roo was in no mood to be compared to his dead father-in-law,
whom Karli amost worshipped, but he took the comment asif it
were merely an observation. "That discountsrisk,” he agreed.
"But | have ambitions beyond your father's, Karli, and if I'mto
redize arich future for you and the child, I must take some
rsks."

"Isthisventurerisky?' she asked. She didn't seem overly concerned
but rather interested.

Roo couldn't convincingly shrug it off, so hejust sad, "Yes™"

"Y ou think thiswill work out?"
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Roo nodded. "1 think we're going to be richer than you can
imaginein afew months™"

She managed asmadl smile. "I dwaysthought we wererich; |
know the house isn't much to look at, but Father aways liked to
keep amodest appearance, lest it attract undue notice. but we
aways had good food, wine, new clothing. If | wanted anything |
only had to ask."

Roo'sfatigue and nerves made this conversation irritating.
finished his coffee and stood. "I haveto get to the shop.” He
again kissed her dutifully on the cheek and glanced down at the
now deeping baby. It appeared so dien to Roo he wondered if he
would ever fed anything for the child.

"Will you be home for supper?' Karli asked.

"Certainly," hesad. "Why wouldn't | be?"

Hedidn't wait for areply as he hurried out the door.



Duncan hailed Roo as he walked into the shop. "Where have
you been?'

Roo looked irritated. " Slegping. Y ou know, when you close your
eyes and don't movefor along time?"

Duncan grinned and said, "oh, you mean dead. L ook, your new
business partners would like you to come to Barret's at once.”
"Jason!" Roo ydled as he turned away from hiscousin. "Where
areyou?'

Jason and Dash came out of the small office and Jason said,
v

"Where's our gold? In the strongbox?”

"Yes5?

"How much do we have?'

"We have accounts due in later thisweek, but right now you
have twenty-one thousand, six hundred, and forty-seven gold
pieces, and afew slver coins.?s

Roo told Dash and Duncan, "Put the box in awagon and bring
it to the coffee house. I'm leaving now."

He hurried out through the front of the shop and down the
street. Moving through the crowd was as trying an ordeal as Roo
had ever known, so impatient was he to get this business done.
He reached the coffee house and walked straight past the door
waiter. who blinked as Roo admitted himsdlf to the mainfloor.

244

RISE OF A MERCHANT PRINCE

McKéller, the headwaiter, was moving toward him, and as Roo
moved toward the stairs to the second floor, he said, "Welcome,
Mr. Avery."

Roo couldn't help but grin. He was amember. He mounted the

gtarstwo at atime and reached the top landing, where before he



had aways come carrying alarge serving tray. He glanced around
and saw Magterson'stable, and his three new partners and Lender
gtting there.

"Glad you could join us," said Masterson dryly.

"l hope you gentlemen haven't been waiting too long,” said Roo
ashesat. "I have anew baby in the house and things are a bit
confused. | didn't get much deep last night.”

All four men made understanding noises and brief comments
about their own children, then Masterson said, "Here we have it,
gentlemen: the document forming our new trading syndicate.” He
handed copies around and Roo looked at the nestly executed
script.

Roo read it twice, and he thought he understood it, but he

wasn't sure. He pointed to a paragraph and said, "Mr. Lender,
would you explain thisto me, please?'

Lender looked at the indicated paragraph. "That smply pledges
your goods and other chattels against any |osses beyond those secured
by whatever gold you bring to this accounting.”

Roo blinked. "How could we go into debt beyond what we
agreeto?’

Masterson said, "We. usudly don', but there are instances when
circumstances require a decision on the basis of the partnership,
and sometimes we must establish lines of credit. If we need cash
and don't haveit, amoneylender or admitting new partnersare
the only dternatives. If we take loans, we often must pledge our
Persond businesses, even our homes and family heirlooms as security.
[tsnormd.”

Roo frowned but said nothing. Then he asked, "But no one can

do thiswithout our agreement?”

Masterson smiled. "There are four of us. It would take athree-to-

one mgority to do s0."

Roo was uncertain, but he nodded. Lender said, "If each of you
will sgn the document before him and passit to your right, then
sgnagain, well have al these copies executed.”
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A waiter appeared and Roo ordered coffee without looking up.

He signed his name four times, and when he was done, he held
hisadmission to the high-risk financia community of the city.
"Now," said Crowley, "to the sums."

Humesaid, "I am comfortable with a posdition of fifteen thousand
overeigns.”

Crowley sad, "Fifteenisfinewith me."

Magterson sad, "Mr. Avery?'

"Twenty-one thousand. But | may have more by the end of the
week."

Masterson raised an eyebrow. "Very well. So far that meansfifty-one
thousand." He drummed hisfingers on the table amoment.

"I have heard thismorning of some cautiousinquiries about grain
shipmentsto the Free Cities, so I'm beginning to think our young
friend isonto something. | will occupy a pogtion that will take

the syndicate to one hundred thousand golden sovereigns.” He
looked at histhree partners. "If any of you would care to underwrite
more, | will surrender up to athird of my position for a

premium, depending on the price of whest a thetime.”

Lender said, "Gentlemen, your letters of credit?”

The three men reached into their coats and withdrew |etters.

Roo looked confused. "I'm having the gold brought here. It will
arivein afew minutes"

Thethree men laughed. "Mr. Avery," said Lender, "it isusud

to keep one's gold in an account at one of the countinghousesin
the city, and to draw upon the funds with letters of credit." He
lowered hisvoice. "You'll discover that here at Barret'swe dedl in
sumsthat would require several wagons of gold to carry if wewere
to require the gold actudly to be present.”

Roo looked unsure but said, "'l have no such account.”



Lender said, "I will help you establish one at one of the more
reputable moneylending firmsin the city. | will notethat you intend
to participate to the amount of twenty-one thousand golden
overeigns.”

Roo nodded. "Though if more arrives|ater thisweek, | may

wish to purchase some of Mr. Masterson's ... position.”

Lender nodded and noted that.

"Then we areready?' said Masterson.

Roo sat back. He had witnessed what was to come next on several
occasions as he waited tables, not quite certain about the details
of what was occurring, but never before had he had such a

keen interest in what was happening.

Lender stood and walked to the rail overlooking the center floor
and raised hisvoice. "Gentlemen, we have arequest for an option

onwheat. A new syndicate has formed, the Krondor Grain Traders
Association. We close our books at the end of the week, best price
position to asum of one hundred thousand sovereigns, subject to
revison.

Therewas adight buzz &t the price, but then the noisein the

room returned to normd. The five men sat, and after ahalf hour
passed, awaiter arrived bearing anote. He handed it to Lender,
who handed it to Masterson, who read it. He said, "We have an
offer of fifty thousand bushels at two slvers per bushel ddlivered

to the docks of Krondor in sixty days."

Roo did the calculationsin his head. That was ten thousand gold
pieces. Hume asked, "What postion?”

"Fifteen percent.”

Crowley laughed. "L et me guess. That was from Amested.”
Masterson laughed inreturn. "Yes."

"He'sfishing," said Crowley. "Hethinks were onto something

and wantsto know what it is."

He took the paper from Masterson and scribbled anote onit.

"I'm tdling him welll pay three percent for fifty thousand at four
coppers per bushel, with afive-percent-per-week penalty for late



delivery after Sxty days.",

Masterson dmogst snorted his coffee. He laughed. "Y ou're going
to make him very curious.”

"Let himwonder.”

Hume looked at Roo. "Y ou'll meet Amested and the others below,
intime. Hesadwaystrying to find out who is doing whet,

without taking risks himsdlf. If hethinkstheresakilling, hell try

to buy the wheet now, a what we call future prices, and then hold
it for usat an inflated price, after we've exhausted our options. He
offered us a price he knew we'd say no to, and we just made a
counteroffer that we know helll say no to."

Roo said, "But why not offer him a price hell say yesto?!
Magterson said, "Y our meaning?”'

"l mean his coins are gold, as much as any man's, and we don't
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careif he makes or loses money in this aslong as we make ours.
If we can use this man to set a price and he comments upon it,
and the word getsout..." Roo shrugged.

Crowley'sleathery old face split inawide grin. ™Y ou're @shrewd
young one, aren't you, Avery?"

Masterson held out his hand, and Crowley handed back the
note. Masterson balled it up and threw it awvay and indicated the
young waiter should bring him new parchment and pen. When
that was delivered, hewrote anote. "I'm telling him what well
pay, straight out. Ten percent against a price of one silver per
bushd ddivered at the docksin sixty days. We guarantee up to

onemillion gold sovereigns with a security of one hundred thousand.”

Old Hume was now dmost splitting his sdestrying to control
hislaughter. "Thisis priceess. It's exactly what were doing, but
now old Amested will be certain we're lying to him and betrying



tofigure out what it iswereredly upto."

The waiter was given the note and instructed to carry it back to

the sender of the earlier note. A few minutes|ater, Duncan and
Dash appeared, carrying the chest of gold. They required the help
of two waiters and Lender stood up at once, saying, "We'd better
get that treasure to a countinghouse before raiders come looking
for us"

The gold was deposited and accounted, and aletter of creditin

the amount of twenty-one thousand golden sovereigns was provided
to Roo, who turned it over to Lender. Then they returned

to the coffee house.

Over the course of the day, notes would appear and Masterson
would read them, comment on them, and occasionaly write areply.
Onceinawhile hewould smply say, "No," and hand the

note back to the waiter.

At the end of the day, he stood and said, "This has been agood
gart, gentlemen. | shall see you tomorrow.”

Roo rose and discovered that Dash and Duncan had spent the
entire day downgairs, waiting for him. He cursed himself for a
fool. His own anxiety over thisinvestment had completely occupied
his mind and made him forget he had afreight busnessto

conduct.

"Head back to the office and tell jason I'm on my way," he said
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to Dash. When the young nobleman was gone, Roo said to Duncan, "
Why don't you go looking for anice pair of roomsfor you

and Luis. Our accounts are settled and | can pay to get you into
more comfortable quarters at once."

Duncan grinned. "About time." Then he said, "If wereto be

gpending time with people of quality, cousin, we need to do



something about our wardrobes.”

Suddenly Roo fdt shabby for thefirst timein hislife. He said,
"Inthemorning.”

As Duncan ran off, Roo looked around Barret's, drinking in the
fact that he was now an investor. As he made to leave, avoice
sounded out of the shadows of atable back under the overhang.
"Mr. Avery, aword with you, gr."

Avery recognized the voice of Jacob Esterbrook and moved
toward the table. At the table he saw two figures, and his pulse
began to race as he recognized the other man as Tim jacoby.
jacoby looked at Roo and said nothing as Esterbrook said, "I
believe you know my business associate, Mr. Jacoby?!

Roo sad, "Weve met.”

Esterbrook said, "I hope that in the future you gentlemen will

put aside your differences.” He made no pretense of not knowing
there was bad blood between Roo and Tim. "It would be my most
sncerewish to see such differences vanish in the future.”

Jacoby stood and looked at Roo, saying nothing to him. To Esterbrook
hesaid, "I'll pay my respects tomorrow, Jacob."

After heleft, Esterbrook said, "Sit down, please.”

Roo did, and after signaling for some more coffee, Esterbrook
said, "Mr. Jacoby's father and | are old business associates, and
more, friends. Frederick and | started out together, here in Krondor.
We began asteamsters.”

Roo sad, "My father was ateamster.'?

For thefirst time since Roo met the man, Jacob Esterbrook
looked at him with genuineinterest. He asked, "'Isthat 07

Roo nodded.

"Canyou drive ateam, Mr. Avery?'

Roo smiled and said, "1 can drive ateam, Mr. Esterbrook. Six
horses without bresking a swest, eight if | keep my mind on

things|5

The man laughed, a genuine sound of amusement and perhaps
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evenwith ahint of affection. "A teamdter. Imaginetha." He

sghed. "Perhaps that'swhy my daughter finds you so interesting.”
At mention of Esterbrook’s daughter, Roo found his heart
pounding. He forced himsdf to remain as cdm as possible. "oh?"
he sad, trying to sound only mildly interested.

"Sylviaisa... difficult child,” said Esterbrook. "A young

woman with amind of her own. | havelittle understanding of what
captures her fancy. Which brings me to my reason for asking you
to join me. She requestsyou join usfor supper at the end of this
week. Will you?'

Roo didn't hestate. "Certainly."

"Good," said Esterbrook, sipping his coffee. " Then we can discuss
what we shdl doif you find you must kill Mr. Jacoby."

Roo fdt asif acold bucket of water had been thrown on him.
Cadmly hesaid, "oh, | shal someday kill him, have no doubt. He
murdered my partner.”

Esterbrook shrugged, asif that were of little importance. "Wdll, if
we can find away to avoid that, my lot inlifewould be easier. " He
put down the cup. "And be warned, while you are presently well
connected at the palace, you are not the only one. My friend Fredrick
Jacoby aso counts powerful men asfriends.” Leaning over, he
whispered, "If you must kill his sons, be discrete abouit it, will you,
now? And if you can manage, some advance warning so | may distance
myself from the Jacobyswould be gppreciated aso.” Patting

Roo on the shoulder, he made hisway around the table. "My coach
isnow outside. | will seeyou for supper on Fifthday."

Roo sat done for aminute, wondering at this new world of intrigue



he found himself in. The polite manner in which Esterbrook

discussed murder bothered him as much as anything he had witnessed
during thewar.

Then he thought of seeing Sylviaon Fifthday and his heart

amogt besat out of hischest. Forcing himsdlf to calmness, he redlized
he must do as Duncan suggested and improve hiswardrobe.

He stood up and left, and until he reached his shop and jason

brought matters of trade to his attention, he couldn't stop thinking
about Sylvia Esterbrook.

During the week, Roo fell into aroutine. He left home at first
light, stopped by the shop and went over the day's shipmentswith
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Luis, Duncan, Jason, and Dash, then went on to Barret's. Some

times Duncan or Dash would accompany him, depending on what
else needed to be done at the shop. Other times he went alone.
Duncan had found asmall house to rent not too far from the

office, with two bedrooms. Roo told him to hire acook. Jason and
Dash spruced up their own quarters at the shop and seemed to be
becoming fast friends. While Jason was afew years older than
Dash, it was clear from his manner and comments that Dash was
old beyond hisyears and far more worldly than Jason.

Roo followed Duncan's suggestion and visited atailor recommended
to him by Lender. He supplied Roo with clothing fit for

both Barret's and socid functions. Duncan went for far more colorful
clothing, looking nothing so much like acourt dandy asa

former mercenary.

jason cameto him on the third day after the syndicate was

formed and said, "Can | ask you something without causing offense,
Mr. Avery?'



Roo sad, "Certainly, Jason. Y ou were the only one at Barret's
who tried to set meright when Kurt and the others were trying to
trip me up; | consder usfriends. What isit?'

"What isit exactly that your cousnisdoing?'

"What do you mean?"'

"l mean Luisis overseeing the shipping schedule, seeing to

rates, and making runs, I'm doing al the accounts and paying the
workers, and Dash is helping Luis and me when ether of usneed
him. But Duncan, well ... well, he'sjust sort of ... around.”
Thinking of the encounter on the road with the driver from
Jacoby's and how Duncan could stand at his back with his sword,
Roo said, "I understand your concern. Let'sjust say he helpsme.
Isthere anything els?'

Jason said, "No. | just ... well, anyway. Areyou heading for the
coffee house?"

Roo nodded. "I'll be thereif you need mefor anything.”

Roo reached Barret's less than ahaf hour later only to discover
the upper room in quite aminor frenzy. Masterson waved him
over to the table and said, "Something isgoing on."

Severd waiters were hovering nearby, taking pieces of paper that
were being scribbled upon by Hume and Crowley. "What isit?"
asked Roo.

29

"Were getting offers. Many of them.”

Roo's forehead furrowed. "Where are they coming from?”
Magterson said, "Why, from other members.”

"No, | mean whereisthe grain coming from?"

Masterson blinked. "I don't know."

Suddenly Roo felt certain he knew the answer. He took awaiter
by the arm and said, " Send amessage to my office. | want my
cousin Duncan or my assistant Dash here as soon as possible.”



To the others he said, "Have we taken any positions?"

"Not yet," said Crowley, "but the price isdropping and I'm

inclined to think it's not going to go lower."

"How low?'

"It'sdown to two slversfor three bushels, at eight percent secured.”

Roo lowered hisvoice. "I'm willing to bet one of the other brokers
has sent someone east to the Vae of Dreams. Would you

think that price reasonable if someoneis bringing Keshian wheet
north through the Vae?'

"What makes you think that?" asked Masterson.

Roo said, "Because I'm a sneaky bastard whose father drove a
wagon to al parts of the Kingdom, including the border near the
vde"

Soon Duncan showed up and Roo said, "1 need you to start hitting
inns near the traders gates. Listen for Vaemen. | need to know

if anyone has been buying grain in Kesh, who, and how much.”
After Duncan hurried off, Crowley sad, "Are you usng some
magic power we'reignorant of, or isthisaguess?'

"It'saguess. But before sundown | think were going to find

that as much whesat as we need, twice over, ison it itsway west
fromtheVvde"

"Why?' said Hume. "Why do you think that?"

Grimly Roo sad, "Becauseit'swhat | would do if | wanted to

ruin thissyndicate." He then asked, "What sort of surety do we
get regarding divery?'

"The options are secured, so if the person offering the option
defaults, heisliable under Kingdom law for the entire price, and
more, for the gold we'd lose by not being able to ship the grain.
To offer acontract and not make ddlivery would be terribly damaging ...

unless. .."
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"Unlesswhat?' asked Roo.

"Unlessthe association that might bring aclam inthe King's
Court was dready out of business and suffering suit for itsown
failure to meet contracts.”

Roo said, "Now | know someoneistrying to ruin us." Hewas

slent amoment. "Do we have grounds to refuse the whesat for

poor qudity?"

Masterson said, "We don't. We can refuse the contract ddlivery
only if the grain isrotten or otherwise damaged. Why?"

"Because they're paying the lowest prices, so they are going to
be bringing in the chegpest grain out there." Roo pointed at his
three partners. "Who's offering these contracts?'

"Various groups,”" answered Crowley.

"Who's behind them?"

Masterson's eyes focused on the pile of notes asif trying to
discern apattern. After amoment he said, " Jacob.”

Roo felt his chest condrict in panic. "Esterbrook?!

Hume and Crowley said, "Why would he meddlein this?"

Roo sad, "My fault, | fear. He might find things more convenient
down theroad if | were reduced to poverty quickly. Your
ruination would be only an unfortunate consequence, nothing persond,
I'm certan.”

"What do we do?" asked Crowley.

"Wdl, we can't be buying whest that even the most vend millers
won't buy." Roo consdered thingsfor afew minutesin slence,
then suddenly hesad, "'l haveit!"

"What?"

"I'll tell you when Duncan returns. Until then, do nothing, buy
nothing."

Roo rose and | ft, determined to sniff out some information on
his own. Near sundown he discovered Duncaninaninn, ina
corner, dtting quietly at atable with two oddly dressed men, mercenaries
by their arms and armor. Duncan waved him over.



"Roo, these friends of mine have an interesting story." Roo noticed
that several tankards of ae had been consumed but that

Duncan was as sober asthe day hewas born, and hisae was hardly
touched.

Roo sat and introductions were made. The two mercenariestold
Roo how they had been hired to guard afast post rider who carried
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amessage from the city of Shamatato atrader in Krondor regarding
the purchase of a huge shipment of grain from down in Kesh.
When he wasfinished, Roo rose. He threw asmall pouch of gold
on the table and said, "Gentlemen, pay for your room, drinks, and
dinner on me. Duncan, come dong.”

He hurried back to Barret's and found his three partners amost
aonein the upper gdlery. He sat down and told them, " Someone
is bringing a huge shipment of poor-qudity grain to Krondor."
"Areyou certan?'

Crowley repested his question of earlier that day. "Why buy
granyou cant H1?'

Roo said, " Someone knows were writing contracts on options.
Someone aso knows that we must either pay the full price or
forfeit the option price. So they bring grain into the city, enough
to meet the contract demand, that we refuse to buy. They keep
the contract money and dump the grain.”

"But they'll lose money!" said Crowley.

"Not that much. But more than offset by the contract price. And
if their purposeisto bresk us, not make a profit, they won't care
if they loseasmal amount.”

Humesad, "That's predatory.”

"Very predatory,” said Masterson, "and brilliant."



"What do we do?' asked Hume.

Roo said, "Gentlemen, | have been asoldier, and now it'stime

to test your resolve. Either we can stop buying, and count what
we've contracted for so far asaloss, or we can seek to turn thisto
our advantage. But it will take more gold than we have so far
pledged to make thiswork for us."

"What do you propose?’ said Masterson.

"We stop taking contracts. From this moment on, we say no and
our counteroffers must be amargin of what isbeing offered-so

low that no onewill take our offers, but enough to let them know
wearedill in busness™

"Why?' said Crowley.

"Because each day a huge shipment of grain, Sixty wagons being
provided by jacoby and Sons, isworking itsway to Krondor." He
glanced a one of the offer sheets ill on thetable. "To be ddlivered
at the docksin forty-nine days. Each day that passes, each

day that goes without the buyer of that wheat having someoneto
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sl it to, hisconcern will rise, for if that grain reaches Krondor
befored| of it isoptioned, then that seller will haveto dump it
inthe harbor. Eventualy hewill sdl at our price, assuming that

hewill ill bresk us"

&'How do we counter this?* said Hume.

"We buy every contract in Krondor, gentlemen. If by thetimethe
whest reaches the city we own every kernd of whesat between here
and Y lith, then we can ship the high-quadity grain to the Free Cities
and the Far Coast, recoup our investment, and make our profit.”
"What do we do with the grain from Kesh?' said Masterson.
"We | it to farmersfor their stock, the army, whoever, as

fodder. If we can merely break even on that grain, then the rest



will make us wedthy beyond our ambition. Twenty-to-one, thirty-to-
one-a hundred-to-one return on our investment.”

Masterson grabbed a pen and started scribbling. He worked in
slencefor nearly ten minutes. " Given what weve seen so far, we
need at least another two hundred thousand sovereigns. Gentlemen,
we need to attract more partners. Seetoiit.”

Crowley and Hume hurriedly |eft the table and Masterson said,

"Roo, | hopeyou're correct.”

"What price do we need to reach to make this a can't-fail proposition

Jerome Masterson laughed. "'If the grain wasfree, | wouldn't

say it was ‘can't fail." We need to store thisgrain. and if the shortage
inthe Free Cities doesn't materidize. we may al bedriving

wagons for Jacoby and Sons before we're done.”

"I'll sail back to hell beforethat,” said Roo.

Masterson Sgnadled awaiter and said, "Bring me my specia

cache of brandy and two glasses.” To Roo he said, "Now we wait."
Roo drank the brandy when it gppeared and found it excellent.
Masterson looked at some of the pile of notes before him, and
frowned.

"What isit?" asked Roo.

"This doesn't make much sense. | think it'samistake. Were

being offered the same contract, basically, twice by the same
grouP." Then he nodded. "Ah, thereit is. It'seasy to seewhy |
made the migtake. It's not the same group. It just lookslikeit."

Roo turned hisheed, asif listening to something. "What did you

just ssy??
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"| said thisgroup lookslikethat group,” he said, pointing to

the two notes.

"Why?

"Because, save for oneinvestor, they'reidenticd.”

"Why would they do that?'

"Because they're greedy?" suggested Masterson. He sighed.

" Sometimes people offer contractsthey have no intention of fulfilling,
if they suspect the other party isgoing to go broke. If they

take our money now, and we go under, they'll just shrug when the
contract isdue. Whom do they ddliver to?they'll say." He
shrugged. "It may beword is spreading werein trouble.”
"Trouble," repeated Roo. Then athought occurred to him. After
awhileaplan formed in hismind. Suddenly he said, " Jerome,

| haveit!"

"What?' said Masterson.

"I know how we can not only turn thisto our profit, but ruin

those who aretrying to ruin us." He redlized he was speaking over
thetop, and said, "Wadll, if not ruin them, certainly cause them
pain." Then hegrinned. "But | do know how we're going to make
an obscene profit on thiswheat business.” He looked Masterson
inthe eye. "Even if thereisno shortagein the Free Cities."
Masterson was suddenly very attentive. Roo said, 'l guaranteeiit.

Fourteen

THE RIDER REINED IN.

Thefarmerswalking home from along day tending their whest

were surprised as he turned his mount in their direction and approached.
Without word they spread out and waited, for whileit

was peaceful times, the rider was obviousy armed and one never

knew what to expect of strangers.

Therider removed alarge-brimmed hat, revealing himsdlf to be

ayoung man with curly brown hair. He smiled and it was dso clear

he was little more than aboy. "Greetings," he caled.

The farmers responded with sautations of their own, little more



than grunts. They resumed walking, for these tired workingmen
didn't have timeto spend in idle chatter with some bored noble's
son out for an evening ride.

"How goesthe harvest?' asked the youth.

"Well," answered one of the farmers.

"Have you set aprice?' asked therider.

At thisdl the farmers stopped walking again. The boy wastaking
about the two things that interested these men most in the

world: wheet and money.

"Not yet," said the farmer. "The brokers from Krondor and

Y lith won't be here for another two or three weeks."

"How much do you want for your wheeat?" asked the boy.
Suddenly the farmers were silent, looking from one to another.
Then one asked, "Y ou look like no broker I've met. Areyou a
miller'sson?'

The young man laughed. "Hardly. My grandfather was athief,
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if truth betold. My father ... isin service to the Duke of Krondor.
39

"What's your interest? asked another farmer.

"I represent aman who is seeking to buy wheat, buy who is
anxiousto set a price now. 99

That set the farmersto talking low among themselves. After a
minute, the farmer who had first ooken said, "Thisisunusudl.
We're not even sure of theyiddsyet.”

The boy looked from face to face. Findly he pointed to one



man and said, "How long have you farmed thisland?"

Theman sad. "My entirelife. It was my father'sfield before me."
"Do you mean to say you don't know to within abushel how

much grain that field will producein ayear likethis.

The man blushed and grinned. "Wdll, truth to tdll. | can.”

"So can you dl." said theyoung man. "Herés my offer: set us
aprice now, and you'll be paid now. Well take ddivery a harvest.?

The farmers|ooked amazed. " Get paid now?" asked one.

s

Suddenly prices were being shouted so fast the rider couldn't
understand any. He said. "Enough!” and held up hishand. He
dismounted, held out hisreinsfor afarmer, then pulled some writing
ingruments from his saddlebags.

Thefirst farmer set aprice for athousand bushels of wheat and
the rider nodded. He countered and the dickering was on. When
they were done, he wrote down names on the parchment he had
taken from his saddlebags. Next to each agreed-upon price and
amount he had them make their marks. and then began to count
out pieces of gold.

Astherider |eft, the farmers could not believe their luck. While
the price wasn't the best possible, it wasfair, and they had the
money NOw.

As Dash rode north, hefelt sorein his back and shoulders. He
had been to adozen villageslike this one over the last three
days and knew that Duncan, Roo, and Luiswere doing ashe
was. But he knew if he rode hard he could make thelast village
before Sarth just after sundown, which meant that after some
dickering with the loca's over whest prices, he could passaong
some messages to John Vinci for Roo, degp asound night in an
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inn, then return to Krondor in the morning.
He put hedsto the flank of his mount and took her to atired



trot as the sun sank in the west.

,/Asthe week ended, four tired riders returned to Krondor and
met at Roo'swarehouse. Dash grinned ashe said, "If theré'sa
grain of wheat between here and Sarth we don't own, it'sin some
horse's nosebag.”

Luissad, "The samefor hereto Land'sEnd."

Duncan said, "I don't know if | bought all the wheet between
here and the Vderoute, but | spent al the gold you gave me.”
He handed hiscousin hislist of farmsand prices.

Roo said, "1 did the same from here to the foothills." He looked
at the accounts and said, "If this doesn't work, we may want to
recondder joining the King's Army."

Dash said, "I have other options.” With agrin, he added, "I
hope."

Roo said, "'l haveto get home and change. I'm dining with Jacob
Egterbrook tonight.”

Dash and Duncan exchanged glances. Duncan's face turned unreadable,
while Dash just continued to grin. Jason asked, "Do you

think Sylviawill be there?'

Roo smiled. "I'm counting oniit."

Luissbrow furrowed at that, but he said nothing.

Roo |€eft the shop and hurried home. He found Karli in the sitting
room, rocking the baby and snging atune to her. Roo halted and
walked quietly into the room, seeing that the baby was deeping.
Karli whispered, " She's been fussy." Roo kissed hiswife onthe
cheek. "Did your plan go wdl?'

"Well know within aweek."

t& 1 would loveto hear about it over supper. She should deep
awhile”

Roo blushed. "In dl the frenzy, | neglected to tdl you I'm dining
out tonight. | am sorry."

Karli sad, "You just got home."

"I know, but it'simportant. More business."

Karli sad, "Business, tonight?'



Roo's exhaudtion, hisanxiety, and hisimpatience to see Sylvia

Esterbrook again came together and caused him to speak more
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harshly than he had intended. "Y esl Businesstonight! I'm

having supper with one of the most important investorsin the
Kingdom!"

Abigail started awake and began to cry at her father'sloud voice.
Karli's eyesflashed anger, but her voice was a controlled hissas
shesaid, "Shush. Y ou've woken your daughter.”

Roo wave hishand. "I'm sorry. Dedl with her. I've got to clean

up and change." Turning his back, he shouted, "Mary! | need a
tub of hot water!"

His shout caused his daughter to cry even louder. Karli'sface
was amask of control, but her eyes never |eft her husband's back
as he vanished up the stairs to clean up for his dinner engagement.

Roo hurried, and despite having bathed he felt hot and sweaty
under his new clothing. He paused before the gate to the Esterbrook
house. He should have driven out in ahired carriage instead

of riding out, he thought. Instead of showing up at the Esterbrook
door calm and relaxed, he was nearly breathless.

He knocked and almost ingtantly the postern door in the gate
opened and agroom stepped through. "Y es?"

"l am Rupert Avery. I'm to dine with Mr. Esterbrook,” answered
Roo.

"Yes, gr," said the groom, and he disappeared through the small
door. A moment later the gate swung wide.

Roo rode into the grounds of the Esterbrook estate and he was
dutifully impressed. The house was located on ahillsde on the



eastern edge of the city, high enough above the next estate that

it felt dmogt rurd, though it had taken Roo only ahaf hour to

ride there. The high stone wall had masked the house from his
view as he had ridden up the narrow road, except for asmall tower
of some sort.

Now Roo could see that the tower was actually a constructed
observation platform, with asmall pesked roof, but with windows
looking in four directions. Roo wondered why it was there, then
consdered it was a perfect place from which to observe the comings
and goings at both the caravansarais to the southeast and ships

in the harbor. Two moons had risen, and Roo saw aglint of metal
and smiled to himsdlf as he dismounted and handed the reins of

his horse to the groom. Esterbrook must have one of those clever
viewing glasses up there,
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The house otherwise was what he had expected. Two storiesin
height, it waslarge, but not palatia by any measure. Therewere
gardens, as Roo could smell bloomsin the evening. Lights appeared

at severa windows and there were sounds of activity from

within.

Roo knocked on the door and it opened a moment later. Expecting
aservant, Roo was rendered nearly breathless by the sight

of Sylvia Egterbrook hersdlf answering hisknock.

"Mr. Avery," she said with asmile that made his scomach hurt.

She wore a degp-plunging gown that revealed she wasn't quite as
dender as Roo had thought. It was apae blue designed to highlight
her eyes.

She wore a necklace of diamonds and no other jewelry. Roo
barely got "hdlo" out as he stepped insde.

"May | take your cloak?' she asked.



Roo fumbled with thetie a his neck and then finaly got the

new cloak unfastened. " Father iswaiting for you in his private
room. Down the hall and to theleft,” she said, pointing out the
way. "I'll hang this up and see to supper.”

Roo watched as she vanished through a door to the right, and

he forced himsdlf to take a deep breath. Totally intoxicated by
the sight of the girl, he knew that dedling with her father was as
dangerous as going into combat.

Roo made hisway aong the hdl, glancing through two open
doorsto see modest rooms with single beds, tables, and nightstands.
Servant's quarters? he wondered.

he reached the large door at the end of the hall, barely seenin

the dim hallway-only asngle candle on atable hafway aong

the hdl'slength illuminated theway. From insde, avoice sad,
"Enter, please.”

Roo opened the large door and stepped inside. Jacob Esterbrook
was rising from behind alarge desk in the middle of what Roo
could only consider alibrary. He had seen aroom in the Prince's
palace once when he was training there that had as many books,
and was astonished to discover that someone who wasn't royaty
had this many in his possesson. Theroomwaslit by apair of
candles, one on Esterbrook’s desk and another on areading stand
set againgt the wal opposite the door, two pools of light in the
otherwise dark library.

As he approached the desk, in the dim light Roo saw another
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figure standing near the wall. Then Roo saw there were two men
in the darkness. They stepped forward and Roo's hand reflexively
went to hissde, where hisknife usudly hung.

"Now, now," said Esterbrook asif reassuring apair of)children.

Into the light came Tim Jacoby, and ayounger man, one who



looked enough like him that he could only be hisbrother.

"Mr. Avery, | believe you've dready met Timothy jacoby. This
other gentleman is his brother, Randolph." He glanced toward the
door and said, "They werejust leaving.”

Roo stood diffly asif ready to defend himself. Tim Jacoby said
nothing, but hisbrother said, "Mr. Avery?* with anod of his head.
"Mr. jacoby," Roo responded, nodding back. Neither man offered
to shake the other's hand.

Tim turned as they waked toward the door and said, "1 will be
intouch, Jacob."

"l expect you will, Timothy," said Esterbrook. "Give my regards
to your father."

" will," answered Tim.

Esterbrook said, "Wetook abit longer to finish our business

than | had anticipated. I'm sorry if their presence here caused you
any dam.”

Roo sad, "It was unexpected.”

"Sit," said Esterbrook, motioning Roo to achair at the other
gdeof hislarge desk. "We have abit of time before Sylviafetches
usfor supper.”

Egterbrook said, "1 have made inquiries about you, young Avery."
He sat back in his chair and folded his hands over his stomach.
Roo had never seen him without his hat and saw the man was
bald above his cars, but helet the rest of hisgrey hair hang to his
collar in back. He affected long muttonchop sideburns, but otherwise
was clean-shaven. A look of wry amusement passed over

hisface.

"Y our notion of importing bulk wine from Darkmoor had merit.

| think it an enterprise worth pursuing. It's too bad you ran afoul

of the Mockers. Had | known about you, | could have saved you
some loss and saved Sam Tannerson hislife.”

Roo said, "I'm impressed at your knowledge of the details.”
Egterbrook made a gesture of dismissal with hisright hand. "Information

isvauable, but easy to come by if you have resources. 59



A2

RisE OF A MERCHANT PRINCE

He leaned forward and said, "Remember this: of all the commodities
men trade in, information isthe most valuable by far.”

Roo nodded. He wasn't sure he fully understood what Esterbrook
was saying, or if he agreed. He decided thiswasn't a debate

or even adiscussion but most likely alecture.

"Now, | hopethat in the future you and Timothy Jacoby can

put aside your differences, however degp the animosity runs, because
I might find it difficult to do busnesswith two menwho

are & any moment likely to kill each other.”

Roo sad, "l wasn't aware that we are doing business.”

Esterbrook smiled and there was nothing friendly or warmiinit.

"| think fate has touched you, young Avery. Certainly you have

advanced to agtation of some noticein arapid fashion. Marrying
Hemut Grindle's daughter gave you some resources that most

men your age would envy, but you've prospered far beyond that.
Obvioudy you are well thought of in the palace. Mr. Jacoby's father
was very upset that your company received the contract to
transport goods to the paace; he thought he was the logical choice,
"You've cut him badly, twice, | believe, in areas of lessreputable
trading.”

Roo wasforced to laugh. "One thing I've learned, despite my
youth, Mr. Esterbrook, is not to admit anything."

Esterbrook laughed, and this time there was genuine amusement

in hisreaction. "Very well said." He sghed. "Wdll then,

whatever occurs, | hope we can al manage to work in harmony.”
Roo said, "l have adebt to pay, Mr. Esterbrook, but you are

not part of that.”

"Wadll, at thispoint, no," said Esterbrook.

A knock came from the door and Roo was out of his chair asthe



door opened and Sylvia peeked through. " Supper is served.”

Egterbrook said, "We mustn't keep the lady of the manor waiting.
51

Roo shook hishead but said nothing. He followed his host

through the doorway, and Esterbrook motioned he should precede
him. Roo followed Sylviadown the hal, and asthey cameinto the
well-lit antechamber at the entrance to the house, he found himself
again captivated by how the candlelight played off her golden

hair.

Hefollowed her into the dining hall. his heart begting far too
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fast for thetiny bit of exertion walking to dinner entailed. He
hardly noticed as he moved to achair a along table, with his host
on hisleft at the head of the table, and Sylvia across from him.
There was room for another seven peopleto sit at this Table.

Roo said, "I have never seen aroom likethis."

Edterbrook said, "It'sanideal found in adescription of adining
hal in adistant court, in one of the kingdoms down in the Keshian
Confederacy. That king preferred intimate dining to the usud
court chaos, and instead of gitting in the middle of the table, which
would beto your right by two chairs, with everyone arrayed to his
right and |eft, he decided to turn the table Sdeways, St a one



end, and be able to talk to everyone.

Sylviasaid, "We used to have this very large round table, and
you'd have to shout acrossit to be heard by whoever sat opposite
you. 75

Roo smiled. "l likeit." To himsdf he vowed to have one made
just likethis. Then he realized there was no room for atable this
largein hissmdl borne. Suddenly he remembered the gamble he
and his partners were taking, and redlized that if they won, he
would be able to build a house to match this one. He put aside
hisworry over what would happen should the gamblefall.
Conversation passed quickly. and Roo couldn't remember half
of what was said. Throughout the night he found himsdlf working
hard not to stare at Sylvia, but he couldn't avoid it. She drew his
eyes. By supper's end he had memorized her feastures asif they
were amap home. He knew every curve of her neck, the set of
her lips, the dight imperfection of onetooth in front that was
dightly turned and overlgpped the one next to it, the only flaw in
her beauty he could ascertain.

Without knowing how, he found himself at the door. bidding

his host and hostess good night. Sylviatook his hand and held it
tightly. moving up closeto him so that his knuckles brushed
lightly against the top of her breasts. "It's been wonderful, Mr.
Avery. | hopeyoull visit usagain, and very soon.?

Roo amost ssammered as he promised hewould call again. He
turned and mounted his horse and rode dowly to the gate. He
could only wonder at this magic thing that he fdt, and from every
indication he was amazed to discover that Sylvia Esterbrook was
gpparently pleased with his company.
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Asthe gate closed behind him, Roo wondered &t that improbable
fact.

Sylviawaited until the door was closed and then moved to a



window beside the door, watching as Roo rode off. Turning to her
father, she said, "What do you think?"

jacob Esterbrook replied, "A young man with unlikely promise.
"He's certainly unattractive, though theresawit about him

that's charming enough, in arat-faced sort of way," shesaid dryly.
"But hishand was surprisingly strong.” She tapped her teeth with
her fingernall. "Thosewry lads, they tend to have ... great gamina.”

Sylvia" scolded her father, "you know | don't like that sort of
tak."

Sweeping past her father as she made to climb the stairsto her
bedroom, she said, "Father, you know what | am. Y ou made me
thisway." She amiled a him over her shoulder. "Areyou going
tokill him?'

Esterbrook said, "I hope not to; he has wit, and from some of
thethings I've heard of his soldiering days, he hasthe ability to
survive. He would make a better aly than foe, | think."
Sylviagtarted to climb the gairs, "But that till doesn't keep

you fromtrying to ruin him."

Esterbrook waved away the comment as he turned toward his
library. "Ruining amanisfar different fromkilling him. If he's
ruined in thiswheet speculation, | may even offer him aposition
with one of my companies. Then | would not have to worry about
arisng competitor, and he might be made avauable asset.”
Sylviavanished a the top of the stairs and Jacob walked back
toward thelibrary. To himsdf he said, "Besdes, if | need to, I'll
have Tim Jacoby kill him."

Roo sipped at his coffee. It was hisfifth or sixth cup of the day
and he was drinking from habit, not any enjoyment of the drink.
Dash hurried up the stairsto the table where Roo sat with his
partners. "Message for you."

He handed a note to Roo. The gem buyer in Salador had offered

aPrice lower than Roo hoped for, but not too low to make Roo



265

Raynwnd E. Feist

consider shopping for abetter dedl. He quickly calculated and said.
6CIReply by fast rider. Forward the gold at once."

Dash said, "And Duncan saysthere's starting to be some rumblings
around theinn. A miller was overheard last night,)while he

was getting drunk, saying that he has no wheat to grind because
thefarmersarent bringing it into the city.”

Roo nodded. "Keep meinformed.”

Dash hurried away and Roo said, "it's sarting.”

Masterson nodded and signaed for awaiter to cometo the table.
The young man did and Masterson wrote out a note and handed

it to the waiter. "Take this down to the floor, please. It'sfor

Mr. Amested.”

Roo sighed. "How are we doing?'

Masterson said, "We are now in debt, or have paid out six hundred
thousand golden sovereigns worth of wheet options. You

have created the largest Sngle seizure of wheet inthe history ...

of theworld!" He ran hishand over hisface. "I doubt thereésa
grain of wheat between Malac's Cross and the Far Coast that's not
going to show up at the city gatesin the next two weeks with our
name on it. Wed better have guessed right, Roo."

Roo smiled. "None of you would have gone dong with my plan

if you didnt redizeit would work." He hiked his thumb toward
thefloor beow. "It dl turns on one fact, jerome. Everyone here,
including you and me, isagreedy bastard.”

Magterson laughed. "There's more truth in that than not, Roo."
Heleaned forward. "Truth to tell, when | wasaboy | cut purses
for aliving. Got achanceto go straight and | did, inthearmy,
during the Great Uprising. | waslittle more than akid, but like
every man serving, | got the King's pardon. | decided to turn my



hand to honest business, and found that the biggest difference
between honest business and dishonest isin how you approach
your mark." Heleaned back. "oh, it'snot like I'm taking everything
afdlow has, and if we work well together, we both end up
making money, but oftenit'sjust asvicious asif | cut hispurse

and ran through the market."

Roo said, "Where are we with price?"

"We're steady at three silver piecesfor ten bushels against asix
percent guarantee.”

Roo said, "I'm too tired to cal culate the numbers. How much

do we stand to make?'
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Magterson said, "I have no idea. We till need grain buyersfrom

the Free Cities to show up and start running up the price.”

"Not for afew more days, | hope," said Roo. "We till need to
buy afew more chegp options." He lowered hisvoice. "Duncan
reportsword is starting to spread that wheat from the outlying
farmsisn't comingin. In afew days no onewill be making offers.
We need to finish thistoday, by tomorrow at the latest.”

"I'm out of gold, and I've put up everything | own as security

to the moneylenders,”" said Masterson. He laughed. "'l should be
scared to death, but the truth is1 haven't felt this happy since
was aboy running through the city with the City Watch hot on

my tal!"

Roo sad, "I know what you mean. It's.... like putting your life

on thelinefor onetoss of the knucklebones."

"Never cared for dice," said Masterson. "Always preferred cards.
Lin-lan or pokiir. Y ou againg the other fellows."

Roo sad, "I've got gold coming from Salador. Another ten thousand,
if weneedit."



"We're going to need it," said Hume, who had just walked up.
"We're so overbought now we don't have the coppersto pay for
our coffee.” Heleaned over. "Keep it on you, in casewe al need
to make a quick escape.”

Roo laughed. "I don't think that's going to happen. Any minute

| expect welll seewhat we've dl been waiting for, and when that
happens..." He grinned. He held out his hand, palm up, then
suddenly closed it, saying, "We have them!™

A few minuteslater awaiter appeared with two notes. Masterson
opened thefirst one and said, "Amested's agreed and he'sin for
ten thousand. Heisjust about popping to know what we're doing,
gentlemen.”

(Crowley walked over and sat down. "What's that? Amested's?'
"Yes, he'sin,” said Masterson.

"What's the other note?" asked Roo.

Masterson opened it and read it, then grinned. "Hereitis."

"What doesit say?' demanded Crowley impatiently.

"A syndicateis offering usthirty thousand bushels at two silver
for three bushels secured by aten percent option.”

Roo( dammed his hand on the table. "It'sthem. It hasto be.

The greedy bastards couldn't resist. They're ours.”

~Masterson did some calculations. "Not quite.” He sat back,
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ilxuu groaned. "How short are we?"

Masterson caculated. "We could use that ten thousand gold
piece's you have coming from Sdador.”

"|sthat enough?"

"Almog," said Magterson. "But weld still be two thousand gold
ghort.”



Roo groaned. "1 need to get out of here." He stood up. "I'll

think of something.”

He left his companions and walked down the stairs through the
heart of the coffee house. He stepped outside and found the
dreetsrelatively uncrowded. Catching sght of the house where

he had hidden the silk that launched his career, he crossed the
street, avoiding puddles. It had rained hard the night before, which
was partidly responsiblefor thelight traffic in the city.

Reaching the porch of the abandoned house, Roo saw that no
one had replaced the broken hasp on the lock he had forced.
Whoever owned the place had merely stuck the screws back into
the stripped-out holes asif the sight of the lock on the door

would keep the curious out. Asthere was nothing insde worth
stedling, thought Roo as he pushed open the door, it was probably
asafe bet.

He wandered through the house, again finding some sense of

place there. He hadn't said anything to Karli, but when he was
rich he intended to buy this house. Having quarters close to Barret'
swas gppedling to him, for he had aready decided that while

the freight company would be the heart of hisbusinessempire, it
would be only one of many ventures he would embark on.
Trading at Barret'swas like nothing he had ever encountered
before; it was gambling on a scae undreamed of by any soldier
losing hispay in an dehouse. It wasintoxicating, and Roo was
drunk with possihilities.

He sat therealong time, listening to the rain when it came, and
the sounds of the city, asthelight faded and the day trailed off.
When &t last he decided he needed to return, it was near sundown.
He left the house and crossed the street to find Dash waiting

for him. Dash said, "L uis saysthefirst load of whest has shown
up. One of thevillages outside of Land's End harvested early.”

Roo swore. "Do we haveroom for it in our warehouse?"
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"Bardy, if we push everything e'se outsdeinto the yard and

dreet.”

Roo said, "This could turn ugly. We don't have the gold to rent
storage at the docks and there's no ship in from the Free Cities. 55
"Thereis" said Dash.

"What?"' asked Roo.

"Weve got word of aFree Citiestrader docking at noon. I've
been looking for you for hoursto tell you."

Roo's eyeswidened and he said, "Then come with me!”

He hurried to the docks on foot, breaking out into atrot when
traffic opened, and Dash kept up with him. Asthey reached the
docks, Roo said, "Where'sthe ship?”'

Dash sad, "Out at anchor. There." He pointed.

Roo said, "The master must be at customs. Come on.”

They hurried to the customs shed and found a busy clerk going
over documents, while two very impatient men waited nearby. Roo
said over the counter, "Has the master of the Free Cities ship
beenin?’

The clerk looked up and said, "What?'

One of thetwo waiting men said, "Aye, he has, and he's il
waiting for that one-headed clerk to sign off on his paperwork
S0 he can turn his cargo over to his buyer," and he pointed to the
man next to him.

Roo sad, "I have cargo for the Free Cities, if you're unbooked."
The Captain said, "Sorry, lad, but | am booked. | have |etters

of credit and authorizations to secure cargo. My employer was most
emphatic about this." Helowered hisvoice. "If it'satiny bit of
cargo, | might be able to squeezeiit in, but otherwise I'm instructed
tofill my ship with grain and hurry back asfast as possble.”

Roo grinned. "Grain?"
"Aye, lad. Whest. I'm to purchase high-quality whest a afair
market price, then leave as quickly as possible.” He glowered at



the clerk. "Which iswhy I'd like this business done as soon as
Possible so | can let my lads go ashore. They've been at seathree
Weeks, and well be here but aday or two.'5

"Who have you contacted for your wheat?" asked Roo.

"No oneyet, though | fail to see how that is any business of
yours. 35

Rupert stood and said, "Captain, | forgot my manners. | am very
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sorry. May | be alowed to introduce myself and my companion.”
Heturned to Dash and said, "Thisis my associate, Dashel
Jameson, grandson to the Duke of Krondor." He put hishand on
his chest asthe Captain and his buyer both rose at the n-rntion

of the Duke. "And | am Rupert Avery, of the Krondor Grain Traders
Association.” Almost unableto contain himsdlf, hesaid, "How
much grain do you need?"

"Enough tofill aship, Mr. Avery."

Roo turned to Dash. "Iswhat arrived today enough tofill his

ship?'

Dash sad, "l think s0."

Roo said, "Good. To price: what do you offer?"

The Captain said, "Y ou have the whesat here, in Krondor?"

"Yes, | can haveit a the docksaat firgt light.”

The Captain got a calculating look on hisface. Roo knew what

he was thinking: if he could grab the whest before word got around
about the shortage, he might make enough of a profit for the ship's
owner to makeit worth having his crew forgo any shore leave. At

last he said, "I'm prepared to offer two silver pieces of common



weight"-the agreed-upon size of the coins used to trade between

the Free Cities-"for three bushels of wheat at dockside tomorrow."

Roo said, "I'll take asilver per bushd.”

"Three slvers per four bushels," said the Captain.

Roo sad, "I'll take asilver and a copper per bushd.”

"Wait aminute!" exploded the Captain. "You just set aprice

of aslver per. Now you raiseit?'

"Yes," sad Roo, "and inaminuteit will be aslver and two coppers.”
Then heleaned forward and said very quietly, "L ocusts.”

The Captain's face flushed and he looked asif someone had just
litafirein histrousers, but after glaring at Roo along moment,
he stuck out hishand and said, "Done! A silver and copper per
bushd a docksdeat firgt light."

Roo turned and put his hand on Dash's shoulder and steered
him out of the customs house. "It's going to work," he said when
they had cleared the Strest.

The next morning the wagons paraded to the docks, unloading
the grain onto bargesthat carried it out to the ship. The Captain
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and Roo both stood by comparing tallies, while stevedores hauled
the large sacks of grain off the wagons and carried them down the
gangplanksto the barges.

By midday thetally was done and the two men compared figures.
Roo knew the Captain was intentionaly counting light and

showed sx less bushels than Roo. For dightly more than ahalfpiece
in gold, Roo thought hed et the Captain have hislittle

triumph. "I'll accept your figure, Captain.”

The Captain motioned to his mate, who produced a chest, out



of which the Captain counted sacks of gold. He let Roo inspect
the contents of each bag, and when the transaction was done, Roo
handed the contents to Duncan, who stood nearby with a chest
that would be taken to the countinghouse where Roo now had his
accounts established.

Asthey led the now empty wagons from the dock, Roo rode

next to Duncan on the lead wagon. He fdlt an eation unlike anything
he had known in hislife. "It'sgoing to work," he said to no

one.

"What?" asked Duncan.

Roo couldn't contain himself any longer. He laughed long and

hard, then whooped. He said, "I'm going to be avery wealthy
man, cousin."

"How very nicefor you," said Duncan dryly. Roo didn't notice

his cousn'slack of enthusiasm.

Thefloor of the coffee house wasin chaos. Grown men

screamed at one another and severd fights had to be broken up
by waiters. McKeller could be heard saying, " Gentlemen, gentlemen,
please, remember yoursaves!” severd times.

Roo had one man hurl himself acrossatable at him, and his

battle training served him well asthe man found only air where
Roo had stood a moment before. The man knocked himself nearly
senseless when he struck hischin on achair.

Taking the stepstwo at atime, Roo found apair of waiters
protecting the upper floor from those not authorized to mount the
steps. Not that the upstairs was much quieter than down below,
but at least there was no brawling. Grown men seemed on the
verge of breaking down in tears or screaming in frustration. Roo
Pushed past two angry men to find several more at tableside, con
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fronting an equally angry-looking Masterson.

"l don't care what you say," screamed Masterson at apair O

men who leaned over the table, their hands pressing hard into the
wood. "Y ou signed the note, you provide the whegt, or pay the
market price. Y ou have three days!"

One of the men looked enraged, but the other |ooked ready to
beg. "I can't. Please. I'll haveto sdll everything I've ever acquired.
I'll be penniless”

Masterson's temper seemed on the verge of getting the best Of
him. "Y ou should have thought of that before you sold me wheet
you didn't havetitleto!"

0

Roo took him by the arm and over his shoulder said, "Excuse

me. gentlemen, well be back in amoment.”

"What?" asked Jerome, still angry.

Roo tried to keep a straight face and, failing, turned his back to
the others around the table so they wouldn't see him grinning.
"How much?'

Masterson sad, "They owe us two hundred thousand bushels

of wheat, and they don't own any!" Then he suddenly redlized
whom he was talking to, and Sarted to snicker. Covering hisface
with the back of his hand, he feigned coughing. "I don't care much
for Mcany over there, and his cousin Meaksisn't much better.
Thought I'd let them sweet a bit."

"Arethey involved with Jacoby?" asked Roo, keeping hisvoice
down.

"No," answered Jerome. "Not asfar as| cantell. | did what

you requested and ferreted out every syndicate or association that
| thought had Jacoby participation, and they're not among them."
Roo sad, "I've been thinking. We can't ruin every investor in
Krondor, else well have no oneto do businesswith. What do these
two do?

Masterson suddenly grinned. "Meany hasalovely littlemill he



manages badly, and Meaks a bakeshop that does atidy business
not far from here. Mostly they speculate, and only on amodest
scale" Hewhispered. " Someone must have put the word out
there was going to be a bloodletting. I've got notes here from
people two or three times over, far more than they'reworth if they
default.”

Roo nodded. "Well, if we take Krondor Grain Traders and turn
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it into a permanent syndicate, it wouldn't hurt our position in future
to have afew businesses we own to constantly generate gold.
Would you like to own asharein abakery and mill?

Masterson rubbed his chin. "Not abad notion. You and | with

Crowley and Hume need to sit and discuss this. We can bully out
those other partners who came late, but Brandon Crowley and
Stanley Hume were with usfrom the sart.”

&'Agreed,” said Roo. He turned and went back to the table.
"Mr. Meany?' he asked.

The angrier of thetwo men said, "Y es?'

"As| understand it, you don't have the wheat you contracted

to deliver to us at the agreed-upon price?"

"You know | don't!" shouted Mcany. "Someone went out and
bought up every grain from here to Great Kesh! I've word from
every grain buyer in the Principdity thereisno whest for sde
anywhere! How can we mest these contracts if we can't buy

- Py~

gran.

Roo sad, "An unfortunate circumstance to find yoursdf in."

The other man, Megks, said, "Please. If we're forced to account
on the due date, welll beruined. | have afamily!”

Roo pretended to think upon it, then said, "WEell consider taking
your note."

No sooner were those words out of his mouth than Meaks was



saying, "oh, thank you, sir!" Hisrelief brought him to the edge
of tears.

Meany sad, "Y ou will?*

"At areasonableirate of interest, and we may require property
as..." Roo glanced at Masterson and whispered, "What's the
word?"

Masterson sad, "Collaterd ."

... collaterd. Prepare alist of your holdings and return here

on the due date, and well work something out. Can't have your
family out on the streets now, can we?' said Roo pointedly to
Mesks.

The two men left and Roo began dedling with the men who
were coming in before the due date to plead for more time because
there was no grain to buy. He noticed the notes Masterson had
set aside for him to peruse, and made amentd list of the names

on them. Not one of those men cameto see him.
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At the end of the day, Roo and histhree partners, aong with
Sebastian Lender, sat down. Roo said, "Gentlemen, | propose we
form astanding company.”

Crowley sad, "Say on."

"We have, according to Jerome, managed to achievethe single
most stunning manipulation of any market in the Western Realm
inthe history of Barret's.”

Lender said, "l think that is a safe assessment.”

Jerome said, "Well, none of uswould have expected it to turn

out theway it had.”

Roo said, "My poaint isthat we've done as well aswe did because
you gentlemen were steadfast. Lesser men would have broken and
run.99

Crowley looked unconvinced, but Hume appeared pleased at



the remark.

"I wasasoldier for two terrible years," said Roo, "and | understand
the incal culable benefit of having men at your back you can

trust.” He looked from face to face. "I trust you four men.”

Crowley looked genuinely moved at that.

Roo said, "'l propose we keep our newfound wealth pooled, and
form anew company, one as diverse and widespread as any seen
before” In hismind he knew he was proposng the formation,
overnight, of acompany to riva Jacob Esterbrook’s far-flung holdings.

Crowley sad, "And you will preside over that company?' There
was anote of suspicionin hisvoice.

"No," said Roo. "I'm still new &t this, and while| think | have
aknack for this sort of business, | so know that we got lucky."
He started to laugh. "1 doubt anyone will sl agrain contract in
the Kingdom for along time without having purchased the grain
in advance."

The otherslaughed in return.

"No," said Roo, "'l wasthinking you should preside, Brandon.”

It wasthefirg time he had used Crowley'sfirst name.

"Me?" asked Crowley, obvioudy surprised.

"Wdll," said Roo, turning to Jerome, "Mr. Masterson and | have,
shall we say, lessthan pristine histories." Masterson laughed at
that. "And while | respect Mr. Hume, it seemsto me you'rethe

senior member here. Y our age and experience would serve uswell.
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| propose that you preside, and Mr. Hume could act as the company
ssecond officer. | will be content to be but one of four partners.

| will conduct afair bit of businesson my own, outsde the

company. Running Avery and Sonswill take some of my time.

And | expect well dl have undertakings we will wish to pursue



outside the company. But we're about to be confronted with many,
many men who will not be able to meet the notesthey sold us.”

He outlined his discussion with Masterson and his offer to Mesks
and Meany. "We could end up with shared interestsin dozens of
businesses scattered around the Bitter Sea. For that reason, gentlemen,”
he said tothem all, "I propose that this day we found

the Bitter Sea Trading and Holding Company.”

Masterson dammed his hand down on the table. "Damn meiif
you're not ashooting star, Roo Avery! I'll ride with you."

Hume spoke next. "'l will join with you; yes, | will."

After amoment Brandon Crowley said, "Presiding Officer?' He
nodded. "Very well, | will joinwith you aso."

Roo said, "Mr. Lender, would you be so kind asto execute an
agreement to this effect?"

"l would be pleased, Mr. Avery."

Masterson rubbed his handstogether. "1 think, gentlemen, itis
timefor adrink." Heturned his head and shouted to a nearby
waiter to bring his private brandy and five glasses.

When the drinks were poured and each man held one, Masterson
sad, "To Mr. Rupert Avery, without whose tenacity and conviction
not only would we not soon be very wealthy men, we'd

probably be begging in the Street.”

Roo said, "No. Please. Each of us hereis due some credit. |
would rather we toast"-he held up his glass-"the Bitter Sea
Trading and Holding Company!"

Each man in turn said the name of the new company, and as

one, they drank atoast.
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Ffteen

THE INN WAS CROWDED.
Inadark corner five men sat, keeping their voiceslow despite



the din of the common room. One nearly spat as he spoke, o
intense was his anger. " The bloody bastard strangled the market
and we're going to be ruined. Y ou said thiswas going to be easy
pickings. | took multiple positionsin three different syndicates,

al secured with the same collaterd! If | default on more than one
of them, | will haveto flee Krondor or go to prison! Y ou said there
would be no trouble!" He pointed an accusing finger a the man
across the table from him.

Timothy jacoby leaned forward. "I promised you nothing,

dewitt. | said you'd have an opportunity to make akilling." His
own anger matched that of his companions. "But | never guaranteed
you anything."

A third man said, "Thisis pointless. The question is, what do
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wedo?"

"I'm going to see Esterbrook,” answered jacoby, standing

abruptly, so that his chair fell backward, striking adrunk who lay
facedown at the next table. The drunk barely stirred. jacoby
glanced at the nearly comatose man. "Meet me back herein two
hours. I'll have some sort of answer.”

The five men rose and | eft and after aminute, the drunk stood up.
Hewas ayoung man of average height, and the only thing remarkable
about him was his hair, which was avery paeblond, nearly white
when seen in sunlight. He kept awool sailor's cap tight on his head,
S0 that this unusud feature was hidden. Moving with purpose, he left
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the room and followed the five men out the door.

Once outsde the inn, the blond man glanced around until he

saw afigure appear from deep within anearby doorway. He waited
until the second figure closed to him. "WdI?' asked Dash of the
falsedrunk.



"Go back and tell your employer that he's stirred up ahornet's
nest. Tdl him Tim Jacoby isrushing to get some answersfrom
jacob Esterbrook. I'm going to follow Jacoby and seeif | can overhear
what he and Esterbrook are going to plan.”

Dash sad, "Well, at least you don't haveto try to climb to the
rooftops and hang upside down outside windows. Y ou never were
very good at that."

Jimmy smiled at hisyounger brother. "Well, you weren't much

for picking pockets, either.” He gripped his brother by the arm.

"Y ou are certain Father believes|'m out dining with you?'

Dash shrugged. "That'swhat | told him. Don't worry. Unless

you get yourself killed, Grandfather will sort things out with Father
should we run into trouble. He aways does."

"Well, hurry dong. They're due to meet back herein two hours.

Y ou would do well to have someone dseinsgde before then, in
case | can't get back ahead of Jacoby." He patted his brother's
am. "Seeyou later tonight.”

Dash hurried off into the darkness, and jimmy moved to where
his horse had been hidden. He mounted and rode out toward the
eastern gate, looking about to ensure no one spotted him or was
following him.

As heléft the city gate, he caught sight of Jacoby on the road
ahead, hisfigure outlined againgt the darkness by thelight from

the large moon, which was directly overhead. Jmmy dowed his
own horse, lest he ride upon the hegls of his prey.

BY thetime Jmmy reached the outer wall of the Esterbrook
edtate, he was certain getting insde would prove easy. Getting out,
he thought to himsdlf, might prove more difficult.

Like his brother, Jmmy had grown up in the palace a Rillanon,
wherethelr father, Arutha, had served with their grandfather, then
Duke of Rillanon. Arutha-named for the late Prince of Krondor had
been raised in afar more gented fashion than hisfather, who

had been a notorious boy thief until Prince Arutha had taken him
into service.
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But the grandsons had listened to their grandfather James's Sories,
and by the ages of seven and five the palace was congtantly
troubled by two boys climbing walls, skipping adong rooftops, picking
locks, eavesdropping on state meetings, and otherwise Cresating
difficultiesfar beyond what one would expect from two children

of their 9ze or experience.

By the time they were eeven and nine, the boys father had
decided that the hearty life dong the frontier would teach them a
thing or two. So Jmmy and Dash had been packed off to the
frontier court at Crydee, home of Duke Marcus, the King's cousin.
Their visit had lasted two years, and by the time the two brothers
returned to Rillanon, they were sunburned, tougher, more
sdf-reliant, fair trackers, better hunters, and now thoroughly incorrigible.
In the subsequent five years, both sons had been thrown

out of the palace by their father and grandfather severd timesin
the hope they would discover just how lucky they wereto be
among the dite of the Kingdom.

Each time the boys managed rather well, living by their witsand
guile, and frequently using the skills devel oped driving the pdace
daff to distraction to provide sustenance. They had even run afoul
of the Thieves Guild in Rillanon on two occasions and survived
totel thetde.

Thelast time they had been banished from the palace, their

father had relented after three weeks and had gone looking for
them, only to find they now had a controlling interest in one of

the seedier bordellos along the docks. They had won it playing
cards.

Jmmy tied his horse out of sght down the road, where he would
likely not be seen if jacoby came riding past before Immy could
recover the mount. He hurried up to the gate and quickly |ooked

it over. Two easy footholds and a handhold later and he was peeking



over thetop of the gate. A servant was leading Jacoby's horse
toward the stable and there was no one elsein sight. He heard
the door to the main house close, and assumed Jacoby had just
entered.

Jmmy jumped down from thewall and hurried toward the

house, keeping off the pathway and stooping low beside aline of
decorative shrubbery. Reaching the house, he glanced about. He
didn't know where Jacob's library was, save it was on the ground
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floor, and he knew that only because Dash had mentioned it.
Silently he cursed himsdlf for not thinking of asking Dashif he
knew. Ah well, he thought, preparation had never been hisstrong
suit. Dash had the more devious mind.

He glanced into afew windows and saw no one moving. He a

last found himsdlf staring at adim room in which only apair of
candles burned, but he could hear voicesraised.

"Don't comein here and demand anything of me, Timothy!"
Dash risked a better ook and was rewarded by the sight of
Timothy Jacoby leaning over adesk, knuckles hard against the
surface, as he yelled at Jacob Esterbrook.

"I need gold!" shouted jacoby. "L ots of it!"

Esterbrook waved his hand asif wafting away abad smell. "And
I'm supposed to giveit to you?'

"A loan, then, damniit!"

"How much?" asked Esterbrook.

"I hold option ordersfor sixty thousand sovereigns, Jacob. If |
can't meet the order, I'm going to forfeit everything we own unless
some grain comes on the market in the next three days.”

"Y ou're worth more than sixty thousand, Timothy, agreat dedl

more."



"It'snot the pricel" jacoby nearly shouted again. "It'sthe pendty
for the grain not delivered. By the gods, wheat is up to three
dlversabushd and risng! Thereisnoneto be had. Every miller
inthe Kingdom isin Krondor howling at the grain brokers.
Someone has bought up al the contracts and thereisnoneto be
"What about dl that cheap grain you have coming in from
Kesh?' asked Esterbrook.

"Weé're ddlivering that tomorrow, but that'slessthan haf the
contracts we took. When | secured that grain, how was| to
know that little insect and his partnerswould order up five times
that amount? Instead of choking him onit, were making him
wedthy. The market price has doubled over the option weve
secured.”

Jacob pointed at Timothy. "Y ou got greedy, which isbad. But

Y ou were stupid, which isworse. Y ou let your distaste for Roo
Avery color your judgment. And what's more, you killed acomPletely
innocent man for merely being hisbusiness partner. You're
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the only man in Krondor who won't be given a chance to negotiate
hisway out of this.

"Innocent!" said Jacoby. "Ask my father about Helmut Grindle.

He knew aman'sthroat was below his chin and which sde of a
dagger had the edge. He just happened to be in the way. Avery
has aknack of taking goods from me that are difficult to replace,
and my customersfor those goods are less than forgiving.”

"Running drugsfor the Mockers, again, Tim?' Thedisgust in



Esterbrook’s tone could not be hidden. Y ou made that bed, so
lieinitdone”

"Areyou going to loan methe gold or not?' demanded Jacoby.
"How much?'

"If grain comes onto the market in the next two days, | can
survive with sixty thousand gold sovereigns. That will bail out
dewitt and the others who came dong because | told them. If it
doesn't, you don't have enough to save my company. DeWitt
won't be the only one fleeing the city to avoid prison." Helowered
hisvoice, and Jmmy could bardly hear him ashewarned, "But if
I'm taken, Jacob, there are things | can tell the magistrate that
might buy me alighter sentence. | can take afew yearsin prison,
Jacob, but you're not ayoung man. Think on that."

Esterbrook considered it. He looked out the window and jimmy
ducked out of sight. He heard footsteps approach and crouched as
low into the shadows as he could, holding motionless. "'l thought

| saw something,” he heard Esterbrook say.

"You'reimagining things," said Jacoby.

jimmy heard the sound of aquill on parchment. "Herés aletter

to my accounts keeper," said Eterbrook. "He will honor the | etter.
But be warned, | am going to hold your father responsible if

you default, our old friendship not withstanding.”

"Thank you, Jacob," said Timothy, and histonewasicy.

Jmmy heard the door dam and was judging how best to time

his moveto thewall: Jacoby's horse wasin the stable and if he
hurried, he might get to his own horse before jacoby cleared the
gate.

He was About to move when he heard someone enter the library.
"Fether?'

He chanced a peek and saw a stunning-looking young woman
enter the room. He conceded that for once Dash hadn't exaggerated
awoman'sloveiness. He could see why Avery was smitten
aswere Roo's cousin and young jason, from what Dash had reported.
Dash and Jmmy had grown up near the center of power

in the Kingdom, and many beautiful women had paid attention to



the grandsons of the Duke of Rillanon as soon asthey were old
enough to gppreciateit. They had enjoyed the benefits of such
attention, and had an education regarding women and their pleasures
far beyond their years, but they also had something of an

askance view of them aswdll. jimmy, like hisbrother before him,

marked Sylvia Esterbrook as avery dangerous creature, one able
to find powerful dlies

Shesad, "What was dl that bellowing about? Was Tim being
abully agan?'

"Trying to," answered hisfather. "It ssemsyoung Avery not

only has managed to survive Jacoby's attempts to bury him, but is
turning the tables, asthey say. | had to |oan Jacoby the gold to
keep him from being ruined.”

"Then Timothy will try to kill Rupert?'

"Almogt certainly.”

"Will you let him?" asked Sylvia

Jacob rose and came around the desk toward his daughter. "l
think | shall absent myself from the conflict. | think it opportune
for usto visit our country homefor afew weeks. By thetimewe
return, the matter will be settled.”

"Well, if you must have someonekilled, please do it soon, Father.
Being out of the city issuch abore."

Jmmy had met some cal culating women in the eastern courts,

but Sylvia Esterbrook was easily the most cold-blooded he had
encountered. As much as he wished to hear more of this conversation,
he knew he couldn't afford to let Jacoby get too far ahead

of him. He started back toward the wall, wondering if it would do
Avery any good to warn him. Then he considered how beautiful
SylviaEsterbrook was, and how unlikely it wasthat Avery was
used to the attention of such awoman, and discarded the ideaas

worthless,

In the dark he could hear Tim Jacoby's horse moving down the
road as the gate closed. Jmmy dropped to the ground while the



sarvant returned to the house, and when he heard the door to

the house shut, herose, ran to the wall, and quickly climbed over.
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A few minutes later he was upon his horse, heading back toward
Krondor. He fervently hoped Dash was dready at the inn, because
there was no possibility he could overtake jacoby and resume his
posture of being the drunk at the next table.

Inside the house, jacob Esterbrook closed the door to hislibrary
behind him, and said, "Old Frederick's hedlth isn't what it used

to be, and | suspect that soon Timothy will betotally out of control.
It would be better for usif either he or Rupert wereto be

removed from the landscape quickly. Either avery dangerous
young man, who might rise to adangerous level of power someday,
or an ungtable dly-potentially more dangerous than the opponent-
will be removed. Either way, we profit.”

"If Roo kills Tim, how doesthat profit you? He's not one of

your partners, and given he's going to see your hand in much of
what has been going on around the city the last few months, do
you think hewill beinclined to do busnesswith you?'

"If Timkillshim, that question isacademic. If hekillsTim, he

will be ayoung man of greet influence, and | will groom himto

help our cause. | count on your charms to make him wish to do
busnesswith me"

"Do you want meto marry him?'

"No, he'sadready married.”



Shelaughed, asound both lovely and chilling. "Thelittle rogue.
He never mentioned awife. Well then, | shdl just have to seduce
the ugly twit and become hismisiress.”

"But only if Tim doesnt kill him, daughter.”

"Y es, Father. Now, would you care for supper?’

Roo sat motionless as Tim jacoby stalked forward and threw
papers down upon the table. Masterson was the one to pick then,
up, and hesaid, "Y ou have the grain, then?"

"Yes," said Jacoby, hisfury turned to dark, cold anger. A broker
cameinto town thismorning and | secured what | needed to meet
the contract."

Roo forced himsdlf not to smile. He had had L uis pretend to

be the broker, and had sold grain to Jacoby for more money than
Jacoby was being paid for it now. He had conspired not only to
sl the grain twice, but to make a profit both times.

Jacoby turned to look at Roo. "Avery," hesaid camly, "I don't
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know how you managed this, but | smell something here that

gtinks like week-dead cats. And when | find out what it isyou did,
and how you did it, well have ascore to settle.”

Roo rose dowly, so that afight wouldn't erupt in the balcony & Barret'
S. He came around the table and looked at histaller foe. "l told
you once before, when | took your knife out of your hand, that you
weren't thefirst enemy I've made. But you went too far when you
punished an old man becauise you were angry with me, jacoby. If
you're ready to die, we can step into the street right now."

jacoby blinked and hisjaw tightened, but he did nothing for a
moment; then he turned and stalked off, pushing past others come
to settle their debts with the Krondor Grain Traders Association.
Roo returned to his chair and Masterson said, " Selling him our

grain so that he could meet his contract may have made us a bit



more gold, Roo, but we al might have dept better if we had put
jacoby and Sons out of business outright.”

"If we had done that, we'd be spilling blood right now." Looking

at Magterson, he added, "I've seen the insde of the death cell;

| have no desire ever to seeit again." Then he smiled. "Canyou
imagine Jacoby's reaction when he discoversthat we were the ones
sling him grain so he could deliver it back to us? At aloss?'
Masterson nodded with asmile. "He might burst at that discovery.

5

More men came, some with the grain, now being ddivered for
afraction of the price it was commanding on the open market.

The others came to plead for time or to offer compromise offers.
Asthey had agreed to do, the partners heard every offer of compromise,
and in most instances took part or al of acompany in

settlement. By the end of the day the Bitter Sea Trading and
Holding Company controlled apair of mills, sixteen ships, a haf-dozen
shopsin the city, and other holdings asfar away asthe cities

of Ylith, Carse, and Maac's Cross.

Asday cameto an end, Roo rubbed his hand over hisface. "How
have we done?"

Masterson looked at Lender, who consulted with a scribe emPloyed
to keep accounts. "In the last four days, you've captured

aststhat are, conservatively, worth in excess of one million four
hundred thousand golden sovereigns, gentlemen. | would set the
Bitter Sea Trading and Holding Company's current net worth in
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excess of two million gold. When we ddliver the grain we're shipping
oursalvesto Bordon and Port Natal, that will riseto

something in excess of three million gold.”

Roo couldn't hep but grin despite his bone-numbing fatigue.
"Damnme" hesad quietly.



"When'sthe party?' said Masterson.

"What?" asked Roo.

"It'straditionad around herefor the newest member of asyndicate
to host a party for his partners and those doing business

with him. Given you're presently doing businesswith just about
every trading concern in the Kingdom and half of thosein Kesh
and Queg, | hope you have alarge house."

"A party?' said Roo. Then he thought of the house acrossthe
Street. "Soon, | think."

He turned and leaned across to whisper to Lender. "Can you
find out who holdstitle to that house across the street and how
much they require to purchase it?"

Lender rose. "I'll find out a once."

Roo aso stood. "1 must for home, gentlemen. My wife has seen
less of me since we started this mess than you four have, by hdf.

| must reacquaint mysalf with her and my daughter.”

He left word at the door that should anyone need to reach him
they could do so at the office of Avery and Sons. Then hewaked
home.

Karli looked up as Roo entered the dining room. He smiled and
sad, "l have something to tell you."

The baby rested in Karli'sarms as she nursed. Karli said, "Y es?'
Roo pulled out achair and sat down. Putting hisarm around his
wife's shoulders he said, ™Y ou are married to one of the richest
men in the Kingdom." He couldn't repressagiggle.

Karli pulled back. "Areyou drunk?"

it

284

RisE OIF A MERCHANT PRINCE

held up the baby and put her over her shoulder. "She smiled at
metoday. "



Roo shook hishead. "I don't know what it isyou'retalking
about. | need abath." Ashe began to leave the room, he said,
"Did | tell you I plan on buying anew house?'

6Why?y

Roo turned on hiswife and his face hardened into amask of
outrage. "Why!" he shouted. The baby began to cry at the loud
noise. "Do you think | intend to fivetherest of my lifein this
tiny hove your father was satisfied with? I'm going to buy usa

town house across from Barret's! It's three storiestall and has room
for alarge garden He shook his head and took a deep breath.

"I'm going to buy a country house aswell. I'm going to own horses
and dogs and hunt with the nobility."

As he spoke, his anger faded and a strange dizziness overtook

him. He reached out and gripped the doorjamb. "1 need to eat
something.”

He turned and mounted the stairswhile Karli tried to quiet the
crying Abigall. "Mary!" shouted Roo. "I need atub of hot water,

now! "

AsRoo vanished up the stairs, Karli ignored the tear running
down her cheek asshe sad, "Hush, my love. Y our father loves
YOu."

Roo looked injured. Woman! | am not drunk.” He stood.

"What | amisvery tired and very hungry. I'm going to take a
bath, and if you would tell Rendel, | would like supper as soon as
she can manage.”

Karli said, "Don't you want to say hello to your daughter?”

Roo looked confused. "She's ababy! How is she going to know
if | say hello or not?!

Karli looked stricken. " She needs to know her father, Roo." She



The music filled the night. Roo stood at the door, wearing the
finest clothing he could buy. He greeted each guest asthey arrived
nd he was the man of the hour.

Every merchant of worth and importance was in attendance, and
many nobleswho had come asfriends of friends. The new house
was turned out and decorated and filled with the finest furniture

that,money could buy. It was clear to anyone who paused to consider,
aman of consequence had taken up residence across the

gtreet from Barret's Coffee House. Karli

stood next to her husband, wearing agown that had cost

more gold than she could believe, but trying to look asif shewore
Such raiment every day. She glanced at the Stairway, wondering

how her daughter fared, for she was upstairsin avery noisy house
and she was teething. Mary was nearby, but Karli didn't trust anyone
to look after her daughter.

It had taken monthsto find the owner of the house, negotiate
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aprice, fitit up, and movein. Karli had inssted they keep the

old house she had grown up in, and Roo hadn't been willing to
argue with her. After the dust had settled on his manipulation of

the grain trade in the city, he turned out to be worth far more

than even he had dreamed possible. When the last ship had returned
from the Free Cities, the net worth of the Bitter Sea Trading

and Holding Company wasn't in excess of three million gold

pieces, it was closer to seven million-for the locusts had spread

to the Far Coast and Y abon, and grain prices were at arecord high.
Additionaly, severa of the businesses they had acquired had



proven quite lucrative, showing aquick profit as soon as Roo and

his partners had taken control.

Now Roo knew he was aman of importance, asthe great and
near-great of the city cameto hishometo pay their respects. Roo

felt asif hischest would burst when a cadre of horsemen rode up
before a carriage and from the vehicle Dash, his brother Immy,

and their father and mother emerged. Behind it came another carriage,
bearing the crest of Krondor, and coming to visit his house

were the Duke and Duchess of the city. Even those who attended

out of curiogity, those cynica soulswho judged Roo the current
favorite, aman likely to beforgotten in ayear, were impressed as

the most powerful lord after the king cameto cdll.

Dash entered and smiled at Roo as he took his hand, shook it,

then kissed Karli's. Turning, he said, "May | present my brother,
James? We cdl him Jmmy so as not to confuse him with Grandfather.”

Roo grinned as he shook hands with Dash's older brother. They
were attempting to keep secret the fact they had, indeed, met
before, and that Jmmy was hel ping his brother to make Roo a
very powerful man. Behind them came aman who could be no
one else but ther father, the resemblance was so strong. Dash said,
"Thisismy father, Arutha, Lord Vencar, Earl of the Court.”

Roo bowed dightly and said, "My lord, it isan honor to welcome
you to my home. May | present my wife?' He introduced Karli
and then was introduced in turn to Elena, Dash and jimmy's
mother. The handsome woman said, "We are pleased you asked
usto attend, Mr. Avery. We are pleased our son has discovered a
legitimate interest”-she glanced at Dash-"for achange.” Her

dight accent betrayed her Roldem origins.

286

RISE OF A MERCHANT PRINCE

Behind them came Duke James and the Duchess Gaming,



whom Roo welcomed warmly. Gaminasaid, | am more pleased
than you can imagine to see you in such surroundings, Mr. Avery,
given the grim circumstances of our last mesting.”

Roo said, "That makestwo of us, my lady."

jamesleaned over and said in Roo's car, "Remember, thou art

but morta, Roo."

Roo's eyes narrowed and he looked dightly confused, but the
Duke swept past and entered the large room off the stairway; other
guests waited outsdein the garden. Everything there wasin bloom,
as Roo had paid agreat sum to bring in fully mature plantsand for a
short time Karli had rgjoiced in the size of her new garden. But Roo
couldn't escape the notion she didn't like the new house.

Jerome Magterson came from the large room and, from behind,
whispered in Roo's ear. "The Duke of Krondor himsdlf, You'rea
success, lad." He patted Roo on the shoulders. "Y ou're about to
find moreinvitationsto dinner arriving than you could answer in
ayear. Accept the best only, and be polite to the rest. He patted
Roo's shoulder again and wandered back into the crowd.

Karli said, "'l should go cheek on Abigail."

Roo took her hand and patted it. "She'sfine. Mary's up there,

and if therés any problem, shell comefetch you.”

Karli didn't looked reassured, but she stayed.

The clatter of horses announced the arrival of Jadow Shati and
severa soldiersfrom the garrison. Roo greeted them and shook
hands. "How'stheleg?"

Jadow grinned, hisbroad smile reveding remarkably white

teeth. "Fine, though I now know when rain's coming.” He patted
hisleft leg. "Almost have dl my strength back.”

Roo introduced hisformer companion to hiswife, and Jadow led
the soldierswith him inside. Roo didn't know any of them, and
laughed to himsdlf, these were obvioudy new barrack companions
of Jadow's who had come aong on the promise of free food and
drink.

The evening wore on, and at last Karli had persuaded Roo that



she needed to check on their daughter. While she was gone alarge
carriagerolled up and Roo's heart began to pound when he saw
whowasinsde.

Jacob Esterbrook and his daughter arrived and Roo felt his heart
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beat hard in his chest. Sylvialet the doorman take her cloak, and
Roo saw she was dressed in the newest fashion, agown cut so low
asto be close to scandal ous by more conservative court standards.

Her father wore expensive but conservative dress, a short-cut

jacket over atunic with asingle row of rufflesin front, black hose,
and black lesther shoeswith silver buckles. He went hatless and
carried asmple canewith anivory hilt.

Roo took Sylviashand and wasloath to release it and greet her
father. "Roo," said Jacob, shaking handsfirmly, "I must confess
you've done remarkabl e things, young man. We must meet soon
and discuss some ventures | havein mind.”

Hemoved dong, and Sylvialingered. "Wevejust returned from
the country and | would loveit if you would comefor supper again,
soon, Roo." Her eyes never |eft hisand the way she said hisname
made his knees week.

Then she leaned forward and whispered in hisear, "Very soon.”
Then shewas moving past him and he felt her breast brush
againg hisarm. He turned to watch her as she vanished into the
now crowded house.

"And who wasthat?' came Karli'svoice.

He turned and discovered hiswife standing before him, returned
from upstairs. Roo blinked, then said, "Ah, that was Jacob Esterbrook
and hisdaughter, Sylvia."

Karli made adisapproving noise under her breath. "The shame

of the woman, coming out in public half-naked like that. And look



at those men fawning over her."

Roo narrowed his gaze, for one of the men fawning over her was
Duncan, who was quickly cutting off every other young manin

the room as they sought to get closeto Sylvia. Roo turned to greet

his next guest, and said, "Well, she's pretty and her father isone

of the richest men in the Kingdom and has no sons. She'squitea

catch for any snglelad.”

Karli said, "'l noticed that didn't keep you and the other married

men from drooling down her dress.” Shetook Roo's arm in a possessive
fashion and stood there until it was clear no more guests

wereto arrive.

The party lasted well past midnight and Roo couldn't remember
atiny fraction of most of the conversations he had held. He had
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been pointedly vague when pressed 'on matters of business, referring
peopleto jerome or telling them to Stop by at Barret'sthe
next business day

He mixed as best he could, trying to keep track of who spoke

to him on which matter, but the truth was he was drunk on wine
and success. He was one of four partnersin the Bitter Sea Trading
and Holding Company, but he was rumored to be the driving force
behind the sudden emergence of this powerful new company.
Women flirted with him and men sought to engage him in conversation,
but throughout the night he was only concerned with

two things: basking in the glow of triumph and keeping track of
Sylvia Esterbrook.

Each time he caught sight of her across the room, his breath

caught in histhroat, and when he saw another man hovering over

her, hefdt anger building ingde. Karli kept him moving among



the guests, only pausing to spesk with the Duke and hisfamily,
forgetting for the time she socidized with nobility that moments
before she was furious with Roo for hisbehavior around Sylvia
Twice sheléft to nurse Abigail, and when she returned she found
her husband watching Esterbrook’s daughter.

At some point the crowd began to depart and bade their hosts
good-bye. While Roo and Karli were standing at the door, Jacob
came and took Roo's hand. "My thanks for inviting usto the celebration
of your new company, Rupert.” He smiled a Karli. "Mrs.

Avery, it's been a pleasure to meet you."

Karli smiled but glanced around and said, "Where is your daughter,
Mr. Esterbrook?"

jacob smiled. "oh, she's somewherein there" Hetook his

cloak when the doorman presented it to him, folding it over his
arm while waiting for his coach to be brought up from where it
waswaiting. "l have no doubt at least ahalf dozen of those young
lads have agreed to escort her home. | am not able to keep late
hours any more.”

"Indeed,” said Karli coolly. The coach arrived and Esterbrook
departed. A littlewhilelater, Duke James and hiswife and their
son and hiswife left, again setting Karli nearly glowing with pride.
While many rich and powerful men had visited her father in his
modest home, no noble had ever passed through their portal. And
ill thefirgt evening of entertaining in the new house, the most
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powerful man in the Kingdom after theroya family had come

caling. accompanied their parSeeing

that neither ImmY nor Dash had a

ents, Roo sad, "Excuse me amoment, please” to his*ifeand
|eft.



Hefound jimmy talking to the very pretty daughter of amiller
who now worked for the Bitter Sea Company and took him by the

elbow, moving him away without even an gpology. "Wherdmmy glanced over his shoulder and made an
expression of

would beback ina

ross the room.

Sylvia Egterbrook commanded a portion of the main salon, with
acircle of admirersaround her. At her Sde stood Duncan, his most
charming smile on display as hetold some story of his adventures,

to Sylvias amusement and theirritation of the other young men.

[--% h .*-"A achnrt wav bevond watchiniz in avery observant fash

regret to the young woman, moutning thet iie
moment. "Heisover there." jimmy pointed ac

a9

ion. "It'shisturn,” sad jimmy.

"Histurnfor what?' said Roo.

jimmy whispered, "We're taking turns to make sure no one gets
fingermarks on your young Miss Esterbrook.” He glanced back at
the young woman he had been speaking with and said, "That
particular young lady is... very interesting, and as| am really not
inyour employ and Dashd is, he thought it the brotherly thing to
do to watch over your friend for you, while| ... take advantage of
the opportunity to become ... better acquainted with that sweet
girl there”

'Y our young Miss Esterbrook'? "Watch over your friend?" repested
Roo, his expression darkening.

Jmmy whispered, "It wouldn't do if one of these young gentlemen
got alittle too much to drink and made afool of himsdlf over

such an unusuadly pretty woman, would it? Given Mr. Esterbrook’s
importance in the community, | mean?'

Roo said, "'l guess not. Is Dash seeing her honiep™

"Either heor Duncan,” said Jmmy.

Roo nodded and said, "Get back to your young lady." He moved
through the party until he found Luis, who was Stting asif at



home, his bad hand kept in alarge pocket on the side of his new
jacket.
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Luisraised hisgood hand, holding adrink. "Sedor," he greeted

Roo in his native Rodezian diaect. Y ou are aman of consequence,
to al appearances.”

"Thank you," said Roo. "Who's a the shop?"

"Bruno, Jack, and | believe Manud. Why?'

"Jugt thinking." He glanced around. "1 would like you and Duncan
to stop by there on your way back to your house. Just to check
up on things.”

Luisglanced past Roo and caught sight of Roo's cousin and
Sylvia. After asecond, hesaid, "I understand.” He stood. "But
that leads me to another matter.”

"What?"' asked Roo, il distracted.

"l would liketo find other quarters.”

44why?" asked Roo, his attention suddenly focused upon Luis.
Luis shrugged. "I am aman of smple needs, and your cousin,

well ... Duncan has many friends caling. | enjoy my work, and
find littletimeto ret given his.... late hours."

Roo thought of it amoment and realized that with the money

he was now paying Duncan, he was probably bringing adifferent
barmaid or whore home every night. The house heand Luis
shared wastiny, and it had to be difficult for the solitary Rodezian.
"Find yourself new quarterstomorrow. I'll raise your pay to whatever
IS necessary to cover the extra expense. Makeit anice, quiet
place”

"Thank you," said Luiswith one of hisrare amiles. "Now | will
explain to Duncan we need to check up on the shop on our way
home.9?

Roo nodded and returned to the door, where Karli was bidding
guests good night. "Thereyou are," she said with adark look.



"Where have you been?'

"With Luis" He cameto stand beside her, bade good night to
another departing guest, and then said to Karli, "He wants hisown
quarters, 0 | gave him leaveto find a place awvay from Duncan.”
"That | can understand,” said Karli.

Roo sighed. He knew she and Duncan had never gotten along

on the few occasions he had come to the house. There was
something about him that smply put her off, and the harder Duncan
tried to win her over with his charming nonsense, the more
distasteful she found his company. She had tried to keep her dis
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liketo hersdlf, but Roo saw it, and after he asked her about it, she
had admitted as much.

A littlewnhile later, Luis and Duncan came to the door, and while
Luisbid Karli good night, Duncan leaned over and whispered into
hiscousn'sear, "l would redly liketo stay awhile longer, Roo."
Roo said, "I'd deep better if you checked out the shop and

made sure everything wasin order.”

Duncan's features clouded. "I'm sure you would."

Roo took him by the elbow and steered him afew steps away.
"I've dsotold Luisto move out of your house.”

This caught Duncan completdy off guard. "What?' he sad.
"Well," said Roo in aconspiratorid tone, "you'rerisng in the
world dong with me, and..." Letting his gaze wander to where
Sylviaand the daughters of severd other wedthy men stood in
conversation with anumber of young men, he added, "And |
thought you might do with alittle more privacy for your. . .
entertaining. | told Luisto find himsdf new quarters.”

Duncan didn't know what to make of thisfor amoment, but

then he smiled and said, "Thank you, cousin. Most generous of

you.?5



Roo hurried Duncan back to the door, where he bade Karli good
night. A little whilelater, Dash came and said, "I'm going to escort
Miss Esterbrook back to her father's house.”

Roo nodded and attempted to look uninterested. He turned to

find Karli's eyesfixed upon him. Smiling, hesad, "Thisisgoing

on longer than | wanted. Why don't you check up on Abigail while

| shoo out the last of the guests?I'll beupinawhile.”

Karli looked unconvinced, but she nodded, lifted the hem of her
dress, and walked to the stairway and quickly climbed to the second
floor.

Roo made a brisk tour of the room, politely making it clear to

those till there that the party was drawing to aclose. He found
jerome Magterson adeep in alarge chair in asmall room off the
main parlor, hisarmswrapped around a now empty bottle of very
expengve Keshian brandy. Lifting his partner by thearm, Roo
carried him to the main salon, where he saw his bookkeeper deep
in conversation with another young man. He motioned for jason
to come over and gave Masterson's care over to him, instructing
him to see his partner got home safely.
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As he reached the door, the last of the guests were leaving, including
Sylviaand Dash. Asthelast visitor departed, Dash's
hired carriage pulled up to the door. Sylviaturned to bid Roo

good night and feigned astumble, falling against him. He caught
her and felt her body hard againgt his. She whispered, "My
goodness! | must have had too much wine" Her face was mere
inchesfrom his as she looked into hiseyes and said, "What
must you think of me?"

Then, asif by impulse, she kissed his cheek and whispered,



"Please come soon." Stepping back, she turned and said, "Thank
you again, Rupert. And again forgive my ... clumsiness.”

She moved quickly down the steps and entered the carriage as
Dash held the door open for her. He glanced back at his employer,
then climbed in after her, and the carriage headed off down the
dreet.

Roo watched until it disappeared and then returned to the door.
Hewaked ingde and found the three hired servantswaiting. He
thanked them for their good work, paid them with abonus, and
sent them on their way. He knew Mary would already be adeep,
aswould Rendd, for they would both be up at dawn the next day.
He pulled off his coat and tossed it on the end of the banigter,

too tired to hang it in the wardrobe hiswife had purchased for his
dothing.

His mind was afire with images of Sylvia Esterbrook and he

could not berid of her fed, her scent in his nogtrils, her warmth,
and her lips upon his cheek. His body ached for her as he entered
the darkened bedroom he shared with Karli. He glanced over and
found Abigail adeepin her crib and wasrelieved. If the baby had
been in bed with hiswife he would have retired to one of the
guest rooms rather than risk awvakening her.

H~ quickly undressed and got under the covers. In the darkness,
he heard Karli say, "Did everyonefindly go?'

Stll dightly intoxicated, helaughed. "No, | |eft afew of them
inthe garden; I'll set them loosein the morning.”

Karli saghed. "Wasthe party asuccess?"

Herolled over and said, "Y ou were there; what did you think?'

"| think you enjoyed being with those powerful men ... and
beautiful women."

Roo reached out and fdlt hiswife's shoulder through the thin
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"I likelooking," hetried to say lightly.
"cotton of her nightshirt.



'~,"What man wouldn't? But | know where homeis."

"Redlly, Roo?' she asked, rolling on her sdeto facehim. "Do

you mean that?"

Hesaid, "Of course | do." He pulled her toward him and kissed
her. A moment later he was fully aroused and pulling her nightshirt
over her head.

Hetook her fast and hard and at no time was he thinking of her.
For those passon-filled minutes, his mind was completely engulfed
with images of another w

woman. As he panted to aconclusion, he

could only think of Sylvias scent and touch. After he had spent himself,
he rolled over and lay on hisback, staring at the celling and
wondering if Sylviads carriage had reached her home yet.

They had ridden in silence. Dash had waited for her to speak
first and she had said nothing until halfway to the estate. At last
shesaid, "I'm sorry, but I've forgotten your name. ~9

"Dashd," hesaid with agrin. "Jameson. Y ou met my father and
brother.”

Shefrowned. "Y our father?*

"Arutha, Lord Vencar."

She gasped asif completely embarrassed. "Oh my! Then your
grandfather is. . ."

"The Duke of Krondor," hefinished. "I'm that one."
Sheregarded himinanew light. "I had you confused with that
other fellow, who doesn't speak much when I'm around.”
"That would be Jason," said Dash. "He's completely awestruck
by you, miss."

"And you're not?' she asked, aplayful tonein her voice.
Dagh'sgrin widened. "Not particularly.”

"l bet | could change your mind," she said, leaning forward so
her face was inchesfrom his and her gown provided an ample
expanse of bosom for hisingpection.

Heleaned forward aso, until his nose was dmost touching hers.

Whispering in aconspiratorial tone, he said, "'l bet you could, too. 95



Then he sat back. "But | am, unfortunately, pledged to another.”

Sheleaned back, resting against the seet. Tapping her chin, she
laughed. "Who isthe lucky woman?'
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"l don't know," he said. "But she's the daughter of some noble
house, no doubt. My grandfather will inform mewhen thetime
comes."

Shefeigned apout. "That's a disappointment.”

Dash shrugged, asif bored by the discussion. "It seemsto have
worked out for my mother and father. They are, by al outward
appearance, rather fond of one another.”

They rode onin silence for the rest of the journey. When they
entered the estate, the gateman ran alongside the carriage so he
could open the door for Sylvia. Dash got out and presented her
with his hand and she stepped down. He escorted her to the door
and she opened it, turned, and said, "Areyou sure | can't convince
you to comeingde?' She moved closeto him and did her hand
down his chest until it was below his belt.

Dash endured the fondling amoment, then stepped back. "I'm
very sorry, miss.”

Heturned and hurried to the carriage and climbed inside, while
Sylviawent insde the house displaying awicked smile and sounding
apoorly conceded laugh.

The carriage rolled through the gate and toward the city as Dash
congdered that hisemployer wasin for agreat dedl of trouble. He
now regretted he had been so generous with Immy, alowing him
to pursue the miller's daughter. After aminute, Dash stuck his

head out the window and shouted, "Driver!"

"Yes gr?'

"Take meto the Sgn of the White Wing!"

"Yes, dr!" camethereply.



Dash sat back and sighed. After along moment of reflection, he
muttered, "Bitch."
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Sixteen

KARLI FROWNED.

Roo was dressing hurriedly for his supper appointment and did
not seem to pay attention to what she was saying. Catching sight
of her expression, hesaid, "I'm sorry, dear. What was that?"

"l said | was hoping you would be dining in tonight. | have
something to talk to you about.”

Smoothing back hishair with abrush, he glanced in the mirror

at hisreflection and frowned dightly. No matter how rich the
clothing, how expensive the barber, he il didn't care much for
how helooked.

A tiny sound of ddlight caused him to look down and he saw

his daughter crawling in the doorway. Then she shrieked with joy
as she gripped the doorjamb and stood. She couldn't quite walk
yet, though she was trying, but she could manage to stand now, if
she had something to hold on to. Karli turned, impatience on her
face. "Mary!" she shouted.

"Yes, mdam?' came the reply from the next room.

"You let Abigail out of your sght and shewas crawling here

on the landing," scolded Karli. Mary seemed to have son-ic
strange notion that she could set the baby down and leave and
return to find the child in the same place. That hadn't been true
for nearly three months now. "What if shefell down the stairs?y
sadKarli.

Roo saw hisdaughter grinning a him, drool dribbling down her
chin. Little teeth were emerging, and she often fussed through the
night, but he had to admit he was becoming fond of her.



296

RISE OF A MERCHANT PRINCE

He bent down and picked up the child, who viewed him with
askeptical eye. The baby put out her hand, trying to stick as many
fingers as possible into his mouth, when Roo was suddenly greeted
by avery strong odor.

"Ohno," hesad, holding the child at arm'slength, while he

looked for any sign of adiaper leak on his new coat. Not seeing
one, he carried the baby-ill a arm's length-into the next

room, where he said, "Dearest, the baby hasfilled her digpers ...
agan.”

Karli took the girl and sniffed ddicately, saying, "I believe
you'reright."

Roo pecked her on the cheek. "I'll try not to betoo late, but if
talksgo oninto the night. . . don't wait up for me."

Before she could say anything, he was out the door. His carriage
had been brought around from the storage yard behind the house.
He had purchased it the month before and occasiondly rode

around the city init, just to be seen.

The Bitter Sea Company, asit was known, was rgpidly consolidating
its power base, and the name Roo Avery was on itsway to
becoming famous throughout Krondor and the Western Redlm. As
Roo climbed into the carriage, he considered what he might do to
further expand hisreach financidly. The Blue Star Shipping Company
was reportedly in financid difficulty, and Roo thought the

Bitter Sea Company would be needing more ships soon. Perhaps

he should have Duncan sniff around the waterfront for further

rumors, while he had Dash and Jason talk to their contacts. Roo
wished he could convince Dash's brother, immy, to come to work
for him aswell, congdering how useful he had proven during the
grain manipulation. But while Dash was working with Roo with



his grandfather's blessing, the Duke seem determined to keep his

other grandson working at the palace.

Roo settled back into the carriage and used a gold-topped walking

stick to knock on the roof, signaing the driver he was ready

to leave. The other thing that passed through Roo's mind as he

rode through Krondor was how he might exact revenge on Timothy
jacoby. Hurting him in the grain swindle hadn't been enough.

Twice since then Jacoby and Sons had pulled trades to the disadvantage
of the Bitter Sea Company. It was a so attracting other

firnisinto loose dliance, duein the main to fear of the Bitter Seds
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growing power. But merely being more successful than Jacoby and
Sons wasn't enough for Roo. Until Tim lay dead before him, he
wouldn't count the debt for Helmut squared.

He considered a hdf-dozen plans and discarded them al. When
aconfrontation finally occurred, events had to appear asif Roo had
nothing to do with inciting it; otherwise he might find himself back

in the desth cell, and now he had far too much to lose.

Asif wedth was alodestone, attracting more wealth, so his success
informing the Bitter Sea Company had caused more opportunities
to appear. He now controlled most of the freight between

Krondor and the north, and a very serious percentage of it between
Krondor and the Eastern Realm. Only between Kesh and the
Kingdom did hefall to gain any significant presence. Much of that
trade had been secured by Jacoby and Sons, and those contracts
appeared unbreakable. In fact, if anything, they appeared to be
growing, as caravans from the south seemed on therise.

Thoughts of business and trade vanished as the carriage approached



the gates of the Esterbrook estate. The servant inside

the gate inquired who was seeking admission and Roo's driver
caled out his master's name. The gate quickly opened. Thiswas
the fourth time since his grand party that Roo had visited the
Egterbrook house. Thefirgt time, Sylviahad been flirtatious and
charming. The second she had lingered after her father had bid
Roo good evening, and she had again kissed his cheek, pressing.
her body againgt his, and again she blushed and claimed it was the
effect of thewine. Thelast time she had again lingered, only this
time the kiss had been passionate and not on the cheek, and she
had said nothing about wine, only that he should return soon. The
dinner invitation had arrived two weeks later.

Despite hisimpatience to see Sylviaagain, Roo waited for another
servant to open the door once the carriage came to a stop.

He dismounted and said to the driver, "Return to the city and get”
supper. Then return here later. Wait here until | appear. | do not
know how late | may be."

The driver sduted and drove off, while Roo mounted the steps
to the door. When the servant opened the door for him and he
stepped inside, he was greeted by Sylvia, who smiled broadly at,
him. "Rupert!" she exclamed asif sheweren't expecting him.:
The sound of hisname on her lips sent ashiver through him, and,
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sight of her in another of those scandaloudy low-cut gowns caused
him to flush in excitement. She dipped her arm through hisand

kissed him on the cheek, pressing her bosom hard againgt him.
"Y ou look very handsometonight,” she said softly inhisear. He
swore she amost purred when she spoke.

Sheled him to the dining room and he saw only two places set.
"Where'syour father?' he asked, suddenly aarmed and excited



a thesametime.

She amiled. "He's out of the city on business. | thought you
knew. | could have sworn | wrote something to that effect on the
invitation. Didn't 1?7

Roo sat after she had taken her seat and said, "No, | thought

the invitation was from Jacob."

"It was from me. | hope you don't mind."

Roo fdt hisfaceflush. "No" he said quietly "I certainly d

mind."

He could hardly eat and found himsdlf reaching for hiswineglass
repeatedly. By the time Sylviaannounced supper was ove,

he was fairly down the road to being drunk. He rose and escorted
her toward the entryway. He couldn't remember one word in ten
they had spoken. Asthey left the dining room, Sylviaturned to
the servantsand said, "That will be dl. Wewill not be needing
you further tonight.”

Instead of leading Roo toward the front door, she instead guided
him up the stairs. He was afraid to spesk, lest he wake her from
some dream. Down along corridor they walked and then she
opened the door. She stepped across the threshold and gently
Pulled him through. Reaching around him, she pushed the door
closed while he stood motionless, staring at the gigantic canopied
bed that occupied the room.

Then she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him.
Whatever shreds of ration | thh R

at that momen.

5.79ymitL

mur
, L 00 Still possesseavanisned

In the darkness, Roo stared up at the canopy above. He could

hear SY]viabreathing dowly and evenly and assumed she was



adeep. He was exhausted, but also too keyed up to deep. Shewas
the most incredible women he had known. She was the most beautiful
woman he had ever seen, but for the well-bred daughter of
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arich merchant, she was an astonishing mix of playful childishness
and wanton sensudity. She made love like aveteran of the Sign

of the White Wing and was willing-no, eager-to perform acts

that would have appdled Karli.

Thinking of hiswife, he pushed asde atwinge of guilt. He

knew now that he didn't love her; he had married her from pity.
Helooked a where Sylvialay, and sighed. Thisisthe woman he
should have upon hisarm, he thought, not the dowdy little woman
who was now a home, adeep in the belief he was discussing business
with some shipping magnate. It was Sylviawhom he should

be presenting to nobility, and it was Sylviawho should be bearing
him children.

His heart pounded in his chest and hislovefor Sylviabecame
abittersweet pang. He lay upon hisside, staring at the barely seen
outline of her in the darkness. In his boyhood dreams he had never
imagined he would be the man he was at this moment, nor would
he have dreamed that awoman of Sylvia Esterbrook’s stunning
beauty and charm would be sharing her bed with him.

Roalling on his back, he stared at the dark cloth above him and
wondered at the miracle of change he had experienced since the
night he and Erik had fled from the hounds in Ravensburg.
Thinking of Erik made Roo wonder where hisfriend might be

and what he was doing. He knew Erik was across the sea
somewhere with Cdlis, de Loungville, and some men hedidn't
know. And he had no ideawhat they were doing, but he suspected
it was something dire. And he knew exactly why they
weredoingiit.



Feeling no peace a such thoughts, he gently reached out and

ran his hand down the amazingly soft skin of thewoman a his
gde. Sheingantly stirred and moved in alanguid fashion. Without
words sherolled over and cameto him, engulfing himin her arms.
Amazed at how she knew ingantly what he wished, heleft dl
thoughts of Erik behind.

Erik pointed at the rocks. "To port! To port!"

The storm raged as the steersman fought to pull thetiller

hard, turning the ship to port and away from crashing death.
Erik had stood at the prow of the dragon ship for hours, looking
through the dim murk of the early morning light, swirling snow5
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and fog, trying to avoid running the ship aground.

They had shot past the southern tip of Great Kesh, catching the
current that they had been told would carry them swiftly across
the seato Novindus. Days had passed and the dragon boat with
its Sixty-four passengers-Calis, de Loungville, Erik, Miranda, and

sxty soldiers of Caliss Eagles-sped across the ocean.
Therowerspulled in shiftsal day and dl night, adding their
muscle to the current, and the boat raced across a seemingly empty
expanse of ocean. Miranda used her magical ability from timeto
timeto judge their position and claimed they were where they
should be.

The weather had grown bitter cold and occasionally they would
sight an iceberg floating northward. Miranda had told Erik one
night that the southern pole of the world was captured by ice year
round, amass o large the mind couldn't imagine, and from that
massive shdf of ice piecesthe Sze of citieswould fdl into the

ocean, drifting northward to melt in the warm air of the Blue or



Green Sea.

Erik had remained dubious until one day he had seen what he
had thought to be asail on the horizon, only to find later inthe
day it was one of those huge pieces of ice Miranda had warned
about. From that point forward they had kept extrawatches and
et the rowersto shifts around the clock to keep moving.

They had found a peninsula of that ice-covered land, and unfortunately
came upon it too quickly. They were now trying desperately

to keep the ship from crashing againgt it. Cdlis had warned

that if they were stranded there, they would die acold, hungry
death, and there was nothing that could be done to save them.
"Row, damn you!" shouted Bobby de Loungville over theroar
of surf, wind, and the groaning of wood as the ship heaved and
turiled againgt every demand of nature.

Erik could fed them moving Sdeways, asthe powerful current
took them into the tug of the surf. "Moreto port!" he shouted,
and the two men on thetiller pushed to obey. Calis stood at the
rear of the ship and added his superhuman strength, and thetiller
cresked aarmingly. They had been warned that the long tillers of
these Brijaner dragon ships could snap off, and then the only possible
way to steer would be by controlling the stroke of the rowers.
They had aso been warned that even an experienced crew of
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Brijaners could do this only with difficulty, and no man on this
boat was either experienced or aBrijaner.

Miranda appeared upon the deck and with alarge motion of
both arms shouted aword that was nearly unheard at yhe bow



where Erik watched. Suddenly aforce pulled hard againgt the ship
from therear, and Erik had to grab at therail to keep from going
over into thewater. The boat hesitated in its dash to destruction,

and then stopped a moment in the water.

Then the ship obeyed the rowers and tiller, turning to bresk free

of the pull of thetide, and started to move on acourse parald to the
coadtline. Mirandalet her hands drop and took a deep breath. She
made her way to the bow of the boat and Erik watched her with interest.
She shared the tiny cabin in the rear with the Captain, and

Erik had someideathat this was more than mere courtesy on Caliss
part. There was something between them, though Erik couldn't begin
to guesswhat it might be. De Loungville acted like the Captain’
spersond guard dog when Cdis and Mirandawereinsde, and

only an event of the gravest consequence would cause a crewman to
dareto try to get past him.

Mirandawas certainly attractive enough, thought Erik, as she

came near, but there was something about her that <till disturbed
himin away that made any notion of being intimate dmost impossible
to imagine. Almogt, because like the other men on the

boat, Erik hadn't been with awoman in months.

As she cameto hissde, she pointed dead ahead into the murk.

"| dare not use another spell, certainly not one that powerful, for
afew days, lest we cal undue attention to ourselves. So pay heed:

if you could see through thismess" she said, "you would seea

tiny grouping of three stars, dmost a perfect equal triangle, two
hands spans above the horizon, one hour after sundown. If you
point toward that, you'll eventually come to the coast of Novindus
lessthan aday's rowing from I spar. Steer dong the coastline, bearing
to the northeast, and you'l find the mouth of the river Dec.

We need to use nonmagica meansto find our destination.”
Mirandawas obvioudy tired from the magic she had employed

to keep the boat off the rocks, and more talkative in five minutes
than she had been the entire trip. Erik wondered if it was just
because of the magic she used, or from some other reason, but

was reluctant to ask if everything was al right. Then he considered
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iated with the voyage was right. Mirandawas far

that nothing assoc

closer to the truth of this mission than Erik, and Erik knew enough
to expect they might not be coming back. Heimagined she must
be even more worried than hewas. Findly he said, "Areyou dl
right?'

She looked at him in open surprise, her expression frozen for a
long moment, then laughed. Erik was unsure of the cause of that
laughter, but finally she gripped hisarm, through the heavy fur
closk hewore, and said, "Yes, I'mall i h" 8 66

gghting spells| wasusing dong the

liedgneaine

wir,L.p

ay wereawhiser inthe

noise of amarket at noon. The spell | just cast to keep usfrom
the rocks was ashriek in the night. If someoneislooking for us,
or if wards have been st to detect magic. . ." Shaking her head,
sheturned away.

"Miranda?' asked Erik.

She hated and looked over her shoulder. "Yes, Erik?"

"Arewe going to get home, do you think?"

Whatever amusement she had revealed amoment before vanished.
She paused only briefly when she said, "Probably not.”

Erik resumed his position, watching the murk for sudden danger.

After another few hours, Alfred, the corpora from Darkmoor,

came and said, "I'm relieving you, Sergeant.”



Erik sad, "Very well," and returned to the rowing oars. Once

he had broken Alfred down, stripped him of the rank and attitude
that had made him abully and brawler back home, the man had
turned into afirst-rate soldier. Erik considered it likely that he

would be one of thefirst to be promoted to corpora when they
returned to Krondor ... then amended the thought to if they returned
to Krondor.

Other than the tiny cabin where the Captain and Miranda dept,

the, only placeto deep was either leaning over the extra oars behind
thelast rowers bench, likeagaley dave, or lying on the

deck between the rowers. They"dept in shifts. Lesser-trained men
might have come to blows, given the cramped quarters, the
months a sea, and the coming danger, but de Loungvilleand Calis

had picked the sixty most disciplined men in the company. Any
temper was deferred, and any discomfort was kept to oneself.

Erik lay down and dmogt instantly dropped off to deep. Fatigue
was a constant companion, and after years of soldiering and grab
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ugh to keep

bing deep when he could, little could stir hismind eno

him awake. But as he fel into dumber, he did wonder in passing
how hisfriends back home were doing. He wondered if Roo was
making any progress toward being arich man, and how #jadow's

leg had hedled, and how the other men in the command were



training. He wished he had Greylock to talk to, and then he
thought of Nakor. That funny little man, and Sho P, had not
returned from Stardock with the Captain, and Erik pondered what
they must be up to as deep overtook him.

A dozen young men and women laughed, while twice that number
scowled, muttered, or jeered.

"It'struel" indsted Nakor.

Sho P stood beside the man he had claimed as his master, looking
to defend him should any of the angry students decide it was

time to take mattersinto their own hands. He wasn't concerned
over Nakor's ability to defend himsdf againgt up to ahaf dozen

of them-he knew exactly how adept Nakor was at open-handed
fighting, the Isalani style taught a the temple of Dda-but against
afull dozen or more he would need help.

"Sit down," cried one of those who had been laughing at one

of those nearby who wasjeering.

"Why don't you make me?' demanded the object of the instruction.

Nakor said, "Wait aminute." He crossed to where the two
young men were standing opposite one another and grabbed each
by the car.

It was a beautiful dawn at Stardock, and Nakor had gotten into
adiscussion with a student at the predawn bregkfast. Asthe sun
began to risein the cast, Nakor had decided to conduct aclass
outside, away from the musty dark halsthat usudly served for
places of ingruction. As heled the two howling young men into
the center of thelarge circle, al three factions of students began
to laugh.

Sho Pi glanced up at the high window overlooking the lawn

upon which the lesson was being conducted, and saw the faces at
that window. Since being left in charge of the Academy, Nakor
had left most of the daily operation as he had found it, though
from timeto time he had taken it upon himself to teach alesson

on onething or another.
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Most of histime was spent with the nameless, mindless beggar

who was now afixture of theidand. Each morning, two students
were delegated to throwing the beggar into the lake, amargina
effort toward kegping the man clean. Once in awhile one or another
of the more ambitious students would try to apply soap to

the man, often resulting in abloody nose or black eye.

When not soaking wet, the man scampered from place to place,
watching what everyone e se did, or he dept, or he haunted the
kitchen areg, trying to stedl food unlessit was given to him. When
presented with medls, he knocked the plates over, asachild might,
and proceeded to squat and eat with hisfingers from thefloor.
Therest of Nakor'stime was spent in the library, reading and
making notes. Sho P was occasondly given the opportunity to
ask aquestion or request ingtruction in something that he wished

to understand better. Nakor often obliged him by sending him on
some strange quest or asked him a seemingly incomprehensible
riddle. When he accomplished the quest or admitted failure, or
when he guessed the answer of the riddle, Nakor's reaction was
one of universd indifference.

The two howling students were released and Nakor said,

"Thank you for volunteering to aid me in demondrating the truth

of my dam.”

To the student who belonged to the faction known as the Blue
Riders, after Nakor's previous tenure at the Academy, he said,
"You believe | am being honest when | say that the energieswe
cal magic can be manipulated without resorting to al the mumbo jumbo
most of you think isrequired, isthat not so?"

"Of course, Magter," said the student.



Nakor sghed. All the Blue Riders called him master, despite his
objections, alegacy of Sho Pi'sdoing.

To the other student, amember of the faction calling themselves
the Wand of Watoom, he said, "And you don't think it's
Possible, correct?!

44 Of courseit's not possible. Seight-of-hand, street mummery,
certainly, but not true manipulation of the forces of magic."
Holding up afinger, Nakor said. "Then observe." Ashe moved
to Position himsdf behind his student, the nameless beggar came
Pushing through the circle of sudents. Oncein awhilethe man
whom everyone but Nakor counted mad showed an interest in
what was going on. He squatted afew feet away and watched.
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Nakor asked the student behind whom he stood, "Did you take
any training in thereiki | taught last month?'

"Of course," said the student.

"Very wdl," said Nakor. "Thisismuch the samething. Make
afig." Hetook the arm of the student and bent it back, then
positioned the young man'sfeet in afighter's stance. To the other
student he said, "Just stand there, if you don't mind."

Nakor said, "Pull back your arm and fedl the energy that isin

you. Closeyour eyesif it will hep.”

The student did so. "Now," said Nakor, "fed theenergy in

you, coursing through you and around you. Fedl it flow. When you
areready, | want you to strike ablow at that young man's ssomach,
but more than just ablow, | want you to release the energy
through the knuckles of your hand.

"Get ready," he said to the student who was about to be struck.
"Tighten your ssomach or something. Thismight hurt.”

The doubting student smirked, but braced himsdlf in case. The
first student struck the blow and it thudded into the second student’



sstomach, causng him barely to flinch.

"Need to work on this," said Nakor. "Y ou're not feding the
energy.”

Suddenly the beggar jumped to hisfeet and pushed thefirgt
sudent aside. He balanced himself perfectly on the balsof his
feet, and closed his eyes, and Nakor stepped away as hefelt afey
energy crackle through the air around him. Then the beggar
whipped back his hand, shot it forward, exhaing his breath as he
said something that sounded like "shut.” When the blow struck,
the doubting student seemed to fly backward off hisfeet, with an
audible explosion of bregth from hislungs. He sailed ahalf-dozen
feet through the air to land atop two other students, who barely
had time to react and catch him.

The struck student doubled up, holding his ssomach and obvioudy
choking. Nakor rushed over, rolled the boy on his back, and
picked him up around the wai <, forcing him to breathe. With a
ragged inhale, and tears running down hisface, the student looked
at Nakor with eyeswide. Barely ableto speak, he said, |11 was
wrong."

"Yes, you were," agreed Nakor. He told two other students,
"Take himinsde and have the healer check him over for injury.
Something insde may be damaged.”
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He turned to find the beggar was back on his haunches, watching

with vacant eyes. Sho Pi came over and said, "Master, what

wastha?'
Softly Nakor said, "l wish | knew."
Then he turned to the other students. ™Y ou see? Even that poor



creature knows enough to utilize the power that is aready there,
around you, everywhere." Seeing that most faces were only showing
astonished confusion, Nakor waved his hand toward the main
building and said, "Very well. Thislesson isover. Go back to
whatever itisyou do at thistime."

Asthe students departed, Nakor came over to where the beggar
sguatted, and hunkered down to gaze at the man's eyes. Where,
for abrief ingtant, something powerful and wise had been
glimpsed, now only avacant pair of orbswere seen. Nakor sighed.
"My friend," hesad, "just whet are you?"'

After amoment he stood and turned, to find Sho P, as he had
expected. "l wish | were asmarter man," hetold his sdf-appointed
sudent. "l wish | knew more."

"Magter?' wasal Sho P said.

Nakor shrugged. "Wish | knew what's happened to Calis, too.

I'm getting bored here, and besides," he said, looking into the

blue western sky asthe sun cleared the horizon behind him,
"something's going on. Were going to have to leave soon, whether
or not someone from Krondor comesto run things here.”

"When, Master?' asked Sho .

Nakor shrugged. "I don't know. Soon. Maybe this week. Maybe
next month. Well know whenit'stime. Come on. Let'sget some
food."

At the mention of food the mindless beggar jumped up and with
grunting and hooting sounds started shambling toward the dining
hall. Nakor pointed after him. " See, our very basic friend there
understands the relative importance of things.”

Thento Sho A, in the Isdani tongue, he said, "And he hitslike
aGrand Magter of the Order of Dala."

Sho P answered in the same language, "No, Master. Harder.
Whatever e se, that man has more cha'-he used an ancient word
for Persona power-"than any priest | ever saw when | wasa
nionk in thetemple." Lowering hisvoice, he said, "He could have
Killed that boy, | think."

Nakor said, "Had he wanted to, no doubt."
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Asthey entered the dining hdl, both men considered what they
had just witnessed.

Roo awoketo agrey, predawn light showing in the wintow. He
redlized that he would barely be able to return home before Karli
awoke. He knew it possible the baby had dept through the night

and Karli might be convinced he had returned earlier, but he

would haveto move quickly.

He left the bed as quietly as he could, regretting the need. The
memory of Sylviasbody and her urgent demands throughout the
night aroused him despite hisfatigue. He dressed and quietly left

the room, moving down the stairs and out the door. He approached
his coach, where his driver was dozing, and woke the man, ingtructing
him to head for home & once.

Insde the house Sylvialay awake, smiling to hersdf. In the darkness,
she thought, the little troll wasn't too difficult to take. Hewas

young, enthusiastic, and alot stronger than he looked. She knew that
while he thought himself in love with her, he had barely begun to experience
the depth of obsesson shewould bring him to. Withina

month he would be willing to compromise some minor business matter
for her. Within ayear, hed betray hisbusiness partners.

She yawned and stretched in satisfaction. Her father wouldn't

be returning for afew days and she knew she'd receive anote

from Roo before midday. She'd ignore him for aday or two, then
invite him back to the house. For adegpy moment she wondered
how long she should wait before her contrition scene, when she
announced to Roo that she couldn't continue to see amarried man,

no matter how much she loved him. As she started to drift off to
dumber, she considered there were a couple of young meninthe

city she should invite to the house before her father returned.



Roo tiptoed upstairs and dipped into the bedroom. The dawn was
now breaking, and in the half-lighted room she could see Karli was
adeep. Hedipped out of hisclothing and into bed next to her.
Lessthan ahalf hour later she awoke, and Roo pretended to be
adeep. She arose and dressed, then went to where the baby was
quietly singing to herself. After waiting awhile, Roo arose and went
down to the dining room.

"Good morning,” said Karli, feeding the baby.
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Abigall giggled and said, "Dal" a sight of Roo.

Roo yawned.

"Did you get much deep?’ asked Karli, looking at himwith a
neutral expression on her face.

Roo pulled out achair and sat, while Mary came from the

kitchen with alarge mug of coffeefor him. "l fed like | dept for
fiveminutes," he sad.

Karli asked, "Late night?"

"Very. | don't even know what time wefinished.”

Karli made anoncommittal sound as she spooned mashed vegetables
into the mouth of the hungry child.

After afew minutes, Karli said, "I have something to tell you."
Roo felt his chest tighten. He wondered for a panic-stricken
moment if somehow she knew he had betrayed her, and then
forced the thought aside. She hadn't suspected anything when he
returned from Ravensburg after having tumbled Gwen, and he
decided she had no reason to suspect anything now. Camly
hesad, "What isit?'

Shesad, "'l wanted to tell you last night, but you werein such
arush..."



"What isit?' Roo repested.

"We're going to have another baby."

Roo looked at Karli and saw her eyes were searching hisface,
looking for areaction. And he sensed she was fearful of what that
reaction would be.

"Wonderful!" He forced himself to sound pleased. He stood,
came around thetable, and said, "Thistimeaboy." He kissed
her cheek.

"Maybe" Karli said softly.

Trying to sound jovid, Roo said, "It hasto be aboy. Otherwise
I'm going to have to have dl the sgns changed to ‘Avery and
Daughters,' and wouldn't that be something to see?”

She smiled weskly. "'If ason will make you happy, | hopeit's
aboy."

Hesad, "If it'saswondeful achild asthisone, then I'll be
happy.3l

Karli didn't look convinced, and as Roo started to leave the
room, laying his haf-drunk cup of coffee on thetable, she said,
"Aren't you going to cat?"
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"No," he said as hetook down his coat from the peg on the

wall next to the outer door, "I have to make straight for the office.
| have an important |etter to write, then | have to come back over
here for ameeting a Barret's.”

Without waiting for her to say anything e se, heleft the house

and Karli heard the door dam. She sighed as she attempted to
keep most of the food going into the baby's mouth and not onto
thefloor.



Time passed and life took on a strange but steady tempo. Roo
conspired to stedl away to Sylviaonce or twice aweek, while
gpending alike number of nights each week with hisbusiness
associates. There had been a horrible scene when she had claimed
remorse because he was married, and he had to beg for weeksto
get her to agree to see him again. She had at last relented when

he had sent her adiamond and emerad necklace that had cost

him more gold than he could have imagined only two years before.
Sylviafindly admitted sheloved him, and Roo had fdleninto a
routine of illicit love and lying to hiswife.

His strengths as a businessman emerged quickly, and rarely did

he enter into abad bargain, and those few he did become enmeshed
in created little financia hardship. Over the course of

months the Bitter Sea Company grew and prospered.

Roo a'so learned how best to deploy the skills of those working

for him. Duncan was most vauable at ferreting out rumors and
keysto trading opportunities among theinns and taverns of the
caravansaries and docks. Jason was proving adept at the single most
confounding eement of businessto Roo, the management of

funds. There was far more to being amerchant prince than merely
buying and selling. Such odd concepts as cross-collateralization and
mutually shared risk among non-members of the company, where
best to invest gold not being used for purchases, and when to seek
safety by smply letting the gold sit-all these were areas of knowledge
where jason showed an uncanny knack, while Roo could

barely follow dong. Sx months after he first bedded Sylvia, [zoo | s
company took control of a countinghouse and began its own
banking.

Luiswas proving to be atreasure to Roo. He could be as gentle

with an angry woman customer as he could be mercilesswith the
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toughest teamster. Twice he had to prove to one of the more
belligerent that even with one crippled hand he was more than
ableto enforce hisorders.

Dash was the mystery to Roo. He seemed indifferent to any

persond gain, but was pleased by the growth of the Bitter Sea
Company as much asRoo was. It was asif hewas serving the
company for the sheer pleasure of seeing it thrive rather than to
benefit himself. And upon occasion, he even contrived to involve
his brother in some scheme or another. Between the two of them,
jimmy and Dash could be aformidable pair against whom Roo
wouldn't wish to find himsdlf pitted.

AsKarli grew with what he hoped was his son, Roo fdlt life could
hardly be better save for two sour notes. the continued existence

of Tim Jacoby and the absence of hisfriends from the old days.

3l

Seventeen

BOO SIGHED.

The baby squirmed in hisarms as the priest droned through his
incantations and poured scented oil on the baby's forehead. While
hewasthrilled at having a son, Roo decided that nothing would
ever make the naming ceremony any more bearable.

"I nameyou Helmut Avery," said the priest & last.

Roo handed the child to Karli and kissed her upon the cheek.
Then he kissed little Abigail, who was squirming in Mary'sarms,
and sad, "I must rush to the office for awhile, but I'll be home
intwo hours at the latest.”

Karli looked dubious, knowing as she did that her husband often
worked impossibly long hours, sometimes throughout the night



and the next day, before returning home. "We have guests coming,”
shereminded him.

"l remember,” he said ashisfamily left the temple. Waking

down the steps, he left Karli behind, saying, 'Y ou take the carriage.
I'll walk from here

Roo made hisway aong the streets until he was clear of Temple
Square, when he found a public carriage and hired it. Within
minutes he was leaving the city, on the road for the Esterbrook
edtate. He wondered at hisfoul mood. Sylvia had become such a

source of wonder for him that any anger or frustration was |l eft

behind. And for reasons he hadn't pursued, her father never
seemed to be a home these days, so within minutes of hisarri

va for supper-or like today, asurprise midday vist-SYlvia
would welcome him with open arms and quickly lead him UP
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gtairs. Roo was astonished and delighted to discover her appetites
matched his own. Occasionaly he wondered who had first

taught awell-bred young lady like Sylviaso many inventive
lovernaking tricks, but she had never volunteered anything of

her past before meeting Roo, nor had she asked about his previous
experiences.

Asthe carriage rolled into the Esterbook estate, Roo redlized the
cause of hisfoul mood. Of those who attended Helmut's naming
ceremony thisday or who would attend the cel ebration that evening,

the one Roo most wished could be there wasn't.

Erik sgnaled and the column of riders halted. By hand signs,
the order to dismount was passed. Erik rode at the head of the
column next to Miranda and Bobby de Loungville, while Cdisand



aman named Renado scouted ahead.
The boat had been beached at the location Cdlis had planned

on, and the Captain had been visibly relieved when agents from
the distant City of the Serpent River had appeared within days.
Newsfrom the front was grim.

A great fleet was nearly half completed, and the armies of the
Emerald Queen now held total control of the continent, savethe
small region south of the Ratn'gary Mountains and some of

the western coast. Otherwise, the reports were uniformly dreadful.
The Emerald Queen's host was ravaging the entire continent.

They were stripping the land of every resource as they sought to
create the greet fleet they needed to cross the ocean and invade
the Kingdom. The deaths of thousands of daves captured during
the war were ignored.

Severd minor rebellions among the host of former mercenaries
had been crushed mercilesdy, with the rebels publicly crucified or
impaled before dements of the army. Asfurther punishment, one
man in athousand had been sdalected by lot to die by being burned
dive before his comrades, afurther warning that any sign of disobedience
would bring only utter destruction.

Erik had thought about the time every man in his squad was

held accountable for the other five. Each member of the squad
hed effectively seen that no onefailed, because it would have
returned every one of them to the gallows.

Theonly good newsin dl of thisfor Caiss company was that
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the Emerald Queen's whole attention was turned to the immediate
areaaround the City of the Serpent River, the city of Maharta,

and the Riverlands. The areain which Cdisand his company were

to operate was dmost devoid of any sign of her army.



Calis observed that that would probably ceaseto bethe case as
they neared their destination. Horses had been secured and
brought to the boat. Local clothing had been exchanged for their
Brijaner gear, and six of Caliss agentstook the Brijaner longship
and moved it down the coast to afishing village where they had
made arrangementsto hideit in alarge drying shed until thetime
to escape came.

No one mentioned that few felt that possibility likely.

Now they were in the mountains, having moved through the
foothillsfor aweek, and had yet to encounter anything remotely
dangerous. Erik had been one of those to flee the Saaur through
the tunnel's occupied by the Pantathians, and knew some of what
they were likely to find, for onceit had been determined that
Cdliss Eagles:whom the Pantathians thought to be only arebel
company of mercenaries-had entered the mountains, afull-scale
Saaur occupation of the area had resulted. Erik knew only the bold
deception in pretending to be one of the human companies replaced
by the Saaur, and moving directly to the front, in the opposite
direction from that which logic dictated they take, had saved

them on that prior journey.

Renado ran up, and between pants reported to de Loungyville.
"The Captain'sfound a safe campsite and says we're done for the
day.”

Erik glanced around and saw severa hours of daylight were lft.
De Loungville saw the samething and said, "We're close?"
Renado nodded. He pointed through the trees. "Theres aridge
there, and from there you can see both the river gorge and the
bridge. | take the Captain'sword for the latter.”

Erik understood. Cdlissvison was far more acute than any human'
s. But if they could see the gorge, they were but aday'sride

from the bridge and from there to the entrance to the mines, another
day'sride. If they decided to abandon the horses, it would

be an extratwo-day march from the bridge to the caves.

Erik dismounted, fedling mixed emoctions, if they rode, things
would be easier on the men, but to abandon the horses near the
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mines was a death sentence for the mounts. They were unlike]3

to crossthe bridge by themselves and on the other side there was

no fodder. Some might even fdl to their deaths. Erik considered
for amoment theirony of worrying more about the horses surviva

than hisown.
He shrugged off the thought as orders were passed to make
camp. The men fell to with the discipline beaten into, taught to,

and expected from them. Alfred had been recently promoted to
corpora and was reminding Erik more each day of Charlie Fogter,

the corpord who first made Erik's every day aliving hdll at Bobby

de Loungvilleéswhim. Now, years|ater, Erik understood that making
these men obey without hesitation or thought ensured the best
chance for each man's survival and, more important, the achievement

of themisson'sgods.

When camp was readied, arotation of guards was established
and each man went to eat-trail rations and acold camp, so as not
to risk anyone seeing afire. Winter was rapidly approacing, so it
would be an uncomfortable night for everyone.

While everyone el se was edting, Erik ingpected the horses and
made sure every mount was sound. He also saw that every man
was where he was expected to be, then moved to where de Loungyville,
Cdis, and Miranda sat.

Cdisindicated Erik should St. "Horses arefine," Erik said.
Cdlissad, "Good. We're going to have to find a place around
hereto leave them.”



Mirandasaid, "Why bother?"
Calisshrugged. "1 don't discount the chance we may get out of
this and need a quick route out of the mountains. If theré'sa

canyon around here with enough grazing for aweek or two, I'd

like to put the horses there. The heavy snows are not yet upon
us, and the horses may prove useful.”

Erik said, "When we passed around the peak at midday, | saw
asmal valey below us" Heindicated the generd direction. "l

can't be sure, but | think thereis aroute down from thetrail. A
goat path, at least.”
. Cdissad, "We're going to rest here for acouple of days, so

Jinvestigate it tomorrow. If thereé'saway in, put the horses down
there”

Erik was il not comfortable with the Captain, though he had
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spent enough time with Bobby to speak his mind when hefélt

the need. Still, if anything, the Captain appreciated direct talk
when it concerned the mission. "' Captain, why arewe waiting? We
run therisk of discovery each day we delay.”

Cdissad, "Werewaiting for someone.”

Mirandasaid, "1 have an agent, and he's trying to find some

local men we need to talk to."

Erik waited and no more was said, o heresigned himsdlf to
having to wait to find out who this mysterious agent of Miranda's
might be, and who those loca men were. He excused himsdlf and
rose to go see how the men were doing.



Erik was not surprised to find each man was doing exactly what

he was supposed to do and that he needed to instruct none of
them. Thiswasthe finest group of soldiersin the history of the
Kingdom, according to Lord William and de Loungville, and Erik
felt afierce pride a being included in that number. He downplayed
hisown rolein the creetion of thisunity, but took credit

for hisown evolution asasoldier.

He had spent hours reading every book on warfare and tactics

and had taken the opportunity to speak with everyonein the
palace he could on various military topics. He had even had occason
to discuss such issues with visiting nobleswho cameto

cal at the palace. Sometimesthey'd chat over supper in the soldiers
commons, sometimes at a state dinner at the Prince's palace,

and occasondly in the marshdling yard as some Border

Baron or Eastern Duke had observed the training of Caliss
Crimson Eagles.

Erik didnt think of himsdf asbeing particularly gifted in Srategy,
supply, or deployment, but he felt he had aknack for leading

men, or at least getting them to do what needed to be done without
having to resort to bullying and threats the way some officers

did. Heredly enjoyed thefeding that if heled, other men would
follow, and he couldn't quite put hisfinger on why hefelt good
about that; hejust did.

Finishing hisingpection, he sat and pulled aration pack out of

his saddlebags. He unwrapped the wax-dipped cloth, ensuring that
the flaking pieces of wax fell onto another cloth; he knew thet if

he didn't inspect the site when they broke camp and make sure
than not one flake of wax lingered to betray their passing, de
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Loungvillewould. As much as hisrelationship had changed with
Bobby since the fateful day when Bobby had ordered Erik hung,



he still was not exempted from a public dressing-down if the Sergeant
Magor fet Erik wasn't discharging his duty.

Cdisand Miranda approached and Erik said, " Captain?'
"Weregoing towak abit,” said Cdlis. " Set your sentries and tell
them the call sgnistwo finger sngps and ‘'magpie.’ Isthat clear?’
Erik nodded. "Clear."

Whoever might blunder into this camp would be warned with
two finger snaps by the sentry. If he didn't respond instantly with
theword "magpie," he would be greeted with deadly force. Erik
hoped that no itinerant traders or mendicant friars came wandering
down that trail for the next few days.

As Calis began to depart, Erik said, "Captain?’

Cdishdted. "Yes?'

"Why 'magpie?'

Cdisindicated Mirandawith anod of his head.

Miranda said, "Because it's the word my agent has, and besides,
magpies don't exist on this continent, so no lucky guesses.™

Erik shrugged and returned to egting his supper.

Calissad, "We need to speak of afew things."

Miranda sat on afdllen tree bole. "Such as?’

Cdissat beside her. "If we survive, do we have afuture? Y ou
andl, | mean?'

Mirandatook hishand in hers. "That isdifficult to say." She
sighed. "No, that'simpossible even to think about." She leaned
over and kissed him. "We have been specid to each other since
wemet, Cdis" He said nothing. "We have found fedings for each
other that few people know." After another moment of silence she
sad,, "But the future?1 don't know if well be dive next week."
Cdissad, "Think onit. | plan on surviving."

Mirandastudied hisfacein the golden light of the late afternoon
sun asit streamed through the trees. She laughed.

"What is s0 funny?' he asked, hislipsturning up in aguarded
amile



"l am," she said, anding and reaching behind her to unfasten
thetiesof her dress. "l wasawaysafool for apretty blond boy.

Now come, warm me up. It'sacold day."
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Asher dressfell to her ankles, he rose and wrapped hisarms
around her, his hands upon her buttocks; he picked her upin his
ams, aseadly ashewould achild. Kissing her between her
breasts, he playfully spun her around in acircle, then)laid her
gently down on the ground and said, "Boy? I'm past ahdf century
of age, woman."

Mirandalaughed. "My mother dways said that younger men
made enthusiastic lovers but often took themselves far too serioudy.”

Cdlis paused amoment, sudying Mirandasface. "Y ou never
speak of your mother," he said softly.

Miranda said nothing for along time, then laughed. "Get out of
your clothes, boy!" she said in mock-command. "The ground is
cold! "

Calisamiled broadly. "My father told me aways to show respect
tomy dders”

Quickly they coupled, losing their fear of what tomorrow might
bring in one of the most basic and life-affirming acts possible. For
brief moments, their experience was one of shared joy and adenid
of death, fear, and misery.

Two finger snaps were quickly followed by theword "magpie,”



spoken with adightly odd accent. Erik was at the sentry point
only moments before de Loungvilleand Cdis.

They had waited three days, and Calis had decided that if
Miranda's agent didn't show, he would move ahead, regardless.
The horses had been moved to alush valey that would keep then,
grazing for weeks. Erik dso knew that if no one survived to return,
the horseswould find their way out of the valley and down into
the lower meadows as winter approached. That made him fed

better for areason he couldn't articulate. While the mountains of
Darkmoor were lessimpressive than those they now approached,
Erik recognized the change in the weather. The nights would

Xt

quickly fall below freezing and snow would come with the nt,
storm. Winter was dmaost upon them.

The man who cameinto view in the lead was oddly dressed, in
whitish armor that Erik ingtantly marked as not being any metd
with which hewasfamiliar. For onething, it should have clanked
loudly, but it didn't; for another, it should have made the man
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wearing it plod along, but he moved lightly upon hisfeet. His

head was completely enclosed in ahem with two narrow eye dits,
and upon his back he wore what appeared to be a crossbow of
some dien design. Otherwise he fairly bristled with swords, daggers,
and knives,

Thetwo men who followed were familiar figuresto Erik, who
greeted them softly when they were close. "Prgji! Vgal It's good

to seeyou again.”

The two old fighters returned the greeting. "Wed heard you

were among those who got away from Maharta, von Darkmoor,"

sid Praji.



The two old men were armed as mercenaries, but Erik wondered
how wdll they could till fight, given their advancing age.

Still, he had seen firsthand two years previoudy Prgi and Vgas
toughness, and nothing he saw now indicated they were any less
skilled-just tired.

Prgjichitaswas as ugly aman as Erik had ever encountered, but
smart and likable. Vgasiawas afading peacock of aman, till vain
despite advancing years, and the two dissmilar men were asloya
to each other as brothers.

Mirandasad, "Boldar, any trouble?'

Thewalking arsend removed hishelm, reveding ayouthful

face, freckled and pale, with red-brown hair and blue eyes. A dight
sheen of perspiration wasthe only sign of exertion, while Prgji and
Vgahoth cameinto camp and sat with open displays of fatigue.
The man named Boldar said, "None. It took me awhileto track
down your two friends, Cdis."

Cdlisglanced at Miranda, who said, "I described you. Hewas

to come here and find you even if | had gone."

Cdlisdidn't look pleased at the "if | had gone" part. He asked
Prgi, "How goesit in the east?"

"Badly. Worse than we've ever imagined. This Emerad Queen
bitch isfar worse than we remembered at Hamsa and the other
placesweve run across her." He pulled off his boots and wiggled
histoes. "Do you remember Generd Gapi? From the mercenaries
rendezvous before the assault on Lanada? He was sent against the
Jeshandi in the northern steppe-abig mistake, from my experience
with those horsemen-and they beet him to abloody stump.

(one man in ten sent into the grasdands got back. Anyway, the
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Emerald Queen took it persondly; she had Gapi staked out over

an anthill and smeared honey on hisballs. Madedl her generds
watch until he stopped screaming.”

Vgashook hishead. "Y ou don't fail in her army." the old

fighter amiled. " Gives awhole new meaning to ‘do or die’
Cdissad, "So thejeshandi till hold?'

"No more," answered Prgji, asad notein hisvoice. "After Gapi's
falure, they unleashed five thousand Saaur into the grasdands.
Thejeshandi handled themsalves well enough-they made the
lizardmen bleed more than anyone € se so far-but they werefinally
crushed.”

Erik nodded in silence. He had faced the Saaur and their monstrous
horses only once, but he knew that despite their size the

Saaur were as good horsemen as he had ever seen. No human force
could face them one to one; it took three or four human ridersto
neutraize one Saaur. In hisidle moments, Erik had wrestled with
plansto defeat the Saaur in open combat, and had yet to devise
onethat seemed remotely plausible.

Prgi sad, "There are some stragglers il riding in the foothills,
raiding acamp here and there for food, but as aforce, the Free

People are no more.”

Cdiswasdlent amoment. Of al the culturesin thisremote
continent, the Jeshandi counted the largest number of even people.
Each df who waskilled was aloss no human could understand.
His mother's people would be mourning this news for

decades. Shaking off his reflective mood, he asked, "What of the
Clansto the south?"

Prgji said, "That's where he'-he pointed at Boldar-"found

us. Wewere in acamp with Hatonislast night-"

Erik blurted, "Y ou were in the Eastlands this morning?”

Prgi nodded. "Thislad has the means of getting usaround in
ahurry."



Boldar held out adevice, turning it dightly in hishands. It was

an orb with aseries of smal protruding switches. "Wegot herein
the blink of an eye," continued Prgi. "We spent most of the day
trekking around these bleeding mountainstrying to find you. 2
Turning back to Cdlis, Prgi said, "We are pretty helpless? old
friend. The Emerald Queen'sfairly got her army lining the banks
of the river on both sides these days. We hardly get abowshot at
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her lumber barges. Best we can do sometimesis attack from ambush
and try to run abarge aground on the banks, that sort of

thing. Thelast timewetried to raid into the City of the Serpent
River welogt half our force and did no damage to spesk of." He
sghed. Looking directly at Cdlis, he said, "Thewar hereisover,
Calis. Whatever you propose to do here in the Westlands, it had
better be something special, because that fleet she's building isgoing
to beready to sail next year, year after at the latest. We thought

we were buying ten yearsfor you, but it's more like three or four."
Calisnodded. "And two of those are gone." Looking at the two
tired old men, he said, "' Get something to est."

AsPrgi and Vagawere handed cold rations, Mirandaturned to
Boldar. "Did you bring it?"

Boldar unshouldered his bag and reached insde. He pulled out
asmdl amulet. "Cogt afair bit, but not as much as| thought it
would. I'll add the cost to what you owe me."

"What isit?" asked Cdis.

Miranda handed it to him and Erik observed it as Cdishdd it

up. It seemed nothing more than asimple gold neck decoration.
Mirandasad, "It'saward againgt scrying magic. Asof this moment,
no magician can find you and anyone within adozen paces

of you. Thismay save our liveswhen it'stimeto get out of here"
Calis nodded. He handed it back to Miranda, but she put up



her hand. "I don't need it." She reached out and pushed his hand
back toward him. "Y ou do."

Cadlis hegitated, then nodded and put the amulet around his

neck. Turning to where Bobby de Loungville sood, he said, "We
leaveat firg light.”

Erik stood and started hisrounds. De Loungville didn't need to

tell him what to do or that now wasthetimeto doit.

Jason came running into Barret's, gripping asheaf of paper and
parchment, and looked around the room. Spying Roo on the sairs,
he called his name and raced past apair of startled waiters.

"What isit?" asked Roo. His eyes had dark circles under them,

as he had missed deeping for the better part of two days. He had
Promised himsdlf he would stay away from Sylviafor afew days.
"¢ intended to spend time with hiswife and children, getting

|(nie needed deep in the master suite while Karli dept with the
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baby in the nursery, but each of the last two nights, asif he had
no volition, he had told his driver to take him to the Esterbrook

edate.

Jason lowered hisvoice. " Someone's convinced Jurgebsto call

our note."

Roo ingtantly lost hisfatigue. He took jason by thearm and led

him to the table that was now thought of asthe Bitter Sea Company



table, where Masterson, Hume, and Crowley sat. Roo came,

sat, and said, "Jurgens has caled our note.”

"What?' said Magterson. "He agreed to the extension." Looking

at Jason, he asked, "What happened?’

jason sat down and spread out the paper work before him. "This
isfar worse than an untimely debt call, gentlemen.” He pointed

at aledger sheet. "Someone at our countinghouse has been ... for
lack of abetter term, embezzling funds.”

At that both Hume and Crowley sat upright. "What?' demanded
Crowley.

Jason politely and patiently began to explain, despite severd interruptions.
The short explanation was that not only had someone

cleverly buried tens of thousands of golden sovereigns through
clever transfers from account to account, they had aso managed
to avoid detection for months. Now there was dmost a quartermillion
sovereigns unaccounted for. The only reason Jason had

been able to uncover the deceit was because of the note being
cdled. "Thewors of it, gentlemen," said Jason, "isthat one way

or another, the call comes at the most critical moment for the Bitter
Sea Company sinceit was founded. If we can't meet this demand
note from jurgens, we lose the options on Blue Star

Shipping, and without those ships, we can't make a half-dozen
critical contracts.”

"What's theworst?' asked Roo.

"Theword? If thisnoteisnot met, you canloseit dl.”

Suddenly Crowley was saying, "Thisisyour doing, Avery! i told
you we were moving too fast. We needed time to consolidate, to
build capital reserves, but you inssted we keep taking positions.

Luck turns, Rupert! And it hasjust turned on us."

Masterson said, "What's the note?"

Jason said, "' Six hundred thousand golden sovereigns.”

"How light are we?'

Jason laughed bitterly. "Exactly what was embezzled. We can
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liquidate afew holdings quickly and maybe come to four hundred
thousand. But there's easily two hundred thousand |ess than we
"Who did this?' demanded Hume.

jason said, "More than one scribe had to be involved." He sat
back and scratched hischin. "I hateto say this, but it'sasif the
entire firm was being employed to ruin the Bitter Sea Company.”
Roo was silent amoment, then said, " That's exactly what happened.
That countinghouse was just too ripe a plum for any of us

to passup.” He pointed afinger at Crowley. "That includes you,
too, Brandon."

Crowley rductantly said, "That istrue.”

"Someone set us up, gentlemen. Who?"

"Egterbrook,” said Masterson. "At least, he's one of the few

with the resources.”

"But he hurts himself,” said Roo. "He'sinvolved in ahaf-dozen
dedswith the Bitter Sea Company."

"But we're big enough to be causing him some concern,” said
Hume.

Masterson said, "There are others. Wendd Brothers, Jalanki
Traders, hdll, the big trading housesin the Free Cities, Kilraine
and the others, dl of them have reasonsto be wary of us."

Roo said, "Jason, go to the office and get Luis, Duncan, and any
of the other men who can be trusted and know how to hold a
sword. Then go to the countinghouse and put everyone there under
guard. Were going to get to the bottom of this before whoever
isworking againg us there catches wind that we know."

Jason stood up. "I'll leave a once."

Magterson said, "If thiswas an arranged betrayd, hell find the



countinghouse office empty, I'll bet.”

Roo pushed back the chair and shook hishead. "I won't take

that bet." The dark fedling insde was threatening to rise up and
sweep over him. He could fedl adeep dread building that he might
be reduced to a penniless freebooter as quickly ashe had risen to
PrOminence. He took a deep breath. "Well, worry won't feed the
teamn, as my father used to say. | suggest we put our mindsto how
we raise aquick quarter-million golden sovereigns of capita in"he
glanced at the demand note jason had |eft on the table-"the

next two days."

The otherswere glent.
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diouno theinn, then indicated with aquick nod

the man he had |located. Roo went over to Sit next across from the
man while Luis and Duncan came to stand on either sde.

"What ... 7' began the man ashe started to rise.

Duncan and L uis each placed a hand on his shoulders, forcing
him back into hischair. "Y ou're Rob McCraken?" asked Roo.
"Who wantsto know?" responded the man, obvioudy feding
less brave than hetried to sound. Hisface had gone pale and he
kept glancing around for aroute of escape.

"Y ou have a cousin named Herbert McCraken?"

Theman tried again to rise, but found that the two men held

him tightly. "Maybe."

Suddenly Luis had aknife lying dongsde the man's neck, and

he said, "Y ou were asked a question that requires amore certain
answer, my friend. It iseither 'Y es, heismy cousin,’ or 'No, he
isnot my cousin." And be sure that the wrong answer will be very
panful."

Softly the man said, "Y es, Herbert ismy cousn.”

"When did you last see him?" asked Roo.



"A few days ago. He dined with my family. Hes abachelor, so
he comes by every two or three weeks for amed.”

"Did he say anything about leaving for ajourney?'

"No," said Rob McCraken. "But he did say good-byein afunny
sort of way."

"What do you mean?"

The man glanced around. "He lingered at the door and ... well,
he hugged me hard, and we haven't done that since we werekids.
It could have been alonger good-bye than | thought.”

"Most likdly. If he were to decide to leave Krondor and live
elsawhere, where would he go?" asked Roo.

MeCraken said, "1 don't know. Hadn't thought that way. We
havekin in the Eagt, but they're distant. A cousinin Saador.
Haven't seen himin ten years.”

Roo paused, drumming hisfingerson thetable. "'If your cousin
wasto comeinto alot of gold unexpectedly, where then do you
think hemight go?"'

The man's eyes narrowed.
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"Enough to purchase a Quegan title?

Roo glanced at Luis, who said, "1 think aminor title if hetook
itdl."

Roo stood up. "Sarth." To Duncan he said, "Get asgood a
description as you can of this Herbert McCraken, then send a
dozenridersto Sarth. If they take extra horses, they should be
ableto overtake him within ten hours."

Roo said to Luis, "Head for the docks and start asking questions.
No shipsin from or bound for Queg are registered, but you never
know if one has dipped in claming to be from the Free Citiesor
Durbin. Sniff around and double-check that no one matching
MeCraken's description istrying to dip aboard a ship bound out



of the city. We have enough eyes and ears down there working
for usthat we should be ableto find him."

To both men hesaid, "I have something to do, but | will bein
the office a firg light. If we haven't found this man by noon

tomorrow, were ruined.”

Duncan sat in the chair Roo had just vacated. "Paint me apicture
with words, Rob, and spare no detail. What does Herbert |ook
like?'

"Well, heésaplain-looking fellow, about my height.”
Without waiting for another answer, Roo departed, walking to

where he had |eft his carriage. Onceinside, he ordered the driver
to take him to the Esterbrook estate.

Cdissgnded intheinurk, and Erik turned, relaying the gestures.
They weretraveling in near blindness, sixty-seven of them
goread out in along line, walking in pairs. Calisled, as he had the

ability to seeinthe dimmest light, while Boldar Blood brought up
the rear, claiming to have the power to seein the dark, which
seemed highly improbable to Erik, but so far the strange mercenary
hadn't made a single misstep. It was some magic property of
hishem, Erik judged.

Mirandakept closeto Cdiss side, since she had the ability to
seethat came closeto Caliss. Therest of the party were forced
to move as best they could, using the light of asingletorch carried
at the center of the column. Erik knew from experience that those

closest to the middle of the line were nearly blind when looking
~tway from the torch, while those at either end stood a chance of
seeing something beyond thefaint fal of illumination.
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The signa word was passed that something or someone dangerous
was ahead. Each manin line quietly readied hisweapons,

while Bobby de Loungville came forward from his postion half

h distance between the torch and Boldar. A step behind him

came Prgji and Vga. Erik wished the old mercenaries had not
come aong, but two old men on horseback aone in the mountains
would have stood little chance of getting back to what passed for
cvilizationin thisharsh land.

Erik moved forward and felt adight breeze againg his cheek.

As he reached the Captain's position. Caliswhispered, " Something'
smoving down there.”

"Down there" was the deep circular well that served asthe

verticd "highway" from this, the topmost level, down into the
bowels of the mountain. Erik and the survivors of Caliss company
had trudged up the spira ramp that hugged the inside of thisvast

well over two years before, and now they were getting ready to
descend into it. Erik listened, but as was often the case, the Captain'
shearing was far more sengtive than Erik’s.

Then faintly, asound.

It resembled nothing so much as ahand brushing stone. A few
seconds later, it repeated. Then silence.

They sood motionlessfor afull five minutes before Cdissignded
for thefirgt five men to accompany him. Erik glanced around

and selected the four soldiers at the head of the column, and

pulled his own sword.

A covered lantern was lit, and the shutters closed so that only a



faint angleline of light showed, alowing the men to seedightly,
while, it was hoped, not being seenin return.

The six moved out and Erik carried the lantern. They moved
down the tunnel, which was heading dightly downward, asit had
been for miles, and then found themsdves stepping into the vast
well. Aswas the case at most tunnd intersections, the lip of the
road that spiraled insde the well flared out, providing extraroom
for those entering and leaving the roadway to negotiate around

one another. They paused and listened, and again

faint scraping, coming from below.

They moved dowly down the ramp, pausing at each quarter turn
of the road around the wdll, until they again heard the sound.

Finaly the sound ceased, and they continued on.

tc

they heard the
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Erik judged that each full revolution around the well dropped
them about twenty feet. They were threefull turnsaround from
where they had entered the well when they found the corpse.
Cdisdsgnded to be dert, and the four men accompanying Erik
and Cdisturned their backsto the light, two facing uptrail and
two facing down. By not looking &t the light they wouldn't blind
themsalves to anything approaching out of the darkness.
Thefigure was covered in arobe, and when Calis pulled back
itshood, Erik couldn't help but audibly gasp. It was a Pantathian.
Erik had never been this close to the enemy. He had seen them
once from adistance, in these very tunnels, and another timefrom
aridge at the great rendezvous when one had come by inspecting
troops.



"Turn him over,” whispered Cdis, and Erik reached down and
moved the body so that it was on its back. A great gaping wound
had half-eviscerated the creature and alarge portion of intestine
protruded through its shredded robes.

Cadlis pointed toward an object in the creature's hands, and said,
"Removetha.”

Erik did so and as soon as he touched the object, he wished he
hadn't. An odd energy swept up hisarms and made his skin crawl.
He suddenly wished he could srip off hisclothing and scrub himself
until hisskin bled and hishair fell out.

Calis seemed to react strongly to the object, even though Erik
wasthe onetouching it. Erik turned the thing in his hands and
redized it wasahdm. It was hdfway toward his head when Calis
sad, "Dont."

Erik stopped, redizing that he had been about to don the helm,
and said, "What do | do?"

"Put it down,” said Cadlis. Turning to another soldier, he ordered " "
Bring the others here."

The soldier took the lamp and vanished, leaving Erik to endure
avery strange few momentsin the darkness. While he stood there,
strange images cameto him of dark menin dien armor, women

of incredible beauty, but none were human. He shook his heed,
and by thetime hed rid himsdlf of theseimages, the column
arived.

Mirandacame and said, "What isit?"

Calis pointed. Miranda knelt and examined both the corpse and
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the hdm. She picked it up, and if she was affected by it, she gave
no outward sign. Findly shesaid, "I need abag.”

One of the soldiers nearby produced a cloth bag and she put the
helminsde. To Boldar she said, "Y ou carry this. Of everyone here,



this should give you the least amount of discomfort.”

The odd mercenary shrugged, took the bag, and stuck it inside
alargerucksack he carried on his hip.

Mirandalooked at the corpse and after amoment said, "There
seems to be an unexpected turn of events here."

Cdlissaid, "This onelooked to be fleeing, to be protecting this
atifact.”

Mirandasaid, "Or hewas steding it." She shook her head in
frugtration. " Speculation gets us nowhere. Let's continue.”

Calis nodded and signaed, ordering the column downward.

They moved through gallery and plateau, around and around as

0

they descended into the heart of the well. At an otherwisenx n
descript tunnel, Calissignaled them to turn.

The column entered the tunndl, which led downward a a steep
angle. Asthey moved deeper into the tunndl, the temperature
quickly rose. It had been getting bitter at night in the mountains,
and the tunnels had been just as cold, but asthey moved downward,
each step seemed to take them toward heat. And asit grew
hotter, an odor also grew. It stank of sulfur, and the sweet sick
amell of rotten mest.

They entered a broadening tunnel, and Cdis sgnded; every

man drew hisweagpon. They had discussed this part of the mission
until each member of the company could repest ordersin his
deep.

and inddethey

Thiswasthefirg of the Pantathian gdleries,

would find serpent priests, and breeding femaes. Eggs and young
would be housed in some sort of crtche, and the orders were smple:
enter and kill every living thing.

Cdissgnaed and the charge began.

It ended Amost as quickly asit began.

The stench in the gallery was far more oppressive than it had

been in the tunnels. The overwhelming odor caused more than
one man to double over and retch. Everywhere they looked, bodies



lay scattered. Most were Pantathians, someinfants of that race,

while otherswere dien, the Saaur. But not one wasintact. The
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lone Pantathian they had encountered in the tunndl was dmost
undamaged compared to those within thishal. The body parts
had been strewn around the hall and everywhere the rot of death
filled thear with an amost unbearable stink.

Calis pointed to athrone. A figurelay at the foot that had once

sat upon it. It was a Pantathian corpse, and it was mummified, and
itlay inpieces.

"There," Cdlis choked, trying to keep his composure while

lesser men retched and vomited.

Mirandaand Boldar both seemed immune to the smell, and they
moved to the corpse. Mirandawaved her hands and spent afull
minute ingpecting the mummy, then turned and said, "Artifacts?'
"Armor, sword, shield, all of what you'd expect,” answered

Cdis

"Wadl," said Miranda, "'someone got to those items before we
did." Shelooked around the cavern, ingpecting the carnage as one
of thesoldierslit alantern, illuminating the large hal. "Those

died defending and paid a price. The one we found must have
been daysin dying."

Erik took two men and looked around in neighboring galleries.

In one large pool of hot water a half-dozen smashed eggslay, some
with haf-formed Pantathians floating in scummy pools. In another
gdlery they found adozen tiny figures, babiesfrom their size,

and among them lay the bones of many crestures, some of them
humen.

After they inspected the entire area, Erik reported back. "Captain,
itsthe same ashere" He lowered hisvoiceand said, "l

don't see asingle wound that looks like it was made by awespon.”

He pointed to a dead Saaur warrior's upper torso. "He wasn't cut



intwo, Captain. He looks like something tore him in half."

Boldar Blood said, "1've seen afew creatures that could do that."
He glanced a Erik and Calis, hisface masked by the alien hdmet
hewore, hiseyesnot visblein the black eye dits. "But very few,
and not on thisworld."

Cdisand Mirandalooked around and Calis said, " Something
camethrough here like afire through summer grass and killed
everyone."

De Loungvillesad, "Well, someone saved us some butchery.”
Cdislooked disturbed for the first time since Erik had met him.
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He said, "Bobby, someone has walked off with items of power
unlike any seen on thisworld since my father donned the white-and-
goldarmor.”

DeLoungvillesad, "Thereésathird player, then?'

Mirandasaid, "By al appearances, thereisathird player.”
"What now?" asked de Loungville.

"We move downward,” said Cdiswithout hestation. "We must
find who it was that raided thiswarren and if other warrens have
also been destroyed.” To the assembled company he said, "The
ordersare changed." Ingtantly every man there gave full attention
to Cdis. "We have another mystery. We will continue to move
into the mountains, and if wefind living Pantathians, we day
them, to thelagt living being." He paused. "But if wefind who
adsoiskilling them, that enemy of our enemy may be no friend

of ours; we need to find out who this other foeis." He lowered
hisvoice. "They are powerful and now possess some of the most
powerful artifacts of the Vaheru-the Dragon Lords. They should
be feared.”

He turned and sgnaded and the party moved back up the tunnd,
returning to thewell. When they reached it, Cdliscalled ahdt to



the march, letting the men rest and cat. When at last it wastime,
he signaled, re-formed the column, and ordered them downward,

deeper into the well.
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Roo NODDED.

Duncan drew back hisfist and struck the man inthe chair. The
man's head snapped back and blood began running down his nose.
"Wrong answer," said Duncan.

Herbert McCraken said, "' don't know."

Duncan hit him again.

Roo sad, "It'svery smple, McCraken. Y ou tell me who arranged
for you to embezzle my gold and who hasit, and well let

yougo."

"They'll kill meif | do," he answered.

"Well kill you if you dont," said Roo.

McCraken said, "If | tell you, I've got no bargaining power.
What's to keep you from cutting my throat once | talk?"

"No profitinit,” said Roo. "The gold ismine; it'snot asif

we're trying to break the King's law in getting it back. If | take

Y ou to the City Waich office and file charges with the Duke's
constable, once we get amagistrate who can understand that puzzle
of accounts you created, you'll be working on the harbor gang

for the next fifteen years”

"If | tell you?"

"WEll let you leavethecity ... dive."

He thought a minute, then said, "Newton Briggsisthe man's

name. He arranged for the transfer of funds.”

Roo glanced at Jason, who stood in the shadows behind
MeCraken, where he couldn't see him. Softly Jason said, "He was
apartner in the countinghouse before we bought it."
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McCraken said, "He wasn't happy to lose control. | think
someone paid him to stedl from you. All | know is he promised
me enough gold to buy a Quegan title, a

nd avilla, and set up my

own busness."

"Why Quegan?"' asked Duncan.

Luis, who stood behind the man, keeping him in the chair, said,
"Many in the Kingdom dream of being arich Quegan noble, living
inavillawith adozen young dave girls'-then he shrugged-"or
boys™"

Roo laughed. "You're anidiot. Y ou were played for afool. You
set foot on the docks of the city of Queg and within minutes you'd
be on your way to the gdleys. Whatever gold you had would be
forfeit to the state. Unlessyou have powerful dliesthere, noncitizens
of Queg havenorights.”

McCraken blinked. "But | was promised ......

Roo sad, "Let him loose."

"Just let him go?" asked Duncan.

"Where's he going?'

Luis had found M cCraken waiting a awarehouse for arendezvous
with someone-now they knew it to be Briggs-less than

four hours earlier. Duncan had aready sent arider to bring back
those men heading for Sarth; if al went according to plan, they
should be back at Roo's headquarters within the hour.

The man stood up and said, "What am | to do now?"

"Go to Queg and try to buy a patent of nobility,” said Roo.

"But use someone elsg's money. If you'rein the city by sundown
tomorrow, it won't be just your confederates who will be trying to
kill you."

The man wiped hisbloody lip with the back of hishand and



stumbled out the door. Roo said, "Wait aminute, Duncan, then
follow him. He'stoo scared to try to get away on hisown. If there's
another player in this, he may lead usto him. And don't let him,
redlly get away; we may need him to give testimony to the Roya
Courts. He may be the only thing that stands between usand a
charge of robbery."

Duncan nodded. "Where will you be?"

"At the docks" said Roo. "Just againgt the possibility thereis

aship that might be Queg-bound on the morning tide. Send for
usthere
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Duncan nodded and | &ft.

Roo said, "Jason, return to the office and wait there. Luisand |
will send word if we need you somewheredse.”

jason departed. Luissaid, "We have aship ready to sail as soon
asyou giveword."

"Good ", said Roo. "If we find our gold thief ismaking a break

from the city, | want to catch him out beyond the breakwater. By
the time any roya warship comesto investigate, | want the matter
settled. | want the gold in our possession should some revenue
cutter board us. It will be much easier to explain then.”

Luisshook his head. "Why move the gold? Why not just stick

it somewherein aback room and walit for the Bitter Sea Company
tofold?"

Roo said, "Because that's both smart and risky. If you knew

these boys were going to get out of the city and not talk, it would
be the smart thing to do. But if you thought they might be caught
and forced to talk, well, eventualy thistrail will lead back to whoever
isthe brains behind thisfraud, and at that point”-he

snapped hisfingers-"we come with every sword we can hire, and
itsafree-for-al." Hesghed. "But if the gold is safely gone, on
itsway to some port or in awagon heading over the mountains. . .



He shrugged.

"Whoever planned this certainly timed things correctly,” said

Luis

Roo said, "That'swhat has me worried. Not only did those
bastards at the countinghouse have to bein on this, they had to
know something more about the Bitter Sea Company and its finances
than they could from people like McCraken and Briggs.”

He held up onefinger. "They had to know that Jason or

someone e se would be close to discovering the fraud. It'sjust
been going on too long." He held up a second finger. "And they
had to know that we're afew weeks from being able to cover

such aloss." He shook his head in frugtration. "Weve got caravans
coming in from the Eagt, and agrain shipment putting into

Y lith today. Our Far Coast fleet should be at Carse or putting

Out for the return leg home. Any of those will be bringing

enough gold to cover that shortfal"-he struck hisfist into his
hand-"but not today,"

~tA spy?
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"An agent of some sort," said Roo. He moved toward the door.
"Besdes Duncan, you arethe only person | fully trugt, Luis. You
were with mein the death cell and you swam the Vedrel. River
with me. We've looked death in the face together, and except for
Jadow and Greylock, there's not aman left in Krondor 1'd want at
my back besidesyou.”

Luiss expresson was one of mild amusement. "Even with one
hand?"



Roo opened the door. "Y ou're better with aknifein one hand
than most men are with a sword and two hands. Come dong, let's
gart combing the docks.”

Luis dapped hisemployer on the back as he followed him
through the door and shut it behind him. The shed was one of
many the Bitter Sea Company owned in the Merchants Quarter,
and from there the pair moved quickly toward the docks.

After they had |eft, afigure rose from the roof of the shed.
Lightly jumping to the cobbles, the shadowy observer watched
Luisand Roo asthey vanished into the darkness, then turned and
whistled lightly, pointing after them. Two more figures emerged
from ablock farther down the street and rapidly approached the
first. Thethree figures conferred for amoment, then one of the
two returned the way he had come. The othersfollowed Roo and

Luistoward the dock.

"Ambush!" shouted Renddo.

"Wedge!" shouted Cdisand ingtantly every man was deploying.
The column wasin alarge gallery, easily two hundred feet across,
with six entrances. Asthey had trained, forty of the men formed
ashield-to-shield wedge, with their swords poised to strike down
any attacker. The other twenty men unshoul dered shortbows and
camly set arowsto bowstrings as an inhuman snarling and shrieking
filled thegdlery.

From three tunndls ahead streams of Pantathians rushed forward

to attack Caliss Crimson Eagles. Erik attempted arough estimation
of the opposing forces, but quickly stopped trying to count as
thefirst wave of attackers began to fall to the bowmen. Then they
gruck the shidd wall.

Erik laid about him with powerful strokes of his blade. Twice

he heard stedl break under his strikes as Pantathian soldierstried
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to block with their swords. He discovered little skill in their
opponents.

Without waiting for ingtructions from Calis, he shouted,

"Second rank! Swords, and follow me!"

The twenty bowmen dropped their bows and drew swords. Erik
circled around the right end of hisline and hit the Pantathiansin the
flank. As he had suspected, they quickly collapsed in confusion.
But rather than flee, they smply hurled themsdlves a the Kingdom
soldiers, until suddenly the last two went down before Caliss

men and the gdlery fell slent. Boldar Blood said, “Like hacking
firewood."

Erik glanced at the strange mercenary and noticed that the blood
that was splattered on hisarmor was running off, asif unableto
cling to the strange white surface. Catching his breath, Erik said,
"They were brave, but these weren't warriors.” He signaled two
men toward each tunnel mouth, to stand dert in case other Pantathians
might be heading thisway.

"Not brave," said Boldar. "Fanatics.”

Calislooked to Miranda, who said, "We've never heard of anyone
fighting them hand to hand. They prefer to use stedlth and

cunning to makewar.”

Erik used the toe of hisboot to turn one over and sad, "It's

grdl.”

"They aredl smal," said Cdlis. "Smaller than the one we found
yesterday."

Erik glanced a de Loungville. "Arethey sending youngsters
agang us?'

"Maybe," said the Sergeant Mgor. "If they'reasbeat upin

other parts of thiswarren asthat crilche we found yesterday was,
they may be desperate to keep what's left intact.”

Erik quickly ingpected his own men, while Cdisand Miranda
inspected the Pantathian dead. No man of Caliss command had
asuffered aggnificant injury. "Only cuts and bruises,” Erik reported.



A few minutes rest, then we move on,” said de Loungyville.
Erik nodded. "Which tunnel?'

De Loungville repeated the question to Calis.

tt The center, | think. If we need to, we can double back," said
the Captain.

Erik hoped that was so, but he kept his thoughts to himself.

C>18
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Roo crouched behind a bae as a strong contingency of armed

men moved warily through the darkness. Fog had rolled in, and

in the early morning gloom aman could barely see his) hand at
am'slength from hisface.

Roo and L uis had scouted the docks when one of Roo's men
reported alarge company of guards and awagon heading for the
docks. Roo had followed while sending L uisto fetch more men.
Suddenly Roo spun, reacting to the soft sound of movement
behind him. As Roo had his sword ready, Duncan held up his hand
and whispered, "It'sme!" Roo dropped the point of his sword and
turned to look at the wagon as he came up the quay. Duncan knelt
next to his cousin. "McCraken's headed here. | lost him for a
moment in the fog, saw someone-you-duck down that dley"he
pointed behind Roo-"and followed. | expect welll see Herbert
show any moment.”

Roo nodded. "It's our gold in that wagon, no doubt.”

"Arewe going to hit them on the docks?'

Roo counted. "Not unless L uis gets back with our men before they
get that boat launched,” he whispered. "All our men are either on the



BitterSea Queen or at the warehouse, waiting for orders.”

The wagon cameto ahat and avoice cut through the darkness.
"Down to that longboat." A single shuttered lantern was uncovered
and the wagon and the men around it were now clearly seen,

as slhouettes outlined by thefaint light.

Men unlatched the tailgate and began unloading severd small
chests. Suddenly another figure stumbled out of the dark into the
small pool of lantern light around the wagon. Swords were drawn,
asan darmed voice said, "It'sme! McCraken!"

A man jumped off the wagon seat and grabbed the lantern as

two guards gripped Herbert's arms. The man with the lantern held
it up and stepped forward.

Roo sucked breath hard. It was Tim Jacoby. Then at his shoulder
he could see Tim's brother, Randolph. Tim said, "What are

you doing here?"

"Briggs never showed," said McCraken.

"Fool," said Tim Jacoby. "Y ou were told to wait until he

showed up, no matter how long it took. He's probably at the warehouse
looking for you right now."
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Randolph said, "What happened to your face?'

Herbert raised hishand to hisface, then said, "I fell in the dark
and hit my lip onacrate.”

"Lookslike someone hit you," said Tim Jacoby.

"No one hit me," said McCraken, too loud for Tim Jacoby's
liking. "l swear it!"

"Keep your voice down," Tim ordered. "Did anyone follow
youl.

"Inthisfog?' said McCraken. He took a bregth. "Y ou've got to
take me with you. Briggs was supposed to show up at sundown



with my gold. | waited and he never got there. | was promised
fifty thousand gold for my part in this. Y ou've got to make good
onthis”

"Or what?" asked Tim.

Suddenly MeCraken was afraid.

Roo noticed that none of the men around the wagon had moved
since McCraken's arrival. The longboat at the bottom of the quay's
steps rocked gently againgt the stones. "Keep talking,” urged Roo
slently, knowing that each passing minute brought Luisand his
own men that much closer. Taking them here would be so much
easer than aseabattle. He had only until sundown to pay the
note, and if he couldn't take Jacoby's men on the docks. he would
be forced to try a sea chase and taking Tim's ship before noon.
Whispering to Duncan, he said, "If | need to, | plan to keep

them here until Luis comes. Can you circle around behind them?"
"What?" whigpered Duncan. "Y ou want just the two of usto

try to stop them?"

"Sow them down, that's dl. Get behind them and follow my
play.~9

Duncan rolled his eyes and whispered, "I hope to the gods

Y ou're not going to get uskilled, cousin." Then he turned and
disappeared into the fog.

McCraken said, "If you don't make good on this, I'll testify

before the Duke's congtable. I'll claim you and Briggs forced me
to fasfy the accounts.”

Tim shook hishead. "Y ou're avery stupid man, McCraken. We
were supposed to have no contact. That was Briggssjob.”
"Briggs never showed!" said MeCraken, hisvoice nearly hystericd.
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Tim nodded, and suddenly the two guards gripping McCraken's



armstightened their grip, holding him motionless. Jacoby swiftly
drew aponiard from his belt and droveit into McCraken's ssomach. "
Y ou should have stayed in the warehouse, McCraken Briggs

is dead, and now"-the accountant dumped in the grip 0?*the two
guards-"so areyou." With amoation of his head heindicated they
should dispose of the body in the harbor. The two guards took
two steps down the stairs beside the longboat and threw the body
into the water afew feet in front of the bow. Another body found
floating in the harbor would hardly be worth mention in Krondor.
Roo waited until he calculated dmost dl the gold was loaded

on the boat, then he stepped out and with as much authority as
he could muster shouted, "Don't move! Y ou're surrounded.”

As he hoped, those near the wagon and the boat couldn't see
who was out therein the fog, and that hesitation gave Roo the
advantage he had hoped for; had they ingtantly charged him, as
good a swordsman as he was, he would have been overwhelmed.
A drangled cry sounded from the back of the wagon and aman
fell to the cobbles. Roo wondered at this, until he heard Duncan's
voice shout, "Wetold you not to move!"

One man near the body glanced down and said, "It's a dagger!
Thisain't the City Watch!"

He took a step and was brought down by another dagger, and a
different voice said, "We never said we were the City Watch."
Moving dowly forward from beyond the other sde of the building
that had sheltered Roo, afigure could be dimly seen. Roo thought
he recognized the voice, and then he made out some familiar features.
Dashd Jameson walked casudly forward until hewasvisble

to both sides.

In the distance, hooves striking cobbles could be heard and

Dash said, "And we aso have reinforcements on their way. Put
down your weapons.”

Some of the men hesitated, when athird dagger sped out of the
darkness from where Dashel had emerged and thudded into the
side of the wagon. "He said put down your weapons!" shouted a
different, odd-sounding voice.



Roo prayed to Ruthia, Goddess of Luck, that it was Luisand
his men whose hooves dlattered through the early morning, approaching
rapidly. Jacoby's guards dowly kndlt, placing weapons

on the cobbles.
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Roo waited another moment, then came forward. "Good morning
, Timothy, Randolph." Hetried to sound casual.

jacoby said, "You!"

Just then Luisrode into view and a dozen horsemen came afte

fanning out to surround those men dready on the ground. Sever
carried crossbows, which they leveled at the wagonsand at th
boat.

"Did youthink I'd let you flee with my gold?"

jacoby nearly spat, he was so angry. "What do you mean, you

gold?

Roo said, "Come aong, Tim. McCraken and Briggstold us
evaything."

jacoby said, "Briggs? How could he? We-"

"Shut up, you fool!" commanded Randolph.

Roo glanced to where MeCraken floated in the bay. "So you
sent Herbert to join Briggs, did you?"!

"I'll send you to join them in hell!" snapped Timothy jacoby,
pulling his sword from his belt, despite the crossbows pointed
hisway.

"No!" shouted Randolph, pushing his brother aside asthree
bolts were unleased.

Two boltstook Randolph in the chest and another in the neck,
and blood exploded across the men standing behind him. He hit
the ground like afly swatted out of the air by ahuman hand.



Tim Jacoby rose up from the ground, holding hissword in one
hand and a poniard in the other, and there was only madness

and ragein hiseyes. Luis started to draw back his dagger to

throw, but Roo said, "Nol! Let him come. It'stimeto finish
this"

"Y ou've been athorn in my side sSnce the day we met,” said
Tim Jacoby. "Y ou'vekilled my brother!”
Roo leveled hissword and said, "And Helmut died at your

hands." He motioned for Jacoby to come toward him. *Come on!
What are you waiting for?"

The men stepped back and Jacoby rushed Roo. Roo was the
experienced soldier, while Jacoby was nothing more than a murdering
bully, but now he was amurdering bully inflamed by hatred

and the desirefor revenge.

He closed on Roo faster than he'd anticipated, and Roo was

forced to defend and retreat against the lethal two-handed attack.
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"Light!" commanded Duncan, and quickly men opened the
shutters on the one lamp, throwing an eerie glow through thefog
as the two men struggled. One of the horsemen jumped down,
opened a saddlebag, and pulled out abundle of short torches. He
struck stedl and flint while Roo and Jacoby dashed and parried,



and brought alight to life. He quickly lit and digtributed flaming
brandsto Luiss men, and acircle of light surrounded the two
combatants.

Luis had his men pick up the weapons Jacoby's men had put

down and moved the guards toward the wagon. Roo fought for his
life

Back and forth the attacks and defenses moved the two men,

each waiting for the other to make amistake. Thefury wasfindly
flowing out of jacoby as hetired, while Roo vowed he would never
go so long without practicing hiswegpons again. Clashing stedl
echoed across the harbor. Upon distant ships at their moorings,
guardslit lanterns and called questions.

A watchman came out between two buildings, saw Randolph

lying in aspreading pool of blood, the two fighters, and the two
bands of men, and retreated hastily. When he was safdly out of
harm'sway, he produced atin whistle and began blowing it
fiercely. A squad of three constables appeared a short while later,
and the watchman explained what he had seen. The senior constable
sent one of hismen to headquarters for more men, and then
accompanied the other man back toward the dock.

Roo felt hisarms begin to ache. What Jacoby lacked in skill he
gained back by using two wegpons, astyle of fighting difficult to
defend with asingle blade.

Jacoby had atricky move, an advance with his sword extended,
followed by adash with hisleft hand. It was designed to cut across
the chest of any opponent who tried to engage his sword and riposte.
Thefirst time hetried it, Roo barely escaped with atear in histunic.

Roo wiped perspiration from his brow with hisleft hand, keeping
the point of hissword directed at jacoby. jacoby's right boot
hed tapped, and then he extended and advanced, following with
the left-hand dash. Roo leaped backward. He chanced a glance

over hisshoulder and saw that he was being driven toward alarge

pile of crates, and once his back was against them, he would have



no room to escape.
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The tap of Jacoby's boot hedl against the cobbles saved Roo's

life, for he leaped backward before he turned to look again at
jacoby, and barely missed the poniard dashing through the air.

Roo crouched.

As he expected, he heard the boot hedl tap again, and without
hesitation Roo leaned forward. He beat aside Jacoby's extended
blade, but rather than come straight in, Roo dropped hisown
blade, extended hisleft hand downward to touch the stones, and
ducked under the vicious dash of the poniard. For amoment he
was completely vulnerable, but Jacoby's blades were in no position
to take advantage. Roo knew that any experienced fighter might
kick with his boot, sending Roo to the stones, but he doubted
jacoby had ever seen thismove. With hisright hand, Roo thrust
upward, catching jacoby in hisright side, just below theribs. As
the sword traveled upward, it pierced lung and heart.

jacoby's eyes widened and astrange, childlike sound issued

from hislips, and hisfingers ceased to possess any strength. Sword
and poniard fell from his hands. Then his knees wobbled and he
collapsed upon the ground as Roo yanked his blade free.

"Don't anyone move," said avoice.

Roo glanced over his shoulder and saw the senior constable approaching
with riot club in one hand, absently dapping the palm

of the other. Gasping for breath, Roo felt a giddy admiration for
the officer of the Prince's City Watch, willing to confront two
dozen armed men with nothing more than his badge of office and
abilly.

Roo sad, "Wouldn't think of it."



More horsemen could be heard approaching as the constable
sad, "Now then, what have we here?’

Roo sad, "It'ssmple. These two dead men are thieves. Those
men over there'-he pointed to the disarmed guards by the
wagon-"are hired thugs. And that wagon and that boat are |oaded
with my solen gold.”

Seeing no one was attempting to cause trouble, the constable

Put his billy under hisarm and rubbed hischin. "And who might
that wet fellow floating in the harbor be?"

00 blew out and took a deep breath. "By name, Herbert
MeCraken. He was an accountant at my countinghouse. He helped
those two sted my gold.”
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"Hrnnini," said the congtable, obvioudy not convinced. "And

who might you be, sSir, to be having countinghouses, accounts, and
large shipments of gold?' He glanced down at the jacoby brothers,
and added, "And a surplus of corpses.”

Roo smiled. "I'm Rupert Avery. I'm apartner in the Bitter Sea
Company."

The constable nodded. As horsemen rounded the corner and
approached the group, he said, "That's aname few haven't heard
in Krondor inthelast year or so. Isthere someone here likely to
vouch for you?"

Dash stepped forward. "1 will. HEs my boss."

"And who might you be?" asked the congtable.

"He'smy grandson,” said the lead rider.

Trying to see the figure on horseback through the gloom, the
congtable said, "And then who might you be?’

Lord jamesrode forward into the circle of torches and lanterns
and sad, "My nameis James. And in amanner of speaking, I'm
your boss."



Then the other newly arrived riders appeared, soldiersin the

garb of the Prince's persond guards, and Knight-Marshd William

said, "Why don't you take these men"-he pointed to the Jacoby
guards-"into custody, Congtable. WEl ded with these other

gentlemen.”

The constable was nearly speechless at being in the presence of

the Duke of Krondor and the Knight-Marshal, and hesitated along
moment beforehe said, "Yes, sr! Titug!"

From out of the shadows came ayoung constable, barely twenty

years of age by his appearance. He carried a crossbow. "Y es, Sergeant?’

Arrest that lot over there.”

"Yes, sr!" said the young congtable and he pointed his crossbow

at them in menacing fashion. "Come dong, and no funny business.”
Other constables appeared and the sergeant moved them to positions
surrounding the dozen captives, escorting them away.

Roo turned to Lord James and said, "I don't suppose you just
happened to be out for avery early morning ride, m'lord?”

James said, "No. We had you followed.”

Out of the shadows camethe girl Katherine and jimmy.

"Followed?" asked Roo. "Why?'
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"We needto talk," said James. Turning hishorse, he said, "Get
cleaned up and get your gold to safety, then come to the palace
for breskfast."

Roo nodded. "Straight away, m'lord.” To Luisand Duncan he
said, "Get the gold off the boat and back to our offices." Then he
turned to Dash and said, "And tell me: whose employee are you?



Mine or your grandfather's?"

Dash grinned and shrugged. "In amanner of speaking, both of
yours.

Roo said nothing for amoment, then said, "'Y ou're discharged.”
Dash said, "Ah, | don't think you can do that."

"Why not?' demanded Roo.

"Grandfather will explain.”

Roo shrugged. Suddenly too tired to think, he said, "I could use
somefood and coffee.” He sighed. "A ot of coffee”

The men began |loading the gold back into the jacoby's wagon,
and two men took the Jacoby brothers bodiesto load into the
wagon beside the gold. Roo put his sword away, wondering what
was coming next. At least, he reasoned, he could meet the demand
note and keep his company dive. Never, he vowed slently, would
he let his company become that vulnerable again.

Roo sipped at the coffee and sighed. "Thisis excdlent.”

James nodded. "jimmy buysit at Barret'sfor me."

Roo smiled. "Best coffeein the city.”

The Duke of Krondor said, "What am | to do with you?'

"I'm not sure| take your meaning, mlord."

They dl sat around alarge table in the Duke's private quarters.
Knight-Marsha William sat beside the Duke, whilejimmy, Dash,
and Katherinefilled out the company. Owen Greylock entered the
roo 'm and sat.

"Good morning, m'lord, Marshal, Roo," he said with asmile.
"As| was explaining to your old friend here, Captain Greylock,
I'm at something of aloss aswhat to do with him," said James.
Greylock looked confused. "Do with him?"

"Well, there are several dead bodies down at the docksand a
lot of gold with little explanation asto how it got there."

Roo said, "M'lord, with al due respect, I've explained thisall
toYOU.ly
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"So you say," replied james. He leaned forward and pointed a
finger a Roo. "But you're a convicted murderer, and several of
your business dealingsin the recent past have bordered on the
cimind.”

Roo'sfatigue made him prickly. "Bordering on the crimina isn't
the sameasbeing crimind ... mlord.”

"Widl, we could impound the gold and hold ahearing,” sad
Marshd William.

Roo sat straight. "Y ou can't! If | don't get that gold to my creditors
by the end of the day, I'll be ruined. That wasthe entire

thrust of Jacoby's plans.”

James sad, "Will everyone but Mr. Avery pleaseleave usfor a
while. Breskfagt isnow finished.”

Greylock looked at the food gtill on the table with regret, but

he rose and departed with the others, leaving Roo aone with Lord
james.

James stood and came to the empty chair next to Roo and sat.
"Thisishow itis" hesad. "Youvedonevery well. Remarkable
doesn't begin to cover how well you've donein your rise, young
Avery. At one point | thought we might haveto takeahand in
Seeing you survive the attempts your enemies made upon you, but
you didn't need our help. That'sto your credit.

"But my threat wasn't hollow; | want you to understand
something, and that is, no matter how powerful you become, you
are no more above the law than you were when you and Erik killed
Stefan von Darkmoor."

Roo said nothing.

"I'll not attempt to impound your gold, Rupert. Pay off your
creditors and continue to prosper, but aways remember that you



can be put away as quickly now as you were when wefirst tossed
you into the degth cdll.”

Roo sad, "Why areyou telling me this?"

"Because you are hot done with our service, young Avery.

James stood and paced as he said, "Reports from across the sea
are worse than we thought they'd be; far worse. Y our friend Erik
may aready be dead for al we know. Everyone who went with
Calismay be." He stopped his pacing and looked a Roo. "But
even if they reach those goasthey set out to achieve, thismuch
you can bank on: the host of the Emerald Queen is coming, and
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you know amost aswell as| that if she lands on these shores,

your hard-won riches mean nothing. Y ou and your wife and children
will be nothing more than objects to sweep aside as she
marchestoward her god: the destruction of every living thing on
thisworld."

Roo said, "What do you want meto do?"
"Do?" said James. "Why do you think | want you to do anything?”

Because we wouldn't be having thismed if you were only

trying to remind me ether of your ability to hang me onawhim
or about the terrible things | saw when serving with Calis™ Roo's
voicerosein anger ashesad, "I bloody well know both those
factd" He dammed hisfist on thetable, causing dishesto jump
and clatter. Then he added, "M'lord."

"I'll tell you what | want," said Lord James. He leaned over,
hands on the back of one chair and the table, and put hisface
before Roo's, eyeto eye. "I need gold.”

Roo blinked. "Gold?'

"More gold than even agreedy little bastard like you can imagine,
Rupert." He stood up. "Weve the biggest war in the history

of thisworld about to be unleashed on these shores." He walked



to awindow that overlooked the harbor and made a sweeping
motion with his hand. "Unless someone with agreat ded more
power and intelligence than are possessed by every ruling lord in
this Kingdom comes up with an unexpected solution, we will see
the biggest fleet in history come sailing into that harbor inless
than three years time. And on that fleet will bethe biggest army
ever seen.”

Heturned to look at Roo. "And everything you see from this
window will be ashes. That includes your house, your business,
Barret's Coffee House, your docks, your warehouses, your ships,
Y our wife, your children, your misiress.”

At thelast, Roo fdlt histhroat dmost close. He thought no one
knew about hisrelationship with Sylvia. James spoke camly, but
his manner betrayed atightly controlled anger. ™Y ou will never
understand thelove | fed for thiscity, Rupert.” He motioned
around the hdl. ™Y ou will never understand why | hold this paace
dear above dl other places on thisworld. A very specid man saw

Something in methat no one e se would ever have seen, and he
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put out his hand and elevated me to a station that no one of my
birth could ever haveimagined." Roo saw adight sheen of moisture
inLord Jamesseyes. "l gave my own son that man's name,

to honor him." The Duke turned his back to Roo, to look)out the
window again. "And you have no idea how much | wish we could
have that man with us here, now. Of dl men, he would be the



onel would wish to tell uswhat to do next asthisterrible day
approaches.”

Taking adeep breath, the old Duke composed himsdlf. "But
heisnot here. Heis dead, and he would be thefirst to tell me

that dreaming of thingsthat cannot beisawaste of time." He
looked again into Roo's eyes. "And time is something we have far
less of than we had thought. | said that fleet would be herein less
than three years. It may be herein lessthan two. | won't know
until aship from Novindus appears.”

Roo sad, "Two, three years?'

"Yes" said James. "Thisiswhy | need gold. | need to finance

the biggest war in the history of the Kingdom, awar that dwarfs
any weve fought. We have a standing army of fewer than five
thousand men in the Principaity. When we raise the banners of

the Kingdom, both Eastern and Western Realms, we can put perhaps
forty thousand men in thefield, trained veteransand levies.

How many men does the Emerald Queen bring against us?'

Roo sat back, remembering just those forces at the mercenaries
rendezvous. "Two hundred, two hundred fifty thousand if she can
get them all acrossthe sea.”

James said, " She has six hundred ships as of our last report. Sheis
producing two new ships aweek. She's destroying the entire continent
to keep production that high, but she's got her hedl on the

throat of the entire popul ation down there and the work continues.”
Roo caculated. "Fifty weeks, minimum. She needs at least one
hundred more shipsto carry provisonsfor that many men. If she's
prudent, shelll build for another one hundred weeks."

"Have you seen anything to indicate prudence?'

"No," said Roo, "but on the other hand even someone willing

to kill every manin her service must have someideaof what she
needs to accomplish her gods."

James nodded. "Two or three years from now, they will bein

that harbor."
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Roo said, "What part do | play?!

James sad, "'l could tax you until you bleed to finance thiswar

but evenif | sent out the army to grab every coin from the Teeth
of the World to Kesh, from the Sunset Idands to Roldem,
wouldn't be enough." James again leaned over and spoke softly
asif hefeared someone might be listening. "But in that two o

three years, with the proper help, you might be able to finance
that war."
Roo looked asif he didn't understand. "M'lord?"

jamessaid, "Y ou need to make enough profit in the next two
years so that you can |oan the Crown what we're going to need t
financethiscomingwar."

Roo let out along breath. "Well, that's unexpected. Y ou wan
me to get rich beyond dreaming, so | can lend it to the Crown, to
fight awar that we may not win."

Jamessad, "Essentidly.”

"From what you said, | suspect the Crown may not beina
position to repay mein atimely fashion if we survive this coming
orded. "

James said, "Congder the aternatives.”

Roo nodded. "Thereisthat." Herose. "Well, if I'm to become
the richest man ditting atop the ash hegp in three years, I'd better
set about gathering more wealth. To do that | need t ff

creditors by sundown.”

"Thereisone other thing," said James.

"What, m'lord?'

"The matter with the Jacobys. Thereisthefather."



"Do | need fear more attacks?"
"Possbly," said James. "Thejudiciousthing to do would be go

see him at once, before he learnsthat you killed his sons. Forge
apeace, Rupert, because you need dlies, not enemies, for the
coming years, and | cannot help you in dl things, even my reach
heslimits"

Roo said, "After | settle with Frederick Jacoby, I'll need to tell
al thisto my partners.”

"l suggest you buy them out,” said James. "Or at least gain
control of the Bitter Sea Trading and Holding Company.” Then

James grinned, and Roo could see both areflection of the boy
thief who had once run the streets of Krondor and the echo of his
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grandsonsin hisface. "Y ou were planning on that eventudly, anyway,

weren't you?"
Roo laughed. "Eventudly.”
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"Better sooner than later. If you need asmdl amount of gold to
accomplish that, the Crown can lend it to you; were certainly
going to take that back and agreat deal more besides.”

Roo said he would let the Duke know, and he departed. Ashe
|eft the pal ace he considered how hisfate was once again linked



to that of the Crown, and how no matter how hetried, he could
not free himsdlf of the fate dictated for him the moment heand

Erik had killed Stefan.

As he reached the gate, he redized he had neither horse nor
carriage waiting for him. Then he decided the walk to the office
would help set hismind to what he would need to say to Frederick
Jacoby when he told him his sonswere dead.

Erik directed the scouts to check the gallery ahead. They had
been hearing faint sounds for nearly ten minutes, but the origin

of them was unclear. There were Sde passages and gdleriesin
profusion, and noises echoed in strange and disorienting fashion.
A few minutes|ater they returned. "It'sfilled with lizards"
whispered one of the scouts. Erik signaled the man to follow him
to where Cdlis and the others waited and the man quickly diagramed
how the gdlery waslaid out.

It was an amogt perfect haf circle, with along ramp down ftoni
the entrance, running to theright, and aflat ridge running to the
left. The swordsmen would charge down the ramp, while the archers
would follow, deploying to the left, to rain arrows down upon

the serpents.

Cdisgave orders, and Erik and de Loungville relayed them.

Erik heard Cdlistell Boldar to stay with Miranda and guard her,
then Caliswas moving pagt, ingsting on taking the lead persondly.
Aswas the case before, each man did exactly as he was bidden
to do, without hegitation or confusion, but once into the gdlery,
the battle was joined. And as Erik had learned firsthand, and had
read in every book William had given him to read, once the battle
wasjoined, planswere so much chaff on thewind.

These Pantathians were full-szed adults, half again asbig as
those young warriors they had fought eerlier inthe day. Thetalest

measured just short of Erik's chin, and their best warrior was no
match for Caliss meanest, but they had numbers on their sde.
Two hundred or more had gathered in the gallery, and Erik



noted in passing that some showed recent wounds. But he hadn't

timeto dwell on where & se the Pantathians were battling. He
assumed it waswith that third player Calisreferred to.

Every man in the company knew that surprise only gained them
adight advantage, and that they must quickly pressthat advantage,
killing as many Pantathians as possible. Orders were passed

on the other Sde of the hal, the hissing language of the serpent
priestsimpossible to understand. Erik laid about him with as much
efficiency as he could mudter; in thefirst two minutes of battle, a
snake man died for each blow he delivered.

Then the defense got organized and began to push the attackers
back. Just asthe tide of battle seemed to tip, the twenty bowmen
took up position on the ridge overlooking the galery and began
to rain arrows down upon the Pantathians.

Erik shouted, "Advance!" and waded into the dying foemen,

and could hear others repeat his order. Asbefore, the Pantathians
refused to yield and stood their ground, dying either by arrow or
by sword blow.

Thenit wasdlent.

Erik glanced around and could see twitching bodies al around.

A few were his own men, but most were green-skinned. He
glanced around, taking menta inventory, then after looking twice,
turned to find de Loungville, gasping for bresath, sanding a short
distance away. "We have seven down, Sergeant Mgor."

De Loungville nodded. Erik directed othersto get the wounded
and move them back up to the ridge where the archers waited.
Erik then joined de Loungville, Cdlis, and Mirandain inspecting
the hall. Scouts were sent into nearby gdleries, barely visblein
thelight.

Theair was humid and hot. Breathing was difficult. A crack in

the floor along the far wall bled steam in asteady flow. Severa of
the Pantathians were dtill dive, and Caiss men quickly executed
them. The orders had been defined: if it was a Pantathian, kill it.
No serpent man, woman, or child wasto be spared. Erik had felt



little concern for the order, but the men had discussed it.
After abattle in which comrades had fdlen, carrying out the
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orders was easy enough. Then a scout called out, " Sergeant! Over
herel™

Erik turned and trotted over. "What isit?"

"Look, ar."

Erik looked at agallery and saw abubbling pool of hot water in
the center of the room. It had obvioudy been hollowed out by the
serpent priests, asthe marks of tools were visiblein the rocks.
More than a dozen large eggs were arrayed around the poal, close
enough to incubate, but not so close asto cook the young.

One of the eggs was moving.

Erik approached the egg as afracture appeared along one side,
and then with aloud crack, it split. Thetiny body that tumbled

out waslittle larger than adog. It blinked asif confused and cried
in asound that was eerily like that of a human baby.

Erik raised his sword and hesitated asthetiny cresture madeits

inquigitive crying sounds. Then the baby Pantathian turned its
gaze upon Erik.

The baby's eyes narrowed, and Erik saw hatred in those newborn
orbs. With animaosity bordering on rage, thetiny creature

hissed and hurled itsdlf at Erik.

Reflexively Erik brought his blade down, severing thetiny creature's
head from its shoulders.

Erik fet hisgorgerise, and swallowing hard, shouted, "Break
them!”

The scout joined him and they smashed the remaining eggs.

Tiny bodies spilled from the eggs and Erik found himsdf wishing
at quickly rose



he could have been anywhere else. The stlench th

from the creatures was noxious beyond anything he had endured.
Leaving the chamber after the gridy work was over, Erik saw
others repeating his actionsin other galeries close by. More than
one man left the gdleries retching a what they had seen.

After afew minutes, Miranda said, "Thereis something....
"What?' said Cdlis.

"l don't know ... but it's close."

Cdis stood mationless, then said. "l think | know what it is.

He moved to atunnd leading downward. "'-thisway."
DeLoungville said, "Two dead, five wounded, only onetoo
badly to keep up.”

Only the briefest flickering of the musclesdong Cdissjaw be
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trayed his pain at hearing that report. Cdis was starting toward the
ramp leading to where the wounded were being cared for when
deLoungvillesad, "I'll ask him."

Erik knew that Bobby was going to ask the man if he preferred
aquick death at the hands of his comrades, or if hewished to risk
being |eft done to whatever fate brought him, hoping that Caliss
company would return thisway and be able to pick him up. Erik
knew which choice he would have made, or at least he thought

he did, and wondered how de Loungville could volunteer for such
atask.

Then, as the other wounded and the archers descended the

ramp, Erik redlized that he knew exactly why Bobby could doit.
He had seen the horrors of the Pantathians and their alies firsthand,



and awdl-thrust knife blade and asingle moment of hot

pain wasfar better for one of your companions than the lingering
agony you would suffer if captured.

A srangled grunt of pain told Erik how the man had chosen.

De Loungvillereturned, hisface set in an unreadable mask, and
he said, "Form up the column.”

Erik gave the order and the men got ready to move on.
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BOO SIGHED *

He had |eft the pal ace and walked home, thinking the entire

way about the best manner to approach Frederick Jacoby. If the
old man was more like the quiet Randol ph, an accommodation
might be reached. If hewaslike the volatile Timothy, thefeud
would amogt certainly continue until one house or the other was
destroyed.

Roo entered hishome. The only noise came from the kitchen,
where Rendd and Mary readied food for the day. The upstairs



halway was till, and he knew held find hiswife and children

still deeping. He wondered at the hour, and redlized he had no
ideawhat timeit was. From the light, no later than eight of the
clock.

He pushed open the door to the room Karli dept inwith the
baby, and found her adeep. He now considered waking her, but
decided to wait until the baby demanded feeding. Roo waked
softly to the bedside and studied hiswife and son in the dim light
coming through the curtains.

In the shadows, Karli looked very young. Roo suddenly felt terribly
old and sat down in the rocking, Chair Karli used to soothe

the baby when he wasfussy. He didn't degp aswell ashissster
had, and cried more often.

Roo ran hishand over hisface, feding fatiguein his bones. His
eyeswere gritty and hismouth had a bitter taste in it: too much
coffeeand ahint of bilefrom killing men.

Roo closed hiseyes.

Sometime later the baby's cry woke him. Karli sat up and said,
"What isit?" She saw her husband in the chair. "Roo?"

"I must havefdlen adeep.”

"Why didn't you go to bed?" she asked.

"I have something to tell you," he answered as she began to
nurse the hungry child.

What?'

"The men who killed your father are dead.”

Shedidn't react.

After amoment he said, "They attempted to ruin me, and |
found out in time. We fought ... and they're dead. | just came
from the palace and along discussion of these eventswith the
Duke"

"Thenit'sover,” shesad.
"Not quite," said Roo.
Karli stared at him amoment. "Why not?"



"The two men have afather." He took a deep breath. ™Y our

father had an old riva, Frederick Jacoby."

She nodded. "They were boys together, in the Advarian community
up in Tannerus." Her voice softened. "I think they were

friends once. Why? Did he have Father killed?'

"No, hisson Timothy ordered it. | think his brother Randolph

may have helped, or a least he knew about it and didn't do anything
to prevent it."

"So those men are dead?!

s

"But Frederick isstill dive," observed Karli. She looked sad, as

if on the verge of weeping. "So you haveto kill him, too?"

| Roo said, "I don't know. | need to make some sort of peace
with himif | can." He stood up. "And | should go do it now. The
Dukeinggs"

Roo started around the bed, then paused and turned. He leaned
over and kissed the back of the baby's head, then kissed Karli on
the cheek. "I probably won't get home until supper. And what |
redlly needisdeep.”

She reached out with her left hand and gripped hisright. "Be
caeful.YY

he squeezed her hand in reply and |eft the room.

He called down to Mary to have his coach brought around, went
to hisroom, quickly washed up and changed histunic. Then he
went downstairs and out the door. His coach wasthere, and as he
entered, he saw another figure waiting insgde for him.

fDash nodded in greeting. "Feding better?' "

"Tired," said Roo. "What brings you here?'

"Grandfather thought it prudent if | tagged along. Mr. Jacoby

might have servants or other members of his household who are
going to take the news of the brothers death badly." He pointed
to the sword that lay across his knees.

Roo nodded. "Y ou know how to use that?"

"Better than mogt," Dash said without boasting.



They rode along in sillence until the coach pulled up beforethe
jacoby resdence. Dash followed Roo out of the carriage and to
the door. Roo hesitated a moment, then knocked. A young woman
opened the door afew moments later. She was pretty in an
unspectacular way-dark hair and eyes, strong chin and straight nose.
"Yes?May | help you?' she asked.

Roo found he could barely bring himsdlf to speak. He didn't

know whét to say. After amoment's hesitation, he said, "My name
isRupert Avery." "

Thewoman's eyes narrowed. "l know your name, Mr. Avery. It

is not one spoken with affection in thishouse.”

"l canimagine." Roo said. Hetook a deep breath. "I suspect it

will be even less so when you discover what brings me here. |
would like to spesk to Frederick Jacoby."

"I'm afraid that'simpossible,” said the young woman. "He

doesn't seevigtors.”

Roo's expression betrayed something, for after amoment the
woman sad, "What isit?

Dash said. "Pardon me, maiam. Who are you?

"I'm Helen. Randolph'swife."

Roo closed his eyes and then took a deep breath. "I fear | have
gravetidingsfor you and for your father-in-law."

The woman's knuckles where she gripped the door whitened.
"Randy's dead, isn't he?

Roo nodded. "May | comein, please?’

The woman stepped back and it was clear shewas closeto fainting
. Dash moved and took her by the elbow, keeping her upright.
Just then two children ran into the entry hal, complaining over a
childish inequity. She separated the two of them, aboy and girl,
looking to Roo to be about four and six. "Children," shesad, "go
to your room and play quietly.”

But, Mother," said the boy, irritated at his complaint being
ignored.

Go to your room!" she said sharply.



The boy looked injured by the command, but the girl just

skipped away, counting their mother's deafness to the boy's grievance
avictory inthe eterna sibling war

When the children were gone, she looked at Roo and said, "How
did Randy die?'

Roo said, "We had cornered Randolph and Timothy at the
docks-they were trying to make off with gold they had taken
from me-and Timothy tried to attack me,. Randolph pushed

him aside, and waskilled by acrossbow bolt fired at Timothy.
Trying to think of anything that might lessen the ing the

woman felt, he said, "It was over quickly. Hewas acting to save
his brother."

Helen'seyesfilled with tears, but her tone was one of anger.
Hewas dwaystrying to save hisbrother! IsTim dive?'

No," said Roo softly. Hetook adeep breath. "I killed him."
Asthe woman turned, Dash said, "It was afair dud, maam.
Timothy died with wegponsin hishand, trying to kill Mr. Avery.”
Why areyou here?' said the woman. "Are you hereto gloat

over thefal of the house of Jacoby?'

No." said Roo. "I'm here because Duke james asked meto
come." He 9ghed. feding moretired than he had ever feltin
hislife. "I had nothing againgt your husband, or you or your father
, maam. It wasonly Tim | had issue with. Tim arranged to

have my partner-my father-in-law-killed. Tim wastrying to
runmel’

Helen turned her back on them. "I have no doubt of that, Mr.
Avery. Pleasefollow me!

sheled them through alarge halway, and Roo saw that the
house was much larger than one might think from the street, being
very deep inits plan. Then they entered agarden at the rear of
the house, surrounded by alarge sonewall. An old man sat aone
inachair, bundled in heavy robes, with alarge quilt over his
knees. Asthey approached, Roo saw his eyeswere blinded by
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cataracts, and then that part of hisface was motionless. "Y es?
Who'sthere?" he said, his speech durred and his voice weak.
Helen raised her voice. "1t'sme, Father!" To Roo she said,

"He's hard of hearing. He had a seizure two years ago. He's been
likethisever snce

Sheturned to face Roo. "It's your chance, Mr. Avery. All that's
|eft of the once-great trading house of Jacoby isablind, half-deaf
crazy old man, awoman, and two children. Y ou can kill usal now
and put an end to thisfeud."

Roo put up his hand and his expression was one of tota helplessness. "
Pease. | ... | have no wish to see any more suffering

for ether of our families™

"No suffering?’ she said, asagain tearscame. "How am | to
make do? Whao'sto run the business? Who will carefor us?it
would befar kinder for you to pull your sword and put usdl out
of our misery." She began to cry in earnest, and Dash stepped
forward and let her lean againgt his shoulder as she sobbed.
"Helen?" said the old man, his speech durred by the affliction

of hissaizure. "Issomething amiss?'

Roo went and knelt by the old man. "Mr. jacoby?"

"Who isthis?' he said, reaching out with hisleft arm. Roo saw
that hisright lay motionlessin hislap. Roo took the left hand and
sad, "My nameis Rupert Avery." He spoke loudly.

"Avery?Do | know you, Sir?" asked the old man. "Knew aKlaus
Avery when... no, that was Klaus Klarner. What was the Avery
boy's name?

Roo sad, "No, | don't think I've had the honor of meeting you
before. But | ... knew an old friend of yours. Helmut Grindd."
"Helmut!" said the old man with agrin. Sdlivadribbled from

the sde of hismouth.

Helen composed hersdlf, and with athank-you pat to Dash's
shoulders, she came and used a handkerchief to wipe the old



man'schin.

"Heand | grew up in the same town, did you know that?' said
the old man. "How ishe?’

Roo said, "Hedied recently.”

"oh," said the old man. "That's too bad. | haven't seen him for
awhile. Did | tdl you we grew up in the same town?"

"Yes, you did," said Roo.
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With delight, the old man said, "Do you by chance know my
boys? Tim and Randy?'

Roosad, "l do, sir."

The old man picked up Roo's hand dightly, asif for emphasis.
"If you're one of those rascalswho is dways stedling apples from

our treg, don't admit it!" he said with alaugh. "I'vetold Tim to
keep the other boys out of that tree! We need those apples for
pie! My Evabakes piesevery fal!"

Roo looked a Helen, and she whispered. "He gets confused.
Sometimes he thinks his sonsare il children. Evawas hiswife;
she's been dead thirteen years.”

Roo shook his head and released the old man's hand. He said,

"l can't."

"Tell him?' asked Helen.

Roo shook his head no.

"Randy?' said the old man, motioning to Roo. Roo leaned over
to put his head next to the old man's. Whispering, the old man
said, "Randy, you're agood lad. Look out for Tim; he's got such
atemper. But don't let the other boys stedl the apples!” He
reached out with his good hand and patted Roo on the shoulder.
Roo straightened up and spent afew moments watching the old
man, who was again logt in whatever dreams or memories he spent



his dayswithin. Roo stepped away and said to Helen, "What purpose?
Let himthink hissons il live, for the gods mercy.”

He thought of the coming fleet and the destruction that would

he upon Krondor within afew years, and said, "Let usdl havea
few years of pleasant dreams."

Helen led them away from the garden and said, "I thank you

for that samdl gesture, Sir.”

"What will you do?' said Roo.

"Sdl the house and business.”" She tarted to weep again. "'l

have family in Tannerus. I'll go to them. It will be hard, but well
endure”

Roo said, "No." He thought about the boy and girl and hisown
two children, then said, "1 do not think the children need suffer
for the ... mistakes of their fathers.”

"What do you propose?' asked Helen.

"Let metake charge of Jacoby and Sons. | will not take a copper

Of profit from the company. | will operateit asif it were my own,
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but when your sonis old enough, it will be histo control." Roo
glanced around the house as they walked toward the entrance. "I
never spoke more than aword to Randolph, but it seemsto me
your husband's only flaw wasto love a brother too well.)it was
only Timwith whom | had dispute.” Taking the woman's hand,
hesaid, "Let it end here, now.”

Thewoman sad, "Y ou are generous.”

Roo said, "No. | am sorry. More than you will ever know. I'll
have my solicitor draw up acontract between you as surviving
widow of Randolph Jacoby and the Bitter Sea Company to operate
jacoby and Sons until such time as either you wish to dispose of
the property or your son is ready to take control.

"If you need anything, anything at dl, you only haveto ask."



He pointed to Dash. "My associate will come fetch you this afternoon
and take you to the temple. Have you other relaives who

should comewith you?'

"No. They live out of thecity."

"I would bid you agood day, Mrs. Jacoby, but that would seem
an empty sentiment. Let me depart by saying | wish we had met
under different circumstances.”

Holding back more tears, Helen Jacoby said, "So do I, Mr.
Avery. | even suspect had circumstances been otherwise, you and
Randolph could have been friends.

They left and entered the carriage. Dash said nothing and Roo

put hisright hand over hisface. After amoment, he began to

weep.

Cdissgnaled and the column cameto a hdt. They had encountered
small commands of the Pantathians over the last three

days. Cdisjudged they had moved twenty miles north of where
they had encountered the large wdll in the heart of the mountain.
Severd timesthey had found more signs of struggle and destruction.
Occasiondly they encountered Saaur corpses, but as of yet

they hadn't seen asingleliving lizard man. Having faced them

once, Erik was grateful for that small boon.

Erik fought againgt agrowing sense of futility. Thegdleries

seemed to wander under the mountains forever; he remembered
maps back at the palace that suggested this range might be as
much as athousand mileslong. If the Pantathian homerealm
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wasn't as closdly confined as Caliss theory proposed, they would

be dead long before destroying the snake men's nest.
Men were tense; the other specter that haunted their imaginations



waswho thismysteriousthird player might be. No falen

were seen who were not Pantathians or Ssaur. The only human
remains were those belonging to pitiful prisoners, dragged under
the mountain to feed the Pantathian young. Whoever or whatever
was warring on the Pantathians seemed intent on the same mission
as Cdisand his men: three breeding craches had been found with
infant Pantathians littering the rooms, al torn to pieces.

The more evidence he observed, the more Erik was convinced
they weren't looking for anything remotely like another invading
force. Severa bodies appeared to have been torn asunder, literally
ripped limb from limb. Some of the young Pantathianslooked as
if they had been bitten in two. Erik couldn't put aside images of
some monstrous creature from an ancient fable, materidized here
by amagician to destroy hisenemies.

But when he had wondered aoud on this, Mirandas only answer
was "Where are the Pantathian magicians, then?

Erik had heard some of Miranda's speculations as they marched:
the entire population of Pantathian serpent priestswas out in the
field serving the Emerald Queen. Even when she sad it, Miranda
didn't sound convinced.

A scout returned and said, "Nothing ahead, but there are some
odd echoes, Sergeant.”

Erik nodded and asked, "What do you mean by odd?"

"Nothing | can put anameto, but there's something ahead,
perhaps at agreat distance, but it's making enough noise we
should be ableto get very close without being heard.”
Cadiswastold and said, "We're close to being ready to drop.”
Mirandawiped her forehead. "The heat down hereis as bad as
in the Green Reaches of Kesh."

Erik couldn't argue. The men were wearing the lightest clothing
Possible under their armor, and it had taken alot of attention to
keep them from throwing away the heavy fur cloaks, which were
now rolled and stowed in the heavy backpacksthey lugged. Erik
took time to remind each man that once they were back out of



the mountains, winter would be upon them and it would be as

cold asit was now hot.
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Calisordered abresk and rest, and Erik assigned men to keep
watch, while others grabbed what deep they could. As he reviewed
every detal he could remember, de Loungville motioned for him

to cometo adistant part of the cavern.
"Some stench?' he offered.

Erik nodded. " Sometimes the sulfur makes my eyesburn.”
"What do you think?'

Erik looked confused. "About what?'

"About dl this?' Bobby waved his hand around.

Erik shrugged. "I'm not paid to think."

Bobby grinned. "Right." Then the grin vanished. "Now, what

do you redly think?"

Erik shrugged. "I don't know. Sometimesit seemsto meweve
got no chance of ever seeing daylight again, but the rest of the
time | just keep moving, one foot ahead of the other, go where
I'm told, keep the men alive, and don't dwell on tomorrow."

De Loungville nodded. "Understood. But here'sthe hard part.
That one-foot-at-a-time attitude isfine for the soldiersin the
trenches, but you've got respongbilities.”

"l know."

"No, | don't think you do," said de Loungville. Helooked
around to make sure no one ese was ligening. "Mirandahasthe
meansto get hersaf and one other out of herein ahurry. Specia
means”

Erik nodded. He had long ago accommodated to the idea

of Mirandas being a sorceress in some fashion, so thisdidn't surprise



him.

"If anything happensto me, your job isto get the Captain out
with Miranda, understand?’

"Maybel don't."

"Hes goecid,” sad de Loungville. "The Kingdom needshim
more than a couple of sorry sodslike me and you. If you haveto,
hit him over the head and toss hislimp body at Miranda, but don't
let her leave without him."

Erik tried not to laugh. The only member of this company
stronger than Erik was the Captain, and from what Erik had seen
over thelast few years, Caliswas sgnificantly stronger than Erik
Erik had a pretty good notion that if he hit Calis over the head,

it probably wouldn't dow him abeat.
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"I'll ssewhat | can do," he said noncommittally.

They moved out two hours later and Erik kept what de Loungville
said in mind. He discounted the admonition because he

didn't want to imagine astuation where de Loungville wasn't
around to tell him what to do, and he didn't think he could tell

the Captain to do anything.

They moved dong along, narrow tunnel that seemed to dope
gently downward. The heat continued unabated, but didn't seem
to get worse.

Twicethey took breaks and scouts were sent ahead. Both times
they returned to report the distant sounds they couldn't identify.
Two hours later, Erik could hear the sounds they mentioned.
Rumblings, the thunder faintly heard, with high-pitched keening,
echoed from agreat distance, or at least that's how it seemed to
Erik.

They reached agdlery and again found the Sgns of battle. But
unlike the onesfound earlier in the day or on the previous day,
these wererdaivey fresh. "This struggle took place yesterday,”
observed Calis. He pointed to places where deep pools of blood



were gtill congeding. A soldier called Cadlis over to abreeding pool,
and Erik followed.

"Godg!" said Erik looking at the carnage. It was the biggest
hatching pool found so far. Eggs were smashed and yolk and albumen
floated in the water. The stench of rotten eggs was nearly
overpowering, then Erik noticed something. "Where are the bodies
of theyoung?'

A snglearm lay floating in abubbling pool of pinkish water,

and around the verge splatters of blood were evident. At last Cdlis
sad, "Something feasted here."

Theimage of something ripping open the eggs and devouring

the Pantathian young was one Erik didn't wish to dwell on, so he
turned around and left. "We should keep moving,” said Cdisa

last.

Erik formed up the men and moved them out.

The ceremony was as brief as the one that had been conducted
for Helmut. Roo stood with Karli beside him. The children were
homewith Mary.

Helen and her two children stood slently while the priest of
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Lims-Kragmaintoned the benediction for the dead and lit the
pyre. Thegirl played absently with her doll while the boy |ooked
onwith hisface set in an expression of confusion.

When the ceremony was over, Karli said, "ltisover?”

Roo patted her hand. "Y es. The widow is awoman of remarkable

strength but no bitterness. She dso cares most for her children.”



Karli looked at the children. "Poor babies." She went over to
Helen and said, "1 find no pleasureinthis; if | can help, don't be
ashamed to ask."

Helen nodded. Her face was drawn and pale, but whatever tears
she might have had remaining were held in check for later that
night, when shewas again aone.

Karli returned to Roo's side. "' Are we going home?"

Roo shook his head. "Asmuch as| would liketo, | have business
| must oversee." He glanced at the distant afternoon sun. "l

must discharge adebt before sundown. After that ... | don't
know."

Karli nodded. "1 must return to the children.”

Roo kissed her dutifully upon the cheek. "I'll be homewhen |
AsKarli departed, Roo crossed to Helen. He studied the

widow and thought what afine and brave woman she was. Nothing
like the beauty that Sylviawas, but nevertheless awoman

who drew him.

Sheturned to find him staring at her, and he lowered his eyes.

"I just wanted to repeat what | said today. Whatever you need, it
isyours™"

Cdmly she said, "Thank you."

Without knowing why, he said, ™Y ou never have to thank me."
Then heimpulsvely took her hand in hisand held it briefly, saying, ™
Never."

Without waiting for her to say anything, he turned and | ft.

He rode without clear thought from the temple to Barret's. Fatigue
and emations new to him made him unableto focus his

mind. He thought of the struggle and the deeth, then he saw the
face of Helen Jacoby. The children, he would think, and then he
would think of hisown children.

Hisdriver had to dert him to the fact he was outside of Barret',5,
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and he wearily made hisway to hisusua place of busness. His
three partnerswere waiting for him and he sat heavily, sgnding

to the waiter for alarge cup of coffee,

Magterson said, "How did it go?"

"I got the gold," answered Roo. He had intentionally not let his
partners know about the recovery until now. His conversation with
Duke james stuck in hismind, and he knew he needed to talk to
histhree partners while they were il frantic from worry.
"Praisebel” called Hume, while Crowley just Sghed deeply.
Magterson said, "Where's the gold?'

"Onitsway to pay off the note."

"Good, good,” said Crowley.

Roo paused amoment, then said, "'l want you to buy me out.”
Masterson said, "What?"

Roo said, "Thisisal going too fast. Were very vulnerable, and

| find | spend most of my time on the Bitter Sea Company and
not enough time on Avery and Son's business.”

Crowley said, "Why should we buy you out?"

"Because I've earned the right to quit,” said Roo. For emphasis
he dammed his hand upon the table. "I'm the one who fought a
dud thismorning to save our collective backsides. | don't mind
saving my own, but | didn't see any of you gentlemen down there
inthe dark with asword in your hand, fighting for your lives"
Hume sad, "Wéll, I mean, had we known..."

Crowley said, "I don't think I'm persuaded we owe you any sort
of quick exit, Mr. Avery."

Masterson had been quiet, then he said, " So you think this partnership
should be dissolved?'

Roo said, "Or &t least reorganized.”

Masterson amiled dightly. "How?"!

"Let me buy contralling interest,” said Roo, "if you won't buy

me out. Either way, | don't care, but if I'm going to be putting



MY lifeontheline, it will befor my own interests.”

Masterson said, "Y ou're afast one, Roo Avery. | think you'll do
finewith or without us. If you're avid for abreak, I'll sdll toyou.”
Hurnesad, "Thisisal too much for me. I'm confused.”
Crowley sad, "Bah! Thisisjust atrick to get meto step down
as Presding Officer of the Bitter Sea Company.”

"Sdl me haf your interests, gentlemen,” said Roo, "and I'll
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make you rich. But | won't put myself again in the position where
I'm risking my life and my family'sfuture to protect your gold.”
Masterson laughed. "That'sright, Avery. I'll tel you what: I'll

sl you just enough, if the otherswill, to give you control but |
won't giveyouit al. It may have been your knack for aded and
your bloody damn luck that won usthiswedth, but it was alot of
our gold a risk."

Hume said, "I'll do the same. | spend too much time hereon

Bitter Sea Company business and not enough on my other concerns.”

Crowley sad, "Wdl, | won't doit. Buy me out or sdll to me,
oneor the other.”

Roo looked a Crowley and said, "What price?'

"Tobuy or to sdl?!

The other three men laughed, and after amoment, Crowley did
aswdl. "Very wel," said Crowley. "I'll set youaprice" He
picked up aquill and scribbled atotal on it, then pushed it across
to Roo.

Roo picked up the parchment, saw the figure was ridiculoudy
high, and shook his head. He picked up the quill, drew aline



through the total, wrote another one, and passed the parchment
back to Brandon Crowley.

Crowley looked at thetotdl. "That's robbery!"

"Then I'll take the first number as your offer to buy me out?"

said Roo.

Masterson laughed. "He's got you, Brandon.”

Crowley sad, "I'll take the difference between the two."

Which was as Roo knew hewould, so Roo said, "Done!" TO
Hume and Magterson he said, ™Y ou gentlemen bear witness."
They quickly agreed on the transfer of ownership, and before

he knew it, Masterson was breaking out his specia brandy again.
After the events of thelast two days, Roo was emotiondly and
physicaly drained. The single brandy got him closeto asdrunk
as he could remember being.

He struggled down to find Duncan waiting for him at the door.
"Luissaysto tell you the gold got to where it needed to go, and
dliswdl." Hegmiled.

Roo smiled in return. "Y ou're agood friend aswell asmy cousin,
Duncan." He gave his cousin avery unexpected hug. "1 neglect
totell you that.”
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Duncan laughed. "Been drinking?"'

Roo nodded. "Y es. And you are now talking to the owner of the

Bitter Sea Trading and Holding Company.” He signaded for his

carriage. "l believe that makes me one of the richest men in Krondor, Duncan.”
Laughing, Duncan said, "Wdll, if you say 0."

The carriage rolled up and Duncan opened the door, then

helped to get Roo insde. "Whereto, Sir?' asked the driver.

Roo leaned out the still-open door and said, "Duncan, | need a

favor. | wasto dinethis night with Sylvia Eterbrook and | smply

am too exhausted. Would you be afriend and carry my regretsto



her?'

Duncan grinned. "I think | can manageit.”

"Y ou're agood friend, Duncan. Have | told you that?'

"Yes," said Duncan with alaugh. He closed the door and said,

"Get homewith you!"

The carriage rolled away and Duncan went to where his horse

was tethered. He mounted and started to ride out toward the Esterbrook
estate. After ablock, he turned his horse and headed back

toward the smd| house he now shared with a prostitute he had

met at the docks after Luis had |eft.

He found the woman degping through the day and unceremonioudy
yanked the covers from her. She snorted and awoke, saying, "
What?'

He stared at her nude body a moment, then reached down and
pulled her dress off the floor. " Get your things and get out!" he
commanded as hethrew it &t her.

"What?" asked the dtill-confused woman again, Stting up. "l

said, get out! " he shouted. For emphasis, he dapped her hard across
theface. "'l need to bathe. Be gone by the time I'm done.”

He left the shocked and crying woman in the bedroom and

moved down to the end of the hall, where atub sat next to asmall
stove. He heated water and inspected hisfacein apolished meta
mirror. Rubbing his hand over his chin, he decided he needed to
shave. Stropping arazor, he hummed anamelesstune whilein the
next room the whore whose name he couldn't recall gathered up

her belongings and cursed him under her bregth.

The screams echoed down the tunndls and Erik, Cdlis, and the
rest of the company moved as cautioudy aspossible. A bright light
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shone ahead, from where a battle appeared to be taking place.



Occasiondly the sound of struggle paused, and then the clash of
Pantathianswas

stedd and shouts resumed. The hissing scream of P

Punctuated by what Erik recognized as Saaur war criesand
something el se, something that raised the hair on the back of his
neck.

Erik used hand signds, despite the din sounding ahead, against
the faint posshility that someone might hear then-i coming.
Renaldo moved to where Erik stood, at the van, and both of them
stepped forward far enough to see what was ahead.

A vast cavern, ashig as any they had encountered opened before
them, acircular well amilar to the one when they had used to
enter the mountains. It rose so high overhead that Erik had no
ideawhereit stopped, but they had arrived near the bottom.
Below them, one revolution down the circular ramp that hugged
theinsde of the well, a scene of desperate horror greeted them.
The largest cache of Pantathian eggsthey had seen sofar lay ina
vast pool of bubbling water. Erik quickly apprehended details. A
stream of water ran down awall into the pool, and Erik presumed
it was cold, for the eggs would be cooked otherwise. Theice melt
from above and the hot water from below must be mixed to keep
the eggsincubated.

The pool was easily sixty feet across, and crouched in the middle
was acreature so dien Erik couldn't defineit. He waved to those
behind him and stared while the rest of the company filed out of
the tunnel and spread out along the lip of the ramp. Erik felt pain
in his shoulder and found Cdliss hand gripping him tightly. Erik
whispered, "Captain?'

Cdlisblinked and said, "Sorry," as he removed his hand.

Erik knew he was startled but was surprised a how much.

The creature in the pool stood seventeen or eighteen feet tall,
with large lesthery wings on its back. It was a pearlescent black
in color, with emerald green eyes. It divided its attention between
savaging the remaining eggsin the pool-picking them gpart and
pulling the tiny Pantathians from within, devouring themwith a



gulp-and fighting abattle with the surviving defenders. The
creature's head was horsdlike, but it had wide-set curved horns,
like agoat, and each arm ended with human-looking hands, five
fingerswith long sharp talons where nails should be.

"What isthat thing?' asked de Loungville.
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"Mantrecoe," said Boldar. "You'd cal it ademon, | guess. It'sa
being from adifferent plane of redlity. I've never seen one, but |
know about them." He turned to Miranda and said, "Did you
know?'

She shook her head and said, "No. | thought we faced

something dse entirdly.”

"How did it get here?' asked Boldar. "The sedls between this
relm and the Fifth Circle have been intact for centuries. If one
of those things had come through the Hall, we would have
known."

"It didn't come through the Hall of Worlds, obvioudy," sad
Miranda, straining to watch. Then she said, "Now we know where
the Pantathian magic usersare.”

Suddenly akeening howl filled the room asthe cresture
screamed in pain. It turned to face agroup of serpent men who
wereincanting aspell againg it.

Cdissad, "Over there!"

He pointed and Erik saw atunndl, about twenty feet beyond
the other sde of the struggle. "What?"

"That's where we need to go."

"Areyou mad?' asked Erik, before he could remember who he
was speaking to.

"Unfortunately, no," said Cdis. To Bobby he said, " Start walking
the men around the ramp to just above that door and then

drop arope. Try not to call attention to yoursdlf. | don't want to
haveto dedl with either sde of thissruggleif we can avoidit.”



De Loungville sgnaed and Erik took the lead, moving as close

to thewall as he could, so that at times as he circled the well,
following the ramp'srise, he saw only the head of the creature as
it ducked, weaved, and tried to get past magic wards and blasts of
energy. Twicewaves of searing heeat rose off the battle below, and
once hewas dmost blinded by aflash of light so bright it left him
blinking for amoment.

He reached the position above the tunndl entrance Cdlis wanted,
and turned so the man behind him could pull arope out of Erik's
backpack. Erik saw nothing to which he could tie the rope, so he
braced himsdlf and nodded for the next soldier to shinny down
the rope and head up the tunndl.

Each man followed orders without thought or hesitation. Two
archers waited nearby, ready to fire at either the Pantathian
magicians

or the demon, but both sides seemed intent on their

gruggle

After the tenth man descended, Calis approached and said,
"How areyou doing?'

"My armsache, but I'm al right,” said Erik.

Cdissad, "I'll hold thisfor ahit." He took the rope with one
hand, and Erik was again impressed with just how much more
powerful the Captain was than he appeared to be.

More men climbed down, ducking into the tunnel. Erik couldn't
judge, but it seemed to him the contest was dowly turning the
demon'sway. Each time the Pantathian magicianslaunched an
assault, the creature returned even more vicioudy. The magicians
appeared to betiring, if Erik could judge these dien creatures.
Suddenly it was Miranda climbing down and Calis said, "Erik,
you next."

Erik complied, and wasfollowed by de Loungville; then the
ropefell. Calislegped the twenty and more feet to the stone floor,
landing aslightly asif he had jumped only afew. Hefound his
company spread out down the tunndl, backs against thewall. Cdis
moved past and said, "Follow me," when he reached the other



end of theline.

Themenfédl in, and Erik took up apodtion a the rear, glancing
back at the struggle. A strange hissing scream cut through the air and
Erik judged one of the magicians had been taken by the demon.
They cameto asmal chamber, bardly large enough to hold the
company. Cdissad, "Listen, everyone. Something has changed
the balance of forces we find opposing us and we need to discover
what thisnew agent is." He glanced about, "Boldar?’

"Yes?' asked the mercenary.

"Y ou put aname to that thing. What do you know about it?"
Boldar's helm turned in Mirandas direction and she nodded

once. "Tdl him."

Boldar removed hishelm. "It'samantrecoe, in the language of

the priests of Ast'hap'ut, aworld I've visited. I've never seen one
but I've seen temple paintings.”

Boldar paused, asif consdering hiswords. "Other worldslive

by other rules,” he began. "On Ast'’hap'ut, they've had ... dealings
with these cregtures. Ritual sacrifices and invocations, and a

sort of worship.
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"On other worlds they're considered creatures from a different
energy plane

"Energy plane?' sad Cdis.

Miranda spoke. "A lot of beings exist out there in the universe
in placesthat follow different rules than thisworld does, Cdlis.

Y ou've heard your father speak of the Dread?”

He nodded and no small number of the men made signs of protection
againg evil. "He defeated a Dread Magter once.” The

Dread were the stuff of legends, dong with the Dragon Lords. The
Dread were considered the mightiest of the creatures of the void,



the soul-suckers and life-drainers. The tread of their foot withered
the grass, and only the mightiest magic could defeet them.

"Well," continued Miranda, "that cresture out there, that demon,
issmilar; the universeit livesinisgoverned by different

laws from our own." She glanced back down the tunndl and said,
"It'snot as alien to our sense of how things work asthe Dread
may be, but it is different enough that its presence means some
very difficult days are ahead.”

"How did it come here?" asked Cdis.

"I don't know," Mirandaanswered. "Perhaps well find out
ahead." She pointed at the tunndl leading away from the siruggle.
Cdisnodded. "Let'sgo.”

Heled the way, with Erik, Boldar, de Loungville, and the others
trailing behind. "At least we understand why we found some untouched
pockets of young here and there," said de Loungyville.

Erik nodded. "That thing istoo big for some of the chambers.”
Boldar said, "It might not dways have been that way."

"What do you mean?' asked Cdlis, not stopping as he moved
through the dark tunndl. They had returned to their single torch

in the center of theline and Erik found it odd hearing hisvoice
inthegloom.

"It may be that this creature dipped through adimensiond scission.
39

"Scisson?' sad Cdlis.

"Rift," supplied Miranda. "That might make sense. If atiny

demon came through unnoticed and spent sometime gathering its
grength, preying upon the unwary in these tunndsuntil it could
raid the outlying cr~,ches. . ."

"But that doesn't answer how it got here, or why," said Calis.
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They moved quickly down the tunnel until it suddenly emptied



into alarge chamber. A haf-dozen other tunnels a so entered, and
before them rose up gigantic double doors of ancient wood.

The doors were open and they moved through the door"y into

the biggest hal encountered so far. Erik's eyes had difficulty understanding
what he saw. It was atemple, but unlike any human

temple he had ever encountered. "Mother of all gods!” said one

of the men coming into the hall behind Erik.

A full hundred yards of floor stretched out before them, and
everywhere they looked, torn and mutilated bodies were strewn.
The stench was nearly overwhelming, even to men who had been
amelling the stink of deed for days now.

A thousand torches had once lit the room to what must have

been brilliance, but presently only onetorch in ten still burned.

The hal was rendered into gloomy darkness and flickering shadows
that danced on every surface, giving the room an even more
terrifying aspect than it would have held.

And that aspect would have been frightening at thelight of

noon.

Therear wall was cut to form astatue of heroic proportion. A
regal-looking woman sat atop athrone, afigure measuring over one
hundred feet from toe to crown. Her robes flowed down from her
shoulders, leaving her breagtsbare. Intwo arms she held life-size
cregtures, one obvioudy Pantathian, the other resembling the
Saaur, though of smaller stature than any Saaur Erik had seen. The
entire satue was green, asif cut from the largest single piece of
jadeintheuniverse.

Before her ahuge pit yawned, and Erik picked hisway through
thelitter of bodiesto glance downward. "Gods!" he whispered.

He couldn't begin to estimate the number of humanswho must
have goneinto that pit to fill it, because he had no concept of the
depth. But just from what he could see, it had been astaggering
population. Then he redlized the dark railing wasn't that color

from paint or stain but from generations of human blood.

Boldar came forward and said, "This begs repayment. | thought
you arather cold-blooded crew when Miranda told me where we



were headed and why, but now | understand why you must destroy
these creatures.”
"Thisisonly apart of it," said Calisfrom behind. He pointed
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to cases used to display artifacts arrayed on both sides of the huge
datue. "There. That iswhere we must go."

Erik looked around. He didn't much like the idea of attempting

to walk across the mountain of bones. Then he spied an entrance
near the base of the pit. "Maybe that way?"

Cdisnodded. "Y ou, Boldar, and Miranda, with me." To

de Loungville he said, " Spread out the men and search. Anything
that looks asif it might be remotely important isto be carried back
here"

Mirandasaid, "But carefully. Do not |et dien devices or objects
comeinto contact with one another.”

Boldar echoed that. "There can be nasty consequencesif the
wrong sorts of magic comeinto contact.”

De Loungville ordered the men to spread out, and torches were
distributed so the men could have more light to inspect the ruins
of thistemple. Cdisled the othersto the smal door Erik had
seen, and it was indeed an access to the dltar, so that they could
et to the huge idol without crossing the pit.

Asthey reached the large dais upon which theidol sat, Cdlis
motioned for Boldar and Erik to stand back while he and Miranda
cautioudy approached the nearest case. Looking like nothing so
much as bookcases, thought Erik, these were fashioned of stone,
blackened by what he knew now to be centuries of human blood.
He saw Miranda and Cdis wereindifferent to the cases. They
sudied the items digplayed within them.

Erik didn't see anything remarkable about any of them; they



mostly consisted of jewelry, afew weapons, and some other nondescript
items. But Calis and Miranda approached them asif they

were repositories of evil.

Quietly they looked, moving toward the cases and away, then
hardly touching them. Suddenly Cdissad, "They arewrong!"
Mirandasad, "Areyou certain?'

"As| know my own heritagel" He picked up adagger and said,
"The helm that we carry brings sounds, tastes, ancient visons.
Thereisnothing of that here.”

Mirandatook another weapon, and examined it, then she tossed
the shortsword to Erik, hilt first, and said, "V on Darkmoor: strike
something.”

Erik glanced around, and saw nothing close by that looked a
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likely target. He moved to the other Sde of the huge idol and

struck the edge of one of the large stone cases. The sword shattered
asif it had been fashioned of base metal.

"Not very well made" said Erik ingpecting the hilt till in his

hand. Having been asmith for years, he said, " The blade wasn't
evenged.”

Calisknelt and picked up apiece of shattered meta. "It wasn't
supposed to be stedl. It was supposed to have been something ...
far more deadly.”

Erik tossed away the hilt.

Cdis moved around the statue, inspecting it. "Thisis supposed

to be the Green Mother of All," hesaid quietly. "In asrange
fashion, shewould be my aunt.”

Erik's eyes widened dightly, and he glanced at Miranda.and

Boldar. Mirandawatched Calissface closdy, asif she were anxious
about something. Boldar returned Erik's questioning glance with
ashrug.



Mirandasaid, "These are ... stage properties." She waved her
hand at the artifactsin the cases. "It's asif acompany of actors
were staging this" Shelooked around thevast hall. "Thisisa
theater more than atemple.”

Boldar looked at the carnage on the floor and the bonesin the
pit. "Themurder isred enough.”

Cdissad, "Look here."

Erik came over and saw afaint crack aong the back of the huge
idol. He put his hand over it and fdt adraft of air. "Therésan
entrance behind here."

Cdis put hisshoulder to theidol and Erik pushed aswell.

Rather than the enormous resistance they expected from an idol
thismassve, it rolled away afew feet, being hinged on the opposite
sgdefrom wherethey stood. A man-sized opening wasvisble
inthewall behind theidol, an entrance to aflight of stairs
leading downward.

Miranda knelt and examined the base of theidol from behind.
"Thisismarvelous engineering,”" she observed.

Boldar looked at the metalwork. "Nothing like thiswas forged
on Midkemia."

Erik dso looked at the marvelous whedls, pulleys, and hinges
and wasforced to agree. He wished for enough timeto linger over
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these items-he was Hill fascinated by the smith'sarts-but Cais
was dready moving down the sairs.

Erik gripped historch tightly in hisleft hand, hissword in his
right, and called over his shoulder, " Sergeant!"

De Loungville shouted back, "What?'

"There's a passage down here. The Captain's heading down it."
"Understood!" said de Loungville as he continued to have



the men look over the corpses for anything that might shed light
on what had happened in this strange underground city of serpent
men.

Erik stepped on the top step and followed the others downward.

Duncan knocked on the gate and was quickly answered by a
servant; he assumed the gateman had been waiting for Roo to
arive.

"Yes?' asked the servant.

"I bear amessagefor Lady Sylviafrom Rupert Avery."

Seeing the rider was dressed in fine clothing, the servant opened
the gate, asking, "And who might you be, Sr?"

"l am Duncan Avery."

"Very wdl, gr," sad the servant, closing the gate behind Duncan
as herode up to the front of the house.

Duncan dismounted and gave the reins to another servant, and
walked to the door. He knocked loudly.

A few moments later the door opened, and Sylvia stood regarding
Duncan. She wore another of the stunning evening gowns only

the boldest young women of Krondor would dare to display themselves
in; she was one of the few who could do justicetoit.

Duncan smiled hismost charming smile.

Shesad, "l was expecting Rupert.”

"He sends hisregrets. | thought it far more civil to bring word

in person, rather than letting an impersond note serve.”

She stepped asde and said, "Do comein.”

He entered and said, "He regrets that the press of businessand
family matters congpire to keep him away thisevening. He is devastated.”

Sylviadlowed hersdf adight smile. "1 somehow find it difficult
toimaginethat Roo said it in quite that fashion."
Duncan shrugged. "I thought perhapsif you had no objection,
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| might offer you my poor company as an dternative.”
Shelaughed. Taking hisarm in hers, she pressed her bosom
hard againgt him as shewalked him to thedining hal. "1 doubt

women find your company poor, dear ... Duncan, isit not?'

"Itisindeed, Sylvia. If | may presume?'

Reaching the dining room, she said, "Y ou may presume agreat
ded, | think." Sheled himto the chair at the end of thetable

and motioned for him to Sit, asaservant pulled out her chair. "We
met that night at the party; now | remember.”

Duncan smiled and she studied hisface awhile,

"Letuscat,” sad Sylvia. "And drink. Yes, | find I'minthe

mood for agreat dedl of wine." Motioning to Duncan's goblet, she
told the servant, " Some of Father's best.”

Asthe servant disappeared to fetch abottle of wine, Sylviafixed
Duncan with as penetrating a gaze as she could. "Good cousin
Duncan. Y es, Roo has spoken of you." She smiled again. "Let us
drink agreat dedl, dear Duncan. Let us get drunk together. And
then, later, well think of some other thingswe might do.”
Duncan's smile broadened. "Whatever your pleasure, | am at
your service."

She reached over and scratched the back of his hand with her
nalls. "Pleasure and service; my, what atreasure you arel”

The servant arrived and poured wine, and supper commenced.
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BOO SMILED.

He had dept along night, and had awakened to ahouse full of
noise. But rather than irritating him, the noise delighted him. The



baby squed ed and made cooing noises, while Abigail talked her
baby talk.

Karli seemed her usua subdued sdif, but smiled at whatever
smal comment he made. He lingered over breskfast, and findly,
when heléft for the office, she walked with him to the door, where
he paused.

"Would you like to live in the country?' he asked.

"l hadn't given it any thought," answered Karli.

He looked out the door across the street to Barret's and said,
"When | wasachild | used to run for hours, or at least it seemed
like hours, without seeing another person. Theair is clean and
therésaslenceat night. | think I'd like to build us a house
outsde the city-a place where the little ones can run and play
and grow strong.

She amiled at hisreference to the children, for he rarely spoke

of them. "Will you be able to conduct your business from so distant
ahome?'

Helaughed. "I now control the company. | think | can delegate
more day-to-day businessto Dash, Jason, and Luis."

"And Duncan?'

"Of course" he said. "He'smy cousin.”

She nodded.

"I would have to comein from timeto time, and you and the

Raymond E. Firigt

RISE OF A MERCHANT PRINCE

children would come with me for holidays, and wed stay in the
city during winter, but when the weather'swarm, aplace aday's
ride from the city wouldn't be much of ahardship.”

"Whatever you think best,” she answered, lowering her eyes.)



He reached out to touch her chin, gently lifting it. "I want you
happy, Karli. If you don't wish to live away from the city, well
dtay here. If you think it would be nice, well build another house.
You decide."

She seemed genuindy surprised. "Me?"

"Yes," hesad, smiling. "Think onit. I'll be acrossthe street if

you need me."

He crossed and entered the building. Kurt practicaly fell over
himsdlf opening the gate for him ashe said, "Good morning,

Mr. Avery."

Roo amost tripped, he was so surprised by the usualy surly
waiter's politeness. He turned to discover men who had barely
glanced at him since he had become amember rising to greet him.
"Good morning, Mr. Avery," was repested by men whose names
he could barely recall.

When he mounted the stairs, he discovered anew railing had
been put acrossthe last third of the upper balcony, and on the
other sde sat L uis, Jason, and Dash. Dash nimbly jumped up and
with adramétic flourish opened the swinging gatein therail.
"What isthis?'

Dash grinned. "I arranged with Mr. McKdler for usto takea
permanent position here, with an option for therest of thisside

of the bacony areain the future.”

"Redly?' said Roo, fixing Dash with abaeful 1ook. "And what
wasdl this business below?'

Dash attempted to look innocent. "I merely let it be known
yesterday afternoon, after you left for the day, that you were now
controlling owner of the Bitter Sea Company.” Lowering hisvoice,
he added, "Y ou're probably the richest man in Krondor this morning,
Rupert.”

Dash held out his hand, and Jason produced afist full of papers.
He handed them to Dash, who passed them along to Roo. "The
trading fleet from the Free Cities returned on the evening tide

last night!”

Roo grabbed the sheets and looked them over. "Thisisfantastic



I" Not only had they sold the last shipments of grain at far above
the projected market value-the locust plague had crossed the
Grey Towers and struck hard at the Far Coast-the ships had
returned carrying cargo brilliantly selected at prices sureto redize
aprofit. They had projected the ships returning empty, so indeed

Rupert was far more wealthy than he had imagined.

"Thereyou are!" said Crowley, hurrying up the dairs.

Roo said, "Good morning, Brandon."

"Don't you good-morning me, you thief."

"What?' said Roo, his good humor vanishing.

"Y ou knew that fleet was coming in, yet you sat there and cozened
us with babble about risk and-"

"Cozened!" exclaimed Roo. He stood up. "Brandon, | offered

to sdl you my share of the Bitter Sea Company!"

"Part of aclever plot to chest usall, obvioudy."

"oh, mercy," said Roo, turning toward Dash.

"Don't deny it," chdlenged Crowley.

Roo turned. "Brandon, | have no patience for making denias.”
Helooked at hisformer partner. "Heréswhat | will do. Y ou have
achoice. | will tell jason to account the profits on the fleet and
give you what would have been your share of the profitsfrom this
voyage had you not sold me your share in the Bitter Sea Company
last night.

"If I do this, do not ever again expect meto invite you into any
bus nesswith the Bitter Sea Company. The gold we account you
today will bethelast you will ever seefrom us. Infact, should

fate put usat odds, | will ensure you're crushed.” He smiled as

he said this. "Or you can Smply accept that you bet the wrong
way on the turn of the card and |leave with some attempt at good
grace. If you can managethat, | will be sureto inviteyoutojoin
with the Bitter Sea Company on other venturesin the future

when | seek partners. Those are your choices; what do you prefer?”

Crowley stood there for along moment, then said, "Bah! You're



giving me afool's choice. But | wasn't hereto beg favors. | want
no part of your ill-gotten profits, Roo Avery. A bargain'sabargain,
and you'll not hear otherwise from Brandon Crowley.” Heturned
and left, muttering under his bregth.

After he'd gone, Dash laughed. jason said, "If held taken but a
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day to think on your offer, hed have been afar wedthier man.”
Roo nodded empheaticaly. "That's the whole point of his complaint.
He'smad a himsdlf."

"Do you think you've made an enemy?"' asked L uis.

Roo said, "No. Brandon just enjoys complaining. Hell be back
the second | invite him, to make sure hé'sinvolved in any rich
dedls, but helll kegp complaining.”

The other partners showed up later that morning, but unlike
Crowley they smply congratulated Roo on his good fortune, and
themsalves on their increased profits on the portion of the company
they ill owned.

Roo spent the next hour exchanging pleasantries with other men

of notein the coffee house. About midmorning, the last socia
vigtor departed, and Roo asked, "Whereis Duncan?"

"I haven't seen him since yesterday," said Dash.

Roo shrugged. "I asked him to run an errand for me after leaving
here. Knowing Duncan, I'd wager he went out after that and found
some woman to tumble." Roo then glanced about to ensure no
one ese was close by, then motioned to histhree companionsto
come closer so he could spesk softly. " Someone has betrayed us.”
Jason looked at L uisand Dash. "How do you know?"

"'Someone knew more about this company than would be possible
without inside communications, that party sent word to the



Jacobys."

He explained how he had agreed to run Jacoby and Sonsfor
Helen and her children. " Jason, go over to their office and introduce
yoursdf to anyone who might still bethere; most of -rim's

hired men arein prison today, so there may not be anyone around
but aclerk or two. If they need convincing, have someone go to
Helen Jacoby's home and get confirmation asto our arrangement.
"Go over the books and see what is due and what is needed, but
aso keep an eye out for any hint of who our betrayer might be.
Jason nodded. "I'll go a once."

After heleft, Roo sad, "Very well, gentlemen, what €l se concerns
ustoday?' He sat and began attending to the duties of being

the richest man in Krondor.

Duncan stood at the door while Sylviagave him along kiss.
"Stop that," he said, "or well be back upstairs.”
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She smiled, and closed the sheer night-robe she wore, which
had fallen open. "No, sorry to say. | must get some deep and th
morning is haf-over. Now go."

She closed the door behind him as he walked down to where

groom brought his horse, and waited until she heard the hors
moving away. Shewalked to the left hal and continued down t(
the office. Opening the door, she stepped through.

Jacob Esterbrook looked up and, seeing the open robe, said

"Cover yoursdlf, Sylvia. What would the servants say?"
"Whatever they say," sad Sylvia, ignoring hisingruction and



|etting the robe stay open. She enjoyed outraging her father. She

sat down on the other side of the desk. "Ther€'s not one of them

who hasn't seen me undressed from time to time." She neglected

to mention that severa of them had shared her bed over the years
aswell. Both she and Jacob pretended he didn't know of her indulgences.

Wasthat young Avery?'
She grinned. "That was the other young Avery. Duncan came

inhiscousn'sstead. So | decided he might aswell fulfill al of
Roo'sduties.”

jacob sighed. ™Y ou create potentid difficulties, Sylvia."

She laughed, leaning back, dlowing the robeto fal even farther
open. "'l dways create difficulties; it'smy nature. But this Duncan

isasvend asany man I've met, I'll wager, bethe price gold or

flesh. | think we can use him, especidly if we offer him both gold
andflesh.”

"Redly?' said Jacob, ignoring his daughter's brazen attempt to
embarrasshim.

"He could prove a useful wegpon,” she said withasmile.

Jacob nodded. "Well, having an dly insde the Bitter Sea Company
isvery useful. Having two would be even better. But considering
the Situation, I'd like to remind you what disaster might

befall us should you blunder and let the two discover each other.”

She stood, stretching and arching her back, like acat. "Have
ever made amistake where men are concerned, Father?'

He sat back in hischair. "Not so far, daughter, but you are
young.”

"l don't fed young," she said, turning and leaving his office.
jacob considered for amoment the creature who was his daughter

, then dismissed such musing. He had never understood



women, not Sylvia, not her dead mother, not the occasiona wench
he tumbled down at the Sign of the White Wing. To him women
wereto be either used or ignored. Then he thought again of his
daughter and redlized that ignoring such aone as she could prove
deadly. Sighing at what he saw her to be, he refused to assign
blame to himsdlf; he had never intended for her to turn out asshe
had and, besides, she served the needs of jacob Esterbrook and
Company admirably.

Erik pointed. "What isthat?'

They had found along tunndl leading away from the bottom of
theflight of stairsbehind theidol. De Loungville reported finding
nothing of interest among the dain above, and Cdis ordered the
rest of hiscompany down to the tunndl.

Seeing how tired the men were, Cdlis had ordered ahalt. They
dept for what Erik judged to be severa hours on thelanding at
the bottom of the stairs, before moving dong the large tunnd that
led away into the gloom.

Whilewaiting, Erik had noticed what appeared to be alarge pipe
leading dong the celling of the hall. "Drainpipe?" offered Prai.
Erik tried to ingpect it, and findly said, "Hand me alantern.”
Vgaobliged and Erik looked closdly. Erik held thelantern close
and sad, "It'sno pipe. | think it'ssolid." He took out his sword
and gently tapped the blade againgt it.

A shriek loud enough to cause those awake to cover their ears
and to jolt every deeping man to aertness echoed down the tunnel
while an angry green flash nearly blinded Erik.

Praji, who had been standing next to Erik, said, "Don't do that
again," while Mirandawaved her hand, her mouth moving asshe
softly spoke an incantation.

Erik felt hisarm gting to the shoulder and said, "Don't WOrry,

| won't. "

Mirandasaid, "It'saconduit.”

"For what?' asked Cdlis.

"Life"



Erik frowned and looked to Boldar, who stood next to hisemployerr.
The alien mercenary shrugged. "I have no ideawhat she's
talking about.”
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Cdissad, "Wemove out, now!"

The men formed up and they moved down the tunnel. Erik
heard Alfred muitter, "Given that shriek, no one'sgoing to be
surprised

when we show up.”

Erik sad, "Given what we've seen, anyone who's surprised by
anything down hereisanidiot.”

"Thereisthat," agreed the former corpora from Darkmoor.
Erik said, "Take therear, Alfred. | need someone with asteady
nerve back there."

With afaint smile at the praise, the one-time brawler stepped
asideto let the other men pass.

They followed the tunnd until they cameto alarge wooden
door. They carefully inspected the door, listening for noise, and
when they heard nothing, Calis put his hand against the wood. He
pushed and the door swung inward.

Calisand Erik stepped into alarge chamber, and Erik's hair
bristled, even down to the hair on hisarms. The room wasfilled
with strange power, energiesthat swept through him, filling him
with agiddy feding.

Everything wasilluminated by aseries of lanternsin the celling,
recessed so the source of the light couldn't be seen unless one
stood directly undernesath. The soft glow was tinged with green,
and Erik suspected that the green flash of light he had seen when
his blade had touched what Miranda caled a"conduit" and the
dienlight in thisroom were related.

Fivefiguresturned asthey entered, and ingtantly Cdiss sword



was out and he was charging. Erik, Prgi, and Vgadidn't wait for
orders, duplicating the captain's attack.

Miranda shouted, "Back!" to those behind her while she began
casgting aspdll.

Five Pantathian serpent priests began casting spells. A sixth

priet, in ornate robes, sat motionless atop alarge throne, observing
without any change of expression. Erik dove under the outstretched
arm of apriest asablinding blast of energy exploded off

the creature's hand. Erik rolled over on his back, just catching a
glimpse of Miranda using sometype of mystic shield to deflect

the blast down toward the floor.

Cdlis, Prgji, and Vgawere stlanding together when another ball

of energy exploded in their direction. Prgji and Vgatook the blast
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full in the face, and both men fell backward, their bodies erupting
into flames. Erik judged them dead before they hit the stonefloor.
Cdlisturned and took part of the blast on hisleft sde, sumbling
and howling in pain asthe energies flamed around him. For a
tortured moment he seemed aliving candle, aight and being consumed.
Then the magic fire vanished, but the entire left side of

Caliss body was smoking char and weeping wounds.

"Cdid" shouted Miranda, while Erik continued to roll, right

into thefirst serpent priest. He knocked the creature over and
dashed past it as he stood, killing another priest. Without hesitation
he dammed his boot hed into the throat of the creature he

had knocked over, leaving the serpent priest thrashing in pain as

it suffocated, trying to breathe with a crushed windpipe.



A third priest turned to face Erik, attempting to conjure, but it

died before any spell wasredized as Erik severed its head from
itsshoulders.

Suddenly a shout from the other end of the tunnel derted Erik

that more trouble was likely to descend upon them. He turned
toward the remaining three priests. One aso was about to conjure
aspdl when athin stream of light, ablinding white and purple
pulse, dammed into its head as Miranda attacked.

The creature hissed in agony, then its head erupted in mystic

flame; abrief flash, and the head was gone. The decapitated body
dumped to the ground.

Cdispulled himsef upright by force of will to kill thefifth priest
before Erik could reach him. Even injured, Cdis was powerful
enough to drive his sword completely through the priest.

Erik spun to face the door as de Loungville cried out, * Saaur!
They'recoming!”

Erik turned to face the seated priest. Miranda a so came forward,
first to grip Calisand help him to keegp standing, and second to
protect him. She spared the smoking corpses of Prgji and Vgaonly
amomentary glance, asit was obvious they were far beyond mortal
help. Then shejoined Cdisin turning to confront the last Pantathian,
preparing to defend Calis should the High Priest launch

an attack.

But the seated Pantathian only blinked as he regarded the carnage
before him.

Erik dowly approached and saw that the five priests had been
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protecting something, an object that sat in astone wdl in front of
and afew feet below the base of the throne. Erik moved dowly

toward it, shifting his gaze back and forth between the object and
the figure on the throne.



The object looked like alarge green emerad, but one aglow
with afey light. "Godd" said Mirandain avoice hoarse with fear.
"Y our gods have nothing to do with this, human,”" said thefigure
upon the throne, what Erik took to be aHigh Priest. Its speech
was shilant but otherwise understandable. "They are newcomers
to thisworld, trespassers, and pretenders.”

Erik glanced up and saw afaint shimmer of green energy pouring
fromameta rod, falling in afaint cascade upon the sone. He
followed the rod back to the wall above the door and surmised it
was the same one he had struck. The sounds of battle rang out in
the halway.

Erik glanced a Calis, who weakly said, " Get that door closed
and block it off somehow.”

Erik ran to where de Loungville stood. " Captain saysto get this
door closed and blocked off," said Erik.

De Loungville shouted out, "Fall back!" He turned to Erik and
said, "Weve got one advantage. They're so damn big they can't
come through the tunnel but one a atime, and were hacking
them down asthey show their ugly faces."

The men fell back and Erik saw that most were covered in
blood. Heimagined it must have been grim work at the end of
the line. The last man through was Alfred, who thrust and parried
at an unseen opponent. Then Erik saw ahuge green head asa
Saaur warrior, attempting to fight while half hunched over, pushed
forward. Erik didn't wait but took out his dagger and threw it with
al hisstrength at the creature over the shoulder of the retreating
Alfred. The blade took the Saaur in the neck, and it clawed with
one hand at the blade asit fell forward, haf blocking the door. A
shout from behind the creature told Erik the cresture's alies had
seenhimfdl.

DeLoungvilledidnt hesitate but shouted, "Drag him insde!™
Three men on each side grabbed the cresture, nearly twelve feet
tall, and pulled it through the portal, while another soldier duplicated
Erik's action and threw his dagger at the next Saaur. It had

the desired result, causing the creature to retreat long enough for
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them to get the door closed. There was alarge wooden bar, and
Erik motioned for other soldiersto set it across the door, into two
huge iron supports. A moment later came the sound of alarge body
hitting the door followed by an angry exclamation Erik assumed
to be a Saaur oath.

"Block the door!" shouted Erik.

Four of the men dragged the dying Saaur away from the door,
while otherstook someidols of stone, lizard figures crouching
asif guarding something, and pushed them before the door.

Erik turned to see Miranda and Cdis dowly approaching the
green gem.

"What isthisthing?" Miranda asked.

The seated figure said, "Y our lowly intdllect isincgpable of understanding,
humen.”

Calis hobbled with Mirandas help to stand next to the object,
|etting the green light bathe him. The burns he had received from
the magician's blast must have been causing him incredible pain,
but he showed no sign of it. Hesaid, "Itisakey."

The serpent said, "Y ou are more intelligent than you look, ef."
Calis shook off Miranda's support and reached over the edge of
the pool in which the emerad rested and the Pantathian stood up
dowly, asif infirmity or age wereweighing heavily upon him.
"No!" he commanded. "Do not touch thidl It isnearly finished!"
"Itisfinished," sad Cdisas he put his hand upon the gem and
closed hiseyes. Green pulsing light seemed to crawl dowly up his



arm. Caisswoundswere dtill terrible, raw flesh and singed hair,

but the green light seemed to strengthen him. He removed his

hand from the gem's surface and walked toward the creature, who

now stood upright, looking at Caliswith amazement upon itsface.

"Y ou should be dead,” said the priest. "Thisis decades of work,

thelife force of thousands of daughtered creatures, and it isthe

key that will bring back our Migtress.”

"Your migtressisafraud!" shouted Cdis. He came up to the

Pantathian, weaving dightly, and said, "Y ou are snakes lifted up

and given arms, legs, speech, and cunning, but you are snakes!"

He leaned forward until he was nearly nose-to-snout with the creature. "
Look into my eyes, snake! Seewhat you facel"

The old priest blinked and stared into Caliss eyes. Mystic communication
passed between them, because suddenly the priest fell
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to itsknees, turning away, holding up itsarms asif shielding itsdlf
from Calissgaze. "No! It cannot be!"

"| carry that blood within me!™ shouted Cdlis. Erik wondered
where the strength to hold himself that way came from; alesser
man would be dead from the burns.

"Itisalie" screamed the lizard man, turning away.

"Y our Green Mother isthelie!" shouted Cdis. "Sheisno goddess!
Sheisoneof the Vaheru!"

"No! They werelesser kin. None were as great as She Who
Birthed Usl We labor to bring her back so that in death we will
bebornagaintorule a her feet!"

"Foold" said Calis, and Erik could sense the strength leaving

him again. Mirandatook careful hold of hisright Sde, helping him
stay erect. "Murderous fools, you are nothing but what she made
you, bent creatures of no natura root, the makings of avain thing

who knew only her own pleasures. Y ou were dust under her fest,



and when she rose with her brethren during the Chaos Wars you

were forgotten!” Cdlis sumbled, and de Loungville cameto help
hold him. "If there was any possible way to redeem you and your
kind, we would not be here."

Then Cdistook adeep breath. "Y ou are a pawn and have aways
been apawn. It isno fault of your own that you must be destroyed,
but you must be obliterated, root and branch.”

"You are hereto do this?' said the High Priest.

"l am," said Cdlis. "l am the son of he who imprisoned your
Alma-Lodaka!"

"No!" shrieked the High Priest. "None may speak the most

holy of named!" The old serpent rose, pulling adagger fromiits
robes. Erik didn't hesitate, but ran two steps up the dais and
hacked as hard as he could at the High Priest. The old creature's
head sailed from its shoulders, landing ashort distance away, while
the body collapsed.

Erik looked at Cdliswho said, "Y ou did well."

"What now?" asked de Loungville, asthe thudding againgt the

door became more rhythmic. "They've gotten themselves aram.

That's aheavy bar on the door, but it won't hold forever. Those
Saaur are strong."

Cdissaid, "Find us another way out, or we have to fight back
theway we came.”
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De Loungville turned and ordered the men to start searching
for another exit. "Hereiswhat their temple was about,” said Cdlis,



as Miranda helped him st upon the steps. " Tens of thousands of
livesgiven up over thelast fifty yearsin vile sacrifice so they could
creste that." He pointed weakly at the green stone. "It isathing

of captured life."

Mirandasaid, "Y our father spoke once of the fa'se Murmandamus
using the captured lives of thosewho died in his service to shift into
the same realm asthe Lifestone. We should have suspected they
would again use such means.” She pointed at the stone. "Thisisa
far more powerful tool than that smple deception.”

"What do we do with it?' asked Erik.

Cdisgroanedin pan."You," hesaid to Miranda, "takeit. You
must take it to my father. He and Pug are the only two men on
thisworld who might understand how to utilizeit." The pounding
on the door served to underscore the urgency of hiswords. "If the

Emerald Queen getsthiskey to Sethanon, joinsit with the Lifestone. ..

Miranda nodded. "I think | understand. | can get afew of us

out of here. .. ."

"No," said Cdlis. "I'm staying. I'm the only onewho might

begin to understand what else we might find here. Take the Vaheru
helm we found, and thiskey. Try for the surface." Helooked

at Boldar and said, "Take the mercenary with you. Hell keep you
dive until you find a place you can use your artsto get home."
Mirandasmiled. "Y ou bastard. Y ou told me you don't know anything
about magic.”

Cdissad, "Thereisno magic, remember?'

"I wish Nakor were here," said Erik.

Cdissad, "if Pug couldnt find the Pantathians after looking

for them for fifty years, it followsthis placeisvery secure, and |
sugpect that using magic to get in or out isequally impossible.”
"Damnyou," she said, atear running down her face. "Wedo

need to climb up to the surface, or near it."

"Wll, then we'd better hope there's another way out.”

A few minutes|ater, de Loungville reported they had found a
darway at the rear of the hall leading upward. "There you go, "



said Cdlis, trying to smile. "1 need to rest abit. And the men need
to look around.”
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Mirandatook hishand and gripped it. "What do | say to your
father?'

"That | love him, and say the same to my mother,” said Cdis.

"Then tell him that ademon isloose and therés athird player in
this. | think when helooks at thisgem hewill find it is not what

it seemsto be"

"What do you mean?"

"L et the Spellweavers examine thisthing without my theories
coloring their opinions.”

Miranda approached the object with caution and gently touched

it. She muttered and cast about with her hands, then picked up

the object. "I don't like leaving you."

Cdismanaged abrave amile. "1 don't like it much either. Now,

if you can manage to give me akisswithout touching my injured
side, do s0, and get out of here.”

Miranda knelt and kissed theright Side of hisface, then whispered, "
I'll come back for you."

"Don't," said Cdis. "Wewon't be here. Well find our own way
out. I'll get to that Brijaner ship, somehow. Get Duke William to
send someone our way, just in case, but don't you dare come back
herefor me. There are fill other priestsin these mountains, dmost
certainly, and even if wevekilled their inner circle, they will

be powerful enough to find you when you use your magic to return.”

Then he fingered the magic ward she gave him. "Besides, how
will you find me?' His question was punctuated by another assault

on the door.



She gripped hisgood hand with her left, while holding the glowing
gemwith her right. "Stay dive, damn it!"

"1 will," he promised. "Bobby!"

Deloungvillesad, "Captan?'

"Take adozen men and go with them.”

De Loungville turned and shouted, " Squad two and squad

three, come here!™

Twelve men left their searching of the hall and reported. "Go
withthelady," heingructed.

Cdlissad, "Youtoo, Babby."

De Loungvilleturned and with an evil grin said, "Makeme."

To the twelve men who waited, he pointed to the door and said,
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"Take the lady and the mercenary and get the hdll out of here!™
The twelve men glanced at Miranda and Boldar. Boldar nodded
once and st off in the van, and six men followed, while the other
sx waited until Miranda gave Caliss hand one more squeeze and
st off. Then they followed her.

Erik turned to Calis. "What do we do now, Captain?’

"How many men do we have left?" asked Cdlis.

Erik didn't have to count. "Now that two squads are gone, we're
down to thirty-saven, including you."

"Wounded?'

"Five, but they can till fight."

"Help meup,” said Cdis.

Erik gave him ahand up, then dipped hisarm around his
waist-keeping his hand on Cdiss belt, avoiding his burned flesh.



Cadlisleaned hisgood side heavily upon Erik and said, "I need to
see anything that may be an artifact of the Ancient Ones, the
Dragon Lords"

Erik had no idea how he would know if he stepped on such an
atifact, but Cdissad, "Remember how that helm felt when you
touched it?'

Erik sad, "I can't forget that.”

"That'swhat we're looking for."

For atense fifteen minutes they combed the hal. A door with
alarge bar on it was discovered behind atapestry. Once it was
open, Cdissaid, "Stand back." He forced Erik to let go and hobbled
to the entrance. Inside sat asuit of armor. It glowed with a

green light, and Erik felt the hair on hisarmsrise up once again.
Cdissad, "Thisisthetrue repository of her power."

Erik assumed he meant the goddess or lady Dragon Lord, or
whatever she might be, but he was distracted by the cresking
sounds of wood and groaning hinges as the Saaur continued to
pound methodicdly at the heavy door.

Bobby said, "What do we do with it?’

"Wededtroy it," said Cdis.

Hetook astaggering step forward, and both Erik and de Loungville
hurried to help him walk. Erik felt his skin tingle and fought

back the urge to scratch as he came nearer the artifacts. Besides
the armor, a set of emerdd jewedry was displayed: atiara, anecklace
that was afull choker of huge stones, matching bracelets, and
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rings. Calis gently reached out and touched the breastplate. Then

he snatched his hand back, asif hisfingers had been burned.

"No!" hesaid.

"What?' asked de Loungville.



"It's... wrong." He quickly touched each item in the room and
sad, "It'sal contaminated. Something has ... changed this™
Suddenly, and for thefirst time since Erik had known him, Cdis
reveded fear in hisexpresson. "I'm afool! Almost asbig afool
as the Pantathians.”

To Bobby he said, "We must destroy this as quickly aswe can,
but mogt of al, we must escape.”

DeLoungvillesad, "Youll get no argument from me, Captain.”
Cdissad, "Erik, you were asmith. How best to destroy this
amor?'

Erik picked up the breastplate, a shimmering thing of green

metd with aserpent depicted in bas-relief uponit. Ashetouched
it, strange images, haunting music, and an alien rage flooded
through him. He dropped it to thefloor. It rang asit struck the
stone. "I don't know if it can be destroyed, at least by normal
means,” said Erik. "To forge metal, great heat is needed; greeat
heat can also rob sted of itstemper. If we could build ahot enough
fire ."

Looking around, Calissaid, "What canweburn ... 7' Then he
collapsed, and Bobby lowered him to the floor.

Looking at Erik, he shouted for Alfred. When the corpora
reached them, de Loungville said, "To my distress, | find mysdlf
suddenly in command. At this moment, | would appreciate any
suggestions ether of you might have.”

Alfred said, "We should get the hell out of here, Sergeant Mgor.
That door won't hold much longer.”

"What about these damned things?' Bobby asked Erik.

Erik tried to think as quickly as he could. "I know nothing of
thismagic business. | know armor, horses, and fighting." Then he
continued, "All I know about these thingsis Mirandaswarning
not to let them come into contact with one another. If each man
wrapped asingle item, we might bring them with us. At least that
would keep them out of their hands." He indicated the thudding
door.

"Doit."
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Erik gave orders and the men grabbed tapestries and wrapped
the armor, jewels', and other objectsin cloth. Erik said, "Each
man isto watch those around him. If any other man looks ...
different-lost, confused, or distracted-tell me at once!”

He digtributed the items among different men, no one man carrying
anything, no matter how small, without another standing

next to him. De Loungvillesaid, "You gart. I'll follow. If they
don't bresk in the door, I'll leavein ten minutes.”

"Seeif you can jam this other door after you get through it,”
suggested Erik.

"Get out of here)" said de Loungvillewith amocking smile.

Erik lit atorch and hurriedly led the men carrying the artifacts
through the second door. A flight of stairsled up into the gloom
and he began climbing.

Nakor lay under atree dozing when he suddenly sat up. Glancing
around, he saw Sho Pi sitting ashort distance away, watching
him. The mad beggar aso sat watching him.

"What isit?" asked Nakor.

"I didn't wish to disturb you, Master, so | waited; Lord Vencar
has arrived. The Prince has sent him to take control here."

"Not that," said Nakor, standing. "Didn't you fed it?'

"Fed what, master?'

Nakor said, "Never mind. We'releaving.”

Sho Pi dso stood. "Where are we going?"

"I don't know. Krondor, | think. Maybe up to Elvandar. It depends.”

Sho Pi followed Nakor as he hurried toward the large building
that dominated theidand. Near the building, the mad beggar
hurried off toward the kitchen. The bandy-legged Isdani gambler



entered the building and headed straight to the centra hall,

where he found awell-dressed man gitting at the head of thetable,
Kalied, Chames, and the other magicians tting there as

well.

The Earl of the Court said, "And you must be Nakor."

Nakor said, "I must be. | haveto tell you acouple of things.

To beginwith, these here are dl liars."

The other magicians gasped o r objected, but Nakor smply kept
talking. "They don't mean to be, but they've become so used to
doing thingsin secret they can't help themsdves. Don't believe
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anything they say. But otherwise they mean well."

Arutha, Lord Vencar, began to laugh. "Father said you were
remarkable.”

"| think Lord Jamesis pretty unusud, too," said Nakor. "Hell

of acard player." He winked. "Only man I've ever met who could
cheat me at cards. | admirethat.”

Aruthasad, "Well, we can talk about this over supper.”

"No we can't," said Nakor. "I've got to leave."

Arutha, who |ooked something like hisfather but with lighter

hair, sad, "Thisminute?"

"Yes." Nakor turned toward the door. "Tell these stubborn

dolts that something redlly bad is going to happen soon and they'd
better stop fooling around and get serious about helping the Kingdom
or therewon't be any point to anything anymore. I'll be back
inawhile"

If the Prince of Krondor's representative had anything moreto
say, Nakor didn't hear it as he turned down a halway and amost
ran, hewaswalking so fast.

Sho A said, "Madter, | thought you said we were leaving."



"Weare," replied Nakor as he started to climb aflight of gairs.
"But thisisn't the way to the docks. Thisisthe way to-"
"Pug'stower. | know."

Sho Pi followed Nakor as he climbed the circular stairsthat led

to the top of the tower. When they reached the top floor, they
were confronted by awooden door with no apparent lock. Nakor
pounded oniit. "Pug!"

A strange shimmer covered the surface of the door, and the wood
flowed and twisted, forming aface. "Begone!” said theface. "This
room shall not be entered.”

Nakor ignored the admonition and pounded upon the door even
louder. "Pug!" he shouted.

Sho P said, "Master, he's not been here-" He stopped speaking
when the door opened.

Pug looked out. "Y ou fdt it too."

"How could | not?" said Nakor.

Sho R said, "But they said you weren't here.”

Nakor narrowed his gaze as he looked at Sho Fi. "Sometimes|
despair, boy. Are you stupid or just too trusting?”

"How long have you known?" asked Pug, motioning for them

tocomeingde.
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They moved inside and the door closed behind them. "First day

| got here. Y ou make alot of noise coming and going.” "Then he
grinned. "Oneday | came up the sairs, redly quietly, and | heard
you and your lady friend." His eyes grew wide and he shook his
hand asif touching something hot. ™Y ou two!" He laughed.

Pug looked heavenward. "Thank you for not disturbing us."

"No reason to. But we've got to go.”

Pug nodded. "Werisk attack.”

Nakor said, "I don't think so. Whatever wefed ismaking



enough noise out there that even if anyoneislooking for you, they
won't notice you moving the three of us. Where are we going?
Krondor?'

Pug shook his head. "No. We're going to Elvandar. | need to
Spesk with Tomas."

Nakor motioned for Sho Pi to stand close and took his student's
hand. Pug linked hands with the two of them and the room shifted
and shimmered, then they found themsdlvesin aforest glade.

Pug said, "Follow me," and led them ashort distance to ashalow
river. "Thisistheriver Crydee" sad Pug. Then he cdled

out inaloud voice. "l am Pug of Stardock. | seek counsel with
Lord Tomad™

A few minutes later two elves gppeared on the other sde of the
bank. One called out, ™Y ou are bidden enter Elvandar!”

They waded across the stream and Pug said to Sho Pi, "None
may enter Elvandar unbidden.”

Once they were on the other bank, Pug said, "I hope you don't
mindif | hurry dong."

Thedf said, "Not inthelesst.”

Pug amiled. "Gdain, isnt it?"

"Y ou remember,” said the dif.

Pug said, "I wish | had thetime to be socid."

The df nodded. "I and my patrol will return to the court ina

few days time. Perhaps then we may vist."

Pug smiled. He took Sho Pi's and Nakor's hands again and
moved them to another location in the forest.

Sho Pi's eyes widened, and Pug remembered hisfirst reaction

to seeing the heart of the elven forest. Giant trees, dwarfing the
most ancient oaks, rose to form an dmost impenetrable canopy.
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Some of the trees showed |eaves of the deepest green, while other



had leaves golden, red, or silver in color, afew white as snow;
strange soft light bathed the area. Giant boles rose with steps cut
into the living wood, and branches broad enough to serve aswalk
ways pread in al directions.

"It'sacity of trees," said Sho F.

"Yes," said an old man who stood nearby, leaning on along bow
His hair was pure white, and his skin showed years of aging, but
his body was il erect, and he wore the green leathers of a hunter

"Martin!" said Pug, stepping forward.

The old man took Pug's extended hand and shook. "It's been
alongtime"

"Y ou look well." Nakor grinned.

"You old card cheat!" said Martin, gripping Nakor's hand. "Y ou
don't look aday older."

Nakor shrugged. "For one not gifted with long life, Martin, you
look remarkable.

The old man smiled. "For aman my age, you mean." He
glanced around. "Herel linger. Elvandar has been kind to me. |
think the gods decided to let my find years be peaceful .

Pug said, "Y ou deserve some peace in your time."

Martin Longbow, once Duke of Krondor, brother to King Lyam
and uncleto King Borric, said, "Seemsthat once more peaceis a
risk."”

Pug nodded. "I need to speak to Tomas and Aglaranna. IsCdlis
here?'

Martin picked up hisbow. ."l was sent to wait for you. Miranda
arrived an hour ago, with the strangest young man." He began
walking. "Tomas said you'd be here shortly. Cdlisis... well, he
may not return.”

"Il news,"'said Nakor.

"Who isthis?' Martin motioned to Sho Fi.

Nakor said, "Sho Fi. A disciple”

Martin laughed as he moved through the trees. " Serioudly, or



are you doing the mendicant holy man act again?'

"Serioudy," said Nakor, looking injured. "1 never should
havetold Borric about that seam. He'stold every onein hisfamily
about it."
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Martin's brown eyes narrowed. "There was areason.” Then he
laughed. "It'sgood to see you again.”

"Areyou coming?' asked Pug.

"No, | rarely st in the Queen's Council anymore. | am content
to be aguest here, waiting out my time."

Pug smiled. "I understand. WEell talk this evening, after supper.”
He gripped Sho Pi's and Nakor's hands, and closed his eyes,
and again the air shimmered and they were someplace dse.
They stood in the center of alarge platform set high in the trees.
A voice sad, "Welcome, Pug of Crydee."

Pug couldn't help but laugh. "Thank you, old friend.”

A largeman, eadly six inches over six feet in height, approached
and took Pug's hand, then hugged him. "It is good to see you
again, Pug." Hisfeatureswere youthful, but his eyes were ancient.
Hisfeatureswere ablend of human and df, with high cheekbones,
pointed ears, and blond hair. To any who had seen Cdlis, there
was no doubt thiswas hisfather.

Pug dapped hisfriend on the back. "Too many years, Tomas,"
9

he said with genuine regret.

Sho Pi and Nakor were introduced to Tomas, Warleader of the
Elven Host of Elvandar. Then they were presented to a stunning
woman of regd bearing, Aglaranna, Queen of Elvandar. Nakor
smiled and said, "Niceto meet you, Lady,” while Sho Pi kndltin



greeting. The ElIf Queen was ayoung-looking woman, despite her
centuries of age. Her hair was afine red-gold, her eyesadeep
blue, and her beauty breathtaking, despite being dien.

An df who looked young by human standards came to stand

next to Tomas. "ThisisCdin," said Tomas, "herr to the throne

of Elvandar and brother to my son.”

Prince Cdlin greeted the two newcomers, then said to Pug,
"Mirandaarrived an hour ago."

"Whereisshe?' asked Pug.

"Over there." Tomasindicated asecond platform, off to the side
of thefirg.

Sho P followed in awe. Thetreesthemselves were dive with
lights and magic. There was a profound sense of peace and rightness
here that he had not imagined possible.

They cameto the indicated place, where Mirandawas inspecting
agtrange glowing gem, aswell asahelm. None of the elves
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gathered near her touched anything, but they peered closely at the
objects.

Pug hurried over. "Mirandal™

Sheturned and, upon seeing him, nearly flew to him, throwing
her arms around his neck. "1t's so good to see you again.”
"Cdis?" asked Pug.

"He'sbeen injured.”

"How badly?'

"Badly."

Pug held her amoment, then said, "Tdl mewhereto find him."
"I can't. Hewearsaward that protects him from magic sght. It
shidds him from the Pantathians, but it shiddshim fromusas



wdl."

"Tdl meabout it," said Pug.

Miranda reconstructed the events of the journey, the discovery,
and the escape. | left Sx men, those who survived thefightson
theway out, in afrigid cavein the pesks," shefinished. "l pray
they've gotten down from the mountains, but | fear they are dl
dead."

Pug said, "Every one of usknew therisks."

Miranda nodded, clutching his hand, but her face was drawn.
"Thereisthis" shesad, "and Cdisjudged it criticd | bring it
here

Pug looked at the key. "What isit?"

"A Pantathian thing. A key to free the Green Lady from the
Lifestone," said Miranda

Pug looked dubious. He looked at the object for long minutes,
placing hishand over it, but not quite touching it. He closed his
eyes severa times, and hislips moved. Once atiny spark of energy
leaped from the palm of his hand to the stone. At last he stood
upright and said, "It'sakey of some sort, that's certain, but to
freetheVaheru......

Helooked at the assembled Spellweavers of Elvandar and addressed
the eldest. "Tathar, what do you see?’

"Thisis something of those whose name may not be spoken,”

said the senior adviser to the Queen. "But thereis an dien presence
here aswell, one of which | have no knowledge."

Pug said, "The demon you spoke of, Miranda?'

"No. It was anearly mindless thing, akilling device, pure and
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A



sample. | witnessed it at work, and while it was powerful and able

to hold adozen serpent priests at bay, it had cunning but no intelligence-
at least not enough to have conceived this device.

Whatever fashioned this thing was more than that Smple being.
Someone sent it through arift into the heart of the Pantathian

home to wreak havoc and destroy them, the same intention as

ours

Pug said, "Once before, we dedlt with duplicity; why not now?"
Tomas stood next to hisfriend and said, "What do you think?*

Pug stroked his beard. "As Murmandamus was but afalseicon,

to manipulate the moredhd to rise up and capture Sethanon, a
Pantathian ruse, so might not this be ademon ruseto usethe
Pantathians to capture the Lifestone?”

"Toward what end?' asked Aglaranna.

Pug sighed. "Power. It'sapowerful tool, no matter who

widdsit."

"Wegpon," said Nakor. "Not atool.”

"What of the Vaheru?' asked Tomas. "'Can some other force
imagine they can do anything with the Lifestone, use it somehow,
without having to dedl with those trapped within the one?

Pug said, "The problem isthat the only source of lore we have
iswhat you remember, from the memory of Ashen-Shugar.” Tomas
possessed the memories of the ages-dead Dragon Lord whose
armor he had donned during the Riftwar. "But he adone of the
Vaheru had nothing to do with the creetion of the Lifestone. He
knew something of its nature, something of its purpose, that it was
to be aweapon to destroy the new gods, but beyond that he was
ignorant of its nature.”

"S0 you suspect that someone e se, whoever isbehind thisdemon's
entering our world, may have a purpose for the Lifestone

that hasn't occurred to us?' said Miranda. "Could they smply grab
the Lifestone and useit as aweapon, theway aman might usea
sword or crossbow?'

"That," said Pug, "I do not know. It's clear, though. that
someoneis prepared to try.'5



"What do we do?" asked Miranda.
Pug said, "Wewait and study thisthing, and see what they do
Mirandasaid, "What about Cdis?"'
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Tomassad, "Wewait."
Mirandasaid, "I want to return to look for him and the others.”
Pug said, "1 know you do, but it would be foolish. They will

have moved on, and whoever we face, whoever isleft divethere
will be on guard and looking for him aswell. The second you pop
into existence there, whatever magic isleft will fal onyou likea
burning house."

Nakor sad, "I'll go."

Pug turned and said, "What?'

"I will go," he said dowly. "Get meto Krondor and | will get
ashipand | will sall down to that place heleft hisboat and | will
get him back."

Pug said, "Y ou're serious?'

Nakor said, "l told this one’-he motioned to Sho Pi-"we had
togoonatrip. Thisisjust abit farther than | thought.”

He grinned amoment, then the smilefaded. In the most serious
tones anyone had heard Nakor use, he said, "A great and terrible
storm is coming, Pug. It isblack and deadly and we don't understand
yet what is behind it. Everyone here hasaduty. | do, too:

to find Cdlis and the others and bring back whatever they've

learned after Mirandaleft.”

Aglarannasad, "Take from uswhatever we can giveif it will

help you find our son.”

Nakor said, "Just get me to Krondor."



Pug said, "Any particular place?'

Nakor thought a moment. "The court of the Prince will do."
Pug nodded, then to Sho Pi hesaid, "Y ou too?"

"l follow my megter.”

Pug sad, "Very well; join hands.

They did, and Pug wove a spell, and suddenly they were gone.
I

Cdiswas unconscious and Erik carried him ashewould a

child. Bobby was barely conscious, and leaned on Alfred's shoulder.
Of the thirty-seven men who had |&ft the degp temple of

the Pantathians, nine were dive. Three timesthey had encountered
hostile forces and had to fight. At Calissinsstence, they

had continued on. Despite his demand they leave him, they carried
him.

Erik had found a deep fissure in the mountain, from which hest
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rose in shimmering waves. He had ordered the armor and other
itemsthrown into the fissure, certain that even if the heat wasn't
aufficient to destroy the Vaheru artifacts, no mortal would be able
to retrieve them.

A few minutes after he had done this, the mountain shook with
aterrible quake, and rocksfell, killing one man, injuring another.
A howling wind shot through the tunnel they werein, knocking
them down and deafening them for nearly an hour afterward, and
acrackle of angry energy shot dong the celling of thetunndl, as

if mad lightning were seeking away upward, back into the sky.
Erik judged that even when they attempted to destroy those
magic items, it was wise not to let them comeinto contact. He
hoped the violence heralded the destruction of the Vaheru artifacts.

Then they had been attacked, first by aragged band of Pantathians,
who appeared to have been survivors of the demon'sraid



on one of the craches, and twice they had been forced to confront
the Saaur. The only reason they were dive was that those other
forcesweretrying to get out of the mountains as desperately as
Caliss company, and didn't pursue once combat was broken off.
But the attacks had forced them upward, higher into the mountains.
Alfred came from the heed of thelineand said, "Thereésa

cave ahead."

They entered the cave and Erik looked out its mouth. Arrayed

at hisfeet were the snow-covered pesgks of the mountains asthe
|ate afternoon sun struck rose and golden highlights acrossthe
ridges. For abrief moment he thought that despite hispain and
fear, beauty endured, but he was just too tired, hungry, and cold
toenjoy it.

"Make camp,” he ordered and wondered how long they could
survive. Men broke torches out of abackpack and used them to
make asmadl fire. Erik took inventory and judged they had enough
food and things they could burn to keep them divefor five or six
days. After that, no matter how damaged the men, they would
have to start down from the snow line, trying to avoid detection
from whatever Pantathians had escaped the destruction of the
Dragon Lord artifacts, and find forage enough to keep them going.
Hewondered if the horseswere dill inthevalley, and if he

could even find that valey. With both Cdisand de Loungville
hurt, Erik was now leading the survivors.
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"Sergeant,” said Alfred. "Better come here.”

Erik worked past the men struggling to light afire and knelt
next to Alfred. De Loungvill€'s eyes were open.

"Sergeant Mgor," said Erik.

"How'sthe Captain?' asked de Loungville.



"Alive" said Erik. He marveled a that smplefact. "Any lesser
man would have been dead thismorning. Hes adeep.” Erik

looked at the pale complexion of hisimmediate superior and said,
"How areyou?'
De Loungville coughed and Erik could see blood fleck the sdiva

running from hismouth. "I'm dying," said de Loungvilleinthe

same matter-of-fact tone in which he would have asked for another

helping of supper. "Each bregth is... harder." He pointed to his
sde. "l think | have apiece of rib sticking mein thelung." Then
he closed hiseyesin pain. "l know | have apiece of rib sticking
meinthelung.”

Erik closed his eyes and fought back regret. If the man had been
allowed to rest and if the bone fragments had been discovered,
something might have been done, but afragment sticking him

while he was being haf carried, dragged, forced to walk ... it must
have been sawing into that lung for haf the day. The pain must

have been incredible. No wonder de L oungville had been unconscious
most of thetime,

"No regrets” said de Loungville asif reading Erik's thoughts.

He reached out and took Erik'stunic in hishand. Pulling him

close, hesad, "Kegp him dive.”

Erik nodded. He didn't need to be told whom de Loungyville

gpokeof. "l will."

"If you dont, I'll come back and haunt you, | swear it." He

coughed and the pain was enough to cause his body to spasm, and
his eyesfilled with tears.

When he could speak again, he whispered, "Y ou don't know, but

| wasthefirgt. | wasasoldier, and he saved me at Hamsa. He carried
me for two days. He raised me up!" Tears gathered in Bobby's eyes,;
Erik couldn't tell if it wasfrom pain or emotion. "He made me



important.” De Loungvilles voice grew even wesker. "l have

no family, Erik. Heismy father and brother. Heismy son. Keep
him-" De Loungville's body contorted in spasm, and he spewed
blood across his chest. A great racking attempt to breathe brought
only tearsto hiseyesand he pulled himself upright.
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Erik wrapped hisarms around Bobby de Loungville, holding

him closg, tightly so he wouldn't flop on the stones, but as gently
as hewould achild, and listened with tears running down hisown
cheeks as de Loungvilletried to take a breath that would not
come. Only agurgling sound of lungsfilling with blood was heard,
and then de Loungville went limp.

Erik held him closdly for along minute, letting the tearsfal
without shame. Then he gently lowered him to the stone. Alfred
reached out and closed the now vacant eyes. Erik sat unable to
think, until Alfred said, "I'll find a place where the scavengers
won't get him, Sergeant.”

Erik nodded, and looked back to where Cdislay. Fedling the
bitter cold, he began pulling Bobby's heavy cloak off hisbody. He
said to asoldier near by, "Help me. It'swhat he would have
done."

They stripped the Sergeant Mgjor's body and piled the clothing
upon the unconscious half-elf. Erik looked at his color and wondered.
If he survived the blast in the Pantathian hal, he might
survivethis cold, provided he could rest and hedl.

Erik knew that the only possibility would beto rest afew days,
and then cold and hunger would force them out of the cave and
down the mountain. He turned as Alfred and another man picked
up de Loungvilleé's body and carried it out into the snow, and he
returned his gazeto Cdissface.

"I promise, Bobby," Erik said softly. "I'll keep him dive.

A short timelater, Alfred and the other soldier returned, and



Alfred said, "Therésasmall ice cave over there." He pointed

dightly to thewest. "We put him in there and piled some rocks

over the entrance." Sitting as closeto the fire as he could, he said,

"I don't think it ever thaws out up here. HEl be safe there, Sergeant.?~

Erik nodded. His mind pleaded to fall into black despair, and

he felt asif he needed nothing more than to lie down and deep.
Instead he knew he had to plan and to work, for there were six
other men, and one very specid being who was more than aman,
who were now dependent upon him to survive, and he had made
apromise, apromise he would honor. He took a deep bresth,
pushed asde fatigue and failure, and turned his mind to getting
everyone out of these mountains.

400

RISE OF A MERCHANT PRINCE

Roo looked up as acommotion broke out downstairs. Severa
voices were raised in protest. "What ...

"Nakor!" he said asthe Isdani gambler hurried up the Sairs, a
step before three waiterstrying to halt him.

"You can't go up there!" shouted Kurt, trying to overtake Nakor.
Roo stood up and said, "It'sdl right, Kurt. Hesan old ... business
associate.”

"| tried to tell him," said Nakor. He grinned at Kurt as the now
disgruntled waiter turned and descended the Sairs.

Roo said, "What brings you here?'

"You do. | just camefrom the palace, and Lord Jamestels me

he can't give me aship. | need aship. He said you have ships, so

| came hereto get aship fromyou."

Roo laughed. "Y ou want meto give you a ship? What for?"



Nakor said, "Cadlis, Erik, Bobby, the others, they're stuck down

in Novindus. Someone hasto go get them.”

Roo said, "What do you mean, 'stuck'?"

Nakor said, "They went down to find and destroy the Pantathians.

| don't know if they destroyed them, but they hurt them

badly. Cdis sent Mirandato hisfather on some important business,
and now they are dl stuck down there with no way to get home.
Lord James says he can't spare the ships and is going to keep them
here to defend the city. So | thought I'd get one from you."

Roo didn't hesitate, but turned to Jason and said, "What ships
of oursarein the harbor?’

Jason consulted a sheaf of paper. Thumbing though the pages,
hesad, "Six, of the-"

"Which isthe fastet?"

"Bitter Sea Queen, " answered Jason.

"l want it outfitted for asix-month voyage and | want fifty of

the toughest mercenaries we can hire ready to go with us at first
light tomorrow.”

"With us?" asked Nakor.

Roo shrugged. "Erik isthe only brother I've known, and if he's
down therewith Cdlis, I'm going.”

Nakor sat down and hel ped himself to a cup of coffeefrom a

pot on the corner of Roo's desk. He sipped the hot brew and said,
"Y ou going to be ableto do thisthing?"
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couldn't come up here."

Roo motioned to jason to fetch Sho P and said, "And then |
I



n. | need to work out who'sin charge

must go find Luisand Duncan

of what whileI'm gone.”

Jason nodded and departed, and Roo said, "WEell get them
back."

Nakor smiled, nodded, and drank more coffee.

Roo nodded. "I've got people | cantrust | can leavein charge.”
Hethought of Sylviaand Karli, and then Helen Jacoby, and said,
"I need to say afew good-byes."

"l need to eat," answered Nakor. "oh, Sho Pi isdowngtairs.
Being more polite than |, he believed them when they said he

Epilogue

402

ERIK POINTED.

Cdisnodded. "I seeit.”

Thefiveremaining soldiers sat atop a bluff, overlooking the

ocean, before arude hut they had called home for more than two
months. "The fisherman who carried word spotted it on the horizon
before sundown yesterday. He said they were sailing far to

the south of the Queen's ships normal patrol. Too closeto the
iceberg floesfor anyone who knowsthe local waters.”

"A Kingdom ship?' asked Renado, turning to look a Micha,

the other soldier who had accompanied Cdlis, Erik, and Alfred
down from the mountains.

"Perhaps,” said Cdlis, forcing himself upright on amakeshift
crutch. He had endured punishing conditions when they had come
down from the mountains, three months earlier. After Sx daysin
the caves, with nothing more than torches and each other for a
source of warmth, they had started downward. Cdlis had regained
abit of strength during that time, but had to be asssted for the



first two days.

They reached a cave below the snow line where Erik started afire
and trapped some hares, and they rested another two days. After
that it had been along walk, for not only could Erik not find the va)lcy
with the horsesin it again, he dmost put them on thewrong sde

of theriver Dee, with no way to ford to the southern side.

But eventuadly they had reached the coast and found the fishing
village. The village had been raided by a Saaur patrol, and the
drying shed with the Brijaner ship burned down, and the Six men
left to guard it killed. The Saaur had left warriors behind for two
weeks, but when no one returned they had |ft to rgjoin their
compatriots. A black despair had washed over dl five of them, but
after aday of dgection, Erik had organized the other three hedlthy,
men and begun amodest camp some distance from the village.
The villagers had been more than willing to help, in exchange

for work, and because these men were obviously enemies of their
oppressors. Not one member of the village had suggested they be
turned over to the Emerad Queen'sarmy.

Asthey watched, the ship grew dowly on the horizon. At last
Cdissad, "It'saKingdom ship.”

Alfred and Renddo let out awhoop of pleasure, while Micha
gave ashort prayer of thanksto Tith-Onanka, the God of War.
Cdis stood, leaning on his crutch.

"Wed better get to the village."

Erik walked near Cdlisin case he needed help. He had taken
more damage than any morta should have to endure, and till he
lived. He was hedling. Hewould carry burn scarson the left sde
of hisface, but his hair was growing back. For the severity of the
wounds-which Erik had cleaned daily, and regularly performed
reiki on-the scars weren't bad. There was some weakness on his
left sde and he limped, but Erik was certain once they reached
the Kingdom, some help, from the Prince's chirurgeon or one of
the hedling priests at one of the temples, would bring the Captain
back to hisformer vigor.

They didn't gpesk at dl of Bobby de Loungville, donein his



icy tomb high in the mountains above. Erik had some vague sense
that the unwillingnessto speak of the dead was Caliss even heritage.
He a so sensed some deep personal loss: Bobby had been

more than just afriend to Cdis. He had been the first man recruited
to Caliss specia cause, and he had endured longer than

any man in Caiss command.

Asthey reached the beach, Erik realized with something close

to shock that now only jadow Shati stood longer in term of service
to Calisthan he, and he had barely served for three years. He
shook his head.

Cdisnoticed and sad, "What?'

Erik shrugged. "'l wasjust thinking that longevity isn't ahdlmark

of thisservice"

jus'ttbhest'sthe truth,” said Cdlis. "And | fear the carnage hason

done." gun. Of usfive here, none may bedivehh

Erik said nothing. They reached the village, where one of t
older fishermen, named Rgjis, said, "Do you wish to mest the
ship?'

"Yes" sad Erik. "Itisone of ours. It will take ushome.”

The villager nodded, and shook Erik's hand, then Calissand
the others. "We can only say thank you," said Cdlis.

"If we help you in defeating the Emerald Queen, you need not
thank us."

They entered a boat and were pushed out into the surf and two
fishermen began to row. Asthe ship approached, Erik said, "That's
not aroyd ship."

Cdisnodded. "They fly atrading banner.”

"What?' said Alfred. "It'samerchantman?’

"So it would seem,” answered Cdlis.

After afew minutes, Erik said, "I don't know. He stood

and began waving. As the ship approached, figures on the deck

began waving back, then suddenly Erik recognized one of them.



"It'sRoo!" he shouted. "It'sRoo!" A moment later he said "And
Nakor'swith him! And Sho A!"

Soon they were alongside the ship and arope ladder was dropped.
Two sailors shinnied down ropes and helped Calis climb aboard.

Erik waited to be last, then bade the two fishermen good-bye.
When he got on deck, he found Nakor, Sho Pi, and Roo waiting.

Roo came over and the two boyhood friends embraced. After a
moment, Erik said, "It's good to see you-more than
know."

Looking at the five men, sunburned, undernourished, ragged,
and dirty, Roo shook his head. "Just you five?'

"That we know of," said Cdlis. "Miranda had adozen with
her. "

Nakor said, "If they aren't here by now, they didn't get out.

She got to Elvandar with a strange man named Boldar. | saw then,
there. Then Pug sent meto Roo so | could come get you.”

Cdisstood. "Thereismuch we must talk of, things | saw under

the mountains that | don't yet understand. Perhaps your odd perspective
on thingsmight help me sort it out.”

"We have along voyage ahead,” said Nakor. "Plenty of timeto
talk. First you need to edt, then deep. Then Sho Pi and | will
look a your wounds."

The other three men were shown below, and Erik said to Roo,)
"Why you?"

Roo shrugged. "Duke James was loath to lend Nakor a ship.
I've come into some money and had afew shipslying around the
harbor, so | thought I'd give him one." Glancing &t the retreating
Isdani's back, he said, "Then when | considered what amaniac

he could be, | thought it best if | came adong to make sure | got



my ship back.”

Erik laughed. Roo said, "De Loungville?"

Erik logt hissmile. "Up there" he said with atilt of hischin
toward the distant mountains, their peaks hidden by clouds.
Roo was silent for along moment before he turned toward the
quarterdeck. "Captain!”

"Yes Mr. Avery?'

"'rake ushome."

"Aye, aye," sad the captain. He gave word to the first officer
and the ship came about, dowly turning away from Novindus.
Erik put hisarm over Roo's shoulder and asked, "Any trouble
getting here?!

Roo laughed. "We had arun-in with one of the Queen'ssmdler
cutters. I'd brought along some of the nastier brawlers| could hire
on short notice and we let them come alongside us, then we
boarded and sank her. | don't think they have much experience
with pirates down here."

Erik laughed. " So are you the richest man in the Kingdom yet?'
Roo said, "Probably. If not, I'm working on it." He laughed.
"Let'sget you somefood.”

The two men went below, and the ship came fully around and
began the long journey back the way she had come, heading for
adigtant port that the two men called home.
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