BOOK 1
Erik'sTde

Days, when the bal of our vison

Had eagles that flew unabashed to sun;

When the grasp on the bow was decision,
And arrow and hand and eye were one;
When the Pleasures, like wavesto aswvimmer,
Came heaving for rapture ahead, Invoke
them, they dwindle, they glimmer

Aslights over mounds of the dead.

- George Meredith

'‘Odeto Youth in Memory'

PROLOGUE

Ddiverance

The drumsthundered.

Warriors of the Saaur sang their battle chants, preparing
for the struggle to come. Tattered war banners hung
limply from bloodied |ances as thick smoke shrouded the
sky from horizon to horizon. Green faces marked with
yellow and red paint watched the western skies, where
fires cast crimson and ocher light againgt the black

shroud of smoke, blocking the vanishing sun and the
familiar tapestry of the western evening sars.

Jarwa, Sha-shahan of the Seven Nations, Ruler of the
Empire of Grass, Lord of the Nine Oceans, could not tear
his gaze away from the destruction. All day he had
watched the great fires burn, and even across the vast
distance the howls of the victors and the cries of their
victims had carried through the afternoon. Winds that
once carried the sweet scent of flowers or the rich aroma

of spices from the market now carried the acrid stench of



charred wood and burned flesh. He knew without looking
that those behind were bracing for the coming trid,
resgned in their hearts that the battle waslost and the
race would die.

'My lord," said Kaba, his Shieldbearer and life
companion.

Jarwaturned to his oldest friend and sayetched
faintly around his eyes. Kabawmask

to al but Jarwa; the Sha-shaba

shaman reads alore scroll.

‘The Pantathian ishere’

Jarwa nodded, but he remained motionless. Powerful

hands closed in frustration over the hilt of his battleswvord,
Tua-masok - Blood Drinker in the ancient tongue - far more
asymbol of office than the crown he had worn only on rare
state occasions. He pushed its point down into the soil of

his beloved Tabar, the oldest nation on the world of Shila
For seventeen years he had fought the invaders as they had
driven his hordes back to the heartland of the Empire of
Grass.

When he had taken the sword of the Sha-shahan while

gill ayouth, warriors of Saaur had passed in review, filling
the ancient stone causeway that spanned the Takador
Narrows, the channel connecting the Takador Seaand the
Castak Ocean. One hundred riders - acentury - side by side,
rode past, one hundred centuriesto ajatar: ten thousand
warriors. Ten jatar to ahogt, and ten host to a horde. At the
height of his power, seven hordes answered Jarwa's battle
horns, seven million warriors. Always on the move, their
horses grazed the Empire of Grass, while children grew to
adulthood playing and fighting among the ancient wagons
and tents of the Saaur, stretching from the city of Cibul to
the farthest frontier, ten thousand miles distant; it was an



empire so vast that teams of horses and riders, never
stopping their galop, would take afull turning of the moon
and hdf again to ride from the capitd to the frontier, twice
that from one border to the other.

Each season, one horde rested near the capital, while the
others moved aong the frontiers of the great nation,
ensuring the peace by conquering al who refused tribute.
Along the shores of the nine great oceans, athousand

cities sent food, riches, and davesto the court of the
Shashahan. And once aten-year, the champions of the
seven hordes gathered for the great games at Cibul, ancient
capitd of the Empire of Grass. Over the span of centuries,
the Saaur had gathered al of Shilaunder the Shashahan's
banner, al but the most distant nations on the far sde of
the world. It was Jarwals dream to be the Shashahan who at
last redized the dream of hisancestors, to bring the last city

into the Empire and rule the entire world.

Four greet cities had falen to Jarwa's hordes, and another
five had surrendered without astruggle, leaving fewer than
adozen outside the Empire. Then the riders of the Patha
Horde had come to the gates of Ahsart, City of Priests.
Soon disaster followed.

Jarwa steded himsdlf againgt the sounds of agony that
carried through the twilight. The crieswere of hispeople as
they were led to the feating pits. From what those few able
to escape had said, the captives who were quickly
daughtered were perhaps the fortunate ones, along with
those who had falen in battle. Theinvaders, it was sad,
could capture the souls of the dying, to keep them as
playthings, tormenting them for eternity as the shades of

the dain were denied their final place among their ancestors,

riding in the ranks of the Heavenly Horde.



Jarwalooked down upon the ancient home of his people
from his vantage atop the plateau. Here, lessthan ahdf day's
ride from Cibul, the ragged remnants of his once-mighty
army camped. Even in thisthe darkest hour of the

Empire of Grass, the presence of the Sha-shahan caused his
warriorsto stand tall, throw back their heads, and look
toward the distant enemy with contempt. But no matter the

posture of these warriors

their Sha-shahan saw something in their eyesno
of the Nine Oceans had ever seen beforein the

countenance of a Saaur warrior: fear.

Jarwa sighed, and turned without whistent. Knowing full
well that no he hated to face the dien. Paulz;

Jarwasad, 'Kaba, | have no faith in this priest from
another world.' He spit the word.

Kabanodded, his scales grey from years of the hard life
on horseback and from serving his Sha-shahan. I know
you have doubts, my lord. But your Cupbearer and your
Loremaster concur. We have no choice!
‘Thereisaways a choice," whispered Jarwa. 'We can
chooseto dielikewarriors!’

Softly Kaba reached out and touched Jarwaon the

am, afamiliarity that would have brought instant death
to any other warrior of the Saaur. 'Old friend,' he said
softly, ‘this priest offers our children haven. We can fight
and die, and let bitter winds sing away the memory of the
Saaur. Therewill be no oneleft to chant remembrance to
the Heavenly Horde of our valor, while fiends eat our
flesh. Or we may send our remaining femalesand the
young malesto safety. Isthere another choice?

‘But heisnot like us!

Kabasghed. Thereissomething ...



‘Thisone's blood is cold,” whispered Jarwa.

Kabamade asign. The cold-blooded are creatures of
legend.’

'And what of those? asked Jarwa, motioning to the
digant fireengulfing his capitd.

Kaba could only shrug. Saying nothing more, Jarwa

led his oldest friend into the Sha-shahan's tent.

The tent waslarger than any other in camp, inredlity a
pavilion of many tents sewn together. Glancing around
theinterior, Jarwafdt cold grip his heart. So many of his
wisest advisers and his most powerful loremasters were
missing. Y et of those who remained, al looked to him
with hope. He was Sha-shahan, and it was his duty to
deliver the people.

Then hiseyesfdl upon the dien, and again he wondered
which choice waswiser. The cresture |looked much

like the Saaur, green scales covering arms and face, but
he wore a deep-hooded robe that concea ed the body,
rather than the armor of awarrior or robes of a
loremagter. He was small by Saaur standards, being less
than two arms span in height, and his snout wastoo
long by haf, and hiseyeswere al black, rather than red
iris upon white as were the eyes of the Saaur. Where
thick white nails should have been, black talons
extended from hisfingers. And his speech contained a
shilance, from the tongue that forked. As he removed
his battered helm from his head and handed it to a

servant, Jarwavoiced aloud what every warrior and
loremaster in the tent thought: 'Snake.”

The creature bowed hishead, asif thiswere agreeting
instead of adeadly insult. 'Yes, my lord,' it hissed in

return.

Severd of Jarwaswarriors had hands upon weapons,

but the old Cupbearer, second only to Kabain importance



to hislord, said, 'Heisour guest.’

Long had the legends of the snake people been with

the Saaur, the lizard people of Shila Like the hot-blooded
Saaur, yet not, they were creatures invoked

by mothersto frighten naughty children at night. Eaters

of their own kind, laying eggsin hot pools, the snake
people were feared and hated with racial passion though
none had been seen in the longest memory of the loremasters
of the Saaur. in the legend it was said that both

races were created by the Goddess, at the dawn of time,
when thefirgt riders of the Heavenly Horde were
hatched. The servants of the Green Lady, Goddess of the
Night, the snakes had remained in her mansion, while

the Saaur had ridden forth with her and her godbrothers
and god-sisters. Abandoned to thisworld

by the Goddess, the Saaur had prospered, but always
the memory of the others, the snakes, remained. Only

the Loremaster knew which taleswere history and

which were myth, but one thing Jarwaknew: from

birth, the Sha-shahan's heir was taught that no snake
wasworthy of trust.

The snake priest said, 'My lord, the portal isready.

Time grows short. Those feasting upon the bodies of your
countrymen will tire of their sport, and as night deepens,
and their powers grow, they will be here'

Ignoring the priest for amoment, Jarwaturned to his
companions and said, 'How many jatar survive?

Tasko, Shahan of the Watiri, answered. 'Four and but a
part of afifth. With anote of findity in hisvoice, he said,
'No jatar remainsintact. These last are gathered from
remnants of the Seven Hordes!'

Jarwaresisted the impulse to surrender to despair.

Forty thousand riders and part of another ten thousand.
That was al that survived from the Seven Great Hordes
of the Saaur.



Jarwafelt blackness grip his heart. How he remembered
his outrage when word came from the Patha Horde

of the priests defiance and refusdl to pay tribute. Jarwa
had ridden for seven monthsto lead persondly the fina
atack againgt Ahsart, City of Priests. For amoment he
felt astab of remorse cut deep into his soul; then he
slently chided himsdf: could any ruler have known that
the insane priests of Ahsart would destroy everything
rather than let the Saaur unite the world under one
ruler?it had been the mad high priest, Myta, who had
unsealed the porta and |et the first demon through.
Therewas smdl comfort in knowing that the demon's
first act was to capture Myta's soul for torment as he
ripped his head from hisbody. One Ahsart survivor had
claimed ahundred warrior priests had attacked the one
demon asit devoured Myta's flesh, and none had survived.

Ten thousand priests and loremasters dongside more
than seven million warriors had died holding the foul
creatures at bay as they battled from the farthest border
of the Empireto its heart, in awar spanning haf aworld.
A hundred thousand demons had died, but each one's
destruction was paid for in dear blood, as thousands of

warriorsthrew themsdavesfearlesdy at the hideous

creatures. The loremasters had used their artsto good
effect at times, but always the demons returned. For
yearsthefighting had continued, arunning battle past
four of the nine oceans. Children had been bornin the
Sha-shahan's camp, grown to young adulthood, and died
inthefighting, and ill the demons came. The loremagters
looked invain for ameans of closing the porta

and turning the tide of battle to the Saaur.

From the other sde of the world they had fought their
way back to Cibul, as the -demon army poured through



the portal between worlds, and now another portal was
being opened, offering hope for the Saaur: hope through
exile

Kaba pointedly cleared histhroat, and Jarwaforced
away regret. Nothing would be gained fromit; ashis
Shiddbearer had said, there was no choice.

‘Jatuk,' Jarwa said, and a young warrior stepped forward, '
Of seven sons, oneto rule each horde, you are the

lagt," he said bitterly. The young warrior said nothing.

'Y ou are Ja-shahan,’ pronounced Jarwa, officidly naming
him her to the throne. The youth had joined his

father but ten days before, riding out to hisfather's camp
accompanied by his persond retinue. He was but elghteen
years of age, barely more than ayear from the

training grounds and aveteran of only three battles since
coming to the front. Jarwa reslized that hisyoungest son
was adranger, having been only acrawling infant when
he had |eft to bring Ahsart to her knees. "Who ridesto
your |eft? he asked.

Jatuk said, ‘Monis. birth companion.’ Heindicated a
cam-looking young man who aready bore a proud scar
adong hisleft arm.

Jarwanodded. 'He shal be your Shieldbearer.’ To
Monishe said, 'Remember, it isyour duty to guard your
lord with your life; more: it isyour duty to guard his
honor. No one will stand closer to Jatuk than you, not
mate, not child, not Loremaster. Always spesk truth,
even when he wishes not to heer it.'

To Jatuk he added, 'Heisyour shield; dways heed his
wisdom, for to ignore your Shieldbearer isto rideinto
battle with an arm tied to your side, blind in one eye, deaf
inoneear.’

Jatuk nodded. Moniswas now granted the highest

honor given to one not born of the ruling family;

he could speak his mind without fear of retribution.



Monissduted, hisbdled right fist striking his|eft
shoulder. 'Sha-shahan!" he said, then looked &t the
ground, the sign of complete deference and respect.
"Who guards your table?

Jatuk said, 'Chiga, birth companion.’

Jarwa approved. Selected from the same birth crache,
these three would know one another asthey knew
themselves, astronger tie than any other. To the named
warrior Jatuk said, 'Y ou shall give up your ams and
armor and you shdl remain behind.’

The honor was mixed with bitterness, for the honor of
being Cupbearer was high, but giving up the cdl to battle
wasdifficult for any warrior.

'Protect your lord from the stedthy hand, and from the
cunning word whispered over too much drink by false
friends!

Chigasduted. Like Monis, he was now free to speak to
hislord without fear of punishment, for in being
Cupbearer he was pledged to protect Jatuk in al ways as
much as the warrior who rode on the Ja-shahan's shield
Sde

Jarwaturned to another figure, his Loremaster
surrounded by several acolytes. "Who among your company
ismost gifted?

The Loremaster said, 'Shadu. He remembers everything.'

Jarwa addressed the young warrior priest. ‘'Then take
the tablets and the relics, for you are now chief keeper of
thefaith. Y ou will be Loremaster to the People.’ The

acolyte's eyes widened as his master handed the ancient

tablets, large sheaves of parchment kept between board
covers, and written upon with ink nearly faded white

with age. But more, he was given the responsibility to



remember the lore, theinterpretations, and the traditions,
athousands words in memory for each word
drawninink by an ancient hand.

Jarwa said, 'Those who have served with me from the
firg, thisismy find chargeto you. Soon thefoe comesa
last time. Wewill not survive. Sing your desth songs
loudly and know that your nameswill liveinthe
memory of your children upon adistant world under an
alien sky. | know not if their songs can carry acrossthe
void to keep the memory of the Heavenly Horde dive, or
if they will begin anew Heavenly Horde upon thisaien
world, but as the demons come, let every warrior know
that the flesh of our flesh shal endure safdly in adistant
land.

Whatever the Sha-shahan might fed was hidden

behind amask as he said, 'Jatuk, attend me. Therest of
you, to your appointed places. To the snake priest he
said, 'Go to the place where you work your magic, and
know that should you play my peoplefase, my shade
shall break free from whatever pit of hell holdsit and
crossthe gulf to hunt you down if it takes ten thousand
years.!

The priest bowed and hissed, ‘Lord, my life and honor
areyours. | remain, to add my small aid to your rear
guard. Inthis pitiful fashion I show my peopl€e's respect
and wish to bring the Saaur, who are so like usin so
many ways, to our home.'

If Jarwawas impressed by the sacrifice, he gave no
hint. He motioned his youngest son outside the great
tent. The youth followed hisfather to theridge and
looked down upon the distant city, made hdlishin the
demons fires. Faint screams, far beyond those made by
morta throat, tore the evening,. and the young leader
pushed back the urge to turn hisface avay.

‘Jatuk, by thistime tomorrow, on some distant world,



you will be Sha-shahan of the Saaur.’

The youth knew thiswas true no matter how much he
would wish it otherwise. He made no false protest.

'l have no trust of snake priests,’ whispered Jarwa.

"They may seem like us, but dways remember, their blood
runs cold. They are without passion and their tongues are
forked. Remember aso the ancient lore of thelast vigit to
us by the snakes, and remember the tales of treachery
since the Mother of usal gave birth to the hot bloods and
the cold bloods!

'Father.'

putting his hand, callused with years of swordwork

and scarred by age and battle, upon his son's shoulder, he
gripped hard. Firm young muscle ressted under his
grasp, and Jarwafelt afaint spark of hope. 'l have given
my oath, but you will be the one who must honor the
pledge. Do nothing to disgrace your ancestors or your
people, but be vigilant for betrayd. A generation of service
to the snakesisour pledge: thirty turnings of this

dien world. But remember: should the snakes break the
oath firgt, you are freeto do as you seefit.

Removing his hand from his son's shoulder, he

motioned for Kaba to approach. The Sha-shahan's
Shieldbearer gpproached with hislord's helm, the great
fluted head covering of the Sha-shahan, while agroom
brought afresh horse. The great herds had perished, and
the best of what remained would go to the new world
with the Saaur's children. Jarwaand hiswarriors

would have to make do with thelesser animals. This
onewas smal, -barely nineteen hands, hardly large
enough to carry the Sha-shahan's armored weight. No
matter, thought Jarwa. The fight would be a short

one.

Behind them, to the east, a crackle of energy exploded,



asif athousand lightning strikes flashed, illuminating the
night. A second later aloud thunder pea sounded, and
al turned to see the shimmering in the sky. Jarwasaid,
‘Theway isopen.’

The snake priest hurried forward, pointing down the
ridge. 'Lord, look!"

Jarwaturned to the west. Out of the distant flames

smadll figures could be seen flying toward them. Bitterly
Jarwaknew this was amatter of perspective. The
screamers were the size of an adult Saaur, and some of
the other flierswere even larger. Lesthery wingswould
makethe air crack like awagoneer's whip, and shrieks
that could drive asane warrior to madnesswould fill the
dark. Looking at his own hand for any sgnsof trembling,
Jarwa said to his son, 'Give me your sword.’

The youth did as he was bid, and Jarwa handed his

son's sword to Kaba. Then he removed Tual-masok from
his scabbard and gaveit, hilt first, to his son. "Take your
birthright and go."

The youth hesitated, then gripped the hilt. No

loremaster would glean this ancient weapon from his
father's body to present to the heir. It wasthefirst timein
the memory of the Saaur that a Sha-shahan had voluntarily
surrendered the bloodsword whilelife remained

in hisheart.

Without another word, Jatuk saluted hisfather,

turned, and walked to where his own companions
waited. With acurt wave of his hand, he motioned for
them to mount and ride to where the remaining masses
of the Saaur gathered to flee to adistant world.

Four jatar would ride through the new porta, while

the remaining part of thefifth, aswell asal of Jarwasold
companions and loremasters, would stay behind to hold
the demons at bay. Chanting filled the air while the
loremasterswove their arts, and suddenly the air erupted



in blueflamesasawall of energy spread acrossthe sky.
Demonsflying into the trgp screamed in anger and pain
as blue flames seared their bodies. Those that quickly
turned away were spared, but those that were too far into
the energy field smoldered and burned, evil black smoke
pouring from their fiery wounds. A few of the more
powerful creatures managed to reach the ridge, where
Saaur warriors legped without hesitation to hack and
chop at their bodies. Jarwaknew it was afaint triumph,
for only those demons whom magic had serioudy
wounded could be so quickly dispatched.

Then the snake priest howled. ‘They areleaving, lord."
Jarwa glanced over his shoulder and saw the great

dlver porta hanging in the air, what the snake had caled
arift. Through it rode the van of the Saaur youth, and for
an ingtant Jarwaimagined he could see his son vanish
from sght - though he knew it was wighful thinking. The
distance was too vast to make out such detall.

Then Jarwareturned his attention to the mystic barrier
that now shone white-hot where demons brought their
own artsto bear. He knew the fliers were more a nuisance
than a danger: their speed made them deedly for

lone riders or the weak or wounded, but a strong warrior
could digpatch one without difficulty. It would be those
that followed the flierswho would end hislife.

Rentsin the energy appeared adong the face of the
barrier, and asthey did, Jarwa could glimpse dark figures
approaching from beyond it. Large demons who could
not fly, save by magic, hurried over the ground, running

at the best speed of a Saaur horse and rider, their evil
howls adding to the sounds of battle. The snake priest put
forth his hand and flames erupted where ademon
attempted to pass through arent in the barrier, and

Jarwa could see the snake priest stagger with the effort.
Knowing the end was but moments away, Jarwa



sad, Tdl me onething, snake: why do you chooseto die
here with us? We had no choice, and you were freeto
leave with my children. Does desth at the hands of those!
- he motioned toward the approaching demons - ‘hold

no terror for you?

With alaugh the Ruler of the Empire of Grass could

only think of as mocking, the snake priest said, ‘No, my
lord. Degth isfreedom, and you shdl quickly learn that.
Wewho serve in the paace of the Emerad Queen know
this'

Jarwa's eyes narrowed. So the ancient legends were
true, This cresture was one of those whom the Mother
Goddess had birthed. With aflash of anger, Jarwaknew
that hisrace was betrayed and that this creature was as
bitter an enemy as those who raced to eat hissoul. With a
cry of frugtration, the Sha-shahan struck out with his
son's sword and severed the head from the shoulders of
the Pantathian.

Then the demons were |oose among the rear guard and
Jarwa could spare but amoment to think of his son and
his companions children, upon adistant world under an
aien sun. Asthe Lord of the Nine Oceansturned to face
hisfoe, he made aslent prayer to his ancestors, to the
Riders of the Heavenly Horde, to watch over the children
of the Saaur.

Oneform loomed abovetherest, and asif sensaing his
approach, the lesser demons parted. A figure twice the
height of the tallest Saaur, more than twenty-five feet

tall, strode purposefully toward Jarwa. Powerful of form,
his body looked much like that of a Saaur - broad
shoulderstapering to anarrow wais, large arms and legs
well fashioned - but his back bore huge wings that
seemed composed of tattered black |eather, and his
head ... A triangular skull, much like that of ahorse,

was covered by thin skin, asif leather had been stretched



across bone. Teeth were exposed, fangs close together,
and the eyeswere pits of red fire. Around his head
danced aring of flames, and hislaughter turned Jarwa's
blood toice.

The demon pushed past hislesser brethren, ignoring
those who rushed forward to defend the Sha-shahan. He
struck out, ripping flesh gpart as easily as a Saaur tore
bread. Jarwa stood ready, knowing each moment stolen
before his death alowed more of hischildrento flee
through therift.

Then the demon reared over Jarwa as awarrior stands
over achild. The Sha-shahan struck out with asmuch
strength as he could muster, raking his son's sword across
the creature's outstretched arm. The demon shrieked at
the pain, but then ignored the wound, dowing for a
second while black talons the size of daggers skewered
Jarwa, punching through armor and body, as he gripped
him around the middle.

The demon raised the ruler of the Saaur up toward his
faceand held him at eyeleve. Asthelight in Jarwas
eyes began to fade, the demon laughed and said, 'You are
the ruler of nothing, foolish mortd. Y our soul ismine,
little cresture of flesh! And after | eat you, till shal you
linger, to amuse me between feedingd!'

For thefirgt time since birth, Jarwa, Sha-shahan of

the Seven Nations, Ruler of the Empire of Grass, Lord
of the Nine Oceans, knew terror. And ashismind cried
out, his body went limp. From a vantage above hisown
flesh, hefelt hisspirit rise, to fly to the Heavenly Horde,
yet something bound him and he could not leave. He
perceived his own body, being devoured by this demon,
and in his spirit'smind he heard the demon say, 'l am
Tugor, First Servant of Great Maarg, Ruler of the Fifth
Circle, and you are my plaything.'

Jarwa cried, but he had no voice, and he struggled,



though he had no body, and his spirit was held by mystic

chainsas binding asiron on flesh. Wailing spirit voices
told hhnhim his companionswere d o faling. With what
will remained he turned his perceptions toward the distant
rift and saw thelast of his children leaving. Taking

what smdl comfort he could from the Sight of therift
suddenly vanishing in the night, the shede of Jarwa
wished his son and his people safe haven and protection
from the snakes deceit on the distant world the
Pantathians cdled Midkemia

one
Challenge

Eric wiped hishands on his gpron. He was doing little
red work sincefinishing hismorning chores, merely
banking the fire so he would not have to restart a cold
forge should there be new work later in the day. He
consdered that unlikely, as everyonein the town would
be lingering in the square after the Baron's arrival,, but
horses were perverse creatures who threw shoes at the
least opportune moment, and wagons broke down at
the height of inconvenience. Or so hisfive years of asssting
the blacksmith had taught him. He glanced at where
Tyndd lay deeping, hisarm wrapped lovingly around a
jug of harsh brandy. He had begun drinking just after
breakfast, 'hoisting afew to the Baron's hedlth,’ he
clamed. He had fdlen adegp sometime in the last hour
while Erik finished the smith'swork for him. Fortunately,
there waslittle the boy couldn't do, he being large

for hisage and an old hand at compensating for the
gmith's shortcomings.

AsErik finished covering the coad s with ashes, he could



hear hismother calling from the kitchen. He ignored her
demand that he hurry; there was more than enough

time. There was no need to rush: the Baron would not
have reached the edge of the town yet. The trumpet
announced his gpproach, not hisarrival.

Erik rarely considered his appearance, but he knew

today was going to thrust him into the forefront of

Public scrutiny, and he felt he should attempt to look
respectable. With that thought, he paused to remove his
goron, carefully hung it on apeg, then plunged hisarms
into anearby bucket of water. Rubbing furioudy, he
removed most of the black soot and dirt, then splashed
water on hisface. Grabbing alarge clean cloth off apile of
rags used for polishing sted, he dried himsdlf, removing
what the water hadn't through friction.

in the dancing surface of the water barrel he considered
his broken reflection: apair of intense blue eyesunder a
deep brow, ahigh forehead from which shoulder-length
blond hair swept back. No one today would doubt that he
was his father's son. His nose was more his mother's, but
hisjaw and the broad grin that came when he smiled were
the mirror image of hisfather's. But where hisfather had
been a dender man, Erik wasnot. A narrow waist was his
only heritage from hisfather. He had hismaternd grandfather's
massive shoulders and arms, built up through

working at the forge since histenth birthday. Erik's hands
could bend iron or break walnuts. Hislegswere so
powerful, from supporting plow horseswho leaned on

the smith while he cut, filed, and shod their hooves, or
from helping to lift carts when replacing broken whesdls.
Erik ran hishand over hischin, feding the subble.

Blond as aman could get, he had to shave only every third
day or so, for his beard was light. But he knew his mother
would ingst on him looking his best today. He quickly
hurried to his pallet behind the forge, taking care not to



disturb the smith, and fetched hisrazor and mirror. A cold
shavewas not hisidea of pleasure, but far lessirritating
than his mother would be should she decide to send him
back for therazor. He wet hisface again and arted
scraping. When he was done, he looked at himself one
more timein the shimmering weter.

No woman would ever call Erik handsome: hisfeatures
were large, dmost coarse, from the lantern jaw to the
broad forehead; but he possessed an open, honest look
that men found reassuring and women would cometo
admire once they got used to hisamost brutish appearance.
At fifteen years of age, he was dready the szeof a

man, and his strength was gpproaching the smith's, no

boy could best him & wrestling, and few tried anymore.
Hands that could be clumsy when helping set platters and
mugs in the common room were sure and adroit when
working intheforge.

Again his mother's voice cut through the otherwise

quiet morning, demanding he comeinside now. He

rolled down his deeves as heleft the samithy, asmal
building placed hard againgt the outside rear wall of
thelivery. Circling the barn, he cameinto sight of the
kitchen. As he passed the open stable door, he glanced at
those horses|ft in his care. Three travelers were guesting
with his master, and their mounts were quietly esting

hay. Thefourth horse waslying up from an injury and

she neighed agreeting a Erik. He couldn't help but

amile; in the weeks he had been tending her she had
cometo expect hismidmorning visits, as hetrotted her
out to see how she mended.

I'll be back to vigt later, girl," he called softly to her.

The tone of the horse's snort revedled her lessthan
enthusastic response. Despite his age, Erik was one of
the best handlers of horsesin the region surrounding



Darkmoor, and had earned the reputation of being something
of amiracleworker. Most ownerswould have put
down the injured mare, but Owen Greylock, the Baron's
Swordmeagter, valued her highly. He judged it a prudent
risk to put her into Erik's care, for if he could make her
sound enough to breed, afinefoa or two would be
worth thetrouble. Erik was determined to make her
sound enough to ride again.

Erik saw hismother at the rear door of the Inn of the
Pintail's kitchen, her face amask of resolve. A small
woman of stedy strength and determination, Freida had
been pretty once, though hard work and the world's
cares had taken their toll. While not yet forty years of
age, shelooked closer to sixty. Her hair was completely
grey where it had once been aluxurious brown, and her
green eyeswere st in aface of linesand angles.
'Quickly," she commanded.

'Hell not be here for sometime,' answered Erik, hiding
hisirritation poorly.

‘Thereisonly amoment, shereplied, 'and should we
loseit, we shdl never again have the chance. He'sill and
may not return again.’

Erik's brow furrowed at the unspoken implication of
that statement, but his mother said nothing more. The
Baron rardly vigited his smaller holdings anymore, save

for occasiond ceremonies; at harvest it was the custom

for himto vist one of the villages and towns that provided
Darkmoor with mogt of itswedlth, the finest grapes

and winein theworld, but the Baron vidited only asingle
vintners hal, and the onein the town of Ravensburg

was among the least important. Besides, Erik was convinced
that for the last ten years the Baron had intentionally

avoided this particular town, and knew the

reason why.



Glancing at hismother, he recaled with a bitter taste

in hismouth how, ten years before, she had haf dragged,
half led Erik through the crowd watching the Baron's
arriva. Erik remembered the looks of astonishment and
horror on the faces of the town officids, guildmasters,
vintners, and growers when his mother had demanded
that the Baron admit to Erik's paternity. What should

have been ajoyous celebration of thefirs taste of the
harvest was turned into an embarrassment for dl inthe
town, especidly for little Erik. Several men of postion

had cometo Freida severd times after that, asking her
forbearance in the future, aplea she politely listened to
without comment or promise.

'Stop your woolgathering and comeinside,’ Freida demanded.
Sheturned, and hefollowed her insgde the

kitchen.

Rosalyn smiled as Erik entered, and he nodded at the
sarving girl. The same age and companions since babyhood,
Erik and the innkeeper's daughter had been like

brother and sister, confidants and best friends. Lately he
had become aware that something deeper was blossoming
in her, though he was unsure what to do about it. He
loved her, but in abrotherly fashion, and he had never
thought of her as a possible wife - hismother's obsesson
closed off any discussion of such mundane concerns as
marriage, trade, or travel. of al the boyshisagein the
town, he wasthe only one not officialy employed at a
craft. His apprenticeship to Tyndal wasinforma, and
despite histaent for the craft, he had no established
gtanding with the guild offices, either in the Western
Capital of Krondor or in the King's city of Rillanon. Nor
would hismother let him discuss having the smith live

up to his oft-repeated promise of forwarding aformal
petition to the guild to admit Erik as his apprentice. This
should have been the end of Erik'sfirst year as an agpprentice



or working at atrade. Even though he knew his

way around aforge better than apprentices two or three
years older, he would start two years behind others, if his
mother let him gpprentice the next spring.

His mother, whose head barely reached his chin, said,
'Let melook at you.' She reached up and took hischinin
her hand, asif he were dill achild, not nearly aman, and
turned his head one way, then another. With adissatisfied
clucking sound, she said, 'Y oure till stained

with soot.'

'Mother, I'm ablacksmith!" he protested.

‘Clean yoursdlf in the aink!" she commanded.

Erik knew better than to say anything. His mother was
acreature of iron will and unbending certainty. Early he
had learned never to argue with her; even when he was
wrongly accused of some transgression, he would smply
and quietly take whatever discipline was meted out, for
to protest would only increase the punishment. Erik
gtripped off hisshirt and laid it over the back of achair
next to the table used to clean and prepare meats. He saw
Rosdyn'samusement at hisbeing bullied by hissmdl
mother, and he feigned ascowl at her. Her smile only
broadened as she turned away, picking up alarge basket
of freshly washed vegetablesto carry theminto the
common room. Turning at the door, she bumped it open
and as she backed through stuck her tongue out at him.
Erik smiled as he plunged hisarmsinto the water she

had just abandoned after cleaning the vegetables.
Rosayn could make him smile as could no other person.
He might not fully understand the powerful stirringsand
confusing urgesthat woke him late a night ashe
dreamed about one or another young woman in the
village. he understood the specifics of mating, asany
child raised around animasdid, but the emotiond confusion
was new to him. At least Rosalyn didn't confuse



him the way some of the older girlsdid, and of onething
he was certain: she was his best friend in theworld. Ashe
gplashed water on hisface again, he heard his mother

say, 'Use the soap.’

He sghed and picked up the foul-smelling block of

sogp Sitting on the back of the sink. A caustic mix of lye,
ash, rendered tallow, and sand used to scrape clean serving
platters and cooking pots, it would ped the skin from
face and hands with repeated use. Erik used aslittle as he
could get away with, but when he was done hewas
forced to admit that afairly impressive amount of soot
hed come off into the Sink.

He managed to rinse off the sogp before his skin began

to bligter, and took a cloth handed him by his mother. He
dried and put his shirt back on.

Leaving the kitchen, they entered the common room,
where Rosalyn was finishing putting the vegetablesinto
thelarge cauldron of stew that hung on ahook at the
hearth. The mix would Smmer dowly dl afternoon, filling
the common room with asavory smell that would have
mouths watering by suppertime. Rosalyn smiled at Erik as
he passed, and despite her cheerfulness, he felt hismood

darkening as he anticipated the coming public scene.

Reaching the entrance to the inn, Erik and his mother
discovered Milo, the innkeeper, peering through the open
door. The portly man, with anose like a squashed cabbage
from years of gecting ruffians from the common room,
drew upon along pipe as he observed the cam town.
'Could be aquiet afternoon, Freida.'

‘But afrantic evening, Father,’ said Rosdyn as she came

to stand at Erik's Side. 'Once the people tire of waiting for a
glimpse of the Baron, they'll dl come here!

Milo turned with asmile and winked at his daughter.

'An outcome to be devoutly prayed for. | trust the Lady of



Luck hasno other plans!’

Frelda muttered, 'Ruthia has better things to waste her
good luck on, Milo. Taking her powerfully built son by the
hand, asif he were ill ababy, sheled him purposefully
through the door.

As Erik and his mother |&ft the confines of theinn,

Rosayn said, 'She's determined, Father.'

"That sheisand dways hasbeen,’ he said, shaking his
head and puffing on his pipe. 'Even as a child she was most
headstrong, willful . . .'He put hisarm around his daughter's
shoulder. 'Nothing like your mother, I'm pleased to

say.

Rosdyn said, The gossips haveit that you were one of
the many seeking Freidas hand years ago.’

Milo chuckled. 'They do, do they? Clucking histongue,
he added, 'Wdll, that's the truth. Most men my age were.’
He smiled down at his daughter. ‘Best thing that happened
was her Saying no. And your mother saying yes.' He
moved away from hisonly child and said, 'Most of the
boys were after Freida. She was arare beauty in those
days. Green flashing eyes and chestnut hair, dender but
amplewhereit counts, and a proud look that could make a
man's pulse race. She moved like aracehorse and carried
hersdf like aqueen. it'swhy she caught the Baron'seye.’
A trumpet sounded from the edge of the town square

and Rosalyn said, 'I'd better be back to the kitchen.’

Milo nodded. 'I'm going down to the square to see what
happens, but I'll come straight back.’

Rosayn gripped his hand for amoment, and her father
saw the concern in her eyes she had hidden from Erik.
Nodding his understanding, he squeezed her hand for an
instant, then released it. He turned and made hisway
through the street in front of the inn, following the route
taken by Erik and Freida.



Erik used his bulk to ease throughthe crowd. Despite his
strength, he was by nature a gentle youngster and would
not use force, but his very presence caused othersto give
way. Broad of shoulders and arms, he could have been a
warrior by hislooks, but he had a strong distaste for
conflict. Quiet and introspective, after work he preferred a
quiet cup of broth to curb his appetite while waiting for

dinner, as he listened to the old men of the town tell
dtories, to the roughhousing and attempted girl-chasing
his contemporaries saw asthe height of recrestion. The
occasiond girl who turned her attention upon him amost
inevitably found his reticence daunting, but it was nothing
more than hisinability to think of anything clever to say.
The prospect of any intimacy with agirl terrified Erik.

A familiar voice called hisname, and Erik turned to seea
ragged figure push through the press, using nimble quickness
rather than Szeto navigate a path to Erik'sside.

'Hello," said Erik in greeting.

'Erik. Freida,’ said the youth in return. Rupert Avery,
known by everyonein the village as Roo, was the one
boy Freida had forbidden Erik to play with asachild, on
many occasions, and the one boy Erik had preferred to

play with. Roo's father was a teamster, arough man who
was ether absent from thevillage - driving histeam

down to Krondor, Maac's Cross, or Durrony's Vae - or
lying drunken in his bed. Roo had grown up wild, and
there was something dangerous and unpredictablein his
nature, which was why Erik had been drawn to him. If
Erik had no tongue to charm the ladies, Roo was a master
of seduction, at least to hear him tell it. A knaveand a
liar, aswell as an occasiond thief, Roo was Erik's closest
friend after Rosdyn.

Freidanodded almost imperceptibly in return. She il



didnt like the youngster after knowing him al hislife

she suspected hishand in every dishonest act or crimind
event that took placein Ravensburg. Truth to betold, she
was more often right than not. She glanced at her son

and bit back abitter comment. Now he wasfifteen years
of age, Erik'swillingnessto be controlled by hismother
was lessening. He had assumed most of the duties around
the forge from Tyndal, who was drunk five days out of
seven.

Roo said, 'So you're going to ambush the Baron

agan?

Freidathrew him ablack look. Erik merely looked
embarrassed. Roo grinned. He had anarrow face, intelligent
eyes, and aquick smile, despite uneven teeth. Even
further from being handsome than Erik, he had something
divein hismanner and aquick intengty that those

who knew him found likeable, even captivating. But Erik
also knew he had a murderous temper and lost it often,
which had caused him to use Erik'sfriendship asashield
againgt the other boys on more than one occasion. Few
boys of the town would challenge Erik: hewastoo
strong. While dow to anger, on the rare occasion when
Erik had lost histemper, he had been aterrible sight to
behold. He had once hit aboy's arm in amoment of rage.
The blow propelled the lad completely acrossthe courtyard
of theinn and broke the arm.

Roo pulled asde hisragged cloak, reveding far
better-looking clothing beneath, and Erik saw in hishand
along-necked green glass bottle. Clearly etched into the
neck of the bottle was abaronia crest.

Erik rolled his eyes heavenward. 'Anxiousto lose a

hand, Roo? he said quietly in an exasperated tone.

'l helped Father unload hiswagon last night.”

'What isit?

'Hand-selected berry wine,' he said.



Erik grimaced. With Darkmoor being the center of the
winetrade in the Kingdom of the Ides, the primary
industry of Ravensburg waswine, asit was With most of
the towns and villagesin the barony. To the north, oak
cutters and barrel makers labored to produce the fermenting
vats and aging barrelsfor thewine, aswell as

corks, while to the south, glassmakers produced bottles,
but the central area of the barony was dedicated to growing
grapes.

Whilefine wineswere produced in the Free Cities

of Natal and Y abon province to the west, none matched
the complexity, character, and age-worthiness of

those produced in the Barony of Darkmoor. Even the
difficult-to-grow Pinot Noir grape, originally imported
from Bas-Tyra, flourished in Darkmoor asit did in no
other placein the Kingdom. Lush reds and crisp whites,
sparkling wines for celebration - Darkmoor'sfinest product
brought the highest prices from the northern

borders south into the heart of the Empire of Great Kesh.
And few wineswere as highly prized astheintensdy

sweet dessert wine called berry wine.

Made from grapes shriveled by amysterious swest rot

that occasiondly afflicted the grapes, it wasrare and

costly; the bottle Roo held under his cloak wasequd in
worth to afarmer'sincomefor ahdf year. And from the
crest on the bottle, Erik knew it was from the Baron's
private stock, shipped from the baronia capitdl city of

Darkmoor to the Ravensburg guildhall for the Baron's
vigit. While thieves no longer had their hands cut off,
being discovered with the bottle could put Roo on the
King'slabor gang for five years.

Trumpets sounded again and thefirgt of the Baron's
guardsrodeinto view, their banners snapping in the

afternoon breeze, their horses iron shoes striking sparks



on the stones of the square. Reflexively, Erik looked at
their legs, for agns of lameness, and saw none; whatever
else could be said of the Baron's management of

his estates, his cavalry aways attended to their mounts.
The riders moved into the square and turned. out from
the smd|l fountain that sat at its center, formed two
lines, and dowly backed the commoners away. After a
few minutes, the entire area before the Growers and
Vintners Hall had been cleared for the coach that
followed.

More soldiers rode past, each wearing the grey tabard
bearing the crest of Darkmoor: ared heater shield upon
which stood a black raven clutching aholly branchinits
besk. Thisgroup of soldiers also wore agolden circlet
sewn above the crest, indicating they were the Baron's
personal guards.

At last the coach rolled into view, and Erik suddenly
redized he was holding his breath. Refusing tolet his
mother's obsesson control eventheair in hislungs, he
quietly let out along bresth and willed himself to relax.
He heard othersin the crowd commenting. Rumors
regarding the Baron'sfailing vitaity had circulated in

the barony for more than ayear now, and hissitting
beside hiswife in the coach, rather than astride his
horse a the head of his guards, signded that he must be
il intruth.

Erik's attention was drawn to two boys, riding matching
chestnut horses, followed by apair of soldiers carrying
the baronial ensign of Darkmoor. The cadency mark

on the left banner heralded Manfred von Darkmoor,
second son to the Baron. The mark on the right-hand
banner proclaimed Stefan von Darkmoor, elder son of
the Baron. Alike enough to appear twins, despitea
year's age difference, the boys rode with an expert ease
that Erik found admirable.



Manfred scanned the crowd, and when hisgaze at last
fell upon Erik, he frowned. Stefan saw where Manfred
dared and said something to hisbrother, recdling his
attention to the matters at hand. The young men were
dressed in gmilar fashion: high riding boots, tight-fitting
breecheswith full leather seets, long white Slk shirts
with adeeveless vest of fine leather, and large berets of
black felt, each adorned with alarge golden baronia
badge, from which rose ared-dyed eagle's feather. At
their sdesthey wore rapiers, and each was accounted
an expert intheir use despite their youth.

Freida gestured with her chin at Stefan, and whispered
harshly, Y our place, Erik.’

Erik felt himsaf flush in embarrassment, but he knew
the worst was yet to come. The coach stopped and
coachmen leaped down to open the door astwo
burghers came forward to greet the Baron. First to leave
the coach was a proud-looking woman, her features set
in an expression of haughty disdain that detracted from
her beauty. One glance at the two young men, who
now dismounted their horses, confirmed that they were
mother and sons. All three were dark, dender, and tall.
Both youths came to stand before their mother and
bowed in greeting. The Baroness scanned the crowd as
her sons cameto her side, and when she spied Erik
looming over those around him, her expression darkened
even more.

A herdd called out, 'Hislordship, Otto, Baron of
Darkmoor, Lord of Ravensburg!'

The crowd let out arespectableif not overly
enthusiastic cheer; the Baron was not particularly loved
by his people, but neither was he held in disregard.
Taxeswere high, but then taxeswere dways high, and

whatever protection the Baron's soldiers afforded the



townsfolk from bandits and raiderswas barely visble;
snceit wasfar from any border or the wild lands of the
Western Realm, few rogues and villains troubled honest
travelers near Darkmoor. No goblin or troll had been
seen in these mountains in the memory of the oldest
man living in Ravensburg, so few saw much benefitin
supporting soldiers who did little more than ride escort
for their lord, polish armor, and egt. Still, the harvest
was good, food was in bountiful supply and affordable,
and order commanded gratitude from the citizens of the
Barony.

When the cheer died down, the Baron turned to the
notables of the town waiting to greet him and an audible
gasp rang through the crowd. The man who stepped
from the coach had once been equal to Erik in size, but
now he stooped, asif thirty years older than his
forty-five years. Though till broad of shoulder, his
naturaly dender build was now dramaticaly gaunt in
contrast. His hair, once golden, waslank and grey, and
his face was ashen, sunken cheeks white as bleached
parchment. The square jaw and proud forehead were
bony ridges that emphasized the look of illness. The
Baron was hdped by hisyounger son'sfirm grip on his
left arm. His movements were jerky and helooked asif
hemight fall.

Someone near Erik said, 'So then it'strue about the
sizure!

Erik wondered if the Baron's condition might be
aggravated by hismother's plan, but asif hearing his
thoughts, Freida said, 'l must do this!'

Pushing past those who stood before her, she moved
quickly between two mounted guardsmen before they
could turn her back. 'As afree woman of the Kingdom,
| clam my right to be heard!" she cried in avoice loud

enough to carry across the square.



No one spoke. All eyesregarded the wiry woman as
she pointed an accusing finger at the Baron. 'Otto von
Darkmoor, will you acknowledge Erik von Darkmoor as
your son?

The obvioudy ill Baron paused and turned to regard
the woman who had asked him this question each time
he had visited Ravensburg. His eyes searched past her
and found her son, standing quietly behind her. Seeing
his own image of younger years before him, Otto let his
gaze linger upon Erik; then the Baroness cameto

sde and whispered quickly in hisear. With an expression
of sadness on hisface, the Baron shook his head
dightly as heturned away from Erik's mother and,
without comment, moved into the largest building in

the town, the Growers and Vintners Hal. The Baroness
fixed ahard gaze upon Freidaand Erik, barely masking
her anger, before she turned to follow her husband into
thehal.

Roo let out asigh, and as one the crowd seemed to
exhde. 'Wéll, that's that, then.’

Erik said, 'l don't think well do thisagain.'

As Freidamoved back toward them, Roo said, 'Why?
Do you think your mother's going to stop if she gets
another chance?

Erik said, 'She won't get another chance. HE's dying.'
'How do you know?

Erik shrugged. 'Theway helooked at me. He was
saying good-bye."

Freidawalked past her son and Roo, her expression
unreadable as she said, 'We have work to do.'

Roo glanced back to where the two brothers, Manfred
and Stefan, watched Erik closdly, speaking quietly
together. Manfred was restraining Stefan, who seemed
eager to crossthe square and confront Erik. Roo said,
'Y our haf brothers don't care for you much, do they?



Especidly that Stefan.’

Erik shrugged, but it was Freidawho spoke. 'He knows
that soon hewill inherit what isrightfully Erik's" Roo

and Erik exchanged glances. Both knew better than to
argue with Freida. She had dways claimed that the

Baron had wed her one spring night, in the woodland
chapel, before amonk of Dda, Shield of the Weak. Then
later he had requested and received an annulment so he
could marry the daughter of the Duke of Ran, the records
sedled by roya command for political reasons.

hisRoo said, Thenthat isthelast of it, for

certain.’

Erik gave him aquestioning look. "What do you

mean?

'If you'reright, next year Stefan will be Baron.

By the look of things, he's not the sort to hesitate about
publicly caling your mother aliar.’

Freida stopped walking. Her face showed a hopel essness
Erik had never seen before. 'He wouldn't dare,' she

said, more a pleathan a challenge. She attempted to look
defiant, but her eyes showed she knew Roo wasright.
'‘Come, Mother,' said Erik softly. 'Let'sgo home. The

forgeisbanked, but if there'swork, I'll need to get the
firehot again. Tynda is certain to bein no condition to
doit." He gently put hisarm upon his mother's shoulder,
agtonished at how frail she suddenly fdlt. She quietly
dlowed him to guide her dong.

The townspeople stepped away, giving the young

smith and his mother an open passageway from the
sguare, dl sensing that somehow there would soon be an
ending to thistradition, begun fifteen years earlier, when
firgt the beautiful and fiery Freidahad boldly stepped
forward and held out the squalling baby, demanding that
Otto von Darkmoor recognize the child as hisown.



Nearly every soul in the Barony knew the story. She had
confronted him five years later, and again he had not
rebutted her claim. His sllence gave her declaration credence,
and for yearsthe tale of the bastard child of the

Baron of Darkmoor had been a source of locd lore, good
for adrink from passing strangers bound between
Eagtern and Western Realms of the Kingdom.

The mystery was alwaysin the Baron's silence, for had
he denied it but once, from that day forward Freida
would have had the burden of proof put squarely upon
hersdlf. Theitinerant monk was never seen again in that
region, and no other witness existed. And Freida had
become the drudge of an innkeeper, and the boy a
blacksmith's helper.

Some claimed that the Baron was merely being kind to
Freida, refusing to publicly brand her aliar, for while he
had obvioudy fathered her child, the clam of marriage
was certainly the ranting of a disturbed woman or the
calculated concoction of one seeking some advantage.
Others said the Baron was too much acoward to
proclam apublic lie by saying Erik was not his; for
anyone had merely to glance at Otto to seethat Erik was
his very shadow. The Baron carried shame for abadge
where abetter man would wear honor, for to acknowledge
Erik, even as abastard son, would cast doubt upon

his own children'sright to inherit, and bring down the
wrath of hiswife upon him.

But for whatever reason, by saying nothing, every

year, helet the challenge stand unanswered. Erik could
claim the name 'von Darkmoor' because the Baron had
never denied him theright.

Sowly they moved through the street, back toward the
inn. Roo, never oneto let two minutes passin slence
back to back, said, "Y ou going to do anything specia
tonight, Erik?



Erik knew what Roo referred to: the Baron's vigt was
an excusefor apublic holiday, nothing asformd asthe
traditiona festivals, but enough so that men would pack
thelittle Inn of the Pintall and drink and gamble most of
the night, and many of the young girls of the town would
be down at the fountain, waiting for the young mento
drink enough liquid courage to come pay court. There
would be plenty of work to keep Erik busy. He said as
much.

Roo said, 'They are their mother's sons, no doubt of
that."

Erik knew whom Roo meant: hishalf brothers. Roo
glanced over his shoulder, down the street to the square,
where the Growers and Vintners Hall and the Baron's
carriagewere dtill visble, and found that the two noble
boys had returned outside, ostensibly to oversee the removal
of the Baron's baggage, but both werein hushed
conversation, their eyesfixed upon Erik's retresting
back. Roo felt an impulse to make arude gesture in their
direction, but thought better of it. Even at thisdistance,
he could tell their expression was of open hogtility and
dark anger. Turning back toward theinn, Roo hurried his
step to catch up to Erik.

Darkness brought alessening of the day's activities
everywhere but at the Inn of the Pintail, where workers
and town merchants who were not of sufficient rank to
attend the dinner at the Growers and Vintners Hall
gathered to enjoy amug of wine or de. A near-celebratory
atmosphere gripped the inn as men told oriesin

loud voices, played cards and dice for copper coins, and
tested their skill at adart board.

Erik had been pressed into kitchen duty, as he often

was when things got busy. While hismother wasonly a



serving woman, Milo alowed her the position of
kitchen supervisor, smply because Freidawasin the
habit of telling everyone what they should be doing.
That shewasamost dwaysright in her estimation of
everyonesdutiesfaled to mitigate theirritation such an
attitude generated. Many serving women had come and
gone a theinn over the years, more than afew telling
Milo the reasonsfor their departure. His answer was
adwaysthe same: shewas alongtime friend and they
were not.

By any reasonable measure, they acted the family,
Freidaand Erik, Milo and Rosalyn, husband and wife
and brother and sister. Though each dept apart from the
others, Miloin hisroom, Rosalyn in her own, Freidain
aloft over the kitchen, and Erik upon apalet in the
barn, from awakening to bedtime they played their parts
naturaly. Freidaran theinn asif it were her own, and
Milo was unwilling to overrule her, mostly because she
did awonderful job, but aso because he, more than
anyone, understood the pain Freidalived with daily.
Though shewould never admit it to anyone, she till
loved the Baron, and milo was convinced that her
demand for recognition of her son was atwisted legacy
of that love, adesperate grasping at some token that for
abrief time she had truly loved and been loved.

Erik pushed open the common room door and carried
another cask of ordinary wine behind the bar, setting it
a Milo'sfeet. The old man removed the empty cask
from the barrel rack and moved it aside, while Erik
eadly lifted the new oneinto itsplace. Placing aclean
tap againgt the bung, Milo drove it homewithasingle
blow from awooden mallet, then poured himsdlf a
small cup to test the content. Making aface, he said,
'Why, in the midst of the finest winein theworld, do
wedrink this?



Erik laughed. 'Becauseit'sdl we can afford, milo.’

The innkeeper shrugged. 'Y ou have an irritating habit

of being honest." Smiling, he said, 'Well, it'sdl the same
for effect, then, isn't it? Three mugs of thiswill get you
just astipsy asthree mugs of the Baron's finest, won't
they?

At mention of the Baron, Erik'sfacelost its merry
expresson. 'l wouldn't know," he said as he turned
avay.

Milo put his hand on Erik's shoulder, restraining him.

‘Sorry, lad.'

Erik shrugged. 'No dight intended, Milo - none

taken.'

'Why don't you give yourself abreak," said the innkeeper. '
| can sensethings are quieting down.’

Thisbrought agrin from Erik, for the sound in the
common room was close to deafening, with laughter,
animated conversation, and genera rowdiness the norm.
'If you say s0."

Erik moved around from behind the bar, then pushed
through the common room, and as he reached the door,
Rosayn threw him an accusatory look. He mouthed, 'I'll
be back,' and she threw her gaze heavenward a moment
in feigned aggravation. Then shewas again grabbing
mugs off tables, heading back toward the bar.

The night was coal; fal wasfull upon them. At any
moment it might turn bitter cold in the mountains of
Darkmoor. Though they were not as high asthe Cdastius
to thewest or the Teeth of the World in the far

north, still snow graced the peaksin the colder winters,
and frost was aworry to growersin any season but
summer.

Erik moved toward the town square, and as he anticipated,

afew boysand girls il sat around the edge of



the fountain before the Growers and Vintners Hall.

Roo was speaking in low tonesto agirl who managed to
laugh at his suggestion while kegping an askance expression
on her face. She was aso employing her handsto

good effect, limiting Roo's to acceptable portions of her
anaomy.

Erik sad, 'Evening, Roo. Gwen.'

Thegirl'sexpression brightened as Erik cameinto

view. one of the prettier girlsin town, with red hair and
large green eyes, Gwen had attempted to catch Erik'seye
on more than one occasion. She called hisname as she
firmly pushed Roo's hands away. A few of the other
youngsters of the town greeted the blacksmith's hel per,
and Roo said, 'Finished at theinn?

Erik shook his head. 'Just abresk. I'll have to head

back in afew minutes. Thought I'd get some air. Gets
very smoky inthere, and thenoise. . .

. Gwen was about to speak when something in Roo's
expression caused both her and Erik to turn. Coming into
thelight of the torches set around the fountain were two
figures, dressed in fine clothing, swords swinging at their
Sdes.

Gwen cameto her feet and attempted an awkward
curtsy. othersfollowed, but Erik stood silently, and Roo
sat open-mouthed.

Stefan and Manfred von Darkmoor |ooked around the
gathered boys and girls, roughly the same age asthemsalves,
but their demeanor and finery set them apart as

clearly asif they had been swans moving anong geese
and ducksin apond. They had obvioudy been drinking
from the way they moved, with the careful control of one
who ismasking intoxication.

As Stefan's gaze settled on Erik, hisexpression

darkened, but Manfred put arestraining hand upon his
arm. Whispering something in Stefan's ear, the younger



brother maintained atight grip. Stefan at last nodded
once, his eyes heavy-lidded, and forced acold smileto his
lips. Ignoring Erik and Roo he bowed dightly toward
Gwen and said, 'Miss, it seemsmy father and the town
burghers are intent on discussing issues of wine and
grapes beyond my understanding and patience. Perhaps
you might care to acquaint uswith some more....
interesting diversons?

. Gwen blushed and then threw Erik aglance. He
frowned at her and dightly shook hishead no. Asif
chdlenging hisright to advise her, shejumped lightly

down from thelow wall around the fountain and said,
'Sir, | would be delighted.” She called another girl who
was sitting nearby. 'Katherine, join ug!’

Gwen took Stefan's extended arm like alady of the
court, and Katherine avkwardly followed her example
with Manfred. They strolled away from the fountain,
Gwen exaggerating the sway of her hips asthey vanished
into the darkness,

After amoment, Erik said, "We'd better follow.'

Roo cameto stand directly in front of hisfriend.
‘Looking for afight?

'No, but those two won't take no for an answer and
thegirls

Roo put hishand firmly on Erik's chest, asif to prevent
hismoving forward. ' . . . know what they're getting
into with noble sons,” he finished. 'Gwen's no baby.
And Stefan won't be thefirst to get her to pull up her
skirts. And you're about the only boy in town who
hasn't bedded Katherine." Looking over his shoulder to
where the four had vanished into the night, he added,
"Though | thought the girls had better taste than that.’
Roo lowered hisvoice so that only Erik could hear,

and histone took on aharshnessthat hisfriend recognized.



Roo used it only when he was deadly serious

about atopic. 'Erik, the day may come when you will
have to face your swine of abrother. And when it does,
you will probably havetokill him." Erik's brow
furrowed at Roo's tone and words. 'But not tonight.
And not over Gwen. Now, don't you have to get back to
theinn?

Erik nodded, gently removing Roo's hand from his
chest. He stood motionlessfor a second, trying to digest
what hisfriend had just said. Then, shaking hishead, he
turned and walked back toward the inn.

TWO

Desths

Tynda was dead.

Erik gtill couldn't believeit. Each time he cameinto the
forge during the last two months he had expected to see
the burly smith either adeep on hispdlet at the rear of
theforge or hard at work. The man's sense of humor
when he wasn't sober, or his dark moodiness when he
was - everything about him was etched in every corner
of this place where Erik had learned his craft for the
previousSIx years.

Erik inspected the cods from the previous night'sfire
and judged how much wood to add to bring it back to
life. A miller'swagon had lurched into the courtyard the
night before with abroken axle, and there would be
amplework to fill hisday. He ill couldn't get over
Tynda's not being there.

Two months previoudy, Erik had climbed down from
hisloft expecting the events of the morning to be as
usud, but one glance a Tyndd's regular resting place



had sent the hairs on Erik's neck straight up. Erik had

seen the smith drunk to a stupor, but this was something

ese Therewas adiffnessto the old man that Erik ingtinctively
recognized. He had never seen adead man

before, but he had seen many animasdead in thefields,

and there was something eerily familiar in the smith's

attitude. Erik touched Tyndal to assure himsdlf theold
blacksmith was truly dead, and when he touched cold

skin he jerked his hand away asif from aburn.

Theloca priest of Killian, who acted asahedler for

most of the poor in the town, quickly confirmed that

Tynda had indeed drunk hislast bottle of wine. Since

he had no family, it was|&ft to Milo to dispose of the

corpse, and he arranged a hasty funera, with aquick

pyre. The ashes were scattered, and a prayer was said to
the Singer of Green Silence by her priest, though smiths
were.more correctly considered the province of TithOnanka,
the god of war. Erik felt that somehow the

prayer to Killian, the goddess of the forest and field, was
appropriate: Tynda had repaired perhaps one sword in

the six years Erik had been around the forge, but countless
plows, tillers, and other implements of farming.

A sound in the distance caught Erik's ear. A midday

coach was coming along the western road from

Krondor, the Prince's City. Erik knew that the chances
were excellent it was Percy of Rimmerton at thereins,

and if so, hewould be putting in to the Pintail for refreshments
for his horses and passengers. The driver was

arail-thin man of enormous gppetite who loved Freidas
cooking.

As Erik had anticipated, within minutes the sounds of
iron-shod wheels and hooves echoed loudly as the commercid
coach approached the courtyard. Then it turned

inand with aloud 'Whoa,' Percy reined in histeam of



four. The commercia coaches had begun their travel
between Sdador and Krondor five years previoudy and
had proved a great success for their innovator, a

wealthy merchant in Krondor named Jacob Esterbrook,
who was now planning a coach line from Salador to
Bas-Tyra, according to gossip. Each coach was essentidly
awagon, with acovered roof and sides, and asmall
tallgate that when lowered provided astep into the
wagon. A pair of planks aong the sides provided indifferent
segting, and the ride was lacking any pretenseto

comfort, asthe wagons were rudely sprung. But the
journey was swift compared to that by caravan, and for
those unable to secure their own mountsto ride, most
asrapid as horseback.

'Ho, Percy,’ said Erik.

'Erik,’ replied the coachman, whose long thin face
appeared to have been frozen in agrin surrounded by

road dirt. He turned to his two passengers, a man dressed
well and another in plain garments. '‘Ravensburg, Srs.’

The plainly dressed man nodded and moved to the rear

of the coach as Erik obliged Percy by unlatching the
taillgate. '‘Areyou lying over? he asked the driver.

'No,' answered Percy. "We go on to Wolverton, where
this other gentleman is bound; then we are done

with this run.'Wolverton was the next town in the direction
of Darkmoor, and less than an hour away by fast

coach. Erik knew that the passenger would be unlikely to
welcome ameal stop this closeto hisdestination. 'From
there I'm going empty to Darkmoor, so theresample
time and no hurry. Tel your mother I'll be back inafew
days, godswilling, and I'll have an extraof her best meat
pie. Percy's grin continued to split histhin face ashe
patted his somach, mimicking hunger.

Erik nodded asthe driver turned histeam and quickly



had them up to atrot and out of the courtyard. Erik
turned to the man who had dismounted the coach, to ask
if herequired lodging, and found him vanishing around
the corner of the barn.

'Sr!" Erik cdled, and hurried after.

He circled the barn and reached the forge, finding that
the stranger had set down his bag and was removing his
travel cloak. The man was as broad of shoulder and thick
of arm as Erik, though he was afull head shorter. He had
afringe of long grey hair receding from hisbad pate, and
athoughtful, dmaost scholarly expresson. Hisbrows
were bushy and black, and his face was clean-shaven,
though the stubble grown while traveling was dmost
white.

And he ingpected everything carefully. Heturned to

see the young man standing at the door and said, 'You
must be the apprentice. Y ou keep an orderly forge,
youngster. That isgood.' He spoke with the odd flat
twang typica of those from the Far Coast or the Sunset
Idands.

'Who are you? asked Erik.

‘Nathan ismy name. I'm the new smith sent up from
Krondor.'

'From Krondor? New smith? Erik's expresson

showed his confusion.

The large man shrugged as he hung histravel cloak on
awall peg. Theguild asked if | wished thisforge. | said
yes, and herel am.’

‘Butit'smy smithy,’' said Erik.

'It'sabaronia charge, boy," said Nathan, histone turning
firm. Y ou might be competent in most things - you

might even be talented - but in time of war you'd be
mending armor and tending the barony's mounts, as well
astaking care of farmers draft horses!'

'War!" exclaimed Erik. 'War hasn't touched Darkmoor



sinceit was conquered!'

The man took aquick step forward and put his hand
on Erik's shoulder, gripping him firmly. 'l think | know
how you fed. But law islaw. Y ou're aguild apprentice
‘No.'

The smith's brows lowered. ‘'No? Didn't your master
register you with the guild?

With conflicting emaotions, anger and ironic anusemernt,
Erik said, 'My former master was drunk most of
thetime. I've conducted the business of thisforge sincel
was ten years of age, Master Smith. For years he promised
to take thejourney to Krondor or to Rillanon, to
register my apprenticeship with the guild office. For the
first three years | begged him to send a message by
Kingdom Pogt, but after that ... | wastoo busy to
continue begging. He's been dead for two months now,
and I've done well enough tending the barony's needs.’
The man stroked his chin and then shook his head.
‘Thisisaproblem. youngster. Y ou're three years older
than most who begin their apprenticeship -

'Begin!’ said Erik, hisanger now coming to thefore. 'l
can maich skillswith any guild smith -

Nathan's expression darkened. 'That's not the point!*

he roared, hisown anger at being interrupted giving him
volume enough to silence Erik. That's not the point,’ he
repested more quietly when he saw that Erik waslistening. '
Y ou may bethefinest smithin the Kingdom, inal

of Midkemia, but no one a the guild knowsthis. You
have not been listed on the roster of apprentices. and no
onewith aguildmaster's rank has vouched for your
work. So you must begin -

'l will not apprentice for seven moreyears' said Erik,
his temper threatening to get the better of him.

Nathan said, 'Interrupt me again, boy, and I'll cease



being civil with you.'

Erik's expression showed he was not in the least bit
gpologetic, but he stayed silent.

Nathan said. 'Y ou can go to Krondor or Rillanon and
petition the guild. Y ou'll be tested and evaluated. if you
show you know enough, you'll be allowed to apprentice,
or perhaps you'll even get journeyman's rank, though |
doubt that serioudy; evenif you're the best they've ever
seen, theres il the politics of it. Few men arewilling to
grant to another rank without the swest to have earned
it. And thereés dways the possbility they'll call you a
presumptuous lout and throw you into the street.’ The
last came with ahard tone, and suddenly Erik realized
that this man had spent at |east seven years as an apprentice
and perhaps twice that as ajourneyman before

gaining his master's badge - and to him Erik must sound
awhining child.

'Or you can gpprentice here, in your hometown with
your family and friends, and be patient. If you areindeed
aswdll taught asyou claim, I'll certify you asquickly as|
can, so you can petition for aforge of your own.'

Erik looked asif hewas again going to object that this
was hisforge, but he said nothing. Nathan continued, ‘Or
you can set out today, on your own, and become an
independent smith. With your talent you'll make a

living. But without aguild badge you'll never set up shop
in any but the rudest villages, unlessyou wish to travel to
the frontier. For no noble will trust hishorses and armor
to any but a guildmaster, and the rich common folk to no
lessthan aguild journeyman. And that means, no matter
how gifted you are, you'll dways be nothing more than a
common tinker.'

Erik remained sllent, and after amoment Nathan said,
"Thoughtful, isit? That's good. Now, here's the choice of
it: you can stay and learn and perfect your skillsand I'll



count myself alucky sod for having asecond pair of
trained hands around, bel onging to someone | don't have
to teach every tiny thing. Or you can brood and be resentful,
and think you know asmuch as|, and be usdess

to us both. There's only room for one magter in thisforge,
boy, and | am he. So there's the end of it, and theresthe
choice. Do you need timeto think on this?

Erik paused, then said, 'No. | need no time to think
about it, Master Nathan.' Sighing, he added, 'Y ou are
correct. Thereisonly one master inaforge. | ...

'Spit it out, boy.'

'l have been responsible around herefor solong | fed
asif itismy forge, and that | should have been given it by
theguild.

Nathan nodded once. 'That's understandable.’
‘Butit'snot your fault Tyndal was adacker and my

time here counts for nothing."

‘None of that, boy

'Erik. My nameis Erik.'

‘None of that, Erik," said Nathan; then suddenly he
swung hard and connected a roundhouse right that
knocked Erik onto hisbackside. 'And | told you, interrupt

me again and I'd cease being civil. | am aman of my
word.'

Erik sat rubbing hisjaw, astonishment on hisface. He
knew the smith had pulled the blow, but he could fed

the sting of it anyway. After amoment he said, 'Yes, gr.’
Nathan put out his hand and Erik took it. The smith
pulled Erik to hisfeet. 'l was about to say that any time
spent learning a craft counts. Y ou only lack credentids. If
you're as good as you think you are, you'l be certified in
the minimum seven years. Y ou'l be older than most
journeymen when you seek your own forge, but you'll

be younger than some, trust me on that. There are dower



ladsthat don't leave their master's forge until they arein
their late twenties. Remember this: you may be coming
late to your office, but your learning started four years
earlier than most boys aswell. Knowledge is knowledge,
and experienceis experience, so you should have afar
shorter time of it from journeyman to master. In the end,
it will dl work out.

Turning dowly, asif examining the smithy once again,

he said, '"And from what | see here, if you can keep your
head right, welll get dong fine!'

There was an open friendlinessin that remark which
caused Erik to forget his stinging jaw. He nodded. 'Y es,
ar.

'Now, show mewhere| deep.’

Without being told, Erik picked up the amith'stravel

bag and cloak, and motioned. Tynda had no family, so
he dept here. There'sa small room around back, and |
deep intheloft up there." Erik pointed to the only place
he'd called hisown for the last six years. 'l never thought
about moving into Tyndal's room - habit, | guess.' Heled
the smith out the rear door and to the shed that Tynda
had used for his bedroom.

'My former master was drunk most of thetime, o

fear thisroomislikely to be...' He opened the

door.

The smdll that greeted them dmost made Erik gag.
Nathan only stood a moment, then stepped away as he
sad, 'I've worked with drunkards before, lad, and that's
the smell of sour sickness. Never seek to hideinawine
bottle, Erik. It'sadow and painful death. Meet your
sorrows head on, and after you've wrestled with them,
put them behind.'

Something in histone told Erik that Nathan wasn't
samply repesting an gphorism but was speaking from
belief. 'l can put thisroom right, Sir, while you take your



ease a theinn.'

'I'd best make myself known to theinnkeeper; heisto
be my landlord, after dl. And | could use something to
edl.'

Erik redlized he hadn't thought of that. The office of
guild smith might be granted by the guild and a patent for
atown might be exclusive, but otherwise the smith was
like any other tradesman, forced to make a profit the best
he knew how, and responsible for setting up hisown
place of business. Erik said, 'Sir, Tyndd had no family.
Who. .

Nathan put his hand on Erik's shoulder. "Who should |
be paying for dl thesetools?

Erik nodded.

Nathan said, 'My own toolswill be coming by freight
hauler any day now. | have no desire to take what is not
rightfully mine, Erik." He scratched his day's growth of
whiskers as he thought. "When you're ready to leave
Ravensburg and begin your own forge, let us assume
they go with you. Y ou were hislast gpprentice, and
tradition hasit that you are to pay the widow for the
tools. As he had no family, therésno oneto pay, is
there?

Erik redlized what an incredibly generous offer he was
being made. An apprentice was expected somehow to
supplement his earnings o that by the time he reached
journeyman's rank he could purchase a complete set of
tools, and an anvil, and have the money to pay for the
congtruction of aforgeif needed. Most young journeymen
were able to begin modestly, but Tyndd, for dl his
dothinhislast years, had been amaster smith for seventeen
years and had every conceivable tool of the trade,

two and three of some. With proper care and cleaning,
Erik would be set up for life!

Erik said, 'If youwould like, | can show you to the



kitchen.'

'l find my way. Just come get mewhen thisroomis
cleaned up.’

Erik nodded, and as Nathan moved off toward the rear
of theinn, the boy held his breath and went into Tynda's
room. Throwing open the single window didn't help, and
Erik hurried back outside because of the stench. Unpleasant
odors bothered Erik, strong as hewasin most

ways, and he confessed to aweak stomach. Though he
was used to the smdll of the barn and forge, nevertheless
the odor of human illness and waste caused the bile to
risein hisgorge, and he had tearsin his eyesfrom the
reek by the time he got Tyndad's bedding outside the hut.
Breathing through his mouth and turning hisheed

away, he hurried to the large iron tub his mother used for
washing and threw thefilthy linensintoit. Ashewas
building up the fire beneath, his mother approached.

'Who isthis man claiming to be the new smith? she
demanded.

Erik wasin no mood to battle his mother, so he camly
sad, 'Not claming; is The guild sent him.'

'Well, did you tell him there dready was asmith here?
Erik got the fire under the tub going and stood up. As
camly as he could manage, he said, ‘No. Thisisaguild
forge. And | have no standing with the guild.’ Thinking of
Tynda'stools, he added, 'Nathan's being very generous
and is keeping me on. Hell apprentice meto the guild
and...

Erik expected an argument, but instead his mother only
nodded once and left without further comment. Puzzled
by her lack of outburgt, Erik stood amoment until the
crackling of thefire under the tub reminded him hehad a
still-unfinished task. He took one of the hard cakes of soap
used to wash the inn's bedding and broke it in haf. Tossng
the hard soap into the tub, he began stirring with apaddie.



Asthe water turned a deep brown, he thought: why no
argument from hismother? Therewas an ar of resgnation
from her that he had never seen before.

Leaving the sheetsto sSmmer in the tub, Erik hurried

back to the smith's room, grabbing someragsand a
minerd oil cleaner he used on especidly filthy tack and
tools. He removed the balance of Tyndal's possessions, a
sngle large chest and a sack of persond items. A rickety
wooden wardrobe he left inside, in case Nathan choose to

hang his cloaks and shirtsthere; he could dways haul it

away later if the new smith didn't carefor it.

When he had the last of Tyndd's possessions outside,
Erik regarded the meager pile. 'Not alot to show for a
lifetime," he muttered. He picked up the chest and hauled
it over to one corner of the smal yard behind the barn,

and picked up the sack and placed it on top. Hed go
through them later to seewhat Tynda had left that might
be of use. There were always poor farmers on the outskirts
of the vineyards who grew other than grapes, and

they always could use serviceable clothing.

Then Erik took the rags and cleaner and began scrubbing
years of accumulated grime off thewalls.

Erik entered the kitchen to find Milo Sitting at the big
table, staring across at Nathan, who wasfinishing alarge
bowl of stew. milo was nodding a something the smith
had just said, while Freida and Rosayn both made busy
preparing vegetables for the evening medl.

Erik glanced at his mother, who stood expressionless at
the sink, listening to the men speek. Rosdyn inclined her
head toward Erik's mother, indicating concern. Erik
nodded briefly, then moved beside his mother, indicating
he wished to wash up. She nodded curtly and moved
toward the oven, where the bread purchased that morning



from the baker was being kept warm.

Nathan continued what he had been saying when Erik
entered. 'While I have the knack with iron, I'm indifferent
with horses, truth to tell, abovethelegs. | can adjust a
shoe to balance alameness, or to compensate for some
other problem, but when it comesto therest, I'm as
smple asanyone!

"Then you've chosen wisely to keep Erik on,’ said Milo,
showing an amogt fatherly pride. 'He's awonder with
horses.'

Rosalyn asked, 'Master Smith, from what you've said,
you could have had any number of large baronia forges,
or even aduca charge. Why did you pick our smal
town?

Nathan pushed away the bowl of stew he had finished,
and smiled. 'I'm alover of wine, truth to tdll, and thisisa
great change from my former home.'

Freidaturned and blurted, 'We're scant weeks past
burying one smith for thelove of too much wine, and
now we've another. The gods must hate Ravensburg
indeed!"

Nathan looked at Freidaand spoke. Histone was
measured, but it was clear he was not far from anger.
'‘Good woman, | love thewine, but I'm no mean
drunkard. | was afather and husband who took care of
hisown for many years. If | drink morethanaglassina
day, it'safedtivd. I'll thank you to pass no judgment on
matters you know nothing about. Smiths are no more cut
from the same bolt of cloth asal men of any other trade
aedikeinal ways'

Freidaturned away, her color risng dightly, but she
sad nothing save, Thefireistoo warm. This bread will
be dry before supper.’ She made ashow of turning the
cods, though everyone knew it was unnecessary.

Erik watched his mother for amoment, then turned



toward Nathan. Theroomisclean, sr.'

Freida snapped, 'Will you all be sharing that onetiny
room?

Nathan rose, picking up his cloak and leaning over to
retrieve hisbag. As he hoisted his possessions, he sad,
M?,

"These children and your wife you spoke so tenderly

of?

Nathan's tone was cam when he replied, 'All dead.
Killed by raidersin the sacking of the Far Coast. | was
senior journeyman to Baron Tolburt's Master Smith at
Tulan.' Theroom was still as he continued. 'l was adeep,
but the sound of fighting woke me. | told my Marthato
seeto the children as | ran to the forge. | took no more
than two steps out the door of the servants quarters
when | was struck twice by arrows - he touched his
shoulder, then hisleft thigh - 'here and here. | fainted.
Another man fell ontop of me, | think. Anyway, my wife
and children were aready dead when | awoke the next
day.' He glanced around the room. 'We had four children,
three boysand agirl.' He sghed. 'Little Sarah was
gpecid.' Hefdl slent for along moment, and hisface
took on areflective expression. Then he said, 'Damn me.
It's nearly twenty-five years now." Without another

word he rose, and nodded his head once to Milo, then
moved to the door.

Freidalooked asif she had been struck. She turned
toward Nathan, her eyes brimming with moisture, and
looked asif she were about to speak, but asthe smith left
the kitchen she was unable to find the words.

Erik looked after the departing smith, and then back
toward hismother. For thefirg timein hislife hefet
embarrassed for her and he found the feding unpleasant.



He glanced around the kitchen and noticed Rosalyn
looking a Freidawith an expression of irritation and
regret. Milo made ashow of ignoring everyone as herose
from the table to move to the tap room.

Erik said at last, 'I'd better seeif he's settled in. Then I'll
be seeing to the horses!’

Erik left and Rosalyn moved around the kitchen in
slence, trying to spare Freida any more embarrassment.
After amoment she redlized the older woman was slently
weeping. Caught in an impasse asto what to do,

she hesitated, then at last said, 'Freida?

The older woman turned toward the younger, her

cheeks damp from her tears. Her face was amask of
conflict, asif shewished to vent some deeply buried pain
but couldn't let it surface past a sharp retort. Rosalyn
said, 'Can | do anything?

Freidaremained motionless for long seconds, then

said, 'The berries need washing.' Her tone was hoarse,
and she spoke softly. Rosalyn moved toward the sink and
began working the hand pump her father and Erik had
ingtalled only the year before so she and Freidawouldn't
haveto carry water from the well behind theinn anymore.
As cold water filled the wooden sink, Freida said,

'And stay the sweet child you are, Rosalyn. There'stoo
much painintheworld aready.’

The older woman hurried from the kitchen on some
imagined errand, and Rosalyn knew she just wished to be
donefor awhile. The exchange with the new smith had
released something Freida had buried and Rosayn didn't
understand, but in her sixteen yearsthe girl had never
seen Erik's mother cry. As she cleaned the fruit for the
evening's pies, shewondered if thiswas agood thing or

not.



The evening was quiet, with only afew locascdlingin
at the Pintail for aquick drink, and only one seeking a
meal. Erik finished cleaning the kettle asafavor to
Rosalyn, and hauled it back to the hook over thefire,
now low-glowing embers.

He waved good night to Rosalyn, who was carrying
four flagons of aeto atable occupied by four of the
town's more digible young journeymen, al of whom
were flirting with the innkeeper's daughter, moreto
keep some sort of status with one another than out of
any red interest inthe young girl.

Passing through the kitchen, Erik found his mother
standing by the door, looking at the night sky, ablaze
with gtars. All three moons were down thisnight, arare
occurrence, and the display was dways worth a moment
to observe.

'Mother,' said Erik quietly as he started to move

avay.

'Stay awhile,' she said softly, arequest and not an
order. 'lt wasanight likethis| met your father.’

Erik had heard the story before but knew his mother
was struggling with something that had occurred while
she spoke to the smith. He il didn't fully understand
what had happened in his mother, but he knew she
needed to speak. He sat down on the steps beside where
his mother stood.

‘Otto had come to Ravensburg for thefirst time as
Baron, after hisfather's death two years before. He had
attended the Vintners and Growers reception for him,
and after drinking with the town leaders, he had gone
for awalk to clear his head. He was brash and quick to

dispense with protocol, and had ordered his servants and
guardsto leave him done!’

She gared into the night, calling up memories. 'l had



come down to the fountain with the other girls, to flirt
with the boys." Erik recaled hisown last vigt to the

fountain with Roo and realized the practice waslong
established. 'The Baron cameinto the lantern light and
suddenly we were abunch of awkward children.’ Then
Erik saw aspark in his mother's eyes, and heard an echo
of the spirit that had captivated men's hearts before he
was born. 'l was as awed asthe rest, but | wastoo proud
to show it,' she said with arueful smile, and years
dropped away from her. Erik could imagine the impact
such asight after an evening spent drinking must have
had on the Baron as he spied the beautiful Freida at the
fountain.

'He had court manners, and rank, and riches, and yet
there was something honest in him, Erik: alittle boy who
was as afraid of being sent away as any other boy. Hewas
twenty-five, and young for that age. But he swept me off
my feet, with sweet words and awicked humor in them.
Lessthan-an hour later he had bedded me under atreein
an apple orchard.' She sighed, and again Erik was put in
mind of ayoung girl, not thiswoman of iron he had
knowndl hislife.

'l had aterrible reputation, but | had never known
another man. He had known other women, for he was
sure, but he was dso tender and gentle and loving.' She
glanced at her son. 'In the dark, under the stars, he spoke
of love, but the next day | thought I'd never see him

again and counted mysdlf just another foolish girl taken

in by anobleman's charms.

‘But againgt any hope of mine, he came to me amonth
later, in the late afternoon, alone, astride a horse flecked
with foam from ahard ride from his castle. Hidden by a
large cloak, he had dipped into the inn aswe were
readying for the night's trade, and there he sought me



out and revealed himsdlf. To my astonishment, he professed
love and asked for my hand.' She gave a bittersweet
laugh. 'l cdled him mad and ran from theinn.

‘Later that night, | returned to find him waiting at this

very spot, like acommon farmhand. He again told of his
lovefor me, and again | told him he was bereft of sense’
Tears gathered in her eyes. 'He laughed and said he knew
it seemed that way, but after taking my hand and gazing
into my eyes, he kissed me once and convinced me. This
time | knew why | had gone with him first time - not
because of hisrank and station, but because | loved him
aswdl.

'He cautioned me that none must know of our love for
each other until he had journeyed to Rillanon to petition
King Lyam for my hand, for tradition bound him to his
liege lord's pleasure. But to seal our love, and to provide
me with aclaim, we spoke our vowsin asmall chapel
used during the harvest, with an itinerant monk who had
been in town less than a day, conducting the ceremony.
The monk made a pledge not to speek of the vows until
otto gave him leave, and left us,aone, for the next
morning Otto planned to leave to see the King.'
Freidawas slent amoment; then her tonetook on a
familiar bitterness. 'Otto never returned. He sent a
messenger, your friend Owen Greylock, with news that
the King had denied his petition and had instructed hhnhim
to wed the daughter of the Duke of Ran. 'For the good of
the Kingdom," Greylock said. Then he said the King had
ordered the Great Temple of Dalain Rillanon to declare
the wedding annulled, and had the order placed under
Royal Sedl, s0 as not to embarrass Mathilda or any sons
she might bear. | was advised to find agood man and
forget Otto.' Tearsran down her cheeks as she said,
"What a shock good Master Greylock got then when |
told him | waswith child.'



She sighed and reached over and gripped her son's
arm. '"As my time neared, rumors circulated about who
was your father, this merchant or that grower. But
when you were born, and quickly became the image of
your father in his youth, no one denied you were
Otto's boy. Not even your father will deny it publicly.’
Erik had heard the story adozen times before, but
never told quite thisway. Never before had he thought
of hismother asayoung girl in love or of the bitter

regjection she must have felt when news of otto's

marriage to Mathilda had come. Still, there was no
profitin living for yesterday. 'But he never acknowledged
me, elther,’ said Erik.

True," agreed hismother. Y et he left you this much:

you have aname, von Darkmoor. Y ou may useit with
pride, and should any man challenge your right you

may look him in the eye and say, 'Not even Otto,

Baron von Darkmoor, denies me my right to this

name..,

Erik reached up and awvkwardly took his mother's

hand. She glanced a him and smiled her iff, unforgiving
amile, but there was ahint of warmthinit asshe
squeezed his huge hand, then released it. 'This Nathan: |
think he may be agood man. Learn what you can from
him, for you'll never have your birth-right.’

Erik said, That was your dream, Mother. | know little
of palitics, but what | have heard in the taproom leads me
to believe that should you have had the High Priest of
Daahimsdf aswitnessin the chapel that night, it would
count for little. The King, for reasons known best to him,
wished my father married to the daughter of the Duke of
Ran, and thusit was, and thus it would dways have
been.'

Erik stood. 'l will need to spend some extratime with



Nathan, letting him know what | can do, and finding out
what he wishesmeto do. | think you'reright: he'sagood
man. He could have sent me packing, but he'strying to
do right by me, | think.'

Impulsively, Freidathrew her arms around her son's
neck, hugging him closdly. 'l loveyou, my son,' she
whispered.

Erik stood motionless, uncertain how to respond. She
gpared him the need by |etting go and turning quickly
into the kitchen, shutting the door behind her.

Erik ssood amoment, then dowly turned and moved
toward the barn.

Asthe months passed, thingsfdl into aroutine at the Inn
of the Pintail. Nathan blended in quickly, and after a
whileit was hard to recal what theinn had been like
With Tyndd as smith. Erik found his new magter afount
of information, as much of what Tyndd had taught him
had been basic, solid smithing but Nathan knew much
that made the work above-average, even exceptiond. His
knowledge of the different requirements for wegpons
and armor opened anew areafor Erik, for Nathan had
been the Baron Tolburt's own armorer in Tulan & one
time

One day the sound of hooves upon cobbles caused Erik
to look up from where he held a hot plow blade Nathan
was hammering for aloca farmer. The dender figure of
Owen Greylock, the Baron's Swordmaster, appeared as
he rode his mount around the barn from the rear court of
theinn.

Nathan took away the blade and plunged it into water,
then set it aside as Erik came to stand next to the horse,
holding her bridle as Greylock dismounted.
'‘Swordmaster!" said Erik. 'She'snot lame again, is

she?



'No,' said Owen, indicating that Erik should seefor
himsdf.

Erik ran hishand along the horse's |eft fordleg as
Nathan approached, then motioned the youngster to
gtand aside. Nathan examined the horsgsleg. Thisisthe
horse you told me of’

Erik nodded.

'Y ou say it was this suspensor tendon, wasit?
Greylock looked on with approva asErik said, "Yes,
Master Smith. She had pulled it dightly.'

'Sightly!" said Greylock. He had an angular face, made

even more stern by asevere hairstyle - high bangs, with
most of therest cut straight around the nape of his neck which
gplit into asmile, serving to make him even more
unaitractive, for histeeth were uneven and yellowing.
"Totaly blown, | should say, Master Smith. Puffed up to
the sze of my thigh, and the mare could bardly stand to
put weight on it. | thought I'd have to send for the
knackers, for certain. But Erik had away, and I'd seen his
work before, so | gave him the chance and he didn't
disappoint.” Shaking hishead in mock astonishment, he
sad, "Sightly." The lad'stoo modest for hisown good.'
'What did you do? Nathan asked Erik.

'l wrapped her leg in hot compresses at firs. Theré'sa
drawing salvethe heding priest a the Temple of Killian
makes that makes your skin fed hot. | used that on her
leg. | hand-walked her and wouldn't et her pull again,
even if she got rammy. She's spirited and wanted to bolt
more than once, but | put astud chain over her nose and
let her know I'd have none of it." Erik reached over and
patted the mare on the nose. "We became pretty fair
friends!

Nathan stood and shook his head, obvioudy impressed. '
For the four months I've been here, Swordmaster,



I've been hearing of thislad's skill with horses.

Some of it | took to be loca pridefet by hisfriends.’
Turning to Erik, he smiled and put ahand on his
shoulder. 'l don't say thislightly, lad. Perhapsyou should
Put aside your gpprenticeship as asmith and turn your
hand to hedling horses. | am sdf-admitted indifferent in
hedling animds, though | will put my shoeing work up
againg any man's, but even | can seethishorseis completely
sound, asif she had never been injured.’

Erik said, 'It'sauseful sill, and | liketo see the horses
healthy, but therésno guild.. . .

Nathan was forced to agree. "True enough. A guildisa
mighty fortress and can shelter you when no amount of
skill can save you from' - he suddenly remembered the
Baron's Swordmaster was standing afew feet away '
many unexpected ends.’

Erik smiled. He knew what the smith had been about

to say had to do with the long-standing rivalry between
the nobility and the guilds. Started asameansto certify
workmen and guarantee a certain minhnum standard of
skill, the guilds had become a palitica force in the Kingdom
over thelast century, to the point of having their

own courts to adjudicate matters within each guild,

much to theirritation of the King's courts and the courts
of the other nobles. But the nobles were too dependent
upon the quality assurance of the many guildsto do more
than grumble about flouting authority. But often one of
the craft guilds had saved a member from someinjustice
at the hands of anoble. Despite along tradition of responsible
nobility in the Kingdom, there were dways one

or two minor earls or barons who thought they could
amply ignore adebt. Having a patent of arms from the
King did not ensure wedlth, and more than one noble
had attempted to use rank and position rather than coin
of therealm to seitle his debts.



Erik distracted Greylock. 'Swordmaster, what cause
brings you to Ravensburg this day?

The usudly serious Swordmaster's face returned to its
usual dour expression. 'Y ou, Erik. Your father ridesto
Krondor on state business. Helll be here thisevening. |
cameearly to seeif ...

'If | could prevail upon my mother to let him aone?
Greylock nodded. 'He's not well, Erik. He shouldn't be
making thejourney and ...

I'll dowhat | can.' He knew promising wasvain
should hismother takeit into her head to repeat her
performance of the last time Otto came through the
town. 'She may have finaly gotten over making methe
next Baron.'

Greylock made a sour face. 'l would be out of placeto

comment on that.' Then he softened his expression.

Trust me on this. If you can, stand by the corner of the
town road where the sheep meadow ends and thefirst
vineyard begins, on the east Sde of the town, before
sunset!

'Why?

'l can't say, but it'simportant.’

'If my father issoill, Owen, what cause hashetoride
to Krondor?

Greylock mounted hishorse. 'lll news, I'm afraid. The
Princeisdead. It will be announced to the populace by
roya messenger later thisweek.'

Erik said, 'Aruthais dead?

Greylock nodded. 'He fell and broke his hip, I've been
told, and died of complications. He was an aging man,
nearly eighty if | haveit right.

- Prince Arutha had been afixturein Krondor all of
Erik'slife and his mother's before him. Father to the
King, Borric, who had succeeded Aruthas brother Lyam



only five years earlier, he had been the man most responsible
for peace in the Kingdom, by al accounts.

To Erik hewasadistant figure; certainly, Erik had

never seen the Prince, but hefelt asmadl stab of regret.
By anyone's measure hewas agood ruler and aheroin
hisyouth. As Greylock turned the mare around, Erik

sad, Tdl my father | will sand where he asked.'
Greylock saluted and lightly touched spursto the

mare's flanks, and she trotted out of the inn courtyard.
Nathan, who had come to understand agreat ded of
Erik's higtory in the months he had been living a the
Pintall, said, "Y ou'll want some extratimeto clean up.’
Erik sad, 'l hadn't thought of that. | wasjust going to
leave a suppertime.’

It was late spring, and sunset came close to an hour

after supper. Erik would need most of the hour to make it
to the other side of Ravensburg, and through the
vineyards to the sheep meadow, but only if hewent in
hisdirty clothing.

Nathan playfully hit Erik on the back of the head with

his open hand. 'Dolt. Get yourself cleaned up. Sounds
important.’

Erik thanked Nathan and hurried to the forge. Below

the pallet in theloft where he dept, behind the ladder, sat
atrunk with al of Erik's belongings. He took out hisone
good shirt and carried it over to the washbasin. Removing
hisdirty shirt, he took the harsh soap and some clean
rags and worked feverishly to rid himself of as much dirt
aspossible. At last he felt presentable and put on his good
shirt.

He hurried out of the barn and went to the kitchen,

where food was being placed upon the table as he entered.
Sitting down, he drew asuspicious|ook from his

mother. 'Why are you wearing your good shirt? she
asked.



Not willing to share hisfather's request for ameeting
with his mother, lest she demand to accompany him and
force aconfrontation, he muttered, 'l'm meeting someone
after supper,’ then started noidly eating the stew

placed before him.

Milo, who was gitting at the head of the table, laughed
'One of thetown girls, isit?

This brought an darmed look from Rasalyn, the color
risngin her cheeks as Erik said, 'Something like that."
Erik continued to eat in slence, while Milo and Nathan
spoke of the day's events, and the women joined Erik in
Slence.

Nathan had adry sense of humor that made it difficult

at first to know if he. was being mocking or merely
amusing. This had resulted in Freidaand Milo both treating
him with some coolness at fird.

But hiswarm nature and clear appreciation of life's

little moments had won over even Erik's mother, who
could often be seen trying to fight back asmile a some
quip of Nathan's. Erik had once asked him how he kept
S0 even adisposition, and the answer had surprised him.
'When you lose everything,’ Nathan had said, 'you've
nothing left to lose. Y ou've got two choicesthen: either
kill yoursdlf or start building anew life. When | sarted
thisnew life, without my family, | decided the only
sensblething init wasto live for the smal rewards. ajob
well done, abeautiful sunrise, the sound of children
laughing at play, agood cup of Wine. Makesit easy to
dedl with the harsher sde of life.

'Kings and marshas can look back and relive their
triumphs, their greet victories. We common folk must
take what pleasure we can from lifeslittle victories!
Erik hardly touched hisfood, and at last bade everyone
excuse him as he dmost jumped up from the tableand

hurried out through the common room, Milo's laughter



following after. He dmast ran through the door of the
inn and barely avoided knocking Roo down asthe
youngster was about to enter the inn.

'Wait aminute!’ cried Roo ashefell in beside hislarger
friend.

‘Can't. | have to meet someone!’

Roo grabbed the larger youth by the arm and was
almost dragged dong a step or two before Erik stopped.
'What? he asked Roo impatiently.

'Did your father send for you?

Erik had long since stopped being amazed at the town
gossip Roo was ableto ferret out, but this had him
stunned. 'Why do you ask that?

'Because since late yesterday the road has been thick
with Kingdom Pogt riders, sometimes as many asthree
in abunch, and acompany of the Baron's horse,
followed by two companies of foot soldiers, passed by
the eastern boundary of the town this morning, heading
south, and the Baron's own persona guards showed up
an hour ago at the Growers and Vintners Hall. That's
what | was coming to tell you. And you're wearing your
best shirt.'

Not wishing to have Roo along, Erik said, The Prince
of Krondor isdead. That'swhy. . ." He was about to say
that was why hisfather was coming to the town, on his
way to Krondor, but ingtead said, 'dl the fuss.'

Roo said, 'So those soldiers are heading south to support
the garrisons along the Keshian border, in casethe
Emperor gets ambitious now that Arutha's dead.’ Now
suddenly an expert in military matters, Roo was | eft
standing by Erik, who had resumed his hurried march.
Seeing he was suddenly aone, Roo yelled, 'Hey," and
chased after hisfriend, catching up with him as Erik lft
the Street of the Pintail and entered the main square of
the town.



'Where are you going?

Erik stopped. 'l have to meet someone.’

'Who?

'It's personal.

'It'snot agirl, or you'd be heading north to the fountain,
not east toward the baronial road.' Roo's eyes

widened. "Y ou are meeting your father! | wasjust joking
before!

Erik sad, 'l don't want anyoneto say anything, especialy
not to my mother.’

I'll keep thisto mysdif.

‘Good,’ said Erik, turning Roo around with two large

and powerful hands on narrow shoulders. 'Go find something
amusing to do, and not tooillegd, and I'll talk to

you later tonight. Meet me at theinn.'

Roo frowned, but sauntered off asif he had intended to
leave Erik done anyway. Erik resumed hisjourney.

He hurried through the businesses clustered around

the town square, two- and three-story edifices overhanging
the narrow streets, then moved between the modest
homes owned by the higher-ranking members of the
various crafts and guilds, then the ramshackle houses
used by workers, married apprentices, and traders without
gorefronts.

Leaving the town proper, he hurried aong the east

road, - past small vegetable gardens where pushcart
traders grew their waresto sdll in the town market, and
the large eastern vineyards. Reaching the point where
the baronia road leading to Darkmoor intercepted the
main east-west road through Ravensburg, he waited.

He mulled over what possible reason he could have
been asked to meet hisfather at thisrelatively remote
location, dismissing the most fanciful of dl, thet his
mother's dream would somehow beredlized and his
father would acknowledge him.



His musing was interrupted by the sound of an approaching
company of horsemen. Soon he could see

them crest adistant hill, acompany of riders appearing
out of the evening's gloom to the northeast. Asthey
neared, he could see they were the Baron's own, leading
the same carriage Erik had seen the last time the Baron
had paid the town avigt. Hefelt atightening in his chest
asthey neared, and no small apprehension, for histwo
half brothers could be seen riding beside the carriage.
Thefirgt riders hurried pagt, but Stefan and Manfred
reinedin.

Stefan shouted, 'What, Y ou again?

He made a threatening gesture asiif to draw his sword,
but hisyounger brother shouted, 'Stefan! Keep up! Leave
him aone!'

The younger brother set hedlsto his mount and moved
to keep up with the vanguard, but his older brother
hesitated.

Asmore soldiers rode past, Stefan shouted, 'l warn you
now, brother: when | ascend to the Baron's office, I'll be
nowhere near astolerant asour father. if | catch a
glimpse of you or your mother at any public function, I'll
have you arrested so quickly your shadow will haveto
search to find you.' Without waiting for areply, he
vicioudy dug his spursinto his horsgsflank, causng the
high-spirited gelding to legp forward into afast canter,
then agalop, so he could overtake his younger brother.
Then the main detachment of soldiers approached,
followed by the Baron's carriage. Asthey passed, the
riders moved at asteady canter, but the carriage dowed.
When it was dmost upon Erik, the curtain of the carriage
closest to him was pulled back, and he could glimpsea
white face peering through the gloom at him. For a
moment, father and son locked gazes, and Erik felt a
sudden rush of confused fedlings. Then dl too suddenly



the instant passed, and the carriage rolled away, the
driver usng the reinsto urge histeam of four ahead, to
overtake the escort.

Erik stood puzzled and angered as the following troop
of soldiers approached. He had expected to speak at last
to hisfather, not merely shareamomentary glimpse.
Asheturned to leave, thelast rider reined in and said,
'Erik!’

He turned to see Owen Greylock dismounting. Forgetting
courtesy, Erik vented hisanger. 'l thought we were
friends, Master Greylock, &t least as much asrank
permitted. But you had me traipse through the town to
this place so that Stefan could insult and thresten me,
and my father peek out from hiswarm carriage a me!’
Greylock said, 'Erik, it was your father's request.’

Erik put hands on hips and took a deep breath. 'So it
was hisideato have Stefan as much astell meto leave
the barony?

Greylock led histreasured mare to where Erik stood,
and put his hand on the younger man'sarm. ‘No, that
was Stefan's impromptu performance. Y our father
wished to see you one last time. He's dying.'

Erik felt unexpected emotions break to the surface,

panic and regret, al viewed somehow at adistance, asif
the warring emotions were taking place within someone
elsgsbreadt. 'Dying?

"His chirurgeon warned againgt this, but with the

Prince's degth, he felt the need to attempt the journey.
Borric has named hisyoungest brother, Nicholas, to
succeed hisfather, until his own son, Patrick, isof an age
to rulethe Western Realm. Nicholasis an unknown;
everyone expected Erland to take the post. It could be a
fair political bloodbath in Krondor thisweek.'

Erik knew the names: Borric, the King, and Erland, his



younger twin brother. Patrick was the King's eldest son,
and by tradition one of the two should have taken the
office of Prince of Krondor, but the intrigues of the court
meant littleto Erik.

'He asked me here so he could catch aglimpse of me as
his carriage sped by?

Greylock squeezed Erik'sarm for emphasis. 'Hislast
glimpse of you.' He removed something from histunic.
'And to giveyou this!'

Erik beheld afolded parchment being handed him by
Greylock. Hetook it and noticed it was free of any stamp
or seal. He unfolded it and began to read. "My son -™
Greylock interrupted. ‘'No one isto know the contents
but you, and once you are done, | amto burn this. | will
stand away while you read thisto yourself.'

He led the horse away, while Erik read:

My son, If | am not yet dead when you read this, | soon
shdl be. | know you have many questions, and no doubt
your mother has answered some. | am sorry to say thet |
can give you little more than that, and less satisfaction.
When we are young, we fed passionsthat are but faint
memories when we are not very many yearsolder. | think

| did love your mother, when | was very young. But if so,
then that love, like memories, faded.

if I haveany regrets, itisthat | could not know you.

Y ou were innocent of your mother's and my indulgences,
but | have responsibilities that cannot be set aside because
of my regret over ayouthful indiscretion. | hope you
understand and redlize that whatever life we might have
imagined as father and son was animpossibleilluson. |
hope you are agood man, for | am proud of the blood that
flow in both our veins, and would hope you honor it as
wdll. | have never publicly denied your mother, because at
least | can dlow you aname. But beyond this| can do



litledse.

Y our brother Stefan will be set againgt you in every

way. My wifefears any threet to her son's patrimony, and
if it isany comfort to you, | have paid apricefor remaining
dlent before your mother's accusations. | have shielded
you and your mother more than you might know, but
once |l am gone, that protection will vanish. | urgeyou to
take your mother from the barony. Thereisagrowing
frontier long the Far Coast and in the Sunset Idands,

and opportunities for ayoung man of ability. Y ou could
make something of yoursdf there.

L eave Ravensburg and Darkmoor, and make yoursdlf
known to one Sebastian Lender, asolicitor and litigator
with an office at Barret's Coffee House, on Rega Street in
Krondor. He will have something there for you.

| can do no more. Lifeisoften unfair, and whilewe

might wish for judtice, it 'Susualy anillusion. For what
itisworth, you have my blessng and my wishfor a

happy life.

Y our Father

Erik held it in his hands afew moments after he hed
finished, and at last he held it out to Greylock. Owen
took the parchment and produced one of the elegant
flint and spring-loaded ignitersthat were dl therage
among those who smoked tabac. He struck a series of
gparks until one lodged in the parchment, and blew it to
aflame. Holding the parchment by the edge, helet the
flame grow until it engulfed the document. Just before
hisfingerswould be burned, he let the parchment float
away, risng on itsown heat asit was consumed.

Erik felt empty. He now redlized that whatever he

had expected when summoned to thislondy spat, it
had been something more than this. His atention returned
to Greylock as the Baron's Swordmaster mounted.



'Was there anything else?

Owen sad, 'Only this: he urged you to count the

threat as dire and take the warning with the most
gravity.'

'Do you know what that means?

'Not by hiswords, Erik, but I'd be afool not to guess.
It might be considered awise thing if you were on your
way to anew home when we return from Krondor.
Stefan has atemper that blinds him and adangerous
nature.'

'‘Owen? Erik said as Greylock made ready to ride on.
what?

'Do you think he ever redlly loved my mother?
Greylock looked startled by the question. He paused,
then said, 'To that | cannot speak. Y our father wasa
man to hide much within. But this| cantdll you: whatever
you read in that missive take to heart and count an
honest telling, for thereis no deceit in the man's nature.’
He rode off, and Erik found himsdlf aone. Then he
began to laugh. Everything in hislife had semmed from
adeceit. Either Greylock was apoor judge of hislord's
nature, or Otto had reformed hisways after deceiving
Erik'smother. But to Erik it was of little significance
which wasthe case,

Unsure of hisown fedings, he began the trek home.

But one thing he knew: Greylock would not take the
timeto underscore hisfather'swarning if it wasn't red
and deadly. For thefirg timein hislife, Erik considered
leaving Ravensburg. Helaughed again at theirony of no
more than amonth's having passed since word returned
from the guild that it had approved Nathan's registration
of Erik as apprentice.

A bitter taste of tinfilled Erik's mouth, and his scomach
knotted. as he moved through the twilight. Hisdesires
were few and hisneeds ssmple, yet it seemed fate had



decreed them to beimpossible.

Not knowing what he could possibly say to his mother,
he walked like aman three times his age, each step dow
and deliberate, his shoulders bent under an incredible
weight.

THREE

Murder

Erik halted.

The sound of so many horses hooves pounding on the
cobbles nearby was unusua in Ravensburg. He put down
the bundle of clothing he had tied amoment before, and
st it upon the trunk containing his mother's persond
beongings.

The sound was definitely louder now, and Erik knew a
group of riderswas heading for theinn. He glanced at
Milo, who was speaking softly to Freida on the other sde
of the kitchen. The decision to leave Ravensburg had
been difficult, and to Erik's surprise it had not been his
mother who objected. She seemed resigned to never
redlizing her girlhood dream of her son'sbeing legitimized
by hisfather. it was Nathan who had been the

most vociferousin urging them to stay. When it was clear
they were leaving, he bade them travel to the Far Coast.
He spokein amost reverent terms of the nobles of the

Far Coast, Duke Marcus, cousin to the King, and hisown
Baron of Tulan, who had done everything in his power to
ad those who had suffered in the massive destruction of
the Far Coast at the hands of pirates a quarter century
earlier. Stefan'sthreats were repulsive to Nathan, whose
view of the responsihilities of the nobility to the commons
was at odds with the experience of most of those at



theinn. All Milo would say wasthat nobility inthe West
was vadtly different to that in Darkmoor.

Erik and Freida had been gathering up their belongings,
making ready for the morning coach that

would take them west to Krondor. Erik wasto cal at the
Hall of the Guild of Smithswith aletter from Nathan,
explaining that hisleaving the forge at Ravensburg had
nothing whatsoever to do with hisskills. It explained
more of the Stuation than Erik was comfortable with
having known by strangers, but Nathan had assured hhnhim
the guild was like afamily. The letter urged the guild to
find Erik a position somewhere on the Far Coast or in the
Sunset Idands.

The sound of horses entering the courtyard of theinn
caused Freidato cast aworried look Erik'sway. It was
only two days since Greylock had burned Otto's message,
but till shewasworried that Stefan might act prematurely
to harm her son.

Erik opened the door to the rear courtyard and found
twenty men in the baronid livery dismounting, Owen
Greylock at their head. 'Master Greylock, what isit?
Erik half expected to hear owen say they had cometo
arrest him, but instead the Baron's Swordmaster took
Erik by the arm and steered him away from the soldiers.
'Y our father. He suffered another seizure. We turned
around yesterday afternoon, and now we must stop. his
chirurgeon says hewill not live to reach Darkmoor. He's
being taken to the Peacock's Tall' - the most lavishinnin
Ravensburg -'and the rest of the men will be quartered

in the other inns around the town. Another company
ridesal night to Darkmoor to fetch the Baroness. Y our
father will not live more than afew days!

Erik fdt surprisngly devoid of any feding at the news

of hisfather'simpending death. The message from him
had made whatever childish fantasies about the man



evaporate, to be replaced by a distant image of aman
unableto do the right thing by acommon woman and his
own child. The closest feding Erik could muster was pity.
At last he spoke. '| don't know what to say, Owen.'
'Have you given thought to our last conversation?
'Mother and | are leaving tomorrow morning.'

'‘Good. Keep out of the town square tonight, and see
you are on the coach when it leaves. Stefan and
Manfred are understandably distressed, and theré's no
telling what that hothead Stefan's capable of doing. As
long asthe Baron's aive, hell probably remain close at
hand, S0 if he doesn't catch sight of you, al should be
well.' Glancing a the soldiers, he said, 'l will stay here,

with thisguard, until I'm summoned to the Baron's
gde’

Erik knew that Greylock had intentionaly chosen to
bring his own contingency of guardsto theinn of the
Pintail, againgt the possibility of trouble, and he said,
‘Thank you, Owen.'

‘Just doing as my lord would want, Erik. Now go
inddeand tdl "milo | need dl hisrooms!’

Erik did as he was asked, and soon the inn was busy,
with Rosdyn, Freida, and Milo dl hurrying to get every
room ready for guests. Each soldier saw to hisown
mount, but Erik and Nathan had plenty to do fetching
fodder into the barn and the large corral on the north
sde of the barn where twelve of the twenty mounts
were herded.

Erik finished bringing in the last bale of hay for the
horses, and washed up in the forge. Nathan cameto
stand behind him and said, 'l am sorry to hear about
your father, Erik.

Erik shrugged. 'l don't have much fegling about this,
Nathan. Milo's been the only father I've ever known,



though he acts more like an uncle. Y ou've treated me
more like ason in thelast five months than Otto did my
entirelife. | don't know what | should befeding.’
Nathan put his hand on Erik's shoulder and gaveit a
firm squeeze. Thereisno "should” toit, lad. Y ou fed
what you fed, and thereé's no right or wrong. Otto was
your father, but you never knew him.'

Hisvoice was quiet and cam as hewent on, 'It's
changing diapers when the wife's too busy with another
child'sillness, or ligening to the child prattle after along
tiring day becauseit's your child's prattle, that makesa
father, not getting agirl pregnant. Any fool can do that.
It'sholding a child who'sfrightened at night, or tossing
oneintheair to make her giggle. Y ou've had none of that
from Otto. | can understand how you could fed little at
his passng.

Erik turned to regard the burly smith. 'l shall missyou,
Nathan. | mean what | said. Y ou helped me understand
what afather should belike!

He embraced the older man, and they hugged for a
long moment. Nathan said, ‘And you've given mea
chance to imagine what it would have been like had my
sonslived, Erik. I'll treasure that.' Then, with aharsh
barking laugh: 'And you've madeit hell to be my next
apprentice, lad. You're ataent and you've got years of
experience under your belt. | may be short-tempered
with some tangle-footed boy of fourteen who has never
stepped insde aforge before.”

Erik shook his head. 'l somehow doubt that, Nathan.
Youll befar withhim.'

'Wdll, let'snot dwell on partings. Let'sgoinsdeand
grab some food before those soldiers et everything in
sght.,

Erik laughed at that and redlized he was hungry,

despite the prospect of leaving the place of hisbirth and



never returning, and the specter of hisfather's death at
any hour.

They entered the kitchen to find Freida busy preparing
food, asif it were just another night at the inn, and
Rosdyn hurrying between the kitchen and the common
room, while Milo fetched ale and wine from the
taproom.

Erik and Nathan washed up and entered the commons.
Instead of the usual loud talk, the soldiers were quietly
eating and drinking, keeping their voiceslow. Owen sat
alone at acorner table and motioned Erik and Nathan to
joinhim.

They did, and Milo brought over threelarge glass
goblets of wine. When he had left, Owen said, Where are

you bound for tomorrow, Erik?

'Krondor, he said. "To the guild office for another
apprenticeship.’

'So it'swest, then?

'Yes. The Far Coast or the Sunset Idands.’

Nathan said, They've found gemsand gold inthe
mountains near Jonril, so therush ison. Thetrading
houses from the Free Cities, aswell as every adventurer,
thief, and swindler, have descended there. But it al'so
means a good opportunity, because the Duke of Crydee
has asked for additional smiths, aswell as other
Craftmasters, to be sent there!

Owen nodded. 'This place changesllittle, and most of us
areborn into our liveswith small chance of making them
different. Out there, with some ambition, some thought,
and atouch of luck, acommon man can riseto riches or
even to the nohbility.’

Erik said, 'Riches, with luck,'| guess. But acommoner
become anoble?

Owen smiled his crooked amile. 'It's not common



knowledge, but the King's adviser, the Duke of Rillanon,
was common-born.'

‘Truth? said Nathan.

'He did somefavor or another for the late Prince of
Krondor, and was given asquire's rank when he was but
alad. Hiswit and serviceto the Kingdom earned him a
rapid rise, and now heis second only to royalty in
power.' He lowered hisvoiceto anear whisper. There
are those who claim he was not only a common boy, but
athief aswdl.’

Erik said, That isimpossible!’

Owen shrugged. ‘Nothing istruly impossible, | think.'
Erik said, Well, maybe when hewasaboy , but that
wasfifty years ago.'

owen nodded. "Things change. once, centuries ago,
thiswasthefrontier, Erik.

Erik's brow furrowed asif he didn't understand.

Nathan said, 'l grew up on the Far Coagt, Erik. | think
what friend Greylock meansisthat youll find adifferent
stripe out there, men who are concerned more with what

you know and can do than with who you are, or who

your father was. Too many things going on to worry

about rank; you've got to depend upon your neighbors.
Goblins, dark elves, bandits, and other problems constantly
coming at you - those make aman glad for help

close by. You don't have time to worry about alot of the
thingsthat makelife herein the Kingdom theway it is!
Greylock nodded. Erik said nothing for amoment,

thinking about the possibility things might turn out right

after all, when the front door of theinn opened, and Roo

hurriedin.
He saw Erik from across the room and quickly came
through the crowded commons to where hisfriend sat.



Nodding with as much deference as he could muster to

the Baron's Swordmeaster, he said, 'Master Greylock, they
need you over at the Peacock, gir.'

Owen threw aquick glance at Erik. Hisexpression
betrayed hisworry. It couldn't be good news. He stood,
said aquick good-bye, and left. Roo took his place.
Nathan said, "Y ou asquire these days, Roo?

Roo made aface asif that remark put abad tastein his
mouth. 'l was hanging around the fountain by the
Growers and Vintners Hall and asoldier came out and
told al of usto spread out and look for the Swordmaster
and fetch him to the Peacock’'s Tail. So | told the other
lads I'd come here!’

Erik smiled. 'l was hoping you'd come by tonight.'

'l would have been here sooner, but Gwen was at the
fountainand.. .

Erik shook his head. 'So you're back in her favor once
agan?

"Trying to be," said Roo.

Nathan said, 'How'd you like to apprentice at the forge,
Roo?

it wasajoke, and they al knew it, but Roo still said,
'What, me get dl dirty and grimy?Y ou get your hands
callused, and the horses step on your feet, Not on your
life. | haveplans’

Erik smiled, but Nathan said, 'Redlly? What sort of
plans?

. Roo glanced around the room, asif fearing to be overheard. '
There are waysto make aliving that have

nothing to do with guilds and apprenticeships, friend

amith.’

Nathan's brow furrowed. 'Y ou're going to end up in



jail, Roo.'

Roo put up hishands asif protesting innocence. ‘No,
nothing dodgy, | swesr. it'sjust my father has been
hauling enough from Krondor up to herethat I'm getting
pretty good at nosing out what the markets are for different
things. I've saved alittle money, and I'm going to

invest it in acargo one of these days.’

'A shipping concern,>'

Nathan appeared impressed.

"There are syndicatesin Krondor and Salador that routinely
underwrite the cogt of freight haulsfrom one city

to another, or cargoes for ships bound to distant ports.
They have subscribers and return nice profits on their
invesments.

Nathan nodded. 'True, but there'srisk aswell. if a

cargo isn't delivered on time, your profit can vanish.
Worsg, if bandits take the caravan, or the ship sinks, you
lose everything.

Roo looked asif thiswould never happen. 'l plan on
garting smal and building up my capitd for afew

years!

'What do you plan on doing to eat and put aroof over
your head while you invest in these ventures? asked
Nathan.

Roo said, 'Well, | haven't quite worked that out,

but

'How much capita have you, Roo? interrupted

Nathan.

'On to thirty golden sovereigns,' he said proudly.

Nathan wasimpressad. 'Quite abeginning. | think I'll
forbear asking how you've managed to amass such a
young fortune, and' - he turned to Erik -'l suggest you
get back to the forge and keep out of sight. When the
coach comesin the morning istime enough for your
good-byes. If Master Greylock needs another word with



you, I'll send himto you.'

Erik nodded and rose. Roo followed him. The two
youngsters passed from the crowded common room to
the kitchen, where Rosalyn was hurrying to carry a
large platter of steaming greensout to the soldiers.
Freidaworked feverishly over her stew asif it were just
another busy night at theinn and not her last inthe
home of her birth.

Erik walked outside With Roo, and as he passed the
corrd, the horses there wandered over to investigate the
two boys. Erik ingpected their legs out of habit. 'Milo
will need to order up hay tomorrow," he muttered to
Roo as he dowly walked aong the fence. Thislot will
have esten the entire contents of theloft by thetime
they've gone.’

Roo turned and faced Erik while they werewalking.

He seemed to half skip, half dance to keep from tripping
while waking backwards. 'Erik, et me come with you.'
Erik said, "Why would you want to come with me?
'Look, you'rethe only red friend I've got here, and

I've got no trade. | wasn't joking about joining a syndicate.
| can get ajob in Krondor and invest my money

until I'm rich. Once you get to Krondor, you'll see there
are better things to do than return to apprenticeship.’
Erik laughed, and stopped, so Roo wouldn't haveto
continue his backward walk. 'What about your father?
'He'd just as soon berid of me as not,’ Roo said with
bitterness. "The bastard hasn't had akind word for me
since Mum died." Suddenly, asif by magic, adagger

gppeared in Roo's hand, then equally suddenly he returned
it toingde hisloose shirt. 'l can take care of

myself if | need to. Now, let me comeaong.’

Erik said, 'I'll talk to Mother. She'snot likely to offer

any encouragement.’



'Youll tak her intoiit.'

'Well, assume | do, you need to get your things

together and have some copper to pay the coach.'
‘Everything | haveisinabundie a my father's. I'll run
and get it

Erik shook his head and watched Roo run off into the
night. He glanced around, suddenly feding melanchaoly.
Thiswould be hislast night under the barn roof. It wasa
poor lodging by any measure; occasiondly leky, drafty,
and offering too little protection from winter's cold and
summer's hest, but it was home. And held miss Milo and
Rosayn.

Ashereturned to hisplacein the loft, Erik thought of
Rosayn, pretty, but not teasing as Gwen and some of the
other girlswere. Hisfedingsfor her were often tempered
by his sense of family. She wasthe sster of hisheart, if
not by blood, and while he was asinterested in girls as
any boy hisage, something about Rosalyn made him
uneasy. In many ways held miss her most of dl.

Tired from the long day'swork and from worry, Erik
quickly dozed off, only to be startled avake by asudden
feeling of panic. He sat up and looked around the dark
barn loft. Unseen enemies were hovering nearby. The
sound of men talking carried from theinn, and the
horsesin the corral and barn snorted. Erik rolled over on
hissde, head on hisarm, thinking about the strange
feeling of danger that had suddenly come upon him.

He closed his eyes and again saw Rosalyn'sface. He
would miss her, and Milo, and Nathan. Soon he was
dozing again. Before he lapsed into adeep deep, he
dreamed he heard Rosalyn gently cdling his name.

Erik!"
Erik came awake with astart as ahand shook his
shoulder. He had been hard adeep, in adegp numbing



dumber of emotiona exhaustion, and he couldn't quite
get hisbearings.

'Erik!" Roo's voice cut through the gloom, and Erik
looked up into hisfriend'sface. Roo was dressed as he
had been earlier, but he wore atravel bundletied around
one shoulder, dung over hisback.

'What isit?

'Y ou'd better come quick. Down by the fountain.
Rosayn.

Erik hdf legped down the ladder, Roo scampering
down after him asfast as he could. Erik sprinted past the
corra of horses and, as he approached theinn, could
hear the voices from within. 'What timeisit?

'Nine of the clock wasthelast cal. Half past that, |
think."

Erik knew that with this many soldiersin town, some

of the town girlswould be down at the fountain. But
Rosayn was certainly not likely to be one of them.
'What happened?

'l don't know," answered Roo. '‘Gwen can tell you.'
Erik ran through the streets until he cameto the
fountain, where agroup of three young off-duty soldiers
were attempting to impressthe local girlswith tales of
their heroics. But the expression on Gwen'sface ashe
saw it inthelantern light showed that al thoughts of
harmless flirtation were gone. Shelooked very worried.
'What isit? demanded Erik.

'Rosdyn came here, looking for you.'

'l wasintheloft, said Erik.

Gwen said, 'She said she called for you there, but you
didn't answer.’

Erik cursed his sound deep and said, 'Whereisshe

now?

Roo said, They say she went off with Stefan.’



'What? Erik turned at hishaf brother's name and
gripped Gwen by thearm. Tdl me what happened.’
Gwen motioned for Erik to follow her, out of hearing

of the soldiers. 'She was going back to theinn when the
Baron's sons came. Stefan started saying sweet thingsto
her, but there was something about his manner she

didn't like. Shetried to leave, but didn't know how to say
no to someone of hisrank, and when hetook her by the
arm, shewent along. But he didn't lead her back to the
inn; they went off toward the old orchard.' She pointed
off in the generd direction. 'He was more dragging her
aong than escorting her, Erik.'

Erik had taken one step after them when Gwen held
hisarm. 'Erik, I've been with Stefan. The last time he was
here | went to hisrooms at the Peacock. . ." Her voice
lowered asif she was ashamed to speak. 'He left markson
me, Erik. Helikesto hit while he's having you, and when

| cried, it made him laugh.'

Roo had been standing beside Erik. As Erik turned

away toward the apple grove, Roo saw an expression on
Erik'sface that caused him to hesitate an instant. While
Erik moved away with purposeful steps, Roo grabbed
Gwen by thearm. 'Go to the Pintail and find Nathan. Tell
him what happened and to come to the orchard!’

Roo hurried over to where the three soldiers watched
Erik disappear into the night. One looked at Roo with an
open expression of curiosity on hisface, and Roo said, 'If
you don't want bloodshed, run and find Owen Greylock
and tell him to cometo the old orchard.’

Roo then ran asfast as he could &fter the rapidly
receding figure of Erik. The dender boy was one of the
fastest runnersin town, but Erik had aready moved out
of the lantern fight of the square and had vanished down
the street leading to the old apple orchard at the edge of

town.



Roo hurried through the streets, hisfootfals dapping

the stones with asound that seemed to evoke the anger
and outrage in the night. Each step sounded like ahand
sriking aface, and with the sound, Roo felt hisblood
rise. Quick to anger, dow to release agrudge, Roo knew a
fight was coming and was composing himself to hep his
friend. He didn't like Stefan, anyway, from what he had
seen of him, but as each stride took him closer to confrontation,
it wasturning into a serious hatred. As heleft

the last buildings behind, he caught aglimpse of Erik at
thefar edge of hisvison, before he faded into the
darkness.

Roo hurried after, but Erik was possessed with an
outrage that lent hisfeet wings. Roo had never seen Erik
run so swiftly.

Roo crossed the low pasture and jumped the fence that
brought him to the edge of the old orchard, afavored
meeting placefor young lovers on warm nights. Reaching
the edge of the trees, cloaked in threatening darkness
after the brightly lit town square and lantern-dressed
streets, Roo was forced to Sow to awalk. He moved
between the dark boles, then suddenly was upon Erik,
who turned at his approach. Erik made amotion for
slence, then whispered, 'Over there, | think,' ashetried
to catch his breath.

Roo listened and was about to say he heard nothing

over the pounding of his own heart when afaint movement,
asif someone shifted hisweight, could be heard

the softest rustle of cloth upon cloth. it wasin the genera
direction Erik indicated. Roo nodded.

Erik moved like ahunter staking prey. Therewas
something very wrong in dl of this. Rosalyn would

never have come away with any boy to the orchard, for

there was only one reason to be here. Rosalyn was il a



virgin, of that Erik was certain, dill too young to have a
lover. Some girls, like Gwen, matured early and enjoyed
the company of older boys, while others were shy.
Rosdyn was not only shy; once outside her father'sinn
shewas intimidated by the company of any boys besides
Erik and Roo. Even the most innocent compliment
would bring ablush to her cheeks, and when the other
girls started talking about the town boys, shewould
excuse hersdlf in embarrassment. Erik knew in his heart
shewasin danger, and the sllence of the orchard
frightened him. If another couple had been making love
anywhere within this grove, soundswould carry this
quiet night.

Abruptly, both boys heard a sound that made their

hair gand on end. A girl'scry split the night, followed

by the sound of afist striking flesh, then silence. Erik
legped toward the sound. Roo hesitated an instant, then
followed.

Erik ran without thought toward where the sound

had come from. Then he saw Rosdyn, and hisworld
frozefor aningant. Thegirl lay back against the bole of
atree, her face bruised and her dressin tatters. Her
blouse was torn from her, exposing her breasts, and her
skirt was ripped away, with only atattered rag around
her waist. Erik could see blood running from her nose
and she was without motion. Erik felt something hot

and blinding rise up within him.

A sense of movement, rather than anything redlly

seen, caused Erik to moveto hisright, saving hislife. A
searing pain erupted in hisleft shoulder as Stefan's sword
point pierced it. With acry of agony, Erik fet hiskneesgo
wesk from the unexpected shock. Then Roo flew past his
friend, driving hishead into Stefan's somach. Erik
amost fainted when the sword point was wrenched from

his shoulder. His vision siwvam and his ssomach knotted,



and he had to force himsalf not to |ose consciousness. He
forced himself back to hisfeet as he shook hishead to
clear it. The sound of Roo's panic-stricken pleafor help
brought him back to aertness.

In the dark, with only the middle moon shining

through the branches, he could see Roo wrestling Stefan
on the ground. The smdller lad had surprised Stefan, but
that advantage was now gone. Stefan was using his
superior strength and size to force himself atop Roo. Only
thefact that his sword was designed for fighting a arm's
length saved Roo's life. Had Stefan held a dagger, the boy
would surely be dead.

AsRoo cdled hisname, Erik ignored the terrible pain

in hisleft shoulder and with asingle step came up behind
Stefan. He grabbed his half brother around the waist and
yanked him up in amassive bear hug, aprimitive cry
erupting from his own throat. Stefan's breath exploded
from hislungs as the young smith's powerful arms closed
hard around his chest; the sword fell from Stefan's hand
as hewasllifted abruptly off Roo. Held above the ground,
all he could do waskick helplessdy backwards at Erik and
claw a hishands.

Erik stood like aman possessed by an avenging spirit as
he attempted to crush the life from Stefan. He couldn't
take hiseyesfrom Rosayn, who lay in mute tableau, a
hoarse

testimony to Stefan's crudlty. Erik had seen her naked as
achild, for they had bathed together, but not since they
had grown. The sight of her breasts, her own blood
dripping between them, was something obsceneto Erik.
Lover, hushand, child should have touched that flesh,
with nurturing love. His Rosalyn deserved better than

the rough handling of ajaded and cruel noble.

Roo rolled to hisfeet, his dagger pulled from within his shirt. Murderous anger flashed in hiseyesashe
stepped

forward. Stefan struggled with hysterica strength and



Erik felt hisgrip loosen. As Roo reached them, Erik heard
adigtant voice shout, 'Kill him!" and as Roo drove home
the blade, Erik redlized the voice commanding Stefan's
desth was his own.

Stefan tiffened and bucked once, then went limp, and
even when Roo yanked free his blade, the son of the
Baron did not twitch. Erik felt his skin crawl with an
otherworldly sense of disgus, asif hewere holding
something profoundly unclean, and helet go. Stefan fell
limply to the ground.

Roo stood over him, holding the still-bloody dagger,
and Erik saw ragewas dill in hisfriend's expression.

he said, 'Ro0?

Roo blinked and looked down at his blade, then at
Stefan. He wiped the blade on Stefan's shirt and put it
away. Frustration and anger <till pumped through Roo's
mind and body; in need of another target to vent them
on, heaimed aviciouskick at Stefan's body. The toe of
his boot struck ribs, bresking them. With afina gesture
of contempt, he spit on the corpse.

Suddenly the anger drained out of Erik. 'Roo? he
repeated, and his friend turned to face him.

Erik's expression was one of confuson and Roo'sa
mask of equally confused anger; athird time Erik said
hisfriend's name. Roo finaly answered, hisown voice
with excitement and fear. "What?

'What have we done?

Roo looked blankly at Erik amoment, then looked
down at Stefan. Instantly what had just occurred
registered on him. Herolled his eyes heavenward and
said, 'Oh, gods, Erik. They're going to hang us.'

Erik glanced around, and the sight of Rosalyn shook
him back to more pressing needs than concern over his
own fate. He crossed the distance between Stefan's body
and hersand knelt beside her. Shelived, but her bresth



was shallow and labored, and he moved her to amore
upright pogition. He watched helplessy, not knowing if
he should cover her up, or seeif he could stop the
bleeding from her nose, or what. Then she moaned
dightly.

Roo appeared with afancy cloak, obvioudy Stefan's,
and covered her. 'She'sin danger,’ said Erik.

'So are we," answered Roo. 'If we stay, they will arrest
usand hang us, Erik.’

Erik looked asif he were about to pick up Rosayn, but
Roo said, 'We must get away!”

Erik said, 'What do you mean?

Roo said, 'We'vekilled the Baron's son, you idiot.'

'But he abused Rosalyn!"

‘That doesn't give usawarrant to execute him, Erik.

Do you want to go into court and swear that thiswas
only about Rosalyn?If it had been anyoneese- inthe
entire world but your own haf brother. . . Heleft the
thought unfinished.

'We can't leave her here,' said Eric,

The sounds of men shouting echoed through the night.
'She won't be undiscovered for long. Thisorchard is
going to be swarming with the Baron's soldiersin afew
minutes.’ Asif to punctuate the observetion, Erik could
now hear distinct voices as the men advanced toward the
orchard.

Roo looked ready to run at amoment's notice ashe
looked around the glade. ‘We didn't have to kill him,
Erik. If we are put in the dock and made to testify, we
can't honestly say we had to kill him." Roo put his hand
on Erik'sarm asif to drag him from the scene. 'l wanted
him dead, Erik. Y ou did, too. We murdered him.'

Erik found it dmost impossible to keep events clear in
his head. He knew he had felt something close to murder
in his heart as he wrestled with Stefan, but now that was



adistant memory, and events were jumbled.

'I've got my money, here - heindicated histravel
bundle -'so we can make for Krondor and buy passage
to the Sunset Idands.’

'Why there?

‘Because if aman livesfor ayear and aday inthe

idands and commits no crime, he's pardoned for whatever
he did before he came there. It'san old law from,

when theidands came into the Kingdom.'

‘But they'll belooking for us!

Rosdyn dtirred, with afaint moan of discomfort. Roo
leaned down and asked, 'Can you hear me?

Thegirl didn't answer. Roo said, They'll probably

think we're going to Kesh. A man can hidein the Vae of
Dreams and get across the border without much trouble!’
The vale, the border between Great Kesh and the
Kingdom, was ano-man's-land of smugglers, bandits,

and garrisons along both sides of the frontier. Men came
and went and few questions were asked.

Erik moved his shoulder experimentdly and ft
light-headed when a stabbing pain answered his movement. '
Thisisnt right," he said.

Roo shook his head. 'If we stay here, we will be hung.

Even if we had twenty witnesses, Manfred would make
sure we were found guilty.’ Roo looked around asa

distant shout split the night. 'Someone's coming. We

have to go now!"

Erik nodded. 'l should go back to theinn

'No," said Roo. 'They'll expect that. We must go down

the old western trail. Well go dl night and cut into the
woodlands at daybreak. If they send the dogs after us, we
had better be across a dozen streams or more before noon.'
'‘Mother -'began Erik.

'Shelll be safe,'Roo interrupted. 'Manfred has no reason



to trouble her. Y ou were dways the threat, not your
mother." A shout from the far sde of the orchard caused
Roo to swear. 'They're on the other sde aready. We're
trapped'

Erik said, 'There,' He pointed to an old tree both had
played in over the years. The centerpiece of theold
orchard, the tree was heavily shrouded in leaves and
might offer possble haven.

They crossed the short distance to the tree and Roo said,
'How's your shoulder?

'Hurtslike blazes, but | can moveit.’

Roo didn't hesitate but scampered up the tree. He
moved as high as he could, leaving the dightly heavier
lower branchesfor Erik. By thetime Erik was out of sight,
torchlight and lanterns could be seen coming close.

Roo shook for amoment as he lost balance, then
regained it, and Erik was now dmost sick with pain, fear,
and disgust. Stefan's death was il unred to him; he
could see the dark shape of his body on the ground and
expected him to rise up in amoment, asif thisweredl
some mummery put on at afestival.

Then asoldier with alantern saw Rosdyn. ‘Master
Greylock, Over here!

Through the leaves, Erik could barely make out the
figuresthat rushed to where Rosalyn and Stefan lay afew
yards gpart. Then he heard Owen Greylock's voice. 'He's
dead.’

Another voice asked, 'How isthe girl?

A third said, 'She'sin abad way, Swordmaster. We
should get her to the chirurgeon.’

Then Erik heard Manfred's shout of rage. 'They've

killed my brother!" An dmost inaudible oath and a sobbing
cry wasfollowed by 'I'll kill him mysdif.’

Erik caught aglimpse of owen Greylock's dender form
between the nearby leaves and heard the Baron's



Swordmaster say, 'Well find those who did this,
Manfred.'

Erik shook his head. The three soldierswho had seen
him and Roo run after Stefan and Rosalyn would certainly
place them at the scene. A soldier said, 'l know

there was bad blood between the bastard and your
brother, but why did they besat the girl? Erik knew then
that they had aready been identified.

Erik felt hisanger riseagain. A familiar voice sad, 'Erik
wouldn't harm Rosalyn.'Nathan was there!

'Areyou saying my brother did this, Master Smith?
"Young sir, | only know that thisgirl isas gentleasoul
asthe gods have placed upon thisworld. Shewas asister
to Erik and one of Roo's few friends. Neither boy would
harm her." Then he pointedly added, 'But | can certainly
imagine them killing anyonewho did.
Manfred'svoicerosein anger. 'I'll have no excusefor
black murder, Master Smith. No member of my family
would do this" Manfred raised hisvoiceto ashout of
command: 'l want every man on hishorse and combing
the countryside, Swordmaster. If those two murderous
dogsarefound, | want them held until | can join
whichever soldiersfind them. | don't want them hung
until I'm there to watch.’

Nathan's voice cut through the muttering of the

gathered soldiers. Therewill be no hanging them out of
hand, young lord. That'sthelaw. And asyou area
member of the family that iswronged, neither you nor
your father can St in judgment; when caught, Erik and
Roo are to be bound over to aKing's justice or magistrate.’
Then Nathan's tone became warning. 'Erik isa

guild apprentice, o if you redly want troubles, young s,
try to put my apprentice into anoose without due writ.’
"Y ou'd bring the guild into this? asked Manfred.
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'l would, answered Nathan. Erik felt tears gather in

his eyes. Nathan, at least, understood why this had
happened. 'l suggest the young lord returnsto his
father's Side. Someone needs to break this grave newsto
him, and it should be someone heloves.' To drive the
point into the ground, he said, ‘It should be you, young
ar.

Therewasadtirring and aweak cry from Rosayn,

and Nathan took command. 'Master Greylock, would
you ask two of your ladsto carry the girl back to the
inn?

Greylock gave ingructions and began issuing commands
to search for Erik and Roo.

They remained in the tree while soldiers fanned out

indl directions, and said nothing to each other until it
had been quiet for sometime.

Then dowly they dropped to the ground, and

crouched, ready to bolt should any noise indicate they
were discovered. At last Roo said, 'For awhile we have
luck onour side’

'Why?

"They don't think we're behind them. Asthey widen
thecircleto find us, therell be more placeswe can dip
through. Any loca farmer would think of the old western
trail, but Greylock's probably never heard of it; dl
histrips west have been by the King's Highway. For a
while we can worry about soldiersin front of us, not
behind us.’

Erik said, 'l think maybe we should give oursalves

up.
Roo sad, 'Y ou may have Nathan and the guild to

protect you, maybe, but | don't. Manfred will get me



hung before the sun sets on the day they find me. And
don't think he'slikely to worry about the law much if it
dawns on him that you're now athreet to hisinheritance,
not Stefan's!’

Erik felt asnking in his somach. Roo whispered,

'Y ou've made him Baron next, and | don't think he's
going to want you around to thank you, Erik. Were dead
men if we can't make straight to the Sunset Idands!’
Erik nodded. He was il light-headed and in pain, but
he rose to unsteady feet. Without another word he
followed Roo into the darkness.
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forehead. He wiped it
away and said, 'We'd better keep

going.
Roo nodded, but after three or four fumbling footsteps,

Erik collapsed. Roo tried to help hisfriend up. ‘Why'd
you have to be so damn big™>'

Erik gasped for air and said, 'Go on without me."

Roo fdt the hair rise upon his neck and felt panic dash
through his scomach. Finding strength he didn't know he

had, he forced Erik to hisfeet. 'And haveto explain to
your mother how | lost you? 1 don't think so.'

Roo slently prayed that Erik could hold on long

enough for them to find shelter and hide from the

dogs. Roo wasterrified. One of the heartiest ladsin
Ravensburg, Erik had saminaamost aslegendary ashis
strength among the boys he grew up with. His ability to
work from dawn to dusk since the age of ten, his ability

to carry iron ingotsto the forge, his ability to withstand



the congtant weight of draft horses leaning on him while
being shod - dl had given Erik an dmost superhuman
stature among the townspeople. His wesknesswas as

diento Roo asit wasto Erik himself. Roo found it far
more frightening than anything e se that confronted
them. With Erik at hisside, he felt he had afighting
chanceto survive. Without Erik, he was helpless.

Roo sniffed the air. ‘Do you smell something?

Erik sad, 'Only the stink of my own swest.'

'Over there Roo motioned with hischin.

Erik put his hand againgt his friend's shoulder and

rested a moment as he sniffed the air. 'Charcod .’
‘That'sit!"
‘There must be acharcod burner's hut upwind.'

It might mask our,scent,’ said Roo. 'l know we can't go

much farther. Y ou've got to rest, get your strength back.’
Erik only nodded, and Roo assisted him as they moved
toward the source of the smoke. Through light woods
they stumbled asthe sound of the dogs grew louder by
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Erik fel.

Roo turned and helped hisfriend back to hisfeet. In

the distance, the baying of hounds could be heard, accompanied
by the clatter of horses.

The boys had been running on and off sinceleaving the

orchard the night before, with no more than afew minutes

rest a any onetime. Erik'swound refused to stop



bleeding, though the flow was dight. Still, it throbbed

and burned with heat and he felt himsdlf grow wesker by
the hour asthey worked their way down out of the low
mountains of Darkmoor.

The areawest of Darkmoor and north of the king's

Highway was still fairly underpopulated. Rocky terrain
with little to recommend itsdlf to farmers, much of the

land had been timbered out but |eft unplowed. Thick
stands of trees gave way to aseaof stcumps, only to be
replaced by unexpected rocky ridges. Thisregion wasrich

with gullies, ravines, dead-end canyons, and low, flat
meadows. Despite their having run down any number of
streams, the sound of the dogs had been carrying on the
wind for hours. And as Erik weakened, the sound was
getting closer.

Asthe morning sun crested the

Erik said, 'Where are we?

Roo sad, 'I'm not sure. When we left the old wagon
trail, | think we turned around abit. The sun'sin the
right place, so were still heading west.'

Erik looked around, perspiration streaming off his

peaks behind them,

7

the minute. Erik and Roo were not woodsmen, but as
boys they had played in the woodlands near Ravensburg
enough to know those searching for them were lessthan
acouple of milesbehind and coming fast.

The woods thickened and grew more difficult to navigate,

darker shadows confusing their sense of direction,



but the smell of burning wood grew stronger. By thetime
they reached the hut, their eyes stung fromiit.

An old woman, ugly beyond belief, stood tending a
charcod kiln, feeding smdl cuts of wood into it, banking
h

flames as she ensured the wood burned down properly;
too hot, and she'd have ashes.

Seaing the two young men suddenly appear out of the
gloom, she shrieked and dmost dove ingde the rude hut
beside which her kiln rested. The shrieking continued
and Roo said, 'Shell bring them down on usif this
keeps up.'

Erik tried to raise hisvoice over her shouting. 'We
mean you no harm.’

The shrieking continued, and Roo added his protestation
of no evil intent to Erik's. The woman continued to
shriek. Findly Erik said, 'We had best |eave.’

'We can't,’ answered Roo. Y ou're on your last

legs now." He said nothing about the wound, which
continued to weep blood, despite the rags pressed
agang it.

Stumbling down asmall inclineto the charcod

burner's hut, they confronted asimple piece of hide that
served as adoor.

Erik leaned hisweight againgt the mud-covered wall

and pulled aside the leather door. The woman huddled
back against the bale of rags that served as her bedding,
ghrieking al the more.

Erik findly shouted, 'Woman! We mean you no

harm!’

ingtantly the shouting ceased. 'Wdll,' she answered,
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her voice asraspy asawire brush on metd, ‘why didn't
you say something?

Erik dmost laughed, he felt so light-headed and giddy.
Roo sad, 'We weretrying to, but you kept screaming.’
Getting up off therags, showing asurprising nimbleness
for her age and weight - easily asmuch as Erik's

and he stood agood foot and a half taller than she - the

woman stepped out of the hut.

Roo reflexively stepped back. She wasthe ugliest

human being he had ever encountered, if indeed she

was human. From her appearance, she could possibly be
one of those trolls he had heard about that haunted the
woodlands of the Far Coast. Her nose was alumpy red
protrusion, resembling alarge tuber, with one big wart
onthetip of it, from which severa long hairs grew. Her
eyes could only be called piggish, and they wept from
some sort of inflammation. Her teeth were blackened
stumps with green edges, and her breasth was asfoul as
anything Roo had remembered smelling that wasn't

dead. Her skin looked like dried legther, and he
shuddered to consider what her body under that assortment
of filthy rags might resemble.

Then she smiled and the effect was heightened. ‘Come

to pay old Gert avist, haveyou? Shetried to begirlish as
she combed her fingersthrough grey hair tangled with
straw and dirt, and had the boys not been so tired and
frightened, they would have laughed. 'Wdl, my manis
goneto the city, so maybe -'

'My friend is hurt,’ interrupted Roo.

Suddenly the old woman's manner changed again as

she caught the sound of the dogs on thewind. 'King's
men are hunting you?

Roo thought about lying, but Erik said, 'Yes!'



Roo said, ‘Baron's men, redlly.’
‘Samething. Soldiers.” She spat the last word.
'Wdll, you'd better hide." She motioned for them to
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enter thetiny hut. They won't find you in there.’

Roo helped Erik into the hut and gagged at the stench.
Erik's eyeswatered and he gasped, 'l thought Tynda's
room was bad.’

Roo sad, Try breathing through your mouth.'

Gert knelt down next to Erik and said, 'Let melook at
that," motioning to his bloodstained shoulder.

Erik pulled aside histunic and therags. Theragspulled
the skin where blood had dried and he gasped in pain. Gert
probed at the wound with afilthy finger and said, 'Sword
wound. Seen ahundred of them. Swollen around it. Got
the hot scknessin it. Going to kill you, boy, if we don't
cleanit out. Y ou got astrong ssomach? she asked Roo.
He nodded, swallowing hard. 'I'm here and haven't
thrown up yet, haven't |?

'Hal" She amost cackled as she laughed. Theré's more
to you than meetsthe eye, Roo Avery.' Sherose up as
high asthe low floor permitted and said, 'l have just the
thing to put you right. Be back in ajiffy.’

Roo lay back, glad to be resting despite the stench of
the hut. He glanced around; enough gapsin thewall
permitted light to enter, and he saw what looked to be a
water jar with along neck. He moved the clay vessdl and
heard a promising sound of liquid. pulling the cork, he
sniffed and got no odor. He sipped and was rewarded
with fresh water. Drinking ahuge mouthful, he suddenly
redlized hewasignoring hissick friend.



He put the neck of the jar to Erik's lips and he drank
severa mouthfuls, then sank back into the pile of rags. A
fly began to buzz around Roo's head and he absently
swatted at it.

Erik drifted off into adifficult dumber, hisfatigue
overwhelming hisfear. His bresthing came heavily, and
perspiration continued to pour off hisbrow.

Roo tried to relax, wondering if they could trust this
strange old woman but knowing that further flight was
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next to hopeless. Then suddenly there was the sound of
barking nearby, and Gert's shriek cut the air.

Erik came awake with astart at the sound. ‘What . .

he began, but Roo grabbed hisarm.

Dogs could be heard barking nearby and Gert shouted,
'Shoo, Away with you!'

Then horses approached and the boys heard Gert
shout, 'Get these miserable curs away! They'll be bitin’

old Gertinaminute.

A commanding voice said, 'Have you seen two men,
one large and blond, the other short and dark?

'And if | did, what'sit to you?

"They're wanted for murder.'

'Murder, isit? There was along pause, punctuated by
the sounds of the dogs sniffing the areaand the occasiona
odd yelp of inquiry. 'What'sthe reward?

Erik felt Roo's hand tighten on hisarm,at that, and the
answer was, The Baron's offered one hundred golden
sovereignsfor their arrest.’

‘That'satidy bit, isn't it? said Gert. 'Wdll, | haven't
seen them, but if | do, I'll want the gold.'

'Check inside the hut,' ordered the leader.



'Here, now,’ Gert began to protest.

'Stand aside, old woman.'

Erik backed away, trying as hard as he could to push
himsdf backward through the dirt wall, while Roo drew
the ragged, filthy blanket up below hischin.

The leather door was swept aside, and the light was
amogt blinding after the darkness. 'What a stench!” said
the soldier, drawing back.

'Go on,' commanded the leader of the troop.

The soldier stuck his head back inside and blinked
againgt the darkness, then looked directly at Roo and
Erik. Helooked to one side and then the other, and at | ast
pulled his head back out. 'Nothing in there but filthy rags
and some pots, Captain.’

Roo and Erik exchanged glances of wonder inthe
gloom. What magic wasthis?

'What's the matter with the dogs? asked the captain.
The man who must have been the Houndmaster said,
"They seem to have lost the scent. The charcod must he
confusing them.

-then let us go back to the last place you know they

had it, and begin again. Lord Manfred will have our ears
if those murderers escape.’

The dogs began to bark asthe Houndmaster blew his
whistle, commanding them to follow. The horsesrode
away, and Roo let out his breath, held since the soldier
suck hisfaceinto the hut.

'What caused that? asked Roo.

Erik said, 'l don't know. Maybe it was too dark to see!’
'No, it wasaspell. This Gert isawitch of some sort.’
Erik said, The captain said 'Lord Manfred.' My father
isdead.’

Roo didn't know what to say. He glanced at hisfriend;
in the gloom he saw that Erik had leaned back and closed
hiseyes.



After afew moments, the leather door was pulled

back. Instead of Gert, ayoung woman appeared before
them, tall enough to have to lean forward to enter. Her
hair was dark, black in the gloom of the hut, and her
features were masked, as she was Slhouetted against the
daylight.

'What ... ?began Roo.

'Say nothing,' she replied, then turned to Erik. 'Let me
examine that wound."

Something in her manner caused Roo to fed uncertain.
Her clothing was nondescript, at least what he

could see of it: asmple dress of some middling color,
perhaps grey, perhaps green or blue; it was difficult to tell
inthe dark hut. Her features were partidly visble now
that the door was again shut. She had a high forehead
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and aregd nose, fine features that would have |ooked
pretty had they not been set in an expression of concentration.

She pulled back Erik's tunic and glanced at the wound.

"Thiswill have to come off. Help me,' she ordered Roo.
He helped Erik stay upright as the woman gathered up
the bottom of the tunic and pulled it up and over Erik's
head, causng him no little pain. He lay back, perspiration
running off hisbody, panting asif he had exerted himsdlf
in hard work for hours. She touched the wound and he
grunted in pain, teeth clenching.

'You'reafool, Erik von Darkmoor. Two, three more
days, and you'd be dead from blood poison.’

Roo got agood ook at the woman and thought she
was beautiful,.out something very offputting in her
manner made him view it as adistant, unobtainable sort



of beauty.

'Where's Gert? asked Roo softly.

'Off on some businessfor me,' came the answer.

'Who are you?

'l told you to say nothing, Roo Avery. You need to
learn there are times to speak and timesto listen, and
which timeiswhich. When you have need to speak, you
may cdl me Miranda.’

She set about tending Erik's wound. From somewhere
in the cluttered hut she produced a bag from which she
fetched asmdl via. Opening it, she poured the contents
over the wound, and Erik gasped at the pain. Then he
relaxed. She next pulled the cork from aflask of liquid
and sad, 'Drink this.'

Erik obeyed and made aface. 'It's bitter.'

'Not as bitter asuntimely desth,’ said Miranda.

She quickly finished tending Erik'swound, placing a
poultice over it and then bandaging it. By thetime she
was finished, Erik was adeep. Without another word she
rose and left the hut.

Roo watched Erik deep for aminute, then got to his
feet and peeked outside. There was no sign of another
person and he left the hut.

Looking around, he saw only the charcod kiln
smoldering and a pile of dog droppings from when the
pack had been nearby, but otherwise the areawas
deserted.

‘Hello there, lovel" came a cheerful voice behind him,
and Roo jumped. He turned to find Gert approaching
with apile of wood in her arms.

'Where is she? asked Roo.

'Whereiswho?

'Wranda.'

Gert stopped and made aface. 'Miranda? Can't say as|
know any Miranda. When the soldiersleft, | went to get



more wood to bum, and haven't seen any Miranda.’

'A young woman, about thistail'- he held hishand up
abit higher than hisown head - 'with dark hair, very
pretty, came into the hut and tended Erik's wound.'
'Pretty, you say? Gert scratched her chin. 'l think you
must have been dreaming, boy.’

Roo took a step toward the hut, drew aside the hide
door, and said, 'Did | dream that? He pointed to the fresh
bandage on Erik's shoulder.

Gert stared at it. 'That'sapuzzler, now, isn't it, dearie?
She stood there aminute. 'All manner of queer folk in

the woods, though. Perhaps she was one of those f
creatures you hear of, or aghost.'

Roo said, 'She was the most flesh-and-blood 'ghost

you'll ever see. And shelooked nothing like any df I've
heard of

Helooked at Gert and saw her smiling; then her
expression turned somber. 'Well, some mysteries are best
left done. I've got wood to bum, so get back in there and
take arest. | have something to eat around here somewhere.’
Roo fdt fatigue wash over him. 'Rest isgood,’ he
muttered, suddenly tired beyond belief. The thought of
sharing amed with Gert did nothing for his sense of
well-being, but deep was we come. Reentering the hut,
he was surprised he didn't notice the stench thistime.
Must have gotten used to it, he thought.

Quickly hefdt aheavy lethargy sweep over him. Odd
sounds intruded, but he found them difficult to identify.
He lapsed into adeep deep, ignoring the very busy
sounds of preparation from outside.

A chattering from above caused Roo to st upright, brushing
leaves from hisface. Helooked around, then up, and
saw the author of the scolding racket, ared squirrel



defiantly chalenging their right to he camped under his
tree. Before Roo could clearly focus on the creature, it
vanished around the bole.

Then he redlized he was outside. He turned and saw
Erik deeping soundly, under a clean blanket, his chest
risng and faling evenly, his color good. Roo looked
down and saw he was likewise bundled againgt the
night's chill in another heavy blanket, and he felt behind
him, to where his head had rested.

Like Erik's, his head had rested on atravel bundle. His
own was missing. He opened the new one, fearing he had
been robbed. Inside, he discovered a clean tunic and
trousers, afresh pair of underdrawers and stockings, and
at the bottom he found his money pouch. He quickly
counted and was pleased to find his twenty-seven golden
sovereigns and sixteen Slver royasal there.

Roo stood, and found himsdlf remarkably rested. of

the charcod burner's hut there was no sign, not even
ashesfrom thekiln. Roo felt he should have been
adarmed by this, but he found himsalf amused and close
to happy.

He knelt beside Erik and tried to examine the bandage.

It was till clean and, if anything, looked asif someone
had just changed it. He gently reached out and touched
hisfriend on the arm. 'Erik,’ he said.

Erik came awake, blinking for amoment, then sat up.
'What?

'l wanted to see how you felt.’

Erik looked around. 'Where are we? Last thing | remember. . .

A hut and an old woman?

Erik nodded. 'And someone ese, too. But | can't recall
who.'

‘Miranda,' said Roo. 'She said that was her name, but
old Gert said she knew nothing of her.’



Roo stood and extended his hand to Erik. Erik took it
and let hisfriend pull him to hisfeet. Expecting to bethe
worse for wear, Erik discovered hefdt fairly fit.

'How's the shoulder?

'Stff," he answered as he moved it experimentaly.

'but better than | thought it would be.’

Roo looked around. "There's no hut, no kiln, no Gert,
no nothing."

Erik said, 'And what are these? He pointed to the two
blankets and bundles on the ground.

‘Someone was taking grest pains to see we don't freeze
inthe night, and they've given us clean clothing.’

Erik suddenly looked at the clothing he was wearing,
and then pulled away histunic and sniffed. 'l should
samdll like ahorse after aday inthefield, but | don't. And
thisshirt fedsclean.’

Roo examined his own clothing. 'Y ou don't suppose
old Gert gave us abath? He found fear risng up rather
than humor.

Erik shook hishead. 'l don't know what to think.'

Then he glanced around. 'It's about nine of the dock
from the angle of the sun, so thisday isaquarter over.
Wed better get moving again; | don't know why the
soldiersdidn't find usin the hut, but they'll come back
and check again, I'm certain.’

'Check your bundle,’ said Roo. 'Seewhat'sinit.'

Erik did as he was bidden and found his was packed
much the same as Roo's. fresh shirt and trousers, underdrawers,
and stockings. Also therewasasmall loaf of

hard bread, and a note.

He unrolled the tiny parchment and read adoud: 'Y ou
lads are safe for the time being. Make straight for

Krondor and Barret's Coffee Shop, Erik. You are now in

our debt, Gart'sand mine. Miranda.'



Roo shook his head. 'Running from the King'sjustice
and now werein debt to apair of witches!'

'Witches?

'What else do you think? said Roo, looking asif a
demon were about to leap up from the earth and snatch
him to hell. He glanced around, the color gonefrom his
face. 'Look at that, That's the same low ridge we had to
come down to reach the hut! There was a hut, and akiln
- now there's no sign that anyone has ever been here!
He walked over to where the kiln had been. 'There'sno
soot, no ashes. Even if you moved the bloody damn
thing, you couldn't clean up thismuch.' He got down on
one knee. There's got to be something' His voice was
growing loud, asif hewas becoming angry at discovering
the hut and kiln missing. '‘Damnit, Erik, Someone
stripped us, bathed us, cleaned our clothing, and dressed
us again, and we never woke up. What else could it be
but magic.' He rose and went over to Erik. He put his
hands on hisfriend'sarms, and said, 'We're trapped by a
debt to two evil black witches." His voice continued to get
louder, and Erik redized anger was quickly turning into
hysteria

'Easy,' said Erik as he placed hishands on Roo's
shoulders and squeezed reassuringly. Moving to where
the kiln had been, he looked quickly around. There's
nothing left to show we were ever here, that'sfor
certain.’ He rubbed his chin. 'Gert was no beauity, but |
don't remember anything about her that smacked of

evil, Roo.

'No onethat ugly could be good, believe me,' said

Roo, histone showing he was obvioudy not reassured
by Erik's judgment.

Erik amiled. 'It'samystery and it makes my flesh

crawl, too, but we were not harmed and | seen no way

anyone, witch or not, could force usto serve without



our consent. | know little of this, but the priests clam
you can only enter the service of dark powerswillingly.
I'll not be obliged for afavor unasked for, should the
price be ablack deed.’

'Fine, you can sound like alitigation solicitor dl you
wish while demons are carrying you off to the Seven
Lower Hélls, but I'm making straight for atemple when
we reach Krondor and asking for protection!'

Erik shook Roo gently by the arm. 'Take abreath and
let'sbe off. If you're right, and we need protection, we
gtill must reach Krondor first. They may think it likely
we're gtriking for the Vae of Dreams, but that patrol last
night meansthey're looking everywhere!'

Roo bent down to pick up the bundle and blanket,

and as he folded the blanket, he noticed something.
'Erik?

‘Yes, Roo.'

'See that dog dung over there?

Erik looked over, partly amused, and said, 'What

about it?

'l noticed that last night when | went out to talk to

Gert, but look at it now.'

Erik kndlt and saw the dried droppings. These are
daysold.' He started searching around and found a place
where one of the horses had aso relieved himsdlf not
too far away. Three or four days, from the look of it,' he
sad after causing the horse dung to fall gpart with a
touch of hisboot toe.

"We dept three or four days?

'From the look of it," Erik repeated.

‘Can we leave now?

Erik smiled, but there was no humor init. He picked

up his blanket, folded it, and tucked it insde the bundle.
Then he swung it over his shoulder, saying, 'l think we'd
best do.so.'



Roo gathered together his new bundle, shoved the

blanket insde in ahaphazard fashion, and swung it over
his back. Without another word, the two lads headed
wesL.

Erik held up hishand. They had been traveling for three
days, moving steadily westward through the woodland
north of the King's Highway. They avoided the occasiona
farm they encountered and lived off wild berries

and the bread they had found in their bundles. Hard and
chewy, it neverthe ess provided surprising nourishment
and kept them going. Erik's shoulder was hedling rapidly,
far sooner than elther young man thought possible.

They spokelittle, fearing discovery, and fearing also to
delveinto the mystery of the charcoa burner'shut. It
had been the second day after leaving that they redized
that both Gert and NUranda had known their names
without either young man's having mentioned them.
Toward sundown, a distant voice cried out, awordless
sound of pain. Erik and Roo exchanged glances and
moved away from the narrow path they had followed.
Whispering, Roo said, 'What's that?

‘Someone's hurt,’ said Erik, hisvoice aslow ashis
friend's

'What should we do?

'Avoid trouble," answered Erik. That may be miles
away. Sound carries funny out here." Neither of them
had been too far from their hometown as boys, so there
was dways some background sound of civilization, no
matter how faintly heard: avoice cdling acrossthe
vineyards, the sound of awagon caravan moving down
the disgtant King's Highway, awoman singing while she
washed clothing in astream.

These woodlands were hardly wild, having been



heavily forested over the years for lumber, but they
were infrequently traveled and were therefore dangerous.
Other lawbreskers besides Erik and Roo were likely

to be hiding in theforest.

Erik and Roo moved adong at adow pace, reluctant to
rush into danger. Near sunset they found aman lying

on hisback below atree, a crossbow bolt in his chest.
Hiseyeswererolled back into his head and his skin was
cold. -A

Roo sad, 'It'sfunny.’

'What's funny?

Helooked at Erik. 'Wekilled Stefan -, but | never got a
good look at him. Thisisthefirst dead man I'vehad a
chanceto look at.'

‘Tyndd wasthefirst for me," said Erik. 'Who do you
think thisis?

'Was, you mean,’ said Roo. 'Soldier of some sort.' He
indicated the sword held in loose fingers, and the small
round shield il ontheleft arm. A smple conica helm
with abar-nasdl lay ashort distance away, having rolled
off his head when the man fell.

Roo said, There might be something useful here.’
'Stripping the dead isnot to my liking," answered

Erik.

Roo kndlt next to the man and investigated the contents
of asmal pouch. 'Hewon't mind, and we can

certainly use that sword.'

In the pouch he found six copper coinsand aring of
gold. Thiswill beworth abit,' he said.

'Looks like awedding band,’ observed Erik. The dead
man was young, only afew yearsolder than himsdf. 'l
wonder if it wasintended for his sweetheart. Perhaps he
was going to ask her to wed.'

Roo pocketed the ring. 'Well never know. Onething



for certain, he's never going to get the chanceto ask.’
Roo took the sword and handed it hilt first to Erik.
'Why me?

‘Because | have my knife and I've never used asword

inmy life'

'Neither havel,' protested Erik.

'Well, if you need to, just swing it like your hammer

and hope you hit someone. Y ou're strong enough, you
should be ableto do alot of damageif you connect.’
Erik picked up the sword, then pulled the shield off the
man'sarm and put it experimentaly on hisown. it felt
dien, but hefelt better for having it there.

Roo put the helm on his own head, and when Erik
looked at him with a questioning expression, he said,
'You've got the shidd.’

Erik nodded, asif this made sense, and the two st off,
leaving the namel ess man to the scavengers of the forest.
Theideaof burid wasignored, asthey had no shove and
were concerned that whoever killed the man might till

be around.

A short timelater they heard movement in the brush
ahead. Erik sgnaded Roo for silence, then motioned that
they should circle off to theright. Roo nodded and began
walking with atiptoed exaggeration that would have
been comic if Erik hadn't been as badly frightened ashis
friend.

They dmost walked past the man, but he shifted his
weight and they heard the brush hehidinrustle. Then a
dull thud sounded as a crosshow bolt sped through the air
and struck atree nearby.

From ashort distance away, afearful voice shouted

with false bravado, 'l have enough boltsto fdl an army,
you bastard! Y ou had better leave me aone, or I'll do to
youwhat | did to your friend.'



Then, from what seemed. dmost within touching distance,
avoice shouted, 'L eave your wagon and run, old

man. I'll not bother you, but I mean to have your cargo.
Y ou can't stay awake forever, and if | set eyeson

you again, I'll cut your throat for what you did to

Jamie!

Erik could hardly act, he was so startled by the sound

of the man'svoice so close. Roo looked at hisfriend, eyes
widein fright, and motioned that they should move
away. Erik was about to nod agreement when avoice
shouted, 'Hey!"

Suddenly a man with asword and shield stood up, less
than six feet ahead of them. He saw Erik and Roo and
leaped toward them, brandishing his sword as another
bolt flew through the air, missing dl three of them. Erik
reacted. He blindly thrust with the sword, not intending
to do more than push the fighter away. The man tried to
parry, but he was expecting afeint, not ablind thrust,
and Erik's sword dipped aong the man's blade and the
point took him in the scomach.

Both Erik and the man stared at each other with astonishment
on their faces, then with what sounded like a

faint 'Damn’ the man collapsed at Erik'sfeet.

Erik was rooted in shock, but Roo |egped away and for
his trouble was dmost impaled by another bolt. 'Hey!" he
yelped.

'Who isthat? asked a voice from beyond the brush.

Erik hazarded alook through the brush beyond the

man he had just killed and saw awagon sttingin asmal
clearing. Two horses stood in traces beyond it, and
behind it a.crouching figure waited.

'We're not bandits!' cried Roo. 'We just killed the man
you were shooting at.’

'I'll shoot you, too, if you come closer,' cried the man

behind the wagon.



"We won't come closer,’ shouted Erik, anote of desperation
inhisvoice. 'We just blundered into thismess and

we don't want any trouble.’

'Who are you?

Roo pulled on Erik's deeve. "Were on our way to

Krondor, looking for work. Who are you?

'Who | am isno one's business but my own.’

Roo got afamiliar ook, one Erik knew meant Roo was
planning something that usudly got both of themin
trouble. 'Look, if you're amerchant traveling aone,
you'reanidiot,’ shouted Roo. He spoke now in avoice
forced to ease. He looked green at the sight of the dead
man. 'lIf you're out here, you must beasmuggler.’

'l am no damn smuggler! I'm an honest trader!”

'Who's avoiding paying toll on the King's Highway,'
replied Roo.

"Therésno law against that, came the answer.

Roo grinned at Erik. "True, but it's certainly ahard way
to save some copper. Look, if we come out dowly, will
you promise not to shoot?

There was silence, then: '‘Come ahead. But I've got a
bolt pointed at you.'

Roo and Erik moved dowly out of the woods into the
clearing, hands held where they could be seen. Erik held
the sword point down, because he had no scabbard in
which to sheathe it, and he had the shield back on his
arm 0 the man could see he was not hiding aweaponin
the other hand.

'Y ou're a couple of boys!" said the man. He stepped out
from behind the wagon, holding an old but obvioudy
useful crossbow leveled at them. The man was gaunt and
looked older than hisyears. Long dark hair fell to his
shoulders, from beneath afet cap With atarnished badge
onit. Hisclothing was old, and oft-mended, and he



obvioudy cared nothing for fashion; histunic was
green, hisleggingsred, his boots brown, and hisbelt
black. He wore ayelow scarf, and nothing about him
was remotely appeding. His beard was grey, and his
eyeswere black.

Roo said, 'Master merchant, you chose a brave course,
but it amost proved -your undoing.’

'Likely you're bandits like those other two," he
answered, making athreatening gesture with the
crossbow. 'l should put abolt through you just to be
safe!

Erik was out of patience with thistalk and queasy
from the bloodshed. 'Well, shoot one of us, damn it!
And the other will cut you in two!'

The man amost jumped back, but seeing Erik plant
his sword point first in the dirt, he lowered his crosshow
dightly- Roo said, "Y ou've no driver?

'Drive mysdf,' said the merchant.

'Y ou redlly keep your overhead down,' observed
Roo.

'What do you know about overhead? asked the man.
'l know athing or two about business,’ said Rooin
the insouciant tone Erik knew well: it meant Roo had
amost no ideawhat he was talking abouit.

'Who are you? repeated the man.

'l am Rupert,’ answered Roo, ‘and my big friend's
nameis-'

'Karl," interrupted Erik, not wishing hisidentity
known. Roo winced, asif he should have thought of
thet himsdlf.

‘Rupert? Karl? Sounds Advarian to me.'

'We're from Darkmoor,' said Roo, then winced again.
‘Lots of Advarian stock in Darkmoor. Rupert and Karl
are common enough names.’

'I'm Advarian,’ said the man, putting away his



crossbow. 'Helmut Grindle, merchant.'

SHADOW OF A DARK QUEEN

'Areyou going west? asked Erik.
'No," snapped Helmut. 'I've just got the horses facing
west for my amusement. They're trained to walk backwards!'

Erik flushed. ‘Look, we're bound for Krondor if you
don't mind company.'

'l do mind," snapped the merchant. 'l was doing fine
until those two murdererstried to boost my cargo, and |

would have killed the second one - | was just about to let
fly into that brush when you killed him for me.’

Erik said, 'I'm sure. Look. we're going to Krondor, and
it would profit usal if we stayed together.'

'l don't need guards and | won't pay for mercenaries.’

Erik said, 'Oh, wait. | don't mean you need to pay

us-

Roo leaped in. "WEell share guard duty with you for
food. Besides, | can drive your team.’

'You're ateamster?

'l can drive up to six horses without a problem,” Roo
lied. Hisfather had taught him to handle four.

Helmut thought about it. "Very well. I'll feed you, but
you're sanding night watch, and | deep with my
Crossbow.'

Erik laughed. 'No need to fear, Master Merchant. We
may be murderers, but we're not thieves.' His bitter irony
waslogt on the man, who, grumbling, motioned for them
to approach the wagon.

'We've dill got the better part of an hour'slight left, so
thereés no sensein dawdling. Let'sget moving.'



Roo said, 'Get started and I'll catch up. That second

man had another sword.'

'Seeif he hasany gold!" shouted Helmut after him.
Bending over, he said to Erik, 'Hell probably lieto us
both if hefindsany. it'swhat | would do." Not waiting for
areply, he clambered up on the seat of the wagon and
shouted at the horses as he shook the reins. Erik watched
asthe overworked and underfed animals pulled into the
traces, and the wagon lurched forward.

HVE

Krondor

Thewagon hated.

Helmut Grindle pointed. 'Krondor.'

Erik, gtting in the back of the wagon, turned and

looked over the shoulders of Grindle and Roo, who had
been driving. Erik had been impressed to discover that
for once hisfriend redly could back up hisclaim. He
drove the team like an experienced teamster; obvioudy,
Roo's father had been good for something besides getting
drunk and beating up on him.

Erik looked down the long winding road known asthe
King's Highway. They had turned south after Grindle had
passed the last toll station, entering the road near atown
caled Haverford. Twice before that patrols of armed
soldiers had ridden past, but at no time did they even
pauseto look at Roo or Erik.

As Roo snapped the reins and the wagon started down
the road toward the city, apatrol of city guardsmen rode
toward them. Erik sat as calmly as he could in therear,
attempting to look as much like just another wagon
guard as possible. Roo's hands knotted on the reinsand

therear left horse snorted at thetenson in theling, not



sure if she was asked to change pace or direction. Roo
forced himsdf to relax and the two of them watched as
the soldiers approached. Then, abruptly, the guards
pulled up. Theresalong wait," said the guard sergeant.
Grindle asked,' "What's the holdup?

"The King has entered the city. South gate by the
palaceis seded off for hisretinue. Everyone dseisforced
to use the north gates.' he said, waving in the generd
direction Grindle's wagon was headed. 'And the gate
watch is searching the wagons.'

Grindle swore as the guards rode off.

Roo and Erik exchanged glances. Roo shook his head
dightly, indicating Erik should say nothing about the
wagon search. In conversationd tones, he said, That's
somecity.’

"that sheis,' replied Grindle.

Krondor sprawled at the head of alarge bay, beyond
which an expanse of blue stretched off to the horizon:

the Bitter Sea. The old city waswalled, but an extensive
foulburg - the part of the city outside the walls - had
grown up over theyears, until now it was much larger
than theinner city. Insdethewals, the view was dominated
by the palace of the Prince of Krondor, which sat

atop ahill hard againgt the south side of the bay. Ships,
looking like tiny white dips of paper, rested a anchor or
saled in and out of the bay.

Roo sad, 'Master Grindle, what do you think arethe
best commoditiesto ship from this city? Erik suppressed
agroan asthe merchant began hislong answer. Inthe
days sincejoining up with Grindle, Roo had been pestering
the merchant for ideas on making money. At first the
man was reluctant, asif Roo would somehow stedl a
thought from him and held be the poorer for it. Roo
made severd statements asif they werefact that got the
old merchant going, telling the youth hewas an idiot and



would end up ruined before he was twenty years old.
When challenged as to why, held open up with a sound
argument. By cleverly asking questions, Roo would turn
the conversation into an ongoing lecture on how to conduct
business.

'Rare, that'sthe thing, said Grindle. "Y ou can hear

theré's ashortage of hidesfor making bootsin Ylith. So
corner dl the hidesin Krondor you can. By thetime you
reach Y lith, you find somelad from the Free Cities has
aready imported ten wagonloads of hidesand you're
ruined. But rarities, There are dways rich men looking

for fine cloth, precious gems, exotic spices, and thelike.'
Glancing around to see he was not overheard, he continued. '
Y ou can build volume in commodities. Y ou can

be the largest wool shipper in the West, but one plague of
anthrax on the sheep herds, one ship sunk on itsway to
the Far Coast, and bang!" He dapped his hands together
for emphasis. One of the horses cocked an car at the
noise. 'You'reruined.

'l don't know,' said Roo. 'People may not have money

to buy luxuries, but they haveto cat.’

‘Bah!" said Grindle. 'Rich people dways have money to
buy luxuries. Poor people often don't have money to buy
food. And rich people may eat better than poor, but one
man can only eat so much, no matter how rich.'

'What about wine?

Grindle launched into adiscussion, and Erik sat back,
turning hismind to the last few days. At first bored by the
chatter, Erik discovered there was alot about the
businessworld that was interesting, especidly in terms of
risk versus reward. Grindle claimed he was only amodest
merchant, but Erik was beginning to believe that was
intentiona understatement. The cargo in the wagon was
an odd mix, a half-dozen bolts of embroidered silk, a



dozen smdl jars carefully lashed together with huge
amounts of cotton wadding for protection, some wooden
boxes with heavy cord tied around them, and some odd
sacks. The boys never asked what was in the packages
and Grindle never volunteered. From the course of the
recent discussion, Erik assumed the man traded in precious
goods, smal but of high value, and wore poor

clothing and drove a modest-appearing wagon to throw
off sugpicion. Erik suspected Grindle might have gemsor
some other cargo of smd|l bulk and large vaue there.
Thefirst night together, Erik had noticed that while the
wagon was dirty on the outside it was clean in the back
where the cargo lay, and it was very well repaired. The
wheels had recently been reset and the work had been
firg-rate, with the hubs properly packed and theiron
bands on the whedls carefully attached with more than
the minimum number of nails. The horseswerelikewise
more than they seemed. Grindle kept them modestly
dirty, though not enough to pose a hedth problem, but
they were scruffy-looking animas until you examined
them closdly. Their hooves were trimmed at the proper
angle and the shoeing was absol utely masterful, as good
asany Erik had seen. The animaswere more than
sound, they werefit and well cared for; every night
Grindle supplemented their roadside grazing with fresh
grain from a bag he stored under the wagon sest.

Roo ducked and rustled the reins and the wagon rolled
forward again, moving in behind along line of wagons

that were stretching aong the highway toward the city.

Grindlesaid, Thisisthe longest damn wait I've seeniin
my lifel’

"It doesn't look like were moving any time soon. I'll go
look." Roo handed the reinsto Grindle.

Erik said, 'I'll go with you," and legped down off the



wagon, following after Roo.

Asthey moved dong, severa wagon driverswere
standing up in their seats, attempting to see what the
delay ahead might be. Ten or so wagons ahead of
Grindle's, they encountered ateamster heading back
toward the end of theline, muttering curses.

'What's the holdup? asked Roo.

The man didn't even look at them ashe said, 'Some
damn nonsenseif you ask me. They're searching the
wagons before they even reach the outer edge of the
foulburg. Couldn't do it at the city gate, proper like. No,
they set up asecond search point down at the creek
bridge. | guessthey just have to ruin aman's chances of a
hot dinner. It1l be hours before we get through.' The

man reached his own wagon, five ahead of Grindle's, and
swvung up to take the reinsfrom his apprentice. 'Prince's
funerd - every noblein the West and haf from the East
intown - and market day, yet they're climbing through
every wagon and looking a every man coming in like

they were on the hunt for the King's own murderer.’ The
man's comments descended into general muttering,
peppered by some colorful obscenities, as Erik motioned
for Roo to come away.

Out of earshot of anyonein thewaiting line of wagons,
Roo said, 'What do we do?

Erik sad, 'l don't know. With dl thisfunera stuff

going on, it may be something el se they're on the watch
for, but it could be our necksif they arelooking for us!'
He thought aminute. '"Maybe we wait until dark, circle
away from thisroad, and seeif there's another way into
town lesswatched. And there's ill the problem of getting
into the city proper behind thewall.’

'‘One a atime. If we can get into the foulburg, we can

find away through thewadlls, I'm certain. Therésaways



away inand out of acity for folkswho don't want too
much attention drawn to themselves!'

"Thieves and smugglers?

v es'
'What if we circle the city and strike out for another

port?

‘Too far,' said Roo. 'l don't know how far Land'sEnd is
to the west, but | remember my father swearing ablue
streak when he had to go there. Almost haf again asfar,
he/d say. And | don't know what sort of portsthere areto
the north.

‘Besides, on the road, without Grindle's wagon, weld
stand out like we were painted red.'

Erik nodded. 'Well, we'd better go back and say
something to Grindle so he doesn't get suspicious:”

'He's suspicious aready, but he's not overly curious,
which is better,' answered Roo. Then, with hisinfectious
grin, he added, 'Besides, | think helikes me. He says he has
adaughter | should mest, and I'll bet you she'sasugly as
heis'

Erik had to laugh. 'Going to marry for money?

Asthey approached Grindl€'s wagon, Roo said,'Only if |
get the chance!'

Grindle listened asthey explained the delay, then said,
'Are you going on ahead?

Roo sad, 'l think so. We can get through the gate faster

if we go now, and you're safe from any marauders, so you
don't need our company any longer, Master Merchant.
We've got business near the port, and the sooner we can
get there the better.’

'Wéll then, the gods speed to you, and if you ever

return to Krondor, drop by and tell me how you're doing.’
To Roo hesad, 'You'rearogue and aliar, boy, but you
have the makings of agood merchant if you'd just stop
thinking everyone e se around you is dower than yourself.



That will be your undoing, you mark my words.'

Roo laughed and waved good-bye to Grindle as Erik
shouldered histravel bag. They waked down theline of
wagons until they were sure they were out of sight of the
merchant, and then they angled off, away from the King's
Highway and toward asmdl farm to the north.

Erik swatted a persstent fly that refused to stay away from
hisface. 'Got the little bastard!" he said with satisfaction.
Roo waved away severd othersand said, ‘Now, if you
could manageto kill dl hislittle brothersand ssters, as
wel. ..

Erik lay back on abae of straw. The farm was deserted,
looking asif the entire household had gone into the city

for some reason. It was awd|-tended smdlholding with a
house, two outbuildings - one a privy and the other a

root cellar - and abarn. They had found the ham unlocked
and wagon tracks leading away, so Erik supposed

the farmer and hisfamily had been stuck somewherein
that long line of people waiting to get into the city or had
gotten there earlier in the day.

Erik and Roo were waiting for sundown before
attempting to cross the open fields to the east of the city
and make their way into the foulburg. Roo was confident
that once they found alikely inn he could find someone

to show them the way into the city for asmal fee. Erik
wasn't as certain of the plan, but had nothing to offer by
way of an dternative, S0 he said nothing. They sat at the
rear of the barn, beneath the hayloft.

'Erik?

'Yes?

'How do you fed?

‘Not bad. My shoulder fedslike new.'

'No, | don't mean that,’ said Roo, nibbling on along



straw. ‘| mean about everything - killing Stefan and the
res.’

Erik said nothing for along while; at last he said, 'He
needed killing, | guess. | don't fed much of anything. |
fdt very strange when hewent dl limp after you stuck
him. | felt alot worse when that bandit got in the way of
my sword point. That made mefed sick.' He was quiet
for aminute. 'lIt'sodd, isn't it?1 hold my own half

brother o you can kill him and don't fedd much - not
even relief because of the way he abused Rosdlyn - but a
complete stranger, amurderer probably, and | fed almost
likevomiting.

Roo said, 'Don't be so hard on murderers. That's us,
remember? He yawned. '"Maybe you have to be holding
the blade; that robber dying didn't bother me, but | can
dill fed theway it waswhen | stuck my dagger into
Stefan. | was sure mad a him then.’

Erik let out along sigh. 'It doesn't do to dwell on this, |
think. We're outlaws and there's nothing to do for it but
try to get to the Sunset Idands. Theresalegacy of some
sort waiting for me at Barret's Coffee House, and | mean
to go there, then find the first ship heading west.'

'What legacy? Roo sounded intrigued. 'Y ou never
mentioned it before.’

'Wdll, 'legacy” may hetoo big aword. My father |eft
something for me with asolicitor and litigator & Barret's
Coffee House!'

The sound of awagon in the distance brought both
young men to their feet. Roo peered out the door. 'Either
the farmer got tired of waiting in the line or he's back
from morning market in the city, but elither way the

entire family seemsto beriding in the wagon and we
can't get out without being seen.’

'‘Comeon,' said Erik, climbing the ladder to the hayloft.
Roo followed and found what Erik had been looking for



adoor outside. He knelt and said, 'Stay back againgt the
wall until they've unhitched the wagons and goneinside.
Then well jump down from here and head into the city.
It should be about time, anyway.'

Just then the door to the barn was heaved open, and a
child's voice shouted above the loud creaking, 'Papa |
didn't get to seethe Prince.’

A woman'svoice said, 'If you hadn't been hitting your
sgter, you would have seen hhnhim ride by

Another male voice, an adult's, said, 'Papa, why do

you think the king named Nicholas Prince instead of
Erland?

‘That's the business of the Crown, and none of mine,’
camethe answer asthe wagon rolled into the barn,
backed in by the farmer. Erik pecked over the edge of the
loft and saw the farmer Sitting in the wagon segt, letting
his eldest son push the horses backwards as he kept an
eyeon things. They had obvioudy done this hundreds of
times, and Erik appreciated the ease with which they
ensured the horses did exactly what was asked, keeping

the wagon intact and thoseriding in it safe. They continued
to talk.

The son sad, 'Father, what's it going to be like with a
new Prince?

'Don't know,' said the farmer. 'Seems like Aruthawas
ruling therelong as | can remember. Back to beforel
can remember. Fifty-three years on the throne of the
West. Well, Nicholasisthe son said to be the most like
hisfather, so maybe thingswon't change much. The
wagon stopped rolling. 'Get Davy out of histracesfirst
and put him away. | want you to take Brownie outside
and wak her so | can seeif she'sredly lame on her |€eft
front or just acting lazy, like usud.’

The elder boy did as he wasingtructed while from the



house the distant shouts of the younger boy and agirl
could be heard, followed dmost instantly by a scolding
from their mother. The farmer dismounted from the
wagon and removed some grain sacks from the back,
loading them into apile below the hayloft.

When the second horse was out of her traces, father
and son |eft the barn, and Erik said, 'We'd better clear
out. if they need fodder for the animals, the boy will be
up herein afew minutes!'

Itsill light out,” Roo complained.

'It'samost sundown. WEell just keep the barn between
us and the house for abit. If anyone seesuswell

be two travelers waking across the field, heading for
town.'

Roo said, 'l| hope you know what the hdll you're talking
about.'

Erik pushed open the door to the outside through
which hay was hoisted into the loft, and looked down.
It'sonly ahbit of ajump, but be careful not to twist your
ankle. | don't want to haveto carry you.'

'Right,’ said Roo with thinly disguised concern. He
looked down to the ground below and found the distance
far greater than he had remembered. 'Can't we climb
back down the ladder and sneak out?

'One door, remember? And they're exercising ahorse
right infront of it.'

The creak from out front told Erik and Roo the farmer
was returning. ‘Lazy creature. Why should | feed you if
you're pretending to be lame to get out of work? asked
the farmer with affection.

His son's voice carried to the loft as Erik lowered himself
to hang from the edge, then let go. 'l like the way that
lameness moves from foreleg to back, then fromright to
|eft, depending on which way she'sgoing.' Hislaughter
showed his genuine amusemen.



Roo repeated Erik's movements, hanging for what
seemed the longest moment before he let go, expecting
to dam hard into the ground and bresk both legs. Erik's
powerful hands closed around hiswaist and dowed him
just enough o that he landed lightly on hisfeet. Roo
turned and whispered, 'See, nothing to it.'

'Did you hear something out back? came the voice of

the son.

Erik motioned for slence and they hurried away from

the barn.

Whatever curiogity the farmer's eldest son might have
hed, the requirements of caring for the animals must

have displaced it, for no one cameto investigate the
sound. Erik and Roo hastened along, until they werea
quarter mile acrossthe field, then dowed to a casua
walk.

They plodded down the ralling hillsde, gpproaching

the outer buildings of the city asthe sun went down. Erik
looked at the foulburg as they neared it, and said, 'Keep
an eyeout for guards.'

They reached alow row of huts and smple gardens,
with no clear passage between the buildings. In the evening
light they could see afew hundred yardsto the north

of them that another road entered the city. They made out
movement aong the road, but neither Roo nor Erik could
tell if it wasfiedd hands returning to the city or soldierson
patrol using the thoroughfare.

Roo said, 'Look," and pointed to what was little more
than a clear space between two houses, but through
which they could reach the first north-south street in

town without having to use the main roads. They stepped.
over alow fence, carefully avoiding the rows of vegetables
planted there, and made their way to the back of the hut.



Ducking low so as hot to be seen through the single
window, they skirted away from the rear door and moved
between the buildings. Obvioudy in one of the poorer
sections of town, thislittle aleyway was heavily littered
with trash. They picked their way dong, trying to be as
quiet as possible.

Reaching the street, Roo peered out and pulled back,
hugging thewadll. 'It's pretty empty.'

'Do you think we're beyond where the guards are?

'l don't know. But, at least werein Krondor.'

Roo moved out into the street, then strolled dong, as

Erik caught up. They glanced right and left and saw only a
few locas, some of whom paused to study the two young
men. Roo Started to fed self-conscious about the attention
and motioned for Erik to follow himinto asmall neighborhood
tavern.

They entered adingy, smoke-filled common room,
populated by only two other men and a barkeep, who
looked at them with suspicion. 'Help you?he asked with a
tone that indicated help wasfar down hislist of priorities.
Roo removed histravel bag and said, -two aes!

The man didn't move, continuing to stare at Roo. After a
moment, Roo dug into his belt pouch and pulled out apair
of copper coins. The man took the money, inspected it,
and then put it in his own belt pouch. He reached under
the bar and produced two empty flagons, which he carried
halfway down the bar to alarge tap. He pulled it

twice, filling each flagon with afrothy brew. Returning to
where Roo and Erik waited, he put them down before

the two young men. 'Anything else?

Erik sad, 'Anything to eat?

The man indicated akettle hanging before the fireplace

on the other side of the room. 'Stew's done. Two coppers
abowl, threeif you want bread.'

The smdll wasn't promising, but Erik and Roo were



both hungry, having had nothing to et dl day. Erik said,
'WEell take the stew and the bread.’

Theman Hill didn't move, until Roo put more money

on the bar. Then he went and filled two wooden bowls
with stew and carried them back. He produced a couple
of smal loaves of bread and set them down on the dirty
bar next to the bowls, then produced two amost clean
wooden spoons and put them in the bowls before Erik or
Roo could intercept them.

Roo was too hungry to notice, and seeing hisfriend not
suffering from eating the stew, Erik tried hisown bowl. It
was nothing like his mother's, but it was hot and filling,
and the bread was acceptable, if alittle coarse.
Ascasudly as he could, Roo said, 'What's dl the fuss
about?

'What fuss? asked the barkeep.

,Outside, at the gate,' replied Roo.

'Didn't know there was afuss.’

Erik said, 'Wejust got to Krondor and didn't fedl like
waitingintha longlineto eat.

The barkeep was sillent until Roo put money on the bar
and signaled for two more des, even though thefirgt
were only haf-drunk. The barkeep produced another set
of flagons and said, 'Prince of Krondor died.’

'We heard that," said Roo.

'Wéll, hisson isbeing ingaled in the office tomorrow.
Hisbrothers are here.’

‘TheKing'sin Krondor? said Erik, feigning surprise,
even though he had heard that earlier.

"That'swhy there's so much security at the gates," said
the barkeep. Theresapair of murderersthey'relooking
for; did in some noble east of here, if you believe the
story. of course, everyone and hisuncle's pet dogisin
town for the festival. Funeral parade wastoday, whichis
why everyone took the day off to gawk at the King.



Tomorrow they have this ceremony, then another
parade, so those that couldn't see anything will get their
chance. After that, the King will take hisfather back to
Rillanon for burid in thefamily vault. And Prince
Nicholas will come back as the new Prince of Krondor.
Then well have another festival, and everyone will drink
too much and nothing will get done. Then dl thevisting
nobleswill go home!'

'Y ou don't sound very impressed,’ said Erik.

Thefront door opened and two more rough-looking
men entered, sitting down at the table occupied by the
firg two.

The barman shrugged. 'Why should 1? Old Prince, new
Prince, the taxes are the same.’

Roo continued to sound matter-of-fact. "Well, now

that we're getting somefood in us, | guesswell just have
togostandinlinelike everyone dse!

The barkeep said, 'Not, | should think.'

Roo tried to look uninterested and said, "Y ou know
another way into Krondor?

At thisthe barkeep's expression changed to one of
surprise. 'No, just that they close the gate in an hour and
you won't be ableto get in tonight.’

‘They closethe gate? '

'With the King in the city, of course,' answered the
barman, now interested. 'Y ou have a problem?

Erik was about to say nothing at al was the matter, but
Roo quickly said, 'We haveto find aship and beon it at
firg light tomorrow.’

'Plan on taking another, then,’ said the barkeep. 'For
many of those waiting to get into the city will Smply
deep before the gate, so even were you to leave now and
take aplace outside, you'll be hours getting through
tomorrow. It will belikethat every day until the King



and hisfamily leave next week.'

Narrowing his gaze, Roo said, 'l don't suppose you
know of another way into theinner city? Say, perhaps,
one used by locals and not widdly talked about?

The barman glanced around the room asif fearing

being overheard - highly unlikely, given thet the other
four men in the room werelost in their own conversation -
and said, 'l might. But it would cost you.'

‘How much?

'How much do you have?

Before Erik could plead poverty, Roo said, 'My friend
and | can pay ten gold pieces.’

The barman looked surprised a the amount, but only
said, ‘Let'sseeyour gold.'

As Roo made to undo his backpack, Erik placed a
restraining hand on his shoulder. Ten gold piecesisal
we have in the world. It's taken us months to scrounge it
together. We were going to purchase passage withit.'

'Y ou're young and strong. Y ou can work your passage.
There are shipsleaving for Queg, the Free Cities, Kesh,
every port you might wish to reach. They are dways
looking for deckhands'’

The barman nodded, and the sound of chairs being
pushed away from the table caused Erik to turn. The two
men who had just entered were dready closing, billy
clubs held high. Roo tried to duck under ablow and for
his trouble caught the strike on his shoulder instead of
his head. His knees went |oose from the pain and hefell.
Erik tried to draw his sword, but the nearest man was
upon him. Letting go of the hilt, Erik unloaded a backhand
blow that sent the man flying into the one coming

behind him.

The man who was clubbing Roo turned and shouted,
'Get him!'

Erik was starting to draw his sword when ablow to the



back of the head stunned him. Hefdt hislegs go out from

under him and hisvison swvam.

Two men grabbed him and hoisted hhnhim up, and before
he could resst hewastied like afatted caf. The barman
came around, holding the lead-filled club he had struck
Erik with from behind, and said, Thelittle oneis probably
worthless, but the big fellow will bring agood price
asagalley dave, or maybe even asafighter inthe arena.
Get them to the Quegan buyer before midnight. The
envoy's escort galeysleave tomorrow on the evening

tide, after the fedtivities at the palace.’

Erik tried to say something, and for histroubles caught
another blow to the head. He dumped down, unconscious.

Erik's eyes opened. He sat up. His head throbbed and his
vison went in and out of focus, as his tsomach knotted.

He swallowed hard, closed his eyes, discovered that made
his nausea worse, and opened them again. He found his
hands were restrained by heavy iron bracelets and his

legs by even heavier shackles. He looked around, expecting
to be in the bottom of a ship bound for Queg. Instead
hefound himsdf inacel.

A groan from close by caused him to turn around.

Erik found Roo likewise shackled and trying to St

up. Erik gave him ahand and the smaller youngster tried

to clear his head.

‘Sort of abad day for you two, wasn't it? said avoice
from behind them.

Erik turned to find aman leaning back against awindow
ledge, bars behind him, hisbody silhouetted against daylight,
the small gperture being the sole source of light. He

moved away from the window, coming to squat down
before Erik. Erik could make out hisfeaturesin thedimly



lit room. He was a broad-shoul dered, bull-necked man of
middle years, with dark receding hair, cut close, and deep
blue eyes. There was something odd about his manner and
expression, but Erik couldn't put hisfinger upon it. He
needed a shave and,was dressed in plain tunic and
trousers. High boots, well cared for but old and worn, and
awide bdt were hisonly other garments.

'Where arewe?. . . He closed hiseyes as his head

swam aminute. "We were struck from behind.’

‘Some of thelocastrying to sell you to Quegan

davers' sad the man. Hisvoice was dightly raspy and his
manner of speech common. Erik wasn't sure, but there
was something about his accent that reminded him of
Nathan's, so he assumed the man was from the Far
Coast.

The man smiled, but there was ahint of meanness

behind the smile. "Y ou were on your way to alessthan
pleasant ocean voyage. With the emissary from Quegin
the city, dong with severa of hisKing'sgdleys, the Duke
of Krondor thought there might be something like this
goingon.’

'Y ou're not with them?

'Hal 1'd as soon kiss agoblin asleave a Quegan daver
dive' He glanced a Roo, who was regaining hiswits.
The man continued, The Dukée's men intercepted the
daverson their way to the docks. He was both surprised
and pleased to discover that you two were among those
heading out of the city. There's been quite a search on for
you, my friends'

"Then you know who we are? said Erik with resignation. '

Who areyou?

'Y ou've heard of the man they call the Eagle of
Krondor'
Erik nodded. Who that man was and why he was



caled that wasn't widely known, but that he existed was
common knowledge. 'Isthat you?

'Ha,' The man gave a harsh bark of laughter. 'Hardly.

But | work for him. Y ou might call methe Dog of
Krondor. | bite, so don't irritate me. He made a growling

noise and snarled in afair imitation of adog. ‘'My nameis
Robert de Loungville. My friends call me Bobby. You cal
mesgr.

Roo said, 'What have you to do with us?

'l just wanted to seeif you had any serious wounds.’
'Why? asked Roo. 'Can't hang an injured man?

Bobby smiled at this. 'Not my concern. The Prince

needs desperate men, and by al reportsyou two are
about as desperate asthey get. But fromwhat | see, that's
al you are. Wdll, pitiful, too. The Prince may haveto ook
elsawherefor his desperate men.’

'We're just going to be hung? asked Erik.

‘Hardly," said the man. He got up from his squatting
position, groaning theetrically ashe did so. 'Knees aren't
what they used to be.' He moved to the cell door and
motioned for thejailer to openit. The new Prince of
Krondor. like hisfather, isavery particular man when it
comesto observing the law. We will have atrid; then we
will hang you." He passed through the door and it closed
behind him.

A short time later the door opened again and an old

man entered. He was dressed in richly fashioned

clothing, but of plain cut, asif designed for one who was
active despite hisrank and years. The man's hair was
slver, hewore aclosely trimmed beard, and hiseyes
were dark and penetrating. He studied the two prisoners
caetuly.

Knedling before Erik, he sad, Tel meyour name!’

'Erik von Darkmoor ... gr.'



Then heturned to Roo. 'Y ou are Rupert Avery?

Roo said, 'Y es. And who are you? His manner showed
he took exception to being treated so roughly, and if he
was going to be hung he might aswell vent histemper on
whoever was nearby, irrespective of rank.

The man smiled, amused by Roo's sharp manner. 'Y ou
may cal me Lord James.'

Roo sat up and moved, asfar asthelength of chain that
bound hisleg shacklesto the wall permitted, and peered
upward through the smdl window. "Well, Lord James,
how long do werot here in the Krondor jail before were
tried and hung?

"Y ou're not in the Krondor jail, my abrupt young

friend,’ answered James. 'Y ourein the Prince's palace
and your tria will commence the day after tomorrow, as
soon as Nicholas has taken his office. Unlessyou'reina
particular hurry, inwhich case | could ask the King to
preside this afternoon.’

'Wdll, by al means,’ snapped Roo. 'If HisMgesty isn't
too busy, I'm surewed all just as soon get this over with.
And held drop everything else just because you asked.'
James smiled and there was a dangerous qudlity toit.
'I'm sure he would; I'm something of an uncleto the
King," hesaid. 'I'm aso the new Duke of Krondor.'
Standing, the Duke said, 'Have you anyone to spesk on
your behdf'

Erik said, 'Thereisone man, at Barret's Coffee House,
by name Sebastian Lender. He might speak for me!’
The Duke nodded. 'l know him by reputation. Tricky
bastard. He may keep you from being hung. I'll send for
him and have him speak with you about your defense.
He moved toward the door. Then I'll seeif theKing is
free tomorrow,’ he said pointedly to Roo. '‘But if | were
you, I'd wait until Nicholas dtsthe Western Throne. He's

of more even temper than his brother, and HisMagesty



doesn't take kindly to those who go aroundaround murdering
hisnobles!’
'‘Nobles? said Roo. 'Stefan may have had afather of

rank, but hewas till aswine!'

James smiled, again without humor. "Perhaps, but as
hisfather had died |less than an hour before him, for a
very short time he was Baron of Darkmoor.’

The door was opened and Duke James | eft. Erik looked
at Roo and said, 'So much for the Sunset Idands.’

Roo sat back down, unable to see anything through the
small window. 'Y es, so much for the Sunset Idands'’

Erik and Roo were moved the next morning, without
being told why. A squad of soldierswearing the livery of
the Prince of Krondor's own Household Guards arrived
and unchained Erik and Roo from thewall, leaving the
shackles and cuffs on. They were escorted to alarge cell
with along, barred wall, through which other cdlswith
wooden doors could be seen. The cell was partidly

bel ow-ground. At head height, along window, lessthan
onefoot high, ran the length of the cell, and both prisoners
could seeit dlowed aview of along gibbet erected at
thefar sde of alarge courtyard. A haf-dozen nooses
hung from asingle long crossbeam, supported by heavy
timbers between each noose.

Erik studied it briefly; it would be asmple enough
execution. The prisoners would be marched up severd
steps at one end and made to step up on three-foot-high
wooden boxes, which were kicked out from under their
feet once the nooses were around their neck.

Erik and Roo took up places a ongside the bars and sat
inslence. Erik glanced around the cell. Seven other men

were likewise manacled and shackled, awaiting whatever



fate held in store. All looked rough and dangerous, some
more than others. Erik was used to being the largest boy
in histown, and had grown to be one of the strongest
men, but at least two of the menin the cdll were his

equal insze, perhgpsin strength aswell.

At midday another pair of prisonerswere admitted to

the cdll, these looking asif they had been severdly beaten
after being apprehended. One of the men, ahulking
brute being dragged by three guards, had obvioudy put
up astruggle, as he was barely conscious, but the other
kept up a steady stream of invective as the guards threw
him roughly into the cell, then left. He called after them,
"When I'm out of here, my lads, you can bet well he
ettlin' accounts! | have your names! Every one of you.'
He spoke with an affected speech, trying to sound educated
while being betrayed by hislower-class accent.

Sitting down, he added, 'Y ou bloody bastards.’

Looking at Erik, who sat acrossfrom him, then at his
nearly unconscious companion, he said, 'Old Biggo don't
look so good, does he?

From acorner of the cell another man said, 'Better for
him if he stays out on hisfeet. Won't fed his neck getting
stretched.’

'We're not for the gallows, old Biggo and I!" said the
other man with fear in hisvoice. 'Werewdl| connected,
we are. Friendsto the Sagacious Man himsdlf!’

'Who is the Sagacious Man? asked Roo.

From acrossthe cell another man said, 'The leader of

the Mockers. And thisliar has been about as closeto the
Sagacious Man as | have been to the King's mother.’

'Y ou watch!" said the man who had been boasting.

'Well be out of here soon!'

The door at the end of the hallway opened and aman
entered, flanked by two guards. He wore afiney made
robe, and upon his head was a hat Erik found comicd - a



short brim around acircular crown, fashioned from
purplefelt. A whipcord tieunder hischinhdd it in place
on his head. He had the face of ascholar or priest, thin
and pale, with along nose and square jaw. But hiseyes
were adive and seemed to miss nothing asthey swept
around the room.

The guards did not open the cell, but stood away. The
man came and stood at the bars. 'Who hereis Erik?

Erik stood up and moved to stand opposite the

stranger, and Roo cameto hisside. 'I'm Erik.'

'What isyour surname?

'l am called von Darkmoor.'

The man nodded. '| am Sebastian Lender, from

Barret's Coffee House.' He studied Erik and Roo for a
long minute, asif memorizing every aspect of their appearance.
Then at last hesaid, 'And youtwo arein a

great ded of trouble.’

'So we gathered,’ answered Roo.

'l may be ableto save your lives,' said Lender. 'But you
must tell me exactly what occurred. Don't leave out
anything and don't lieto me!'

Erik told him exactly how herecaled things, and Roo
added what he knew. Afterward Lender said, 'With what
Baron Manfred hastedtified and the girl, Rosalyn, has
sad, it'sclear that Stefan was hoping to lureyouinto a
trap where he could kill you.'

'When do we stand trial ? asked Erik.

"Two days from now. Asit'sacapita case and one of
the King's nobleswasthe victim, you're being tried in
Roya Court, here a the palace." He was thoughtful. "'The
Princeislikely to be hard, but fair. The Court of Common
Pleastendsto breed amore cynica judtice. Everyone
brought before the justices there isinnocent.’

Erik sad, 'My father said to find you



'Yes. | wasto give you something.'

what?

'An odd legacy, I'm afraid. A small amount of gold,

which will be barely sufficient to pay my fees, I'm sorry

to say. And apair of boots; the boots were your grandfather's,
according to what Otto told me, and as you were

of asize, your father supposed they might fit you. Also
there was afine dagger, which | obvioudy can't giveto
you here!

'A dagger? asked Roo.

Lender put up his hand. 'Over the years | have managed
many stranger legacies. In any event, it ismoot until the
trial. We shdll seeif that goesaswewish; if so, we can
move on from there’

'What are our chances? asked Erik.

"Thin, answered Lender frankly. 'Had you stayed, you
might have built a persuasive brief that you killed Stefan

in self-defense. Manfred admits that he went seeking his
fether to gain an order from him telling Stefan to leave off
some hot-blooded plot or another. He will not tell what
that was, claming only that Stefan was|ooking for

trouble’

'Will he testify to this?

'He dready has,' said Lender. 'Helll be on hisway back

to Darkmoor, after Nicholas takes office tomorrow, and |
have a copy of his deposition before the King's Magistrate.
It'svery noncommittal in places, and had | known | wasto
be arguing on your behdf, | would have been alot more
probing than was the King's man.'

'Can't you ask him more questions? asked Roo.

‘Not unless he's compelled by King's warrant,

answered Lender, 'and | sugpect the King won't be inclined
to agree.’

"Why not?asked Roo, not entirely sure what was being
said. 'The King wants justice, doesn't he?



Lender smiled, and it was the indulgent ook of amaster
being asked something obvious by agifted but untutored
apprentice. 'Our King, more than most, seems interested
in justice; something to do with sometime he spent in
Great Kesh asayoungster, | believe. But he'saso interested
in not making it ook too easy to kill anobleman and
avoid hanging. There'sjugtice, and then therésjudtice.’
Erik sghed. 'And we did kill Stefan.’

Lowering hisvoice, Lender said, 'Did you go to find

him with murder in your heart?

Erik was slent aminute, then said, 'Yes, | guess| did. |
knew hewas going to try something with Rosayn;

| knew what | would find and | knew I'd end up killing
Stefan. | can't even say | just went to protect her.’
Lender glanced a Roo. The dight boy nodded and
Lender let out along sigh. 'If that'strue, | doubt any
power can save you from that." He pointed out the high

Window at the gibbet.
Erik nodded, and Lender left without further comment.

gax

Discovery

The creature tirred.

The woman stood patiently as the creature's companions
moved to one side. Several others huddled in distant
corners of theimmense hall, speaking quietly to one
another, while those who had been attending the deeping
mongter crossed to join them. The woman ignored

them and studied the waking creature. To the mortd. eye,
the beast gppeared to be the grandmother of all
dragonkind, agigantic being whose bulk massed high



above her servants. Sheloomed enormous even in the
vadt hdl that served as her home. In distant sconces, ail
lampsflickered, but both the dragon and the woman
needed little naturd light to navigate the gloom. A faint
scent of spice hung on the air, perhaps as an artifact of
the making of the ail, perhapsto sweeten the air; the
woman didn't know.

At last the dragon opened eyesthe size of palace
windows and blinked. She stretched, and lowered her
head as she yawned, displaying ivory teeth the Sze of
flashers, the giant two-handed scimitars used in Gregt
Kesh. Her skin was the reason for the absence of more
illumination, for it congsted of gems, fused over plates
once golden in color. Brighter illumination caused ariot
of rainbow light throughout the hall and while capable of
arts beyond most human understanding, the dragon
found the congtantly dancing reflections gave her aheadache.

Thewoman had met dragons before, though nothing

quite likethis one, and whilelittle could impress her, she
conceded to hersdlf that this wasindeed an impressive-looking
being. They had 'spoken' to each other using

meagic arts, but thiswasther first true mesting in the

flesh. Despite attempts at kegping the identity of this
creature hidden over thelast hdf century, legends of the
,great jeweled dragon' had already surfaced in various
parts of the Kingdom.

But the woman knew this was no true dragon, despite
being the get of dragons at birth. The spirit of the origina
dragon had perished in the great battle that had climaxed
inthisvery hall amog fifty years before. Inhabiting the
vesse that had once known the mind of Ryath, daughter

of Rhuagh - perhapsthe greatest of dl golden dragonswas
aconsciousness dien and ancient: the Oracle of Adl.



A great rumbling voiceissued from within the throat of

the cresture. 'Gresetings, Miranda. How fare you?
Thewoman nodded as she said, 'l amwell. Thetravel
from the statue at Malac's Crossis disorienting.'

"It was designed to be so. Only those with a certain gift
may trigger it, and | wish to ensure that whatever taents
they possess, they are vague about the true location of
thishdll.'

Miranda nodded in agreement. 'Understood. How fare
YOuU?

‘Time grows short. The heet tiresme and | deep more
each day. Soon | shdl enter the birth deep and then shall
| end this phase of existence.’

time grows short indeed. How much longer will we

have your guidance?

'Already the future grows clouded and dim to me. My
daughter will not have the gift for the first twenty years

of her life, so soon, for five years of my birth deep and
twenty years of my daughter'sinfancy, you will be asyou
were before | cameto thisworld. Thereismore.'
'What?

'Much of what | should see| cannot, which meansonly
that my own futureisinvolved; for to dl creatures, even
me, knowledge of their own futureisdenied.’

The Oracle of Ad was consdered the oldest being in the
universe, ancient when the Vaheru rose to chalenge the
gods during the Chaos Wars. Thinking of that, Miranda
turned to look at adais behind the oracle. Willing ashiftin
her perception, the woman saw the stoneflick into
exisence. A fey greenin color, it pulsed with an inner
fight. She stared at its hypnotic rhythms for amoment,
then said, 'Arethey dirring again?

"They are always tirring,’ said the oracle. 'Now they
move with more vigor. Somehow they till haveinfluence



with those outside who are receptiveto their call.’

"They' were the Vaheru, the ancient beings known as

the Dragon Lords to most inhabitants of the world.
Trapped by forces even beyond their own ability to understand,
they were bound in the stone by a mysterious

agent. From the stone rose agolden sword with an ivory
pomme. The woman named meranda knew that a half
century before, agreat battle had raged in the city above,
caled Sethanon, and in this chamber a battle of equal
proportion took place. The strange haf-man, half-Vaheru
Tomas, inheritor of the mantle and power of
Ashen-Shugar, the Ruler of the Eagles Reaches. battled a
cregture of spirit in the form of hisancient kinsman
Draken-Koren, the Lord of Tigers. At that time, Pug of
Stardock, magician of two worlds, and Macros the Black,
sorcerer nonpareil, battled to hold closed atear between
two universes, aided by two Tsurani Great Ones.
magicians from the world of Kelewan. And the dragon.
Ryath, battled a Dread Lord, a creature from an dien
gpace-time. whose very touch drained life.

in the end, the Vaheru had been trapped within the

stone, the Dread Lord vanquished at the cost of Ryath's
life. and al the forces supporting the fal se prophet
Murmandamus vanquished. Not one soldier on either

sde, inthe Kingdom or serving the moredhel chieftain,
knew what the war had been about. No one among the
highest-ranking chieftains of the Nations of the North as
the dark elves and goblinswere called - knew that
Murmandamus had been a Pantathian serpent priest
meagically transformed to resembletheir legendary

leader. Only the King'sfamily and afew trusted friends

knew of the Lifestone and the presence of the Oracle.
And now the primary defender of the Lifestone, the
magic and physica entity of the oracle dragon, was



dying.

'How will this change take place? asked Miranda.

The dragon lifted her head and nodded dightly to the
right, where six robed figures stood speaking softly to one
another. "These, my husband servants, they are already
making their transformation.’

The figures removed their hoods and Miranda could

see facesthat were little more than those of boys. The
dragon continued, "When the heat began to rise, | made
the call, and youths from around the area, those with a
certain gift, answered. They wandered from their homes
and came to Maac's Cross, to where the statue stands,
and then | brought them here. Those that were lacking
the true gifts needed were sent away, and thought only
that they had been dreaming. Those who choseto stay
were allowed to test, and those who faded were also sent
away, with little memory of their time here. But these Sx
arethefirg of the youths who have proven worthy to
stand at my daughter'sside.’

Six elderly men came to stand next to the Six youths.
‘These, who are their teachers, will join with meto creete
that which will be my daughter, and when they are done,
these bodies will die. Then will the remaining spirit and
knowledge enter these six young men.'To another group
on the other ssde of the hall the dragon motioned, and
another six older men came forth. ‘I hope more of the
young who have come to us prove worthy, for those who
have no successor when it comestimeto die ... their
knowledgeislost forever.

Mirandasaid, 'Only twelve of you?

'Had Pug not fetched us from our dying world, there
would be none of us. And should athirteenth worthy
child cometo us before the birthing, he, too, can become
onewith us. If agirl child comes, then another daughter,

to serve with thefirst daughter. We may yet grow in



number, we of the Adl.’

Miranda hid her impatience. She had other concerns at
present. Then you birth your daughter?

"Then my spirit joins with the spirits of my husband
servants and we meld entirely, dl memory and feding, dl
pain and joy, to one consciousness, and that is split again,
and those boys will be our sons, and my daughter shall be
formed.

‘The new Oracle?

'She shdll be'

'And what body will sheinhabit?| see no young girl

here

"Thisdragon's body ismagic; it is strong beyond any that
the Oracle has used since our oldest memory. It shal be
used again.’

'So thisiswhy you will not be with usfor twenty-five
years?

'Y es. Shewill beachild, even though shewill have MY
powers eventudly.’

Mirandasighed audibly. ‘At least shell bealarge

enough girl to give anyone pause should they break

in." For amoment she considered. 'Do you know where
Pugis?

The Oracle closed her eyes and considered. 'Heis absent
from hisidand. | sense him out there- she made avague
gesture with her head -'among the worlds.’

'‘Damn,’ Mirandaswore. 'l think wewill need him here
before your daughter is strong enough to defend thishall.’
She conddered something in silence awhile. 'How long
before you enter thefina heat?

'Wejoininlessthan ayear, Miranda. Then | shdl be
gone, for with the re-forming, something isalways|os.
Thisiswhy we, who were old when the stars were new,

why we remember little of our own beginning. But in that



rebirth, more strength and knowledge come, and she who
follows after me shdl be eventudly my equd, then at last
my better.’

Mirandamuttered, 'If we livethat long.'

'Dark tidesare forming. They rise againgt distant shores
but shal reach even here, eventualy.’

'l must be gone. Thereislittle time and much to be done.
| fear agreat many foolish choices have aready been made
and that we depend too much on auguries and portents.'
'Y ou chose astrange audience for that argument,’
answered the Oracle.

"That you've been useful iswithout question,’ said the
young woman. 'But fateis not immutable, | believe. |
think one can saize destiny if oneisbut willing to makethe
atempt.’

'So believe those who oppose you,'said the Oracle. 'This
isthe root of the problem.’

"Those are deluded fanatics, who live in amad dream
that has no basisin redlity. They bring desth and pain for
Nno cause whatsoever.'

"True, but they share your sense of sdf-determination.’
'On that note,” Miranda said dryly, 'l bid you farewell.
Areyou sufficiently protected here?

'Our artsare sufficient for all but the most powerful.'
"Then | shdl be gone. Will we meet again?

'l do not know,' said the Oracle. "Too many possible
endings appear to my mind, and none clearly marked as
likey.'

-then fare you well on your journey to immortdity

and pray that we lesser beings five long enough to greet
your daughter when she comesinto her own.’

'Y ou have my wishes for success,' said the dragon.

Then the young woman was gone, vanished from

before their eyeswith little more than agust of wind
filling the empty place where she had stood.



To the one most senior among her companionsthe
dragon said with achuckle, 'She is much Eke her father,
don't you think? That touch of the cynica in her nature
could be the weak spot that undoes her. | hopefateis
kind to her.'

The seniormost companion said, 'Very much like her
father.'

Winds swept the figure atop the hill, blowing her cloak
and robesin billowing wings behind her. Smoke from
distant fires stung her eyes as she beheld the carnage
below. Riders were hunting down stragglers, raping

and killing for sport. Using her arts, she studied in

detail one scene after another. Men made like animals
inthe fury of battle now visited pain and destruction

on helpless men, women, and children. She balled her
fistsin rage, but stayed her hand. Those who commanded
the riderswould descend upon her in an instant

if shereveded her presence magically. Whilefear was
not her companion, prudence was, and she understood
her worth lay in being able to accomplish many things
between now and the time of true battle. When that

issue was decided, the fate of aworld and more would
hang in the balance, not the lives of these pitiful

wretches.

Even a thisdistance, the cries of pain carried on the
wind, and Mirandaturned away from them as she

moved down the hillside. For thetime being she willed
her heart to stone, for while she ached to help these few
survivors, she knew that far more critical issues demanded
her atention.

As she approached the scene of battle, she crouched

low. Ducking behind low rocks, she waited as a company
of drunken warriors wearing emerald armbands rode by,

ascreaming woman held across the neck of one man's



horse. Mirandafdt her face flushinrage. Shewilled
hersdf to camness; losing her head now would help no

one.
Sirting theaction, S

he cameto avillagein ruin. No

building had been left ganding - asolitary wall here, a
charred doorframe there, but nothing that could be remotely
caled shelter. Acrid smoke stung Miranda's eyes

as she searched for any sgnsof life.

Seeing none, she ventured deeper into the village, seeking
any information that would prove useful. In the distance,
she saw movement, and ducking behind asection

of wall, shewaited. Another company of horsemen rode
by, lessvigilant than they should have been, but not the
drunken roisterers she had seen earlier. These were seasoned
soldiers, Miranda cal culated. These men were

not mere mercenaries but those posted to the central
companies of theinvaders forces. By being at this
location, she now had afair estimate of the invaders rate
Of march. Cursing quietly, for it was faster than she had
suspected, she moved away from the center of the village.
She could will hersdf away at any time, but shewas

tired, and the effort to cloak her presence from her
enemieswastaking itstoll. A littleundisturbed restina
quiet place would be needed for her to leave thisareaand
not let her enemy know she had observed.

Miranda ducked through a burned doorframe, between
two gtill-standing sections of wall, and even her
iron-willed composure cracked at the sight that greeted
her. Gasping, she had to put her hand out and grip the
doorjamb, for her knees went wesk as the sight of dead
children greeted her. Tiny bodies charred to blackness
were piled in the center of the fire-gutted building.
Mirandafdt alow anima growl of pain and wrath building



in her throat and bit it back asrage threatened to
overwhem her composure. She knew well that should
any of the monsterswho had visited this horror on the
children blunder within her sight, she would destroy him
without thought, without regard for the consequencesto
her or her mission.

Forcing hersdlf to calm, she took two deep breaths and
fought back tears of anguish. Babies with smashed heads
were placed upon older children with charred arrows il
protruding from them. At least, thought Miranda, the
children had been killed before the building had been set
dight. Bitterly she wondered if death from ablade or
arrow was, in truth, kinder than dying in flames. Bidding
peace to the souls of those tormented tiny bodies, she left
thebuilding.

She picked her way amid the rubble to the outskirts of
the village farthest from where she had last seen the
raiders. She peered around the corner of what had once
been an inn and saw nothing. Dashing from the village
across arivulet running down from the hills, shemadeit
to a copse of trees. There shedmost died.

Thewoman was terrified and so her knife dash went
wide, but Miranda gtill took a cut aong her left forearm.
Biting back acry of pain, Miranda reached out and
gripped the woman'swrist with her right hand. A quick
twist and the woman was forced to release the blade.
Hissing in pain and anger, Miranda said softly, 'Silence,
fool! I'll not hurt you." Then she saw the two cowering
children behind the woman. 'Or your babies.’ Her tone
softened a bit. She released the woman's wrist and inspected
the damage done to her arm. Miranda saw a

shallow wound, and she closed her right hand over it.
'Who are you? said the woman.

'l am called Miranda.'

The woman's eyeswelled with tears and she said,



"They ... they'rekilling the children.’

"Miranda closed her eyes amoment, then nodded.
Women the raiders could use awhile aong the line of
march beforethey findly killed them, but children
would be usdless. Saversfollowing the main army
might take them, but out here at the leading edge of

battle, dl little ones could do was inform enemies of

what they had seen.

Gasping through the tears, the woman said, They
picked up the babies and swung them by the hedl's
Mirandasaid, 'Enough,’ but her tone, whilefirm, was
aso pained. 'Enough,’ she repesated softly, ignoring the
wetness gathering in her own eyes. She had seenthe
tiny crushed skulls. 'l know.'

Then she took account of who stood before her. The
woman's eyes were wide with terror, but would be
judged large under norma conditions. Her earswere
upswept beneath blond locks and possessed no |obes.
Miranda glanced down at the children: they were
twins. Mirandas own eyeswidened in disbelief as she
asked, 'Y ou arewheat they cal "of thelong-lived"?
The woman nodded. 'We are!

Miranda closed her eyes and shook her head. No
wonder the woman was nearly beside herself. Those
beings known through most of theworld of men as
elves gave birth rarely, and children usudly grew up to
adulthood decades gpart from their shlings. Some elves
lived to see centuries pass, and the death of one child
was more terrible than humans could imagine, but
twinswere amost unheard of among the eledhd, as
they called themsdlves. For these two little boysto be
lost would be atragedy beyond human imagining for
andf.

Mirandasaid, 'l know what's a risk.'



"The entire village was daughtered,’ said the woman.

'l took the boys into the woods to forage for food; we
were to leave tonight. We were going to seek out the
Jeshandi and ask for shelter there." Miranda nodded.
The Jeshandi numbered a high percentage of the longlived
among them and would likdly havetaken in this

woman and her children. 'We didn't think the raiders
would be here for another few days.' Her eyesfilled again
and shesaid, ' My man . .

Mirandaremoved her hand from the cut on her arm

and ingpected it. The cut had ceased bleeding and now a
pink scar wasthe only sign of damage. She sad, 'If he
wasinthevillage heisdead. I'm sorry." She knew how
hollow that sounded.

Suddenly the elven woman regained her composure,

and she sad, -then | must protect the children alone.’
'Damn,’ said NUranda. 'If we can get clear of this
murderous mob, | may be ableto help.’ She glanced
down at the two boys and saw enormous eyes staring

up at her from tiny faces. No older than four or five
years of age, they would be counted children for nearly
another three decades by their race, and would not be
considered mature for acentury. But by either standard,
human or even, they were beautiful children. Sghing
inresgnation, Mirandasaid, 'l will saveyour children.’
'How?

'‘Comewith meand besilent.

Miranda moved away. The woman and the two boys
followed, and while Miranda could have wished they had
the legendary wood skills lore gave to their race - these
three were villagers and were not adept a moving
through the heavy undergrowth - at least these three
werefar quieter than aliketrio of humanswould have
been.

Wending their way up the path from the village, that



they must have used to enter the forest, Mirandaled the
fugitives. After nearly an hour, Mirandasaid, 'Isthere
any place near herewherel might rest?

Thewoman said, Thereisasmall clearing ahead, and
on the other sde the entrance to acave!’

Miranda nodded and returned her attention aheed.

The raiders might be combing the areafor survivors or
they might be enjoying the fruits of their looting. Small
villageslikethisyielded little by way of vauables, and if

there were few women of suitable age for the men's
amusement, the cgptains might have sent men out on
patrol smply to avoid conflicts over who could be among
thefirg to rape the women.

The elven woman tried to lead onward the two slent
boys, and after amoment, Miranda picked up one of

the two. The woman nodded and picked up the other
and they carried them. Miranda knew that any child
frightened enough will go slent, instead of crying, and
these babies were severely frightened. Without conscious
thought, she kissed the child on the temple and stroked
his hair before starting to walk.

Making their way through the trees, they stopped once

at the sound of .distant horses and waited. When the
sound receded, they continued. Reaching a heavy
growth, they moved through the underbrush to aclearing,
on the other side of which stood a cave. 'It's safe

here,' said the woman.

Miranda put down the child and said, 'Wait.' She advanced
into the darkness, usng her magic artsto seein

the gloom. The cave was indeed empty, and showed
enough sgnsof human usethat it was unlikely any

animal would attempt to use it as aden. She went back
outside and said, 'Come -'

Before she could finish, aman crashed through the



brush, shouting, 'l told you | saw tracks;’

Pulling along knife from hisbdt, he said, ‘A couple of
brats! But the women are young,’

Another man answered from behind, but whatever he
said waslogt as Miranda shouted, 'Get insidel'

The woman grabbed her two children, each by one

arm, and hurried insde the cave. Miranda pulled along
dagger out of her belt and waited. Another man followed
thefirg into the clearing.

Both looked like common mercenaries. Thefirst wore
aragged tabard over rusty ring mail, the design faded and
unknown to Miranda. The second was atall man, wearing
aheavy gambeson cut off at the shoulders, for it was
obvioudy asizetoo smal and would have confined his
ability to fight otherwise,

Mirandawaited as the two advanced. 'What are you
going to do with that? snarled the second man, pointing
at the dagger. He glanced at his companion.

'Put that away, girl,’ said the first with anervous smile.
'Well treat you good if you don't cause problems. Give
ustrouble and welll make it rough for you.'
Mirandawaited, and when the first man stepped close
enough to attempt to reach for her, shetook a quick step
forward, faster than either man expected, and stuck the
dagger into histhroat.

She wrenched the dagger out as the second man

jumped back in shock and thefirst died, hislife gurgling
out of his gashed throat. 'Hey!" cried the second man, his
quick moves marking him adangerous foe, no matter his
ragged attire. His sword hissed from its scabbard and he
was ready for any attack before she could close, so she
moved back.

A digtant clatter of hooves, and the man shouted,

'Here! Over here!

Miranda cursed as answering calls rang through the



ar. While hewarily observed her, shefeigned an attack.
His sword lashed out and he briefly exposed hisarm to
her. Sheflicked out with her blade, but it did off thering
mail protecting his shoulder.

He laughed as he unleashed a powerful backhanded

blow designed to remove her head from her shoulders, but
she merdly squatted. Asthe blade cleaved air, she thrust
upward with her dagger, taking him in his unprotected

groin.

A shriek of pain and he doubled up as Miranda yanked
free her blade. A cascade of crimson told her she had
reached the artery deep in the groin and the mercenary
was doomed to death in moments.

The sound of gpproaching hooves signded that
Mirandaaso had but afew minutesto liveif shedid not
act quickly. Hurrying into the cave, she knelt before the
elven woman. 'What isyour name?

The woman, crouching before the two boys, replied,
'‘Ellia'

'l can save you and the children, but | cannot take you to
the Jeshandi. Will you come away with me?

Hearing the riders entering the glade, she said, 'What
choice havel?

‘None,' said Miranda. She leaned across Ellia, asif
embracing her, and put her hands upon the boys heads,
then suddenly everything around them spun into
darkness.

A moment later, the ar shifted, and it was warm night.
The woman gasped, and said, 'What ... ?

Mirandafell backwards awkwardly and sat hard upon
damp soil. 'We are she began, and it was clear shewas
disoriented.

Elliaglanced around as Miranda fought the confusion of
thetrangtion. They werein alarge clearing surrounded by



thick forest, with abroad stream or smdll river hurrying
through it. The merry sound of water splashing over rocks
was adtartling dternative to the sound of men dying.
Elliastood and took a step to Miranda's side, bending to
help her to her feet. The dark-haired woman shook her
head to clear it.

A sizzling sound in the distance caught their attention,
and both looked for its source. A faint glow of green
gppeared in the night sky; then it turned into a point of
light.

'Quickly, into the water!" commanded Miranda, and
without hesitation, Elliaturned and scooped up her two
children, carrying one under each arm. Theriver was
shalow but running rapidly, and the e ven woman had

to struggle to keep her feet on the dippery rocks. 'Don't
look back!" shouted Miranda, and Elliaobeyed slently as
she waded hip-deep in the stream. The two boys clung
tightly to their mother, remaining silent despite the
sudden darkness and the cold of theriver.

The searing sound grew louder and soon the boys had
their faces buried againgt their mother's bosom, asif in
refuge againgt the harsh sound. Elliathought her ears
would begin to bleed, and the children findly could
endureit no longer and began to wall.

A shattering explosion hurled Elliaforward, and for a
panic-stricken moment she thought she would losethe
children. Water closed over their heads, but sherolled to
her backside and forced herself to her knees, holding her
children close the entire time. The boys sputtered and
coughed astheir heads came out of theicy water, but
neither had let go.

The stumble and fall had turned Elliaaround and she
couldn't help but look where Miranda stood. A brilliant
orange light fired down from the heavens, along line of
energy that engulfed the young woman. Mirandaraised



her aams asif warding off the harsh energies. A sudden
blast of hot air struck at Ellia, hot enough to dry much of
her head and shoulders above water. Miranda moved her
hands suddenly, and alatticework of purple-tinged white
energy appeared and began to spread a ong the column
of orange light, racing back toward its source. Asit passed
up the length of orange energy, it burned brilliant white,
too brilliant to watch. Elliaturned asrapidly as she could
in the water, shielding the boys as much as possible from
the heat.

Wading forward, she reached the far bank and half

lifted, half pushed the boys up onto the grass. Then she
struggled to get hersdf out of the waist-deep water.
Suddenly strong hands reached down and lifted her
eadly out of theriver.

Three men in green lesther watched the fierce display

across the water. One leaned upon alongbow and spoke

to Elliain alanguage aien to her. She placed reassuring
hands upon her boys shoulders and said, 'l don't understand.’

The man glanced &t the other two and raised an

eyebrow in surprise, then looked back at Ellia. 'Y ou speak
Keshian, but not your own tongue?

His accent sounded odd to Ellia, but she could understand
him. 'l speak the language taught to me by my

parents.

The harsh light suddenly vanished, leaving the clearing
suddenly inky in contrast. Miranda swayed in the
darkness, asif drunk, then she steadied herself and
turned. Acrosstheriver, she saw Elbaand the boys
gtanding with three ven warriors. 'May | enter? she
caled weekly in the King'stongue.

'Who seeks Elvandar? answered one of thewarriors.

'Onein need of counsd with Lord Tomas.'



'Crossif you are able.’

Dryly Mirandasad, 'l think | can manage.’

She waded to the far sde and the e ven woman said,
'What magic isthis?

"These are your people, Ellia. These arethe dedhd,

and thisisthe boundary of Elvandar.’

'Elvandar? She looked confused. 'That isalegend, a
taletold by old onesto children.’

The leader of thethree warriors said, 'l judge there are
many questions to be answered, but thisis not the place,
nor isit the time. Come, we have two days of travel to
reach the Queen's court.’

"Thelittle ones aretired,’ said Miranda, 'and they are
frightened.’

The ef looked down and saw the boys. His eyes widened
dightly, agesture that would have been lost on most
humans, though Miranda marked his surprise. Twins?
Ellialooked at Miranda, who answered, ‘They are!'
Another ef warrior said, 'l shal go now and carry word
to the court." He turned and vanished into the woods.
Thefirg df made agesture and the remaining elf

nodded once and followed after his companion. To
Mirandathefirgt said, ‘I am called Gdain. My companions
are Althal, who is returning to our campsite to prepare
food for you, and the other is Lalia, who will takeword to
the Queen and her consort.'

He shouldered his bow, then, without asking leave,

knelt and picked up the two boys as easily as he might
have picked up two kittens. The boys looked at their
mother, but neither child voiced protest. Mirandatouched
Ellia's shoulder, then motioned with her head that they
should follow their guide.

Mirandaused her natura sight to keep the othersin

view. Her arts were depleted by the battle on the riverbank.
It had been a short struggle, but no lessviciousfor



its brevity. Through her exhaustion, Mirandafdt the
satisfaction of knowing that on the other side of the world
the Pantathian magician who had thrown that tracking
energy after her had not expected her counterspell. With
grim pleasure, she knew he was now a smoldering corpse.

They reached camp without having spoken aword. The
firewas burning brightly as Althal placed morewood onit,
and rich smdlls of smoke and crisping game reached
Miranda's nose.

The boys were now adegp and Galain gently set them
down upon the ground. Softly he said, It will belightina
few hours. They can eat when they awake.'

The even woman sat heavily upon the ground, and
"Mirandaknew she was exhausted, emotiondly aswell as
physicaly. Her home had been destroyed and certainly
her husband was dead, and suddenly she wasin astrange
place with people she didn't know, without even the

most basic persona possessionsto cal her own. Inthe

language of her homdand, she said, 'Who areyou?

Switching into Y abonese, the language of the neighboring
Kingdom province, and related to the ancient

language of Kesh, the common ancestor of the language
spoken by Ellia, Gdain sad, ‘| an named Gadain. We
are of theeledhd - asareyou.’

'l do not know thisword eledhel,’ said Ellia, outwardly
cam, though Miranda knew she must be terribly
frightened.

It means "the light people,” in our own language.
Thereismuch you will need to know. But to begin, ages
ago our race was divided into four tribes, for want of a
better term. Those who are eldest among us, the eldar,
are the keepers of wisdom. Thosewho live herein

Elvandar and serve Queen Aglarannaare called eledhd.



There are others: glamredhel, the wild ones, and moredhe,
the dark ones. Some years ago we learned of your people,
whom we call ocedhel, "people from acrossthe sea.” We
arenot sureif you are properly glamredhe or eedhel
who have lost knowledge of their own race. But either
way, you are welcometo Elvandar. Welive here He
smiled. 'We are like you. Here you will be safe!
Ellialooked pointedly a hisface, sudying hiseyes. As

if reading her thoughts, he pushed back hislong hair to
show her the upswept, lobeless ears that marked
elvenkind. Shesighed inrelief. 'Safe. . " she repested.
Her tone showed she scarcely believed.

Mirandasaid, 'Y ou will learn that you are as safe here
asanyplace on thisworld.'

Ellianodded, hugging her kneesto her chin asshe

closed her eyes. After amoment, atear appeared upon
her cheek and she sighed.

Gdain left her to her memories, and spoke to Miranda

'Y ou make an impressive entrance.’

Spitting the word, Miranda said, 'Snakes!'

Gdain's eyes narrowed. 'The serpent men?

Miranda nodded.

Gdain said, 'We will leave as soon as the boys awake
and eat. Seep now if you can.'

Mirandadidn't need convincing. She lay upon the

damp ground where she sat, and within moments was
fast adeep.

The boys rode upon the shoulders of Galain and Althd,
while Elliaand NUranda hurried along. Miranda knew

they were not moving as quickly asthey would have

been able to unburdened, but she had to struggle to keep
pace. Only Ellia's awkwardness gave her some small
comfort, for it was alifetimeliving in the woodlands that
gavethese evesther surefooted passage in the undergrowth,



not their race.

The boys had awakened and eaten, and without discussion
the party had |eft the campsite near theriver.

They had moved for the better part of the day, and had
paused only long enough to cat some dried meat and

fruit at midday. Then they had moved steedily through

the trees until an hour before dusk.

Gdain had gone hunting while Althd made afire.

Within the hour, Galain had returned with a brace of
rabbits. While not sumptuous fare for four adults and two
children, there was enough so that no one dept with
hunger pangs.

Morning cametoo quickly for exhausted children and

two tired women, but they were again on thetrail asthe
sun rosein the east. By noon they encountered a patrol

of hunterswho quickly exchanged information with

Gdain and Althal. The conversation waslost upon Ellia,
who wasignorant of the subtleties of eeven communications,
and Mirandamissed agrest dedl.

Near midafternoon, they came to an enormous clearing.

Elliastumbled, her mouth opening in awe, and even

Miranda was impressed.

Acrossthe clearing rose amighty city of trees. Bolesto
dwarf the mightiest oak rose high above them, blotting

out the sky. A canopy of leaves formed a massive roof
above the trunks that stretched away beyond sight. Dark
green, the awning of treetops was punctuated by an
occasiona tree of adifferent color, some golden, others
white, afew sparkling with emerald or azurelights. A

soft glow seemed to tease the limits of vision, asif amagic
haze envel oped the entire area.

Galain sad, 'Elvandar.

They crossed the clearing, and as they approached the
nearest trees, Miranda could see figures moving. Workmen



labored, curing hides, fashioning wegponsin forges,

and carving wooden implements. Othersfletched arrows,
worked stones, or prepared food. But the common
nature of these tasks took nothing from the impact of the
city itsdlf; Elvandar was perhaps the most magica place
upon the world. Soothing sounds, rather than the loud
noise of workers, filled the air, and voiceswere musical
rather than harsh.

Reaching agiant tree, Miranda saw stairs had been cut
from the living wood of the huge trunk.

'If you have afear of heights, say now, Miranda.'
Miranda came out of her revery and saw Galain studying
her and Ellia. She said nothing, shaking her head, and
Galain led them upward.

Asthey climbed, Miranda saw that some of the larger
branches wereflat on top, forming narrow roadways
upon which eveswaked, moving from treeto tree.
Many of the trees were hollow, and what seemed to be
gmd|l dwelingswerefashioned insde.

The eveswho passed smiled in greeting, and severa
were openly ddighted upon seeing the twin boys. Most
wore |eather, brown or greenin color, but otherswore
soft robes, decorated with gems or beads. All were uniformly
tall; somewerefair, but others were as dark of

hair aswas Miranda.

A few wore furs and carried wegpons, with metal studded
armbands and necklaces of gold set with

precious stones. These looked openly at thewomenin
curiogity, and their expressonswerelessfriendly when
turned upon Gdain.

Asthey passed, Altha spoke. The glamredhel are il
not completely at ease here. But then they've been with
us but ashort time."

'How long? asked Miranda.

"Those two who passed, not yet thirty years.



Miranda had to suppress alaugh. ‘Barely along visit.'
Gdain turned and smiled, showing he understood her
humor. Shewasn't sureif Althal shared his understanding.

To the back of alarge branch a platform was anchored,
and from it rose a stairway of wood and rope. Mounting
it, the two elves escorted Miranda and Elliato another,
larger platform, and along a broad thoroughfare. Thisled
to amaze of platforms, smal markets, and mesting aress,
and at last they reached a gigantic platform, dominating
the very heart of Elvandar.

Entering, Galain led them to the center, where he

faced two figures Stting upon adais. He and Althd gently
put the boys down and bowed. 'My Queen,’ Galain said,
‘and Tomas!'

Thewoman wasimpressve, arega-looking df with
golden-red hair and eyesthe color of ice-blue glaciers.
Hundreds of years old, shelooked much asahuman
would in the prime of youth, her face unlined and her
body ill straight and limber. Her festures were chisdled
and ddlicate, but there was strength in her bearing.

The man at her side was even more gtriking, for he was
not quite human or even in appearance. Six inches over
gx feet in height, he was broad of shoulder and deepin
the chest without looking bulky. His eyeswere an even

paler blue than his companion's, and hishair was sun

streaked yellow. His features were human: even brow
with straight nose, full but not soft mouth. Y et somehow
an agency had molded those features, casting an dien
image over them. He wastoo regal to be handsome, yet
when he smiled, aboy's charm appeared.

The woman rose and Miranda bowed, and Ellialooked
confused. At last she curtsed clumgly, while the boys
dung to her.



Ignoring formdities, the EIf Queen cameup to Ellia

and gently took her in her arms and embraced her. Then
she knelt before the boys and touched each upon the
cheek. She said something softly, and Elliasaid, 'l don't
understand.’

Gaain said, 'Our Queen spesksto your companion.’

In the Keshian didect most like Ellids, Aglaranna said,

'l said, "You bring ustreasure." Y our sons are beautiful.
We are so much thericher for their joining us:

Ellids eyeswelled with tearsas she said, They look
likether father.'

Tomas rose, and as he crossed to stand before Ellig, he
sad, 'lIt is not the way of my wife's people to speak the
name of those who have traveled to the Blessed Ides. in
his sons he lives on. Y ou are more than welcome here!
To Althd he said, Take these newly cometo usand find
them ahome. Seeto their needs.’ Then he addressed
Ellia 'Y ou are safe here, and under my protection. No
harm will cometo you or your sonsin Elvandar. At first
our wayswill seem strange to you, but you will cometo
know that they are your ways, truly, and that your
fathers fathers had been apart from ustoo long.
welcometo your true home!'

Weak with rdlief, Elliadlowed hersdf to beled avay,
one child holding fast to each of her hands. When they
had left, Tomas said, 'And who are you?

'A friend of your son's," answered Miranda.

Gdain leaned upon hisbow and said, 'l thought your
namefamiliar.

Tomass expression remained neutral. He motioned for
Mirandato come away from the daisand led her over to
atable, where severd elves had placed refreshments.
Motioning for afew members of the Queen's court to
attend, he said, 'How is Calis?

'Disturbed,’. answered Miranda. 'Has he told you his



mad plan?

By thefearful expresson on Aglarannasface, she-could
see he had. Tomas nodded.

'Wdll, for better or worse, I'm helping him.' Then she
shook her head. "'Though how much good I'm doing

is.. . She picked up apear and bit into it, chewed, and
swa lowed. 'Now, the snakes know someone with some
talent was snooping around their army.’ She explained
what had happened: her scouting the advancing army
across the seq, the encounter with Elliaand the boys, her
escape, and the find attack at the bank of theriver.
After shewasfinished, Aglarannasaid, ‘It was unlikely
they'd think their mad campaign would escape the notice
of those with power for long. It may be they think you
one of any number of magiciansor priests.’

Miranda nodded. 'And they have no way of knowing
where | am. The onewho found meisin no condition to
tell them. The others might suspect I'm here, but they
won't attempt to breech your defenses ... yet.'

Tomas said, 'We can speak more of these mattersin the
morning. Y ou should rest. Night isalmost upon usand
you look fatigued.'

‘oh, that'swhat | am,’ agreed Miranda, 'but by morning

| plan on being agreet distance from here. Thereis
much to be done and littletimeinwhichto do it. | must
seek out your son and confer with him, and next convince
some otherwise reasonable men to agree to amost
foolish and dangerous undertaking. Then | can be about
other business. | hadn't planned on coming here straight
away, but now that I'm here, can you tell me something?
What?

'Where | can find Pug?

Tomas glanced at hiswife and said, 'We've not seen

him for years. Thelast message | had from him was seven



years ago. He said he was concerned over the reports my
son brought back from his last voyage to Novindus. He
had consulted with the Oracle of Ad, and . .

'‘And what? prodded Miranda.

Tomass blue eyes regarded Mirandafor amoment, as

if measuring her. He said at |ast, 'He said he feared that
his own powerswould be lacking in the coming battle
and he needed to seek dlies!’

Miranda smiled and there was nothing of humor in

that smile. 'His powers were lacking.' She shook her
head. "Who e se on thisworld matches him in power,
saveyou?

'Even my powers pae compared to what Pug can do if
need be,' answered Tomas. 'My arts are set by my heritage,
and are asthey were at the end of the Riftwar, fifty

years ago. But Pug, he studies and learns and masters
new things yearly, and it may be no one since Macrosthe
Black can gpproach hismight.'

At the mention of Macros, Miranda made a sour
expression. ‘Much of what is aleged about his prowess
was based upon hislisteners being gullible, by al reports.’
Tomas shook his head. 'l have been placesyou could
only imagine, woman. And | stood at Macrosssdeinthe
Garden of the City Forever, and | saw the creation of this
universe. He may have been aman given to overboasting
at times, but not by any great margin, | will avow. His
powers approached the gods, and his skillswould be
welcomein the coming fray.'

Mirandasaid, 'Still, by al reportsthe Black Sorcerer is
fifty years vanished from hisredm. So then, whom could
Pug be seeking?

Aglarannasaid, 'Find the where, and that may tell you
who.'

Tomas sad, 'If heisnot upon thisworld, then | suspect
you must go to other worlds. Have you the arts?



Mirandasaid, 'If | don', | can find thoseto help me
who do. But where to begin the search? Shelooked at
Tomas. 'Reputedly, you and Pug were as brothers. You
would know where to begin the search.’

Tomassaid, 'l can think of only oneplace, but itis
much asif | said search the seafor aparticular fish. For
the place to begin searching isas vast asany placein al
the myriad possible universes!

Miranda nodded, saying, The Hall of Worlds!

Tomas nodded, too. The Hall of Worlds!'

SEVEN

Trid

Roo irred.

Hefdt ahand on hisleg, and in hisdeepy state he
brushed at it weekly. He fdt it clamp down and suddenly
he was wide awake.

Anugly faceloomed over his, leering and grinning.

'Y ou're an ugly sod, boy, but you'reyoung.' it wasthe
nervous man with affected speech of the day before who
was now fondling Roo'sleg.

'Ah," shouted Roo. 'Keep away from me!’

The man laughed. 'Just having ajoke, melad.' He
shivered. 'Damn cell will giveaman his death. Now shut
up and go back to deep, and we can both get warm.' The
man turned over, back to back with Roo, and closed his

eyes.
The brute caled Biggo, who had regained consciousness
an hour after being tossed into the cdll, said, 'Don't

terrorize the lad, Sippery Tom. Thisisthe death room.
He'stoo much on hismind to be thinkin' of romance.’



His speech had thelilt of Komachmen of Deegp Taunton,
rardy heard in the West.

Slippery Tom, ignoring the jape and the accompanying
laughter, said, 'It'sacold morning, Biggo.'

Seeing Erik now awake, Biggo said, 'He's not a bad sort
for aliar and murderer, is Slippery Tom; he'sjust scared.’
Roo's eyes widened. 'Who isn't? he said with afrantic
note in hisvoice. He closed hiseyestight, asif to shut out
everything by force of will.

Erik sat back againgt the unyidding sonewadl. He

knew Roo had spent afitful night, awakening severa
times shouting in his deep as he wrestled with persond
demons. Erik glanced around the cell. other men dept or
sat quietly in their place asthe night wore on. Erik - knew
that the bravado Roo had exhibited since awakening in
the cell the day before had been some sort of madness: he
couldn't accept the inevitability of hisown deeth.

Biggo sad, 'Spanking young bottoms is common

enough in the prison gangs, but Sippery isjust looking
for someone warm to cozy up to, lad.'

Roo opened hiseyes. 'Wdl, he smellslike something
diedin hisshirt last week.'

Tom said, 'And you don't exactly remind me of

flowers, youngster. Now shut up and go back to deep.’
Biggo grinned, and his bearlike face looked nothing so
much asthat of an overgrown child, one with broken

and crooked teeth. The besting administered by the
guardsthe day before had done nothing to enhance his
appearance; blue, purple, and red lumps decorated his
visage. 'l like to deep cuddled with someone warm. Like
me Elsmie. Shewas sweet.' He sighed as he closed his
eyes. Too bad I'll never see her again.’

"You tak likewere dl going to be convicted,’ said Roo.
‘Thisisthe death cell, melad. Y ou're here because
you're going to betried for your life, and not oneina



hundred who has sat here lived two days past histrid.

Y ou think you got away to besat the King's justice, boyo?
asked Biggo with alaugh. 'Well, good on you if you do.
But none here are babes, and we dl knew what the desl
was when we took to the dodgy path: "get caught, take
your punishment.- That'sthe way of it, for afact.’ He
closed his eyes, leaving the two young men to their own
thoughts.

Erik had been awake most of the night, failing adeep
only afew hours before, wrestling with the same
questions. He had never been ardigious sort, going to
temple on thefestiva days, joining the vineyard workers
in the blessing of the vineyards every year. But he hadn't
given much thought to what it would be liketo face
Lims-Kragmain her hdl. He vaguely knew that every
man came to stand before her, to account for his deeds,
but he dways thought of that as some sort of priest talk,
what Owen Greylock had called a'metaphor’ where one
thing said stood for another. Now he wondered: Would

he smply end? When the box was kicked out from under
hisfeet and the rope either snapped his neck or choked
the lifefrom him, would it turn dl dark and meaningless?
Or would he awakein the Hal of the Dead,

asthe priests clamed, joining the long line of those
waliting for Lims-Kragma's judgment? Those found
worthy were sent on to a better life, they said, while
those found wanting were sent back to learn those
lessons that had e uded them whileliving. Therewastalk
that & some point those who lived pure lives of harmony
and grace were elevated somehow, beyond human
understanding, to a higher existence.

Erik turned hismind away from the question, again;
there was no answer he- knew, until he actually faced
degth. Either way, he thought with asilent shrug, it'll be



something interesting or I'll not mind. He closed hiseyes
on thisthought, finding it srangely comforting.

The door at the far end of the hall clanked open, iron
bands striking cold stone. Two guards with drawn swords
led aprisoner into the halway. Another two guards
walked before and after him, holding wooden poles
looped through iron rings on awooden yoke set around
his neck. The pressure on the yoke kept the man from
being able to reach ether guard, and the awkward procession
made its way to the door of the desth cell.

The prisoner was otherwise undigtinguished. He

seemed ayoung man, little older than Erik or Roo,
though thiswas hard to determine, ashisracewas dien
to the two young men from Ravensburg. He was one of
the yellow-skinned men from Kesh, from aprovince
cdled Isdani. A few had passed through Ravensburg
from timeto time, but they were dill the object of interest
to the provincia residence of that town.

Thisman was plainly dressed, in asmplerobe, with an
empty, carry-cloth - alarge cloth used to carry belongings,
in place of abackpack - hung around his neck.

Hisfeet were bare, and his head was uncovered, showing
athatch of thick black hair roughly cut abovethe ears,
but falling long in back. Black eyes regarded the unfolding
events without expression.

When the door was reached, the first guard unlocked it
and ordered the prisoners to move to the far end of the
long cell. once they had obliged him, he opened the door
and the two men with the poles steered the prisoner to
the opening. With practiced dexterity, the lead guard
unfastened the neck yoke and the two guards dipped the
poles out. The collar was removed, and with unnecessary
force the remaining guard put his boot to the prisoner's
back and shoved him into the cell.



The prisoner ssumbled one step, but caught himsdlf

and stood motionless. The otherslooked onin curiosity.
'What was that all about? asked one man.

The new prisoner shrugged. 'l| disarmed afew of their
guards when they tried to arrest me. They objected to
that.

'Y ou disarmed them? said another prisoner. ‘How did
you do that? .

The young man sat down on the vacant stone bench. 'l
took their wegpons from them. How el'sewould you
imaginel didit?

A few of the prisoners asked the newcomer his name,
but no conversation was forthcoming, asthe new prisoner
closed hiseyeswhile remaining seated upright. He
crossed hislegs before him, each foot resting upon the
opposite thigh, and put his hands, pams upward, on his
knees.

The other prisonerslooked a him for afew minutes,
then returned to Stting and waiting for whatever fate
would bring them next.

- An hour later the hall door opened again and a company
of soldiers entered. The man Erik had met before,

Lord James, walked in. Then the men in the cdll began
to mutter as awoman entered, followed in turn by a

pair of guardsmen. The woman wasold, or at least she
appeared that way to Erik. Older than his mother, at
any rate. Her hair was a startling white and her brows
were pale enough for himto think her hair had dways
been this color. The linesin her face notwithstanding,
Erik thought she was niceto look at, and she must have
been beautiful when young. Her eyeswere an odd blue,
amos violet in the darkness of the cell, and she carried
hersdf with the bearing of nobility, despite an expresson
of sadness on her face.



Erik wondered what could be the cause of this
expression of regret: could she have some sort of feding
about the men who would betried in the Prince's
chamber this day? She stopped before the bars, and the
sullen prisoners were completely slent. For some
reason, Erik found himself sanding, feding the urgeto
touch hisforelock, as he would to any lady of qudity
who passed on theroad in her carriage. Roo followed
his example and soon the other men were standing as
wall.

Thewoman ignored the filth and wretched stench of

the cell as her hands closed upon the bars. She was
slent while her eyes searched out every face, and when
her gaze at |ast turned upon Erik, he found himself
suddenly afraid. He thought of his mother and Rosalyn,
and thinking of Rosayn made him think of Stefan, and
suddenly he was ashamed of himsdf. He couldn't look

a thelady any longer and lowered hiseyes.

For long minutes the woman stood silently, her rich
gown becoming dirtied by contact with the rusty iron of
the bars as she leaned againgt them. Erik glanced up and
found that as she looked from man to man, only the
new prisoner could return her gaze, and a one point he
even amiled dightly. But for severd of the men her
penetrating gaze was too much, and they began to
weep. Then a last her own eyes began to fill with tears
and she sad, 'Enough.’

Lord James nodded curtly once and motioned for the
two guards to escort her out of the cell. When they were
gone, hesad, 'Y ou men will facetrid this afternoon.
Kingdom judticeis swift; those of you found guilty of
capital crimeswill be brought back to thiscdll andin the
morning we will hang you. Y ou'l be given onelast medl
and time to make your peace with the gods. Priests of
the twelve orders will come for those who ask for shriving,



and for the rest of you who don't wish to speak

with apriest, wel, you can spend time contemplating
your sins. If you have an advocate, he will be alowed to
speak for you before Prince Nicholas; if you don't, you
must speek for yoursdlf or the Crown will convict you
by default. Thereisno appedal, so make your brief
persuasive. The King isthe only man who can overrule
the Prince, and he'sbusy.'

Without another word, the Duke of Krondor turned

and |eft the cdll block. A guard waiting in the connecting
hall reached in and pulled the door shut behind

him.

The men stood silently for along minute, then one,

the man called Slippery Tom, said, 'Something about
that witch gave me achill.’

't waslike having me mum finding me with my

brother's sweets on fetival day,’ said another.

Sowly they sat, and when every man was back in his
place, Roo turned to Erik and asked, "What was that al
about?

Erik shrugged. "Y ou know asmuch as| do.'

'She read your minds, said the newcomer as he returned
to his contemplative pose.

'What? came from several of the men. 'Sheread our
minds?

Without opening hiseyes, but with avery faint amile,

the newcomer said, 'She was|ooking for some men.'Then

suddenly his eyes opened and he glanced from face to face.
'l think she may have found them.’

Hiseyeslingered on Erik and he said, 'Y es, | think she
hes.'

The midday med was plain but filling. The guards brought
in aplatter of bread loaves and around of hard cheese, as



well asabucket of avegetable stew. No knives, forks, or
other potential weapons were permitted, but dull-edged
wooden bowlswere provided for the stew. Finding himself
suddenly hungry, Erik shouldered through the press

at the bars as the guards handed out the food.

'Here, now!" shouted a guard. There's enough for al of
you, though why you'd have any appetite when you're
going to hang tomorrow is beyond me!

Erik took abowl and grabbed aloaf of bread, broke off a
hunk of cheese, and returned to where Roo sat. 'Aren't
you going to eat anything?

Roo said, 'If the guard's not lying, there will be more

when | get to the bars." He rose dowly and moved to where
the press of prisoners was lessening, then took his bowl
and hdd it closeto the bars asthe guard filled it with a
metal ladle. Then aloaf of bread and some cheesewas
givento him, and he returned to Erik's side.

One of the prisoners said, 'The food's better here than at
memum'd’

That brought aweak laugh from two of the men, but
therest atein silence.

Shortly after the med, the guards came to escort the
prisoners to the Prince's court. Each man'sleg irons and
shackles, wrigt ironsand collars, and dl the chainswere
ingpected. The newest prisoner, the Isalani, stood silently
as the wooden collar was presented to him. He said, 'l
will cause you no difficulty.' Then with an enigmatic
gmilehesaid, 'l aminterested in what is about to occur.'
The guard sergeant seemed to think about it, but the
man walked quietly out of the cell and stood in place
behind the man who had been led out before him. The
guard sergeant made acurt nod, indicating it was all
right, and the other prisonerswere put in theline.

‘All right, any of you makes a break, we shoot you



down and that's the end of it. Soif you prefer acrosshow
bolt to the rope, now's your chance. But be warned, if

the bolt doesn't kill you outright, it'samessy, pitiful way

to go. Saw aman with hislung punched out of him; that
was asight. Now, move the prisoners dong!’ The company
of crossbowmen lined the halway where they

marched, and the prisoners, now numbering twelve,

were led through the palace, up to the Prince's hall.

Dirty, poor, and miserable, these men were ushered

into the presence of the second most powerful manin the
Kingdom, Nicholas, Prince of the Western Realm of

the Kingdom of the Ides, brother to King Borric, Heir
Apparent to the Crown. The Prince was aman of forty-some
years of age, and hisdark hair was till amost

entirely without grey. His eyeswere dark brown and
deeply shadowed; the stress of burying his father was obvious,
etching deep lineson hisface.

Hewore mourning black, and his only badge of office

was hisroya ring. He sat in thelarge chair at the end of

the hdll, raised upon adais. The chair next to his, used by
his mother when hisfather ruled only days before, was
empty. The Dowager Princess Anitawasin seclusonin

her quarters.

Standing beside the throne was the Duke of Krondor,

Lord James, and beside him, the mysterious lady who the
Isdani said read minds.

The prisoners were ushered into the Prince's presence

and the guard sergeant had to order them to bow. The
men made an awkward attempt, and at last the court was
caled to order.

Severd onlookerslined the sdes of the hdls, and Erik
noticed Sebastian Lender among them. That made him
fed dightly better than he had in days.

Thefirst prisoner was called before the Prince, aman



named Thomas Reed, and to Erik's surprise, the man
caled Sippery Tom moved before Nicholas.
Nicholas looked down on Slippery Tom. 'What are the
charges, James?

The Duke of Krondor nodded to a scribe, who said,
"Thomas Reed stands accused of theft and aiding and
abetting in the murder of the victim, a spice merchant
named John Corwin, late of Krondor.'

'How do you plead? asked James.

Slippery Tom glanced around theroom and t Led 'to
n

present as pleasant an expression as possible to Nicholas.
'Y ou Magesty --! he began.

"Highness," interrupted James. ‘Not "Y ou Mgesty,’
"Y our Highness."'

Grinning asif thissocid gaffe were hisworst offense,
he said, "Y ou Highness, it werethisway -'

James interrupted, 'How do you plead?

Suddenly angry eyesregarded the Duke as he said,

'| was attemptin' to explain thisto His Highness,

ar.

'Plead first, then explain,’ said Prince Nicholas.

Tom seemed to think of his options a moment. 'Well,
grictly speaking, | guess| would haveto say | was guilty,
but only inasense of it.'

'Enter the plea,’ said James. 'Do you have anyoneto
speak on your behalf'

‘Just Biggo,' said Tom.

'Biggo? said Nicholas.

James said, 'The next defendant.’

'Oh, well, then tell meyour story.'

Tom began to spin an improbable tale of two poor
workmen attempting to do theright thing in abargain
gone sour with a spice merchant of dubious character
who chegted the two basically honest workers. When



confronted with his perfidious acts, the spice merchant
had pulled aknife and in the ensuing struggle had falen
on hisown blade. The two wronged men, regretting the
mal efactor's death, had taken hisgold only inthe
amount they were owed, which happened to be all he
was carrying. ‘And that's not dl he owed us," said Tom.
Nicholaslooked at James. '‘Corwin?

'Honest, for the most part,’ said James. 'What | could
find out tells me he occasiondly received some Keshian
spices without benefit of duty, but that's not unusud.’
Nicholas said, 'Why did John Corwin owe you
money’?

With aferd light in hiseyes, Tom said, 'Wdll, truth to
tell, Y ou Highness, we was bringing the merchant some
Keshian spice, without bothering to cdll it tothe
attention of the duty office at the Port Authority, if you
see. Wewas only doing it to support our families!'
Nicholas glanced at the woman who had remained
slent, and Erik followed his gaze. She looked a Tom for a
moment, then briefly shook her head no.

Nicholas said, 'What's the state's request?

James said, Thomas Reed isahabitua crimind, a
self-confessed member of the Guild of Thieves

'Wait aminute, lord!" shouted Thomas. 'l wasjust
making someidle boadts, trying to get some respect from
the guards -'

James ignored the interruption. 'The state asks for
death.'

‘Granted.'

With that single word, Slippery Tom was sentenced to
die the next morning.

Erik looked at Roo and wondered if the terror he saw

in hisfriend's eyes was as gpparent in hisown.

Slowly each man was brought before the bar of justice,



and each time at the end of the plea, Erik saw the Prince
look at the woman. Each time she shook her head no,
save for once, when Biggo was on tria, when she nodded
yesdightly. But it seemed to make no difference, for
Biggo was condemned to the galows with the others.
When there were fewer than hdf to betried, the scribe
cdled, 'Sho A"

The Isalani was brought before the Prince, and James
recited the charges. 'Sho Fi, acitizen of Kesh, Highness.
Arrested for brawling. Hekilled aguard.'

'Y our plea? asked the Prince.

The Isdani smiled. 'Plea? | have none, Highness. The
factsare asrecited.'

"Then enter the pleaas guilty,’ said Nicholas. 'Have you
anything to say before sentencing?

The smile broadened, and the Isdani said, 'Only that
facts and truth are not interchangeable. | am but a poor
student, formerly amonk of the order of Dala. | was sent
to find my megter.’

'Y our master? asked Nicholas, seemingly interested in
the story, decidedly different than the run-of-the-mill
pless heard so far today. 'Who ishe?

‘This| do not know. | was an indifferent student &t the
monastery where | wastrained, savein the art of
fighting. | admit to being unworthy of the caling; the
Abbot sent me out, telling methat if | had a master he was
outsde the order, and to seek him in acity wheremen
brawl daily. The man shrugged. ‘Oftenin jest, truth is
revedled, and | meditated for days upon what my former
Abbot said. Given someinsight by hunger, | decided to
seek my magter in your city, though it wasfar from my
own land. | traveled and worked, and found mysdlf in
Krondor but aweek ago.'

‘Since then he's been arrested three times,’ said James.
The man named Sho R shrugged. 'Unfortunately, thisis



true. | have many flaws, and atemper isamong them. |
was being cheated at cards, and when | objected, astruggle
ensued, and when | pleaded my innocence to your city
watch, | was attacked. | merely defended myself.’
'During the struggle he killed aguardsman,’ said James.
'Isthistrue? said Nicholas.

'Regrettably, but in my defense may | say that it was
never my intent to kill the man. | was merely trying to
disarm him. | had taken his sword from him when he
unexpectedly twisted away from me, pushing himsdf into
his companion, who threw him forward upon the sword |
was now holding. It isvery sad, but it happened.’'He spoke
asif he werereciting alesson, without emotion, not
pleading for hislife.

The Prince looked at the woman, who nodded dightly.
Then he said, 'What isthe state's request?

"The state requests thirty years labor in the prison

gang!

'Granted,’ said Nicholas.

For reasons Erik couldn't understand, Sho P seemed
amused at this asthe guard escorted him back to the
prisoners dock.

Two more men were ordered to their death; then, “when
Erik and Roo were dl that were left, their nameswere
caled. Sebastian Lender stepped forward with Erik, and
James said, Y our Highness, we have a specid case here.
Erik von Darkmoor and Rupert Avery are charged with
the murder of Stefan, Baron von Darkmoor.'

'How do you plead? asked Nicholas.

Before either young man could speak, Lender said, 'If it
pleases Y our Highness, | would ask that it be recorded
that the two youths before you plead not guilty.’

Nicholas smiled and leaned back in histhrone. ‘Lender,
isntit? Y ou used to cause my father no end of irritation.

Now | seewhy. Very well." He looked at Erik and Rupert.



'Do you have something to say?

Again, before either young man could speak, Lender
sad, 'l have here, Highness, documents sworn before the
High Congtable in Darkmoor and two priests of local
temples, under oath, on behaf of these young men.' He
opened alarge leasther document case and pulled from it
acopious sheaf of papers. ‘Not only do we have the
sworn testimony of one Rosayn, daughter of Milo,

owner of theinn of the Fintall; | have atestimony from
severd guardsmen who were witnessto eventsleading to
the conflict, and from Baron Manfred von Darkmoor as
to hisbrother Stefan's state of mind before the incident.'
He handed them to James, who looked irritated &t the
need to peruse such alarge amount of informationina
ghort time.

'While my Duke of Krondor looks over these documents,
Master Lender, | would be pleased to hear the

young men tell what happened.

Erik looked at Roo and, with anod, indicated he

should begin. 'It started at the fountain, Y our Highness,
the one before the Growers and Vintners Hdl in
Ravensburg. | was there with some others, just talking,
when Rosalyn camelooking for Erik. While | wastaking
to her, Stefan and Manfred, the Baron's sons, come came
up to us and began talking to Rosalyn. Manfred

kept telling Stefan they needed to get back to their father,
Otto, who was dying at the time, but Stefan kept talking
about "Erik's girl," and how she was too swest to waste
on abasgtard blacksmith, and things like that."
Nicholas sat back and seemed intent on the story as

Roo recounted all he could remember up to where Erik
took off after Stefan, and the ensuing fight. When hewas
done, Nicholas asked Erik for hisstory. Erik told it calmly
and without any attempt to avoid responghility for his



taking hishdf brother'slife.

When the story wastold, Nicholas said, 'Why did you
run?

Erik shrugged. 'l don't know. it seemed. . .'He looked
down amoment, then back up, locking gazeswith
Nicholas. 'It seemed impossiblethat | could kill the swine
and not be hung for it."

'Did you hate him that much?

Erik said, 'Morethan | thought, Highness." Inclining
hishead a hisfriend, he said, 'Roo saw it coming long
before| did. Hetold me oncethat I might have to kill
Stefan someday. Stefan and | met only three times before
that night, and dl three times he sought me out to cause
problems, cdling me names, insulting my mother, daiming
| wanted hisinheritance.’

'Wasthereany truth to it?

Erik shrugged. 'l don't think so. | never thought much
about being noble, or having office. I'm asmith, and I'm
the best horse man in Darkmoor - ask Owen Greylock,
the Baron's Swordmagter, if you doubt me. | only wanted
aguild badge and my own forge, no more than that. My
mother only wanted me to have aproper name. It was
her passion that made Stefan fearful. But even if she
dreamed | might someday be anoble, it was never any
dream of mine. | had the name aready.' His voice lowered,
and histone became amost defiant. That was, at

least, onething my father did dlow me. He never publicly
denied me the name von Darkmoor, and I'll take

that to the grave with me.'

Roo visibly winced at the phrase. Nicholas sighed. This
isvery convoluted. Lord James, have you a suggestion?
Jameswas Hill leafing through the papersgivento him

by Lender. 'Highness, may | suggest you teke this case
under advisement, and after supper I'll have the Sate's

recommendation for you.'



,Granted,’ said Nicholas. 'Court is adjourned.’ Guards

motioned for the prisoners dready in the dock to leave,

and Erik and Roo found themsalves being marched back
tojointhe others.

Erik looked at Lender. 'What happened? he asked.
Lender didn't look hopeful. 'Hell think about it. Y ou
should know after supper.' Watching the Prince rise from
histhrone and leave the hal to enter hisprivate

chamber, Lender said, 'It will be decided by morning,
ether way.'

Guards moved them into line behind Sho Fi, and Roo
sad, 'What do you think is going to happen?

'If you had not run, and had told this story at once, |
think Nicholas would have been inclined to believe you,
but you ran, and that counts against you.' He was silent
asthe guards chained the prisonersinto line, and Lender
sad, 'If it goes badly, the gallows. If it goes better, thirty
years on thework gang. Thebest | canimagineis service
inthe Roya Navy for ten years:

The guards ordered them to move out, and suddenly
Sho Pi looked over his shoulder at Erik. 'Or something
ese’ Hesmiled enigmaticaly a the remark. Erik thought
his behavior odd for someone facing thirty years of hard
labor.

The prisoners marched out of the hall, back to the

desth cdll.

Those who had been condemned to die aternated between
numb despair and frantic rage. Slippery Tom was

the most antic with fear; he paced the long deeth cdll
concocting plan after plan to overpower the guards and
escape the palace. He was convinced the Mockers were
waliting for any sign of revolt to launch araidinto the
palace to set their captured brethren free.



After ahour, Biggo stood up and said, 'Giveit arest,

lad. You're going to hang.'

Slippery Tom's eyes widened and with a scream he

lunged at hisfriend, grabbing him around the throat.

Biggo gripped hard on Tom'swrists and forced the hands

away from histhroat, and as he spread hishands, Tom's

face came close to his own. Suddenly Biggo head-butted

Tom, whose eyesrolled up into his head as he lost consciousness.

Biggo deposited the limp form of Sippery Tomina
hay-strewn corner. "That should quiet things down for a
while he said.

Another man said, 'Isthat what you want? Peace?

Wi, youll have dl the peace you'l ever need come
tomorrow morning, Biggo. Maybe Tom'sright and we
should diefighting guards.’

Biggo laughed. 'With what? \Wooden bowls?

'Y ou anxious to die? demanded the man.

Biggo rubbed his chin. 'Everyone dies, laddig; it'sjust a
guestion of when. As soon as you took to the dodgy path
you were doomed to the gibbet, like it or not." He Sighed
and looked reflective. 'Doesn't seem right to bekilling
guards for doing their job. We're going to die anyway, so
why spread the misery? Some of them have Wivesand
children." He leaned back, resting his elbows on aledge
behind the stone bench he sat upon. 'Hanging may not
be so bad. Either your neck’s cracked' - he snapped his
fingers - 'and you're gone, or it chokes you. Choking's
not so bad, I'm thinking. | was choked oncein afight.

Y ou get sort of light-headed and everything collapses
around your vision, and theresthisbright light ... No,

me boyo, it'll be over quickly.’

Another man said, 'Giveit arest, Biggo. We're not
temple-goerslikeyou.'

It was that very choking | spoke of that made me a



religious man, Aaron. Why, if Shaky Jake hadn't busted a
chair over Billy the Sy'shead, I'd have died right there. |
decided then it was high time | got righteous with the
gods, | did. So | went off to Lims-Kragmas temple and
talked to a priest, and gave an offering, and | don't missa

holy day unless|'m too sick to walk.' He sat back and
crossed hisarms. Tomorrow, when I'm in the Degath
Goddesss hall, and she saysto me, -Biggo, youre aliar
and athief and amurderer, evenif you didn't mean to be
one, but at least you're a pious bastard,” I'll smile at her
and say, That'sright, Y our Goddessness.” That should
count for something."

Erik found it hard to find anything amusingin his

present circumstances, and Roo was close to tears for fear
they would be joining those sentenced to die. The only
three men not under the death mark were Sho P, Erik,
and Roo. Sho Pi would be transferred to the work gang
after the hanging, which he would watch asalesson. He
seemed unfazed by the prospect of spending the next
thirty years hauling rocks out of theroya quarry or
dredging out the roya harbor. It was rumored some
young men had survived their thirty years, soit was
possible he might emerge dive, someday, abroken man
in hisfiftieswho might somehow forge alife. For most
men it only put off degth.

The door at thefar end of the cell opened, and Erik
jerked around to see who was there, half hoping, half
fearing it would be Lender. Instead it was guards with the
evening meal. More bread and cheese, but thistime the
stew had beef init, and there was a cup of winefor each
prisoner.

Erik found himsdlf hungry, despite hisworry, but Roo
amply ignored thefood, curling up and fdlinginto a
deep of emotiond exhaustion. Most of the men atein



dlence, savethe Isdani, who cameto St next to Erik. He
sad, 'You think you will go free?

Erik looked off into space for aminute. 'No, | think had
we stayed and faced down our accusers, maybe. Had they
seen the blood flowing from my shoulder from Stefan's
sword, maybe then.

‘Asitisnow, | think we are probably going either to be
hung or to spend out our livesworking next to you on

thelabor gang.’
Thelsdani sad, 'l don't think so.'
'What makes you say that?

‘That woman. | don't know why, but it was important
that she see what we were thinking when we were
before the Prince!

'If shewasreading minds, like you claim, then it wasto
seeif weweretdling thetruth.'

'No, something else’

'What?

'I'm not sure. Maybe what kind of men we are!’

Erik finished hismedl, and when Roo offered no

protest, he drank hiswine aswell. The evening stretched
on, and the door opened again.

Erik turned and was astonished to see Manfred von
Darkmoor enter, flanked by two guards wearing the
livery of Darkmoor and two others wearing the Prince's
colors. Manfred motioned with his head to Erik to come
to thefar end of the cell wherethey could speak
privady.

Erik got up dowly, and the guards stood away asthe
two half brothers reached the far end of the cell. Erik said
nothing, waiting for Manfred to speak.

After looking at Erik amoment, Manfred said, 'Well, |
suspect you wonder why I'm here.’

'l would think that was obvious,' said Erik.

'I'm not entirely surewhy I'm here, truth be told.



Perhapsit's because | have lost one brother and am about
to lose another, whom | don't know.'

'l may not be logt, brother,’ said Erik dryly. The Prince
has taken the evidence under advisement, and | have a
very gifted solicitor arguing on my behdf.’

'So | have heard." Manfred looked Erik up and down.

'Y ou do look agreat deal like Father, you know. But |
suspect you have your mother's steel in you.'

'Why do you say that?

'Y ou never knew our father; hewasaweak manin

many ways,' Manfred said. 'l loved him, of course, but it
was difficult to admire him. He avoided fights, mostly
with Mother, and he hated being in the public eye." With
anironic smile, he added, 'l, on the other hand, find that
| rather likeit." Picking an imagined speck from his
deeve, hesad, 'l don't know if | should hate you for
killing Stefan or thank you for making me Baron. But
ether way, Mother isup talking to the Prince right now,
ensuring you go to the gallows:!”

Erik said, 'Why does she hate me so?

Manfred said, 'l don't think she hatesyou, redly. Fears
youismorelikeit. It was our father she hated.'

Erik looked surprised. 'Why?

'Father liked the ladies, and Mother dways knew he
had been forced into marrying her. Fromwhat |
gathered, after | was born they were man and wifein
name only. It was Mother who ensured we had only
male servants or ugly women working in our castle;
Father had an eyefor pretty young girls. Even with
Mother's precautions, Father found every pretty woman
within aday'sride of the castle. Stefan was alot like him
in that respect. He redlly thought he'd hurt you if he took
your girl and had hisway with her.'

'Rosalyn wasn't my girl," said Erik. 'Shewasmorelike



agder.

'Even better,' said Manfred. 'He would have delighted

in knowing that. If he could have taken your mother
while you watched, hed have liked that even more.' His
voice lowered. 'Stefan was an evil bastard, Erik, a
mean-spirited pig who delighted in causing pain. | should
know, because | was on the receiving end of it most of
thetime. It was only when | caught upwithhiminsze
and could defend mysdlf that heleft me done.’ Almost
whispering, he said, 'When | first saw him dead, | was
angry enough to have killed you mysdlf that minute.
After the shock wore off, | redlized | fdlt relief that he was
gone. You did theworld afavor by killing him, but I'm
afraid that fact won't help you at dl. Mother's going to
seeyou hung. | guess I'm hereto tell you that at least one
of your brothers doesn't hate you.'

‘Brothers?

'Y ou're not father's only bastard, Erik. You may havea
score of brothers and sisters out there. But you were the
oldest, and your mother made sure the world knew it. |
guessthat's redly the reason you are going to hang
tomorrow.'

Erik tried to muster as much courage as he could.

'Well still see what the Prince hasto say.

'Of course," said Manfred. 'If you do somehow come
out of thiswithout being hung, and after you've spent
your time on the prison gang, send me aletter.' He
turned and walked away, then turned to look back at
Erik. 'But don't enter Darkmoor if you wish to stay dive.’
Erik stood alonefor aminute after Manfred | eft, then
returned to his place next to the deeping Roo.

Timedragged on and Erik found himsdf unableto deep.
Severd othersfdl into fitful dozes, and only Biggo and
the Isdlani seemed able to deep comfortably. A couple of



themen sat in Slent prayer.
At midnight, the door opened and a handful of priests
entered, from various orders, and each stood across from

SHADOW OF A DARK QUEEN

the prisoner who wished to take comfort. This continued
for an hour or more; then the priestsleft, and

gill noword from Lender.

Erik at last fell into ahaf-deep, with panic waking

him up severd times, his heart pounding and his chest
condgtricted, as he fought against the rising terror.

Suddenly aloud clang echoed in the otherwise silent
cell block and Erik was on hisfeet as Sebastian Lender
entered the room. Erik lightly kicked Roo awake, and
the two hurried to the far end of the cell.

Erik looked at what Lender carried and his chest congtricted
interror. A pair of boots, fashioned out of soft

leather, with high tops that folded down, were clutched
in the old man's hands. They were a horseman's boots,
well made and artfully crafted, and Erik knew why
Lender carried them.

Erik said, 'We'reto die?

Lender said, 'Y es. The Prince gave the order lessthan
an hour ago.' Lender handed the boots through the bars
to Erik. 'I'm sorry. | thought | had built a persuasive
brief, but the mother of the man you killed isthe
daughter of the Duke of Ran and has much influencein
this court aswell asthe King's. The King himsdlf was
consulted, and in the end you were both sentenced to
degth. Thereisnothing that can be done." He pointed to
the boots that Erik now clutched before him. these
wereyour father'slast gift to you; | thought it would be
unfitting for you not to have them at least for afew



hours before. . !

"They hang us,'whispered Roo.

Erik pushed the boots back through the bars. 'Sdll

them, Master Lender. Y ou said the gold he left me
wouldn't cover your fees.'

Lender pushed them back toward Erik. 'No, | failed

and | will give your gold to whoever you ingtruct meto.
Thereisno fee, Erik.'

Erik sad, Then send the gold to my mother, a
Ravensburg. She's at the Inn of the Pintall and she hasno
oneto carefor her. Tel her to usethe gold wisdly, for itis
al | will ever beableto give her.'

Lender nodded and said, 'l pray the gods will be gentle
with you, Erik, and you aswell, Rupert. Y ou have no evil
inyour hearts, even if you have donethisviolent thing.
Lender looked close to tears as he turned away, leaving
the two young men from Darkmoor doneinthefar
corner of the death cell.

Erik looked at his boyhood friend and said nothing.
There was nothing to say. He sat and stripped off his
common boots, and pulled on therider's boots. They fit
asif they had been fashioned for him. High, to mid-calf,
they were soft and clung like soft velvet ingtead of harsh
hides. Erik knew that if he worked for alifetime he
would not have been able to afford their like.

He sighed. He would at least wear them for part of one
day, from the cedll to the gallows. He only regretted he
didn't have at least one opportunity to test them on
horseback.

Roo sat on the floor, back against the bars. He looked at
Erik, hiseyeswide with fear, and whispered, 'What do
we do now?

Erik tried to smile reassuringly a hisfriend, but the

best he could manage was a crooked grimace. 'We wait.'

Nothing morewas said.



EIGHT

Choice

The door opened.

Erik blinked, surprised to discover he had dozed, ina
numb, emotionally exhausted deep. Guards, heavily
armed againgt the possible rebellion of the condemned,
entered. Last through the door was the strange man
Robert de Loungville.

‘Listen, you dogs!* he shouted, his gravelly voice striking
them like aleather glove. With atwisted smilehe

said, "Y ou come when bidden and dielike men!' He
caled sx names, and the last of the six was Slippery Tom.
Tom held back, asif somehow he could hide among the
group who would be hung second. 'Thomas Reed! Get
out here!" commanded de Loungville,

When Slippery Tom only crouched lower behind his
friend Biggo, de Loungville sent inapair of guards,

swords drawn. The other prisoners stepped aside, and the
two grappled with Tom amoment, then dragged him
from the cell. He started to cry out for mercy and wailed
the entire way to the gallows.

No oneinthe cell spoke. They dl listened to the sound

of Tom's screaming as he was carried farther and farther
from them, then turned as one to look out the cell
window asthe screaming grew again in volume. Thefirst
Sx prisoners were marched in line, save for Tom, who
was gtill being dragged; his voice reached anear shriek in
terror. Repested cuffing from the guards who carried him
only seemed to increase his panic, and short of knocking
him sensdless, they had no way to shut him up. If they
were put off by the screaming, they showed no sign; Tom



obvioudy wasn't the first man they had dragged shrieking
to his death; he would be slent soon enough.

Through the bars, Erik watched with amixture of

revulson and fascination asthefirg five men plodded up
the six wooden stepsthat led to the gallows. In some
distant corner of hismind he knew he would soon be
following them, but he couldn't bring himsdf to accept

that redity in hisheart. Thiswasal happening to someone
else, not to him. The

men stepped up on the high boxes placed under the
nooses, and Tom was carried up to where he would die. He
kicked and spit and tried to bite the guards, who held onto
him tightly. Then they lifted him up to the box, while
another jumped up beside him and quickly placed the
rope around his neck. Two more guards held himin place
lest hekick the box over and die before the order was
given.

Erik didn't know what to expect - an announcement of
some sort or reading of aforma verdict - but without
ceremony Robert de Loungville cameto stand directly in
front of the condemned, his back to the men il inthe
cdl. Hisvoice carried across the yard as he said, 'Hang
them!'

Guards kicked hard at the boxes under the men'sfest, in
one case twice to move it from under the man who
dumped downin afant at de Loungvilles command.
Slippery Tom's screaming was choked off abruptly.

Erik fet his ssomach knot at the sight before him; three
men went limp, asign their necks had snapped; one jerked
twice, then died; but the last two kicked asthey were
dowly choked to death. Sippery Tom was one of the two,
and it seemed to Erik he took an impossibly long timeto
die. The dender thief kicked, striking one of hisguards
with ahed, and Biggo sad, 'Should tieaman'slegs, youd
think. Robs him of dignity, kicking around like that.’



Roo stood next to Erik, tears of terror streaming down
hisface ashe sad, 'Dignity?

Biggo sad, 'Not much elseleft to aman now, laddie.
Man comesinto the world naked, and |leaves the same
way. Clothes on his body don't mean anything. He's
naked in hissoul. But bravery and dignity, that counts

for something, I'm thinking. Maybe nothing to anyone,
but someday, you never know, one of these guards might
betdling hiswife, "I remember thisbig fellow we hung

once; he knew how to die™

Erik watched as Slippery Tom kicked, then twitched,
then at last ceased moving. Robert de Loungville waited
for what seemed along timeto Erik before, with a
motion of hishand, he shouted, ‘Cut them down!'

The soldiers cut the dead men from the gibbet, and

while they were being carried down to be placed on the
ground, other soldiers hurried with fresh nooses and put
themin place.

Suddenly Erik redized they were coming to get him.

His knees began to shake and he put out a hand to steady
himsdlf, pressing his palm againgt the rough stone. Thisis
thelast timeI'll feel stone againgt my hand, crossed hismind.
Robert de Loungville motioned for acompany of guards
to form up, and they marched out of sight of the waiting
prisoners.

Through thewallsthey could hear the tread of boots
upon stone as the guards marched from the yard to the
death cell. Closer and closer they came, and Erik
aternately wished that they were here and it was over
and that they would never reach the death cdll. He
pressed his hand hard againgt thewall asif the rough fed
of it againg hisflesh somehow denied the gpproaching
end of hislife.

Then the door at the end of the hall opened and the



guards marched through. The cell door was opened and
de Loungvillewas cdling their names. Roo was cdled
fourth, Erik fifth, and Sho Fi, asthe only one who would
not be hung, was|lad.

Roo got into line and looked around, panic on hisface.
'Wait, cantwe. . . isn't there. . .

One of the guards put afirm hand on his shoulder.

'Stay inline, lad. That'sagood fellow.’

Roo stopped moving, but his eyes were wide, with

tears running down hisface, while his mouth moved,
saying nothing that Erik could understand.

Erik glanced around and felt asick numbnessin his
stomach, asif he had been poisoned. Then his bowel
tightened and hefdt the need to rdieve himsdf and was
suddenly fearful he would fill his pantswhen he died. He
found his chest tight and had to will himsdlf to breathe.
Sweat dripped down hisface and ran from hisarmpits
and groin. Hewasgoing to die.

I didntmeanit. . ." said Roo, pleading with men who
had no power to save him.

The sergeant in command gave the order. The prisoners
were marched from the cell, and Erik wondered

how he was managing to keep in step, for hisfeet were
leaden and his knees trembled. Roo shivered visibly and
Erik wished he could have touched hisfriend's shoul der,
but the shackles and manacles prevented such movement.
They left thelong hall next to the death cell.

The condemned moved down along corridor, to
another that led to ashort flight of steps. They waked up
them, turned another corner, and out through a door
into daylight. The sun was gill not abovethewals, so
they moved through shadow, but above them ablue sky
promised a beautiful day. Erik's heart amost broke wishing
he could see that day.

Roo cried openly, making inarticul ate noises punctuated



by asingle word, 'Please," but he managed to walk.
They moved past where thefirst x bodieslay inthe
yard, asacharnd wagon was being drawn close enough
for the dead to be loaded into it. Erik glanced down at
the dead men.

He amost ssumbled. He had seen desth before,

having found Milo and having looked at Stefan and the
nameless bandit after hekilled them, but he had never
seen this. The men's faces were contorted, especially
those of Tom and the other man who had strangled,
their eyes bulging from their sockets. The other four
whose necks had broken still looked ghastly, with eyes
daring lifdesdy at the Sky. Flieswere dready gathering

on the corpses, and no one was bothering to shoo them
avay.

All at once Erik was being moved up the stepsand he
felt his bladder weaken. He had not needed to relieve
himsdlf, and suddenly he fdt an overwheming urgeto
ask for permission to do so before hewas hung. A wave
of childish embarrassment siwept up from some deep
well of memory and hefelt tears coursing down his
cheeks. His mother had scolded him at an early agefor
messing his bed during the night, and for reasons
beyond his ability to understand, the thought of messing
himself now was the worst fate he could imagine. From
the reek of urine and excrement, others had already lost
control; hedidn't know if it was those ahead of him or
those who had already died. He felt a desperate need
not to lose control and have his mother get mad.
Hetried tolook a Roo, but suddenly he was stepping
up on the box, aguard stepping up next to him to

place the noose expertly around Erik's neck without
hestation, then step down without upsetting the box
below Erik's feet. Hetried to look over, but for some



reason, he couldn't see Roo.

Erik felt himsdf tremble. He couldn't make hiseyes
work, and images of bright sky overhead and dark shadows
under the walls made no sense. He heard afew
mumbled prayers and what he thought was Roo's softly
Pleading'... No ... please ... no ... please," over and

over.

Hewondered if he should say something at the end to
hisfriend, but before he could think of anything to say,
Robert de Loungville came to stand before the condemned
men. With astonishing clarity, Erik could see

every detail of thisman who wasto order hisdeath. He
had shaved in ahurry that morning, for adight stubble
had turned his cheeks dark, and there was adight scar
above hisright eye Erik hadn't noticed before. Hewore a
finered tunic, with abadge that Erik could now see
depicted the Seal of Krondor, an eagle soaring over a
peak above the sea. He had blue eyes and dark brows,
and his hair needed to be trimmed. Erik wondered how
he could see so much so quickly, and fdt his sscomach
rebel. He was about to be sick from fear.

The only prisoner not dated to die was brought to

stand beside de Loungville, who turned to him and said,
'Watch this and learn something, Keshian.'

Nodding once to the men on the gibbet, he ordered,
‘Hang them!"

Erik sucked in his bregth in terror as he felt a powerful
blow knock the box from benegath his feet. He heard
Roo's shriek of terror, and then hefell.

The sky spun for Erik as he moved through the air. His
only thought was of the blue above, and he heard himsdlf
cry, 'Mommy,' as hefelt hisbody hit the end of the rope.
A sudden jerk made his skin burn as the rope tightened
around his neck, then with another jerk he continued to
fal. instead of the expected crack of his own neck or the



sudden choking as his windpipe was crushed, hefdt a
numbing dam aong hisface and body ashefdl hard
againgt the wooden floor of the gibbet.

Suddenly Robert de Loungville was shouting, 'Get
them to their feet,

Rough hands dragged Erik upright, and with a

half-dazed sense of being somewhere else, he looked
around and saw stunned men returning his confused
expression. Roo gaped like ajust-landed fish and hisface
was sporting ared mark from whereit had struck the
boards. His eyes were puffy and red, and snot ran down
from hisnose as he cried like ababy.

Biggo glanced around, blood running from acut on his
forehead, asif trying to understand this evil prank that
robbed him of his meeting with the Goddess of Desth.
The man next to him, Billy Goodwin, closed hiseyesand
sucked in breath asif he were till choking. Erik didn't
know the name of the man at the far end of the gibbet,

but he stood silently, his expression as stunned asthe
others.

'‘Now listen, you swine!' commanded Robert de
Loungville. Y ou are dead men!" He glanced from face to
face. Heraised hisvoice, ‘Do you understand me?

They nodded, but it was clear none of them did.

'You are officidly dead. | can have anyone who doubts
my word hauled up again, and thistime well tie the rope
to the crosspiece of the gibbet. Or if you'd prefer, | will
happily cut your throat.’

Turning to the Keshian prisoner, he said, 'Get over

there with the others." The shackled men were being
pulled roughly down the steps to stand next to the bodies
of the dead.

Soldiers cut short the rope hanging from each of the



five men, and two placed asimilar noose around Sho Ai's
neck. 'Y oull leave those on until | tell you to take them
off, shouted de Loungville.

He came up to the five till-stunned men and |ooked

each in the eyes as he walked dowly before them. 'l own
you, You're not even daves. Saves haverights! Y ou have
no rights. From now on, you will draw each breath at my
whim. If | decide | don't want you breathing my air any
longer, I'll have the guards close that noose around your
neck and you will stop breathing. Do you understand me?
Some of the men nodded, and Erik said, 'Y es," softly.

De Loungville nearly roared when he said, 'When | ask
you aquestion, you will answer loudly so | can hear you!
Do you understand me?

Thistimeadl sx mensad, 'Yed'

De Loungvilleturned and began walking dong before

the men again. 'l amwaiting!"

It was Erik who said, 'Yes, air!’

Coming to stand before Erik, de Loungville put hisface
before Erik's, so their noses were less than an inch apart.
'Sr! | am morethan asir, you toads! | am more than your
mothers, your wives, your fathers, and your brothers! |
am your god from thismoment on! If | sngp my fingers,
you're dead men in truth. Now, when | ask you a
question, you will answer, Y es, Sergeant de Loungville!™
Isthat clear!

'Y es, Sergeant de Loungville!’ they said, amost shouting,
despite raw throats from the mock hanging.

'Now load those men into the wagon, you swine,' de
Loungville commanded. 'Each of you take one!’

Biggo stepped forward, picked up the body of Sippery
Tom, and,carried him asaman might achild, loading him
into the wagon. Two gravediggers stood in the charnel
wagon and dragged the corpse deeper into the wagon bed
to make room for the next.



Erik picked up abody, not sure what the man's name or
crime had been, and carried it to the wagon, placing it
where the gravediggers could grab it. He looked at the
man's face and didn't recognize him. He knew it was one
of sx men he had seen for two days and probably spoken
to, but he couldn't recall who this man was.

Roo looked down at the man at hisfeet, then tried to

pick up the body. He struggled, tears from an apparently
inexhaugtible fount streaming down hisface. Erik hesitated,
then moved to help him.

'Get back there, von Darkmoor,' commanded de
Loungyville

'Hecan't doit, said Erik, discovering hisvoice il

hoarse and his neck sore from the rope burn. De
Loungvill€s eyes narrowed menacingly, and Erik quickly
added, 'Sergeant de Loungville'

'Well, held better,’ said de Loungville, "or hell bethe

first one of you sent back to hang.' He pointed back up
the steps with adagger he now held.

Erik watched as Roo struggled to find strength enough

to drag the corpse to the wagon. The ten feet must have
looked likeamile. Erik knew Roo had never been a
strong boy, and whatever vitality was usud, his had fled
days before. He looked as if his arms were damp rope,
and he had no power in hislegs as he dragged hopelessy
on the corpse.

Findly it moved, first afoot, then two, and after a
moment more, another. Grunting asif he were carrying
suits of armor up amountain, Roo pulled until he got the
body to the foot of the wagon. Then he collapsed.

De Loungville cameto stand over him, crouching

down so hisface waslevel with Roo's. He shouted so
loud he nearly screamed, 'What? Do you expect those
honest workmen to climb down from there and finish



your job for you? Roo looked up at the short man,
dlently pleading to die.

De Loungville reached down and gripped Roo by the
hair, pulling him to hisfeet, holding the dagger to his
throat. 'Y ou're not going to die, you useless piece of pig
snot,’ he said, asif reading the boy's mind. 'Y ou're mine,
and you will diewhen | tel you it ismy pleasure that you
die. Not before. If you die before | tell you, | will reach
into the Death Goddess's hall and yank you back to life,
and then | will kill you. I will cut your belly open and eat
your liver for dinner if you don't do as| tell you. Now get
that dead meat into that wagon!'

Roo fdl backwards, hard againgt the wagon'stailgate,
and bardly kept himsdf from falling. He leaned down, got
his arms under the body's arms, and heaved.

'Y ou're no good to me, boy!" bellowed de Loungyville.

'If you don't get him in that wagon by thetime | count to
ten, you worthlessdug, I'll cut your heart out before
your eyes! Onel'

Roo heaved and his face betrayed panic. 'Two, He
forced his own weight forward, and got the corpse Sitting
up. Three!'

He lifted with hislegs and somehow got himself half
turned around, so that the dead man rested against the
tailgate. 'Four!" Roo took a breath and heaved again, and
suddenly the man was hdfway into the wagon. 'Five!'
Roo |et the body go and reached down quickly, gripping
the corpse around the hips. Heignored the reek of urine
and feces as he heaved with hislast reserve of strength.
Then he collapsed.

,Six!" screamed de Loungville, leaning over the boy,

who sat at the base of the wagon.

Roo looked up and saw the man's legs were hanging
over the end of thetailgate. He struggled to hisfeet asde
Loungville shouted, 'Seven!" and pushed as hard on the



legsashe could.

They bent and he hdf pushed, haf rolled the dead man
al the way into the wagon as de Loungville reached the
count of eight.

Then hefainted.

Erik took astep forward. De Loungville turned, took a
single step, and delivered a backhanded blow to Erik that
brought him to his knees. Lowering his head to lock
gazes with the stunned Erik, Robert de Loungville said,
You will learn, dog mest, that no matter what happens
to your friends, you will do what you're told when you
aretold and nothing e se. if that's not the first thing you
learn, you'll be crow bait before the sun sets!'
Straightening up, he shouted, 'Get them back to their

cdll’

The dtill-stunned men moved raggedly aong, not

certain what had happened. Erik's carsrang from the
blow to his head, but he risked a glance back at Roo and
saw that two guards had picked him up and were bringing
him aong.

in silence the men were taken back to the death cell

and herded in. Roo was unceremonioudy tossed in, and
the door dammed shut behind.

The man from Kesh, Sho P, cameto look at Roo and
said, 'Hell recover. it ismostly shock and fear.'

Then he turned to Erik and smiled, a dangerous |ook
around hiseyes. 'Didnt | tel you it might he something
dse?

'But what?0 asked Biggo. 'What was dl thisvicious
mummery?

The Keshian sat down, crossing hislegs before him. It
waswhat is caled an object lesson. Thisman de
Loungville, who works, | imagine, for the Prince, he
wishes you to know something without any doubt whatsoever.'



Know what? asked Billy Goodwin, adender fellow
with curly brown hair.

'He wants you to know that he will kill you without
hesitation if you do not do what he wants'’

'But what does he want? asked the man whose name
Erik didn't know, athin man with agrey beard and red
hair.

Closing hiseyes asif he were about to take arest, Sho
A sad, 'l do not know, but I think it will beinteresting.’
Erik sat back and suddenly giggled.

Biggo sad, 'What isit?

Finding himsalf embarrassed before these men, he
said, 'l loaded my pants.' Then he started to laugh, and
thelaughter had a hysterical edgetoit.

Billy Goodwin said, 'l dirtied mysdlf, too.'

Erik nodded, and suddenly the laughter was gone and
he found to his amazement he was crying. His mother

would be so angry with him if shefound out.

Roo roused when food appeared, and to their astonishment
it was not only abundant but good. Before, they

had gotten a vegetable stew in a heavy beef stock, but
now they were served steaming vegetables and dabs
of bread, heavy with butter, and cheese and mest.
Rather than the usual bucket of water, there were cold
pewter mugs, and alarge pitcher of chilled white wine
- enough to dake thirst and ease the tension, but not
enough to get anyone drunk. They ate and considered
their fortune.

‘Do you think thisis some crud thing the Princeis
doing to us? asked the grey-bearded man, aRodezian
named L uis de Savona

Biggo shook hishead. 'I'm afair judge of men. That
Robert de Loungville could be crud likethisif it suited



his needs, but the Prince isn't that sort of man, I'm
thinking. No, like our Keshian friend here says-'
'lsdani,’ corrected Sho Fi. 'Welivein the Empire, but
we are not Keshian.'

'Whatever,' said Biggo. "What he said about thisbeing
alessonisright. That'swhy we gtill have theseon.' He
flipped the length of rope that till hung from around
his neck. To remind uswe're officidly dead. So that
whatever happens next, we know that we'reliving on
ufferance!

Billy Goodwin said, 'l don't think they'll haveto
remind me anytime soon." He shook his head. 'Gods. |
canot remember what | was thinking when they kicked
the box from under me. | was ababy again and waiting
for my mum to come fetch me from some difficulty. |
dont think | can tell what | felt like.

The others nodded. Erik felt tears Sart to gather ashe
remembered hisown fedings ashefel. Flushing that
aside, he turned to Roo. 'How are you doing?

Roo said nothing, only nodded as he ate.

Erik knew he was|ooking a something powerful
changing in hisfriend, something was marking him and

making him different from what he had known dl hislife
in Ravensburg. He wondered if he was changing as much
ashisfriend.

Guards arrived later to remove the trays and pitchers,
and no one spoke. Soon the cellsfel into darkness, and
the singletorch that illuminated the hdl outsde remained
unlit.

'l think it's de Loungvillesway of teling usto deep as
soon aswe can,' said Biggo.

Sho P nodded. 'We will get an early start on whatever
it iswe do tomorrow, then." He curled up on the stone
shelf and closed hiseyes.



Erik sad, 'I'm not deegping in my own filth. He removed
his boots and trousers, then took them to the

dops bucket and did his best to shake loose the dirt there,
using abit of the drinking water to clean them as best he
could. It was agesture, nothing more, and the pants were
gl dirty and again wet when he put them back on, but

he felt better for trying.

Some othersfollowed his example, as Erik nodded at
Roo, who sank back into a corner with his arms wrapped
around him, despite the fact it wasn't a al cold that

night. But Erik knew hisfriend felt achill ingdethat no
firewould ever drive out.

Erik lay back, and to his astonishment felt awarm

fatigue sink into his bones, and before he could ponder
the amazing events of the day he was adeep.

'Get up, you scum!” shouted de Loungville, and the prisoners
stirred. Suddenly the cdll erupted in a cacophony of
sound as guards dammed shields againgt theiron bars
and began to shout.

'Get up!'

'On your feet!”

Erik was standing before he was fully awake. He
looked at Roo, who blinked like an owl. caught ina
lantern'slight.

The door to the cell was opened and the men ordered
out. They cameto stand in the same order they had
marched to the gibbet in, and waited without

comment.

'When | give you the command to right turn, you will

al turn as one and face that door. Understand? The last
word wasn't aquestion but a harsh command.

‘Right turn!'

The men turned, feet shuffling, the shackles making

any quick movement difficult. The door at the end of the



cdl block opened, and de Loungville said, When | give
the order, you will start forward, with your left foot, and
you will march behind that soldier there.' He pointed to a
guardsman with the chevron of acorpora on hishem.
"Y ou will follow him in order, and any man who fallsto
keep his place will be back on the glows within one
minute. Arewe clear on that?

The men shouted, 'Y es, Sergeant de Loungville!'
'March!'

Thefirg maninline, Billy Goodwin, moved out, but it
was obviousthat Biggo and Luisdidn't know their left
from their right, and it was aragged group that set out
after the corpord. They followed through along corridor,
away from the courtyard where they had endured the
fdse hanging the day before. They climbed along flight
of stairs and were taken into what appeared to be the
palace proper. Their chains clanked asthey moved
quickly, and suddenly Erik was self-conscious, asthey
were hurried past some court officialswho glanced at
them and returned to whatever discussion they were
having.

Erik redlized hewas Hill filthy, aswere dl the other

five men, though Sho Pi was only in need of abath. The
rest had soiled their clothing and had infused it with the
reek of terror. Thebit of cleaning the night before had
done nothing to rid the clothing of the stink. Usudly
untroubled by the smell of honest sweet, a constant

companion to ablacksmith, Erik was now repulsed by

the stench that intruded on his nose.

'Inthere,’ said de Loungville, and Erik realized it was

the first time he had spoken in acalm voicein two days.
They entered alarge chamber, with Six steaming tubs

of water, each as high asaman. The door was closed and
Erik heard it bolted from outside. Guards came and unlocked



the manacles and shackles. 'Strip off those rags!”’

said the corpord.

Biggo started to remove the rope from around his

neck, but de Loungville shouted, ‘L eave that there,

swine! Y ou're dead men and that's to remind you. Strip
off the rest!"

The men removed their clothing. Erik put hisbootsina
corner, and watched as a serving boy gathered up the
ragged, stinking clothing.

'Y ou're,going to meet someone very important,’ said

de Loungville. 'We can't have you stinking the place to
high heaven. | don't mind, but I'm lowborn like you

swine and have no tender ways, others aren't so tolerant.’
He motioned, and other boys, dressed inthelivery

of paace squires, carried buckets of soapy water. Without
warning, they lifted the hot soapy water and poured it
over Biggo and Billy Goodwin, and then returned to the
tubsfor more. 'Wash down!" shouted de Loungville. 'l
want you as clean asyou've ever beeninyour lifel’

The men began to clean away weeks of grime, body

filth, and stench. Harsh salves were brought to rub into
their hair to rid them of any lice, and Erik thought he'd
have no hair left, yet by the time they were done, he stood
Shivering but revived. He hadn't felt this clean sncethe
night before he and Roo had killed Stefan.

Helooked a Roo, who nodded and gave apale imitation
of hisformer smile. He hugged himself aswater dripped of
the only thing he wore, the noose around his neck. He had
scant body hair, and Erik was astonished how much he
looked like alittle boy.

Clothing was produced, plain grey tunic and trousers,

and Erik was allowed to reclaim his boots, as the others
with footgear were. Biggo and Billy went barefoot.

They were lined up and inspected by Robert de
Loungville, who said, "Y ou will be alowed to go without



chainsfor awhile; the noise and sight of them might be
offputting to some of the more tender-natured of those we
are about to mest. But first you will follow me'’

The corpora ordered them to return to line and they did
0, falling in raggedly in the same order they had entered
the bathing room.

They were marched to asmall courtyard and there
brought to ahalt. Along the top of thewall, guards with
crossbows were stationed, while every fifth man held a
longbow. 'Those fellows up there with the big bows are
Pethfinders,’ said de Loungville. They can hit asparrow at
ahundred yards. They're up there to keep any of you from
becoming inspired during our next little demongration.'
He motioned and aguard handed him asword. 'Any
one of you scum think they know how to use this?

The prisonerslooked at one another, saying nothing.
'Do you!'bellowed de Loungvilleinto theface of Luisde
Savona

'I'm afair hand with the sword, Sergeant,'he said softly.
De Loungville reversed the sword and handed it to de
Savona. "Then herésthe ded. Run me through with this
and you can walk out of the palace afree man.’

De Savonalooked around and, after along moment,
shook his head, throwing the sword to the ground.

'Pick that up!" raged de Loungville. 'I'll tell you when

to put something down! Y ou pick up that sword and
run methrough with it, or I'll have that man up there

- he pointed to one of the Pathfinders -'put a clothyard
shaft through your thick skull. Isthat clear?

De Savonasad, 'Either way I'm adead man.’

De Loungville came up to the taler Rodezian and
shouted into hisface, 'Do you doubt my word?| said if

you killed me you would be afree man! Areyou saying

| would lieto you?



When de Savona said nothing, Robert de Loungville
struck him acrosstheface. 'Areyou caling mealiar?
Luis bent, grabbed the sword, and as he came up, he
moved forward. Lunging, he abruptly found de Loungville
had easily sidestepped the sword, and suddenly

he was on hisknees, with de Loungville behind him,

the noose now pulled tightly around his neck. Ashe
gruggled for air, de Loungville said, 'l want you dl to
ligen.

'Every man you meet from now on isyour better.

Each of them can take any wegpon you have away from
you like you were ababy. Each of them has proved
himsalf ahundred times over to me, and | will grant any
and al of them permission to cut your throat, strangle
you, bludgeon you with aclub, kick you to death, or
whatever elsethey fed likeif you so much asfart without
my permission. Isthat clear?

The men mumbled something and heydled, 'l can't

hear you!' De Savonawas beginning to turn crimson
from lack of air. 'If he diesbefore | can hear you, youll
al hang

'Y es, Sergeant de Loungville!" shouted the men, and

de Loungvillelet go of the noose around de Savona's

neck. The Rodezian lay gasping for bregth, and after a
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moment he got to hisfeet and staggered into hisplacein
line

'Remember, every man you meet from now onisyour
better.'

He motioned for the guards to move the men out, and
the corporadl |et them back into the palace. They moved



quickly through along passage, and abruptly they were
in what gppeared to be a private quarter of the palace.
They were led into agood-size chamber, onefar
smaller than the grand hall where the court had been
conducted, and there they saw the Prince of Krondor,
Duke James, the strange woman who had cometo see
them and who had been at their tria, and other nobles of
the court.

Thewoman stood giffly, asif thiswasadifficult place
for her to be and she looked from face to face, and jerked
dightly when shelooked a Sho Pi. Some sllent communication
seemed to pass between them, and at last she

turned to Lord James and the Prince and said, 'l think
they will do asyou wish. May | be excused now, Sire?
The Prince of Krondor said, 'l can only imagine how
difficult thiswasfor you, my lady. Y ou have my thanks.
Y ou may withdraw.'

The Duke whispered to the woman amoment and she
nodded and |&ft the hall. De Loungville said, 'Sire, the
dead men are here!'

The Prince said, 'What you started was with my

father's knowledge and permission, Bobby. | am ill
trying to make senseof it dl.'

James said, 'Nicky, you've seen what the snakes can do
with your own eyes. Y ou were at seawhen Arutha
agreed to Cdlis and Bobby's plan. You'd ill be at seaif
we hadn't sent for you when your father died. Don't
doubt for amoment it's necessary.’

The Prince sat, took off the circlet of office he'wore,
and sudied the prisoners, who waited silently. After
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sudying them for along moment, hesaid, 'Wasdl this
redlly necessary?



James said, 'It was. Every condemned man would lieto
you about hiswillingnessto serve. They'd give up ther
mothers when the box was being kicked from under

their feet. No, these men are the six who could be trusted
the most among those condemned to die.’
Nicholas|ooked from face to face and said, 'l still don't

see the need for the charade &t the galows. Certainly that
was cruel beyond reason.’

DeLoungville said, 'Excuse me, Sire, but these men are
now officialy dead. | have made that abundantly clesr to
them all. They know that we can execute them at whim
and they are to aman desperate to stay dive.'

'What about the Keshian? asked the Prince.

James answered. 'He's something of a specia case, but
my wifefedshewill be needed.’

The Prince sat back and let out along sigh. ‘Coming to
this office wasn't easy. Borric agonized long hours about
who should St on this throne until Prince Patrick isold
enough to come take my place and | can return to the
sea. That'sthree years of this.

I'masailor, damnit. | haven't spent morethan a

month in port in twenty years. Thisadministering. . .’
James smiled, thelight in hiseyes making him look far
younger than hisyears. 'Y ou sound like Amos.’

The Prince shook hishead asafaint smile graced his
lips.'l guess| do. He taught me all there was to know
about the sea.' He looked at the men. 'Have they been
told yet?

Robert de Loungville said, 'That'swhy they're here,
Sre!

The Prince nodded to Lord James, who said, 'Each of
you menisbeing given achoice. Ligten carefully, so
you'll understand what is at stake.

Robert de Loungville said, '‘By the grace and generosity
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of His Highness, execution of your sentence has been
postponed. Y ou have not been pardoned, nor have you
had your sentence commuted. Areyou clear on this?

The men glanced at one another, then severa nodded.
Jamessad, "You menwill dl die. Theonly questioniis
how and when.’

Robert de Loungville said, The Kingdom needs something
done. And we need desperate men who arewilling

to doit. To thisend we have pulled you from the brink of
death and we offer you this choice:

'Any man who isenough at peacein his conscienceto
face the Death Goddess can ask and we will take him
from this hall to the gdlows and execute him. That ends
hisworriesinthislifetime.”

He glanced around the room and no one said anything,
not even the previoudy pious Biggo. 'Good. You are
going to be trained for this job that needs to be done, and
when we are finished we are going to sail halfway

around theworld, and we are going to go places few men
of the Kingdom have ever gone before and lived to tell
about. And while we are going and while we are there,
you may bloody well wish you had eected to go to the
gdlowsthis afternoon.

‘But if we somehow get through it all and get back to
Krondor...'

Nicholassaid, Y our sentences will be reviewed and

you will be paroled or pardoned, depending upon whatever
recommendation Lord James makesto me.'

'And that will depend on what recommendationis

made by those who lead you,' said James. 'So if you have



any hopein you that someday you might again befree,
do asyou aretold.'

The Prince nodded and de Loungville said, Turn
around!

The prisoners did as they were commanded, and they
were marched out of the hall. instead of being returned
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to the prison block, they were taken to asmall courtyard
where awagon waited. It was a shallow-bed affair

with abuck-board, two drivers, and two benchesin
back where the men could St threeto aside, with a
guard at therear. A company of horse soldiers moved in
to flank the wagon, and de Loungville shouted, 'Get in
that wagon!'

The men did as commanded, and soldiers quickly

chained each prisoner'sright ankle to an iron ring under
the small seat. De L oungville mounted a horse brought to
him by agroom and gave the order for the company to
move out. The gatesto the courtyard were opened, and
as the wagon rolled through, Erik could see they were
leaving by agate that led to asmall road. At thefar end of
the road they could see a private dock, which must be for
the palace. They turned away from the dock and moved
toward the city itself.

They reached a second gate, and guards swung this
wide, letting the procession leave the paace grounds.
The hooves of the horses beat aloud clang asiron struck
paving stone, and the horses snorted to be outside and
moving. Erik looked around. It was barely past noon.

So much had passed sincethat first glimpse of sky at
dawn. .

The sun had burned off whatever morning fog and low



clouds had gripped the city, and now agloriousfal day
was upon them. Warm sunlight caressed his face as cool
ocean breezes carried the sound of gulls and the tang of
it

He remembered the stab of pain he had felt when he
had thought he would not see the day, and the terror and
panic that had gripped him as rough hands had placed
him upon the gallows returned. Erik felt achoking
sensation in hisown chest, and suddenly, without any
ability to contral it, he began to weep.

Roo looked over and nodded, and tears began to run
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down hisface, too, but no man in the wagon said anything,
soldier or prisoner. After afew minutes, Erik got

himself under control and he sat back, fedling the breeze
cool him, and vowing to never again be that afraid.

NINE

Breakdown

Erik groaned.

He struggled to carry the bag of rocks up the hill, his

feet dipping on the treacherous mound of stone. The hill
was formed by the rocks being hauled by the six prisoners
upitsunstable sde.

Reaching the top, Erik paused, took a deep breath as
swest poured down hisface, and swung the heavy bag off
his shoulder. He upended it and rocks went cascading



down the side of the mound, causing those behind to
curse as they were forced to dodge the stones. He knew
the guardswould alow him amoment to catch his

breath before he negotiated hisway down the dangerous
stone mound to continue this pointless task.

Helet hisvison sweep the vista below. The mound of
rocksrose up in the midst of amilitary camp. He had
never seen asoldiers compound, but he guessed this
was unlike any other such ingdlation in theworld. A
huge square, it was surrounded by wooden walls upon
which sentries patrolled, as much to ensure no one approached
from outside as to keep prisonersinsde. A

good three hundred yards of woodlands had been
cleared around al sides, providing that no one could get
close enough to the camp to witness what occurred
ingde.

Inthe midst of the camp were three large buildings,

aso fashioned from logs. Ten large tents, each designed
for 9x men, were arrayed aong the north wall of the

compound. A familiar sound carried through the morning
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air, and Erik looked toward the southern wall,,where
stood an armory, |leather shop, and cook shed.

"Von Darkmoor!" shouted a guard, and Erik realized
he had lapsed into daydream. The next warning would
be followed by afowling blunt, an arrow with a hard
ball of lead covered with leather that could break a
man'samif it struck there. Usualy it just knocked the
hapless target from the peak of the hill, followed by a
rough ride down the rocky dope. That would be
followed in turn by an equally rocky berating from



Robert de Loungville.

The sergeant stood a short distance away, watching as
the men moved dowly up therock pile, trying not to
didodge stones onto the men behind. He spoke softly to
the corpord, whose name was Foster. They pointed at
various men asthey struggled to get the rocks up the
hill.

Roo moved toward Erik and he puffed mightily as he
said, 'Only two or three moretrips, | figure.'

The scrawny boy from Darkmoor had never been one
for [abor, Erik knew, but over the last week he had
managed to keep up with the others. Part of it, Erik
knew, was the food. None of them had ever esten that
well inther lives. And while they were roused from
deep at dawn, they turned in early enough so they were
sufficiently rested.

Erik had fdt hisold strength return, and if anything

he was even morefit than before. He and Biggo |oaded
up more than the others, because they could carry
more, but every man pulled his share of rocks up that
dope.

Erik made one more trangt from the small mounds
dumped by the wagon to the growing hill. When he got
to the bottom, he saw Robert de Loungvillewave him to
stand near by. When al six prisoners werefinished,

ganding in ragged line, de Loungville came up to them.
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"Tired? he asked, hisface set in afriendly smile.

The men muttered they were and he nodded in understanding. *
| bet," he said. 'Could be you're astired as

you've ever beeninyour life?

The men muttered agreement. He rocked back and

forth alittle on his feet, then shouted, 'And what do you



do when your enemy hits you when you're tired?
Suddenly Erik was dammed into from behind, his

assailant taking him down. A man in black moved avay
as Erik rolled over on hisback, out of bresth and

heart pounding.

The others were likewise on the ground, save Sho A,
who danced nimbly away as a black-clad man lay
facedowninthedirt.

DeLoungville sad, 'Here, now? How did you manage
that?

Sho Pi said, 'By never for amoment assuming I'm safe,
Sergeant.’

De Loungvilleraised hisbrows and, with eyeswide
with respect, nodded. ‘That is an attitude | can appreciate.’
He moved with amost a saunter as he approached

Sho Fi. 'Y ou would do well," he said to the others, 'to
follow this man's example. Without warning he leveled
aflying kick at Sho Fi'sknees, which the lsalani deftly
avoided.

Suddenly the Isdlani wasablur of motion ashe

S destepped the smaller but solid man. He kicked out
with hisright leg, and tattooed de Loungvillewith a
series of kicksto the face and chest, then he swept with
hisleg, coming full circle, and took de Loungvill€sfeet
out from under him.

The men who were till on the ground laughed at the
sght of their tormentor humbled, but thet laughter
turned to slence as two guards ran up pointing
crosshows a Sho P, forcing him away from de
Loungville

208 RAYMOND E. FEIST

Robert de Loungville sat up, shaking his head, and



then jumped to hisfeet. 'Did you think that was funny?
None of the men spoke.

'l said, "Did you think that was funny?"

The men shouted, ‘No, Sergeant!’

De Loungvilleturned and said, 'I'll show you something
funny.’ Hisvoice roseto the near shriek the men

had become used to over the last week. That pile of
rocksisin the wrong place!'

Erik bit back agroan as he knew what was coming
next. 'Y ou will take that pile gpart and moveit over
there.’ De Loungville pointed to a place where the
wagon, how empty, stood. Then when I've decided
exactly where | want therocks, I'll have you move them
again. Isthat clear?

Without thought Erik shouted, 'Y es, Sir!'

'Now get started.’

Erik didn't look to see what the others were doing.

He stood, shouldered his sack, and started to the pile
of rocks. He reached the edge and bent over to pick up
rocks, but de Loungvill€svoice cut the air. 'From the
top down, von Darkmoor! | want it moved from the top
down!'

Erik winced, and without comment started the
dangerous climb to the top of the rock pile. Halfway up
the dope, Erik heard Billy Goodwin say, 'I'd like one
good shot at that bastard.'

From even farther down the dope, Erik heard Biggo
say, 'With your luck you'd probably kick himinthe
heart and break your foot.' Erik couldn't help but laugh,
and suddenly heredlized it wasthefirst laugh he had
experienced since Stefan had died. Suddenly hisfoot
dipped and he half fel, damming both kneesinto the
rocks. As hewinced in pain and regained hisfeet, he
cursed the day he had first seen this camp, aweek

ealier.
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Five milesto the east of Krondor, the wagon he

had ridden in had turned south, leaving the heavily
traveled road from Krondor to Darkmoor. But it wasn't
the main road southeast that headed toward the Vale of
Dreams and the border with Kesh. Rather, they had
followed an old wagon trail to what looked to Erik to
have once been afarming village near asmal lake,
surrounded on three sdes by shdltering hills. The Crown
had obvioudy taken over thisarea, for severa guard
posts had been erected aong the way and three times

they had been forced to stop while Robert de Loungville
had shown proper passes. Erik had been curious, for with
al the guardsriding with them, and the tabards of the
Prince's own Household Guard, the guards along the way
hed still appeared cautious.

The other thing that had piqued Erik'sinterest had

been how veteran those soldiers guarding the way to

this camp had appeared. AD the men had been older;

not one smooth cheek in the crew, and many had borne
scars. And most wore differing tabards, some the black
with the golden eagle of Bas-Tyra, othersthe golden gull
on brown of Crydee.

A guard sergeant at the gate had greeted de Loungville
by name, cdling him Bobby, but still looked

over his pass. Once inside the compound, Erik and the
others had their first glimpse of the camp. A dozen

men, al wearing black tunics and trousers, had been
practicing with bowsin acorner of the compound asthe
wagon had rolled through the gate, and as the large doors
were swung shut, Erik caught sght of adozen more
practicing their horsemanship. He had gawked asthe



wagon had ground to ahalt and the prisoners had been
unchained.

The men had been forced to run from the wagon to
gtand in front of the main building for over an hour,
toward what end Erik had never understood.
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As he had waited, he had reveled in the smplefact of

il being dive. His experience on the gdlows had | eft
him alternating between black depression and giddy
elation. He had entered the compound in good spirits,
which hadn't worn off as he had waited before the
nameessbuilding.

De Loungville had goneinside for over an hour and

had returned with a man who appeared to be some sort
of chirurgeon, who had examined al the prisoners and
had made severa comments on their condition Erik
hadn't understood. For thefirst timein hislife he had
some sense of how horses felt when he examined them
for fitness.

The prisoners had been run through some strange drills
and asked to march around. This had brought rude comments
and mocking observations from those men in black

who were standing around while the prisoners drined.

At the end of the day, they had been ordered to the
second large building, the mess. Fully half the tableswere
unoccupied after the men in black were seated. Y oung
boysin the livery,of squires of the Princéscourt in
Krondor raced between the tables hegping abundance
beyond Erik's dreams on them. Breads, hot and dathered
with butter, pitchers of cow's milk, cooled by ice brought
down by riders from the nearby mountains. Meats chicken,
beef, and pork - surrounded by vegetables of

every description were set down next to platters of



cheese and fruit.

Erik was suddenly hungry beyond belief and ate.

Helay dmost comatosein atent next to Roo that

night.

The next morning, training had begun, and they had

been ordered to build the mountain. Robert de
Loungville had ordered them to pick up seemingly endless
piles of rocks and move them haf the distance across

the compound to build thishill.
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Hisrevery was broken by Sho P saying, 'l apologize.’
Erik reached the peak and, as he knelt and started filling
the bag with rocks, said, 'For what?

'My temper got the best of me. Had | Iet him knock me
down, we would not have to do thisover.’

Erik finished loading up his sack. 'Oh, | think hed have
found areason. You just provided a convenient excuse.'
Moving carefully down the hill as Sho P took hisplace
at the summit, Erik said, 'lIt wasworth it to seehim
dumped on hisprat.'

'l trust you fed that way tomorrow, friend Erik.’

Despite aching shoulders and legs and black-and-blue
marksal over hisbody from the congtantly rolling rocks,
Erik knew hewould.

'Get out of there, you dogs!'

Erik and Roo were out of their bedding and on their feet
before they were fully awake. Corporal Foster looked at
the sx men. Billy Goodwin, Biggo, and L uiswere on one
sde of the large tent, while Erik and Roo were on the other
with Sho F. All six stood at what they had cometo learn
was the approved stance, what the soldiers called 'at



attention," head back, eyes forward, handsto either side of
them, pamsin, feet a an angle together at the hedls, each
man before the foot of hiswood and straw bed.

If this morning was like the others, they would be
working for an hour or so before the morning meal, when
they would be required to St in silence at atable removed
from the forty or so men who occupied the compound.
They had been forbidden to speak to the other men, and
those black-clad soldiers had shown no inclination to
speak to the prisoners.

That they were soldiers was beyond doubt to Erik. They
gpent long hours drilling, climbing the wooden walls,
jumping barricades, riding horseback, practicing with all
manner of wegpons.
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Instead of being returned to the rock hill, for their third

day of moving the rocksto Robert de Loungvillé's newly
chosen locetion, they were marched before the big building
where Erik was now convinced the officerslived.

They weretold to stand &t attention and wait, while de
Loungville entered the building.

A few minutes later he reemerged with another man
behind. The second man struck Erik aslooking somewhat
odd, though he couldn't place why. He was dender, blond,
and youthful - no more than twenty or twenty-five years

of age - but de Loungville showed obvious deference to
him asthey spoke.

‘These arethelast Six," he said. The blond-haired man
nodded, saying nothing. 'l don't likethis,' de Loungville
continued. 'We planned for sixty men, not thirty-six.'

The other man spoke at last, and there was something



grangein his speech: soft and well mannered, yet different
from what Erik had heard among the nobles and

wesalthy merchants of Darkmoor and Ravensburg. Erik
had heard alot of foreign accentsin hisday, but he
couldn't place this one. 'Agreed, but conditionsforce usto
make do with what we have. What about these?

‘They have promise, Cali[As, but we've months of training
ahead.’

'Who are they? asked the man cdled Cdlis.

Robert de Loungville moved before Biggo. ‘Thisone's
cdled Biggo. Strong as an ox and amogt asintelligent.
Quicker than helooks. Cam - doesn't rattle easily.'

He stepped before the next. 'Luis de Savona. Rodezian
cutthroat. Likesto use aknife. Handy where we're going.'
Then he said, 'Billy Goodwin. Lookslikeasmplelad,

but held cut your throat for the fun of it. Too mean when
angered, but he can be broken.’

He cameto stand before Erik. Thisis von Darkmoor's
bastard. Probably too stupid to live, but he'samost as
strong as Biggo and hell do ashe'stold.

Then he was before Roo. 'Rupert Avery. He's a snesky

little rodent, but he's got potential.’ He then grabbed

Roo's ever-present noose and pulled him forward, dmost

off balance, as he shouted into hisface, 'If | don't kill him

firgt for being so damned ugly!'

Then helet go and Roo aimost fell backwards overcompensating,
as de Loungville stepped before Sho Pi.

‘Thisisthe Keshian | told you about. Could be very useful

to usif he can learn to keep histemper. More dangerous

than Goodwin; this one doesn't show it when he's getting
angry.



Then he turned to the Six prisoners. ‘Do you seethis

man, here? asked de Loungville.

The prisoners said, Y es, Sergeant!”

DeLoungvillesad, ‘Beafraid of him. Bevery afrad.’
Helooked from face to face. 'He is not what he seems. He
isthe Eagle of Krondor, and wise men keep out of sight
when heflies above.’

Cdisindulged himsdlf in adight smile at therhetoric,
nodded, and said, Y ou men will live or die asthe Kingdom
requires. | will seeyou dead beforel will let you
jeopardize the mission wewill be upon. Isthis understood?

The men nodded. They had no ideawhat mission they
wereto beapart of, but it had been driven home daily
that it was vitd to the interests of the Kingdom and that
each of them would ingtantly be killed if they gppearedin
any way to threaten its success. Erik was certain he had
never been more convinced of ,any snglefact in hislife
than hewas of this.

Cdis studied each face, then said, 'Y ou have two
weeks, Bobby.'

Two weeks! | was to have three more months!'

With ahint of adistant sadness, Cdis said, ‘Aruthais
dead. Nicholas was not told of hisfather's plan until the
day after hearing of his death. It was ashock. He's not
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convinced of the wisdom of what we do.' He turned and
looked at de Loungville. Two weeks, and any man who
isn't reiable, hang him." Without another word he returned
insdethebuilding.

De Loungville glanced from face to face one moretime,



then said, 'Bevery afraid.’

The next morning, the hill of rockswasgone. Themenin
black had been ordered to removeit, and thirty of them
had made quick work of the pile. Erik and the others had
been taken to another part of the compound by Corpora
Foster.

He had stood before them and said, ‘Any of you murdering
mother-loversthink you know how to handlea

sword?

The men glanced at one another, but no one spoke.
They had learned within afew hours of arriving at camp
that when Foster or de Loungyville asked a question, you
had better be absolutely sure of the right answer if you
opened your mouth.

'l thought so," said Foster. 'Easy enough to club aman
from behind inan dley, eh, Biggo? He grinned without
humor.

Foster moved down theline. 'Or dip adagger into a
man's back when he'sdrunk in atavern, eh, Luis?

When he got to Erik he said, 'Or you can just hold him
from behind while your little rat-faced sweetheart sticks
aknifeinto hisgut.’

Erik said nothing. De Loungville had aharsh nature

and was atyrant, but didn't seem to find particular
pleasurein hiswork. Corporal Foster seemed to enjoy
insulting the prisoners. Billy Goodwin had lost his

temper with Foster the second day and had endured the
humiliation of being soundly drubbed by the experienced
soldier before the entire company in the compound. The
men in black had gathered to laugh at the thrashing.
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Two soldiers gpproached, each carrying three swords.
'Well,' said Foster, ‘these two lads and myself are going to
attempt to show you athing or two about using this
weapon, so you don't hurt yoursdlf if you happen to find
onein your hand someday.’ Taking out his own sword,

he said, 'Better men than you have managed to cut off

their own foot."

The soldiers passed out a blade to each man. Erik held
his awkwardly. It was acommon Kingdom shortswvord,
heavier than the fast rapier, shorter than the broad-,
bastard-, and greatswords used by somefighters. It was,
he had been told as aboy, the smplest weapon to train
with.

'Pay attention,’ said de Loungville. Y our lifewill certainly
depend onit.'

S0 began an intensive week of arms study. For ahdf
day they stood in the yard, damming away at one
another with wooden practice weapons, until everyone
of them was covered in black-and-blue welts. Then, after
the midday mesdl, they were taken to the stable area.
'Who's arider here? asked de Loungyville.

Erik and Luisraised their hands. Two horseswere led
toward them, and de Loungville said, 'Get aboard and
let's see what you know.' Luis

quickly mounted, but Erik walked around his

horse and inspected the animd.

DeLoungvillesad, 'Waiting for him to invite you up,

von Darkmoor?

Ignoring the sarcasm, Erik said, Thisanimal isn't

sound.’

'What? asked Robert de Loungville. 'He looks sound
enoughtome.'

'He's off inthe left rear.’ Erik reached down and -ran his



hand adong the animd's | eft rear leg, and the gelding
obligingly raised hisfoot. A thick mat of dirt, hay, and
dung was packed in the hoof. Erik reached for apick that

7
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hadn't been on hisbelt for amonth, and smiled to himsaif
ruefully. 'Old habits." He looked up. Without aword one

of the two grooms handed Erik a hoof pick and he pulled
the masslose. Even standing afew feet back, de Loungville
could smell the gtink.

Erik held the hoof, ingpecting it. Thrush. That won't

make him lame until the hoof rots off, but there's certainly
something else here." Erik dug into the frog and the horse
protested and began to pull avay. 'Hold!'shouted Erik and
gave the horse a backward dap with hishand, more an
admonishment than any red punishment. Sensing hewas
being treated by someone who knew what he was doing,
the horse quieted, though he obvioudy wasn't pleased.

'Got arock here, small one, but in there good.' Suddenly it
popped out and blood and pus ocozed &fter it. 'A couple of
days of soaking that hoof atime or two in hot salty water
should fix him right up. Just needsto be packed with
poulticeto keep it from festering.' He let go of theleg.
'‘Someone's not taking proper care of these horses, Sergeant.’

DeLoungvillesad, 'Someoneisgoing to find himsdf
shipped back to the Shamata garrison &t first light tomorrow
if theré's one other lame horsein that stable tonight,’

To one of the grooms he shouted, 'Bring another mount.’

Asthe horsewasled away, de Loungville asked, 'How



did you know?

Erik shrugged. 'It'swhat | do. I'm ablacksmith. | can see
little things most don't natice.’

De Loungville rubbed his chin as he thought, then softly
he said, 'Get back infine.'

Whilewaiting for afresh mount to be brought, de
Loungvillesaid, 'Let me seeyou take the yard at atrot,
de Savona!'

Luis moved the horse easily forward and Erik nodded
dightly in gpprova. The Rodezian had a good seet and
didn't saw at the horse's mouth. He over-balanced alittle

SHADOW OF A DARK QUEEN 217

and hislegs were somewhat out of position, but overall

hewasafair rider.

The afternoon wore on, with each of the men taking a
turn at riding. Roo sat well enough, despite his having
little experience, and Sho Pi seemed to have anaturdl
aptitude ~ good balance and a relaxed seat. Biggo and
William were both tossed before they madeit hafway
around the compound, and by the end of the day, every
man but Erik and Luiswas complaining of musclesin
hislegs he never knew existed now stretched and
besten.

For thefirg three days after meeting Calis, Erik and

the other five prisoners were put through intensve
wegponstraining aswedl as at least two hours of riding
each day. Erik was developing afair sense of how to use



asword, as was Roo, who used his quicknessto good
advantage.

No one asked, but it was clear that they were being
trained for combat and that their ability to prove something
to Robert de Loungvillewas criticd to their future
survival. No one spoke of Calissfind indruction to de
Loungville, that any man found unreligble wasto be

hung.

No one cared to speculate on what would constitute
reliability in two weeks time.

Each man's strengths and weaknesses began to

emerge as the week wore on. Biggo wasfineaslong as
he had clear ingtructions, but when something unexpected
arose, he wasindecisive. Roo was daring, and

took chances, and as often as not received lumps and
bruisesfor histroubles.

Billy Goodwin logt histemper in ablind rage, while

Sho P lost histemper and became intensdly focused, in
afashion that made Erik consider him the most deadly

of the company.

218

RAYMOND E. FEIST

Luisde Savonawas afair swordsman - though he
claimed he excelled with the dagger - and a decent
horseman, but his vulnerability was hisvanity. He could
not say no to any chalenge.

Sho R was naturaly gifted and never repeated alesson.
He sat effortlessy in the saddle and used a sword easily
mere hours after having been shown what to do.

Five days after Cdlis had inspected them, training in the



camp changed. The six prisoners were ordered out with an
equal number of men in black, and the dozen of them
were marched to adistant area of the compound, where
two soldiers waited, wearing the brown and gold tabard of
the Duchy of Crydee. On the ground beforethem lay a
host of strange-looking objects, some which appeared to
be weapons, others which wereincomprehensible.

The two soldiers, a captain and a sergeant, began a
lecture on these dien wegpons, quickly demondtrating
what each was capable of doing. After that demonstration
was over, the men were marched to another area, wherea
man who appeared to be apriest of Dala began to instruct
them in the basics of caring for wounds.

By the end of the day, Erik had afirm picturein hismind
of onething: they were going to war. But from the
ungpoken urgency of each man'singtruction thisday, they
were going into war with a dearth of preparation.

The sound of horseswhinnying in greeting brought Erik
awake. Herolled from his bunk and moved aside the door
flap of the tent. Looking out, he saw a company of Roya
Krondorian Lancers entering the compound, some distance
away. He glanced toward the east and saw the sky

dready lightening. They would be roused from deepin
another hour.

He gtarted to return to bed, but something caught his
attention. For amoment he stared &t it without recognition,
then it struck him. He watched until he was amaost
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sure of what he saw, then moved to Roo's bunk. Knedling,
he shook his friend awake, covering his mouth to keep
him from waking the others. In the gloom he made a

motion for hisfriend to follow him.



They crept out of the tent, and then Roo said, "What?
'Miranda. Shejust rodein with acompany of Royal

Lancers!'

'Areyou certain? said Roo.

'No - that'swhy I'm going to get a closer look.’

Erik turned and, hunkering down so those marching

post on thewall wouldn't notice him, moved off. The
sentries weren't there to keep Erik and the othersinside,
he was now certain, but to ensure no one outside got close.
Thetwo young men circled around to the far sde of

what Erik had cometo think of asthe officers quarters; at
least, that was where de Loungvilleretired every night.

and where Cdlis seemed to reside. They ducked along,
keeping away from the line of lancers, who sat their horses
easly asthey turned their mounts around and began

riding back toward the gate. Erik glanced at them long
enough to redize they weren't heading out again. merely
moving away from the command building. Erik had a
suspicion but said nothing to Roo.

The two of them darted dong behind the building, and
crept under awindow. Faint voices carried. Erik motioned
for Roo to remain slent and moved to another window.
Here he could barely make out the sound of conversation.
" .. need to be gone before the camp rises. Every man
here has seen me at least once. It would not do for my
presence to be detected. Too many questions.’

A man'svoice - Erik thought it sounded like Calis answered: '
| agree. Something urgent must have brought

you here. What isit?

‘Nicholasreceived awarning from the Oracle. She

begins her mating with the e dest of her attendants, and

the new Oracle will be concelved this summer.'
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Cdiswas slent amoment, then said, ‘I know as much
about the Lifestone asany living, Miranda, save those
who saw it at Sethanon. I'm not certain | appreciate the
sgnificance of what you tell me, though.'
Mirandalaughed, and Erik thought it a sound without
humor. ‘It seemsthat as we embark on this dangerous
course, the Oracle of Ad beginsamating, birth, and
desth cycle that will take the better part of five years. In
other words, just as we seek to end the danger to the
Lifestone, the Oracleis going to mate, give birth to her
successor, and die. We will be without the oraclesvisions
for the next twenty-five years, until the daughter reaches
maturity.

Cdissad, 'l know little of the Ancients of Adl, savethe
legends about them. | take it thismating isasurpriseto
you?

Miranda mumbled something Erik couldn't hear, then
sad, ... thelin-fit of seeing one's own future, | suppose.
A rebirth that limitsthe Oracle's abilitiesfor atwenty five-
year period once every thousand yearsislittle more
than an inconvenience, from that perspective, but it's
certainly ill timed from ours!’

'IsNichalasthinking of cancding our plans?
Mirandasaid, 'l don't know. | can't read him as| could
hisfather. HE's so much like him in some ways, yet so
different in others. I've only met him twice before, and |
have no doubt he would have little trust for mewereit
not for you and James vouching for me!'

"Y ou've convinced us of your sincerity and commitment
to stop the enemy, even if you're damn unbending

in revealing much about yoursdlf.' He paused amoment.
'What's the upshot of al of this? asked Calis.



[t means we need to move even sooner than we
thought. It means you should dismantle this camp garting
today and have your ships ready to depart next

week.'
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Cdiswasslent. Then hesaid, 'l have sx menwho are

not trained, and we're barely half the number we had
planned on. | cannot depend on hired mercenaries. Too
many good men died last time because | made that mistake.
| need -' He stopped himsdlf. Y ou know al the

arguments. Bobby and | made them to Aruthathree

years ago. If we must go with only thirty-six men, I will

take the next nine daysto evaluate the last six. I'll hang

them mysdlf before I'll let them become awesk link in
the chain werreforming, but I'll at least give them that
little bit of timeto prove themselves'!’

Mirandas voice rose. 'l have been through agreat deal
to select these men, Cdlis. | think | know each one well. |
think you have only two who might bresk, Goodwin and
de Savona. The otherswill do aswe need.’

'Might break," he repested. That's the problem. Y ou
think. If I knew they would break, I'd execute them
tonight. If | knew they would stand fast, | would leave
tomorrow. But if we judge wrong, and if one of them
breaks at thewrong time. .

‘Nothing iscertain.’

Therewasadry chuckle and Cdis said, 'Working with
an oracle has given us something of afaseilluson of
certainty, I'm afraid. If we return to the certainty that
nothing is clear before it happens, we might survivethis
venture.'

I'mleaving. If you ingst on lingering the next nine



days, so beit, but Nicholas is adamant we should move as
soon as possible. We've captured two agents and they
know we're up to something.'

'Dead?

‘Now they are. Gaminaread both men before they died
and found out little we didn't already know, but it's clear
the snakes are closing in on thisfacility. Y ou've done well
covering your tracksfor the last year, but now they know
something unusua is happening outside of Krondor. The
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next bunch of spiesthey send won't be sniffing around
the palace, they'll be out here in the woods looking for
this encampment. once they discover it was here
'Weve taken every precaution.’

‘Someone who loaded awagon of beef will say something
inaninn. Someone at the pdacewill let aligt of

prisoners be seen while he's out of an office. It will take
time, but within ayear, not only will the snakes know
you'reinther way again, they'll have the name of every
man with you.'

Cdiswasdlent, then said something Erik couldn't

make out. Suddenly there was a sound of adoor opening
and closing, and Erik maotioned for Roo to follow himina
hurry. They returned the way they went and made it

back to their tent. Moving back to their bunks, Erik was
dlent for amoment as he caught his breath; then he

woke Biggo. 'Quiet. Wake the others!'

When Luis, Sho Pi, and Billy were awake, Erik said,



'Some time before you were caught, did you runinto a
woman named Miranda?

The four looked at one another, and it was Sho Pi who
spokefirgt. 'Dark of hair and with intense green eyes?
Erik nodded. 'She spoke to me outside of Shamata, while
| was on the road to Krondor. There was something
about her that | noticed at once. She has power.'

'What did shetell you?

Sho Pi shrugged. 'Wetaked of things of little importance.
| found her very beautiful and wasflattered at the
attention, but her interests seemed more abstract than
carna. And | was curiouswhy | sensed she was so much
more than she seemed.’

'Was there anything she said that got you tossed into

jal?

Sho A said, 'Nothing | can remember.’

The otherstaked about their encounters, Billy and

Luis saying she had used a different name, but it was
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clear that al six men had encountered the woman at
some point, less than a month prior to being arrested.
Biggo said, That girl getsaround, if she wastalking to
you' - he pointed at Sho Pi - 'at Shamata the week
before running into Erik and Roo near Darkmoor.'
'How does she know us? asked Luis.

Erik sad, 'It has something to do with an oracle who

reads the future. We're important in some way, but only
if we survive the next.nine days. | don't know why we
were saved from the gallows, and | don't know what we
might be to these peopleif we continueto live, but | have
no doubt of this: if Cdisthinkswere dangerousto his

plans, helll hang usal before he bregks camp in nine



days. If hethinkswe're trustworthy, hell keep usdive.
It'sthat Smple’

Billy said, 'It means we've got to work hard.’

"Weve been breaking our backs!' complained Luis.

'l mean work hard at being what they want.'

Sho Pi sad, ‘Billy isright; heand | must stem our
temper.' He rose and returned to his own bunk, where he
sat back, resting on his elbows. 'Biggo must begin to
show he can think for himsdif.'

'What of me? said Luis, obvioudy fearful of not being
judged trustworthy in nine days time.

'Y ou must put aside your pride. Y ou must stop acting
asif every order isan insult, and every task beneath you.
Y our arrogance will get you hung.’

'l am not arrogant!" demanded Luis, obvioudy ready to
take offense.

Erik saw afight coming and, thinking quickly to sem

it, hesaid, Theresmore!’

'What? said Biggo.

'If oneof usfails, wedl fal.’

'What!" sad Billy.

'If one of usisjudged unworthy, they're going to hang
al sx of us'
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Roo looked at Erik amoment, then nodded. ‘Werea
team. Weliveor dieasone’

Luisglanced around the tent and saw dl eyes upon
him. 'l ... will work on humility. When that little cabrone
tellsmeto shove dung, | will cheerfully say, S, me



comandante. How high?

Biggo grinned. 'If theré's a stiffer-necked bunch

around than you bloody Rodezians, it'sthem Tsurani up
inLaMut, but not by much. Looking at Sho Fi, he said,
'I've gotten by for years playing dumb so that folks won't
expect much of me. | guessit'sahabit now. I'll try to look
alittle brighter.'

Sho A said, 'And you, Rupert. Y ou must stop trying to
be so clever. It will get you killed. Y ou are not as clever as
you think, nor are others as stupid.’

Erik said, "What of me?

Sho Pi said, 'l do not know, Erik von Darkmoor. There
isnothing you do that isobvioudy wrong. Yet ... thereis
something. | do not know. A hesitancy, perhaps. Y OU
need to be more decisive!

Further discussion was halted by the arrival of Corporal
Foster, and the men legped up to stand before their

beds. The corporal looked around, for obvioudy something
had been occurring just before he arrived, but

nothing was obvious, so after amoment he shouted, ‘Al
right. Outsde and fall in, you worms, We don't have dl
morning!’

Foster stood over Billy, screaming insultsat him. The
prisoner looked asif he was about to legp to hisfeet and
attack the corpora. A man in black stood not ten feet
away puffing heavily from the exertion of the recently
ended combet. They had been duding, with Billy getting
the upper hand, when suddenly Foster had tripped
Goodwin. Then, before he could react, the corpora was
ganding over him asif it were Billy'sfault.
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Then Foster said, 'And your mother was awhore!'
Asheturned away, Billy legped to hisfeet. Before he
could charge Foster, Erik hit him with atackle, driving
his shoulder into Billy'swaist. They went to the ground

and rolled, Erik using his strength and weight to keep
Billy under him.

Suddenly soldiers were hauling them gpart and Foster
was shouting, 'Here, now! What'sthis about?

Erik, blood running from hisnose from one of Billy's
elbows, said, 'Keeping him from doing something
stupid, Corporal.'

Foster regarded Erik amoment, then said, ‘Right.’
Turning to Billy, he said, ‘Going to jump mefrom
behind, you swine? Well, how'd you liketo try it from
infront? He backed away, pulling his own sword. 'L et
himgo.

The soldiers obeyed and Billy stood with hisown
weapon ready. Then Biggo stepped between him and
the corpora. 'Wouldn't be smart for Billy, would it,
Corpord, what with those lads on the wall unlimbering
their bows, and al, would it?

Billy glanced up and saw that apair of longbowmen
had strung their weapons and nocked arrows, and were
watching closdly.

'Stand away, Biggo,"you overblown pile of cow dung!
commanded Foster. ‘I'm going to cut afew pieces off
thisdogmest.’

Luis came over to stand next to Biggo, with Sho Pi a
step behind. Roo joined them, and Erik shook off the
two soldierswho held him and joined the other five.
'What's this - mutiny? shouted Foster.

'No," answered Sho Pi. 'Just trying to keep the Situation
from becoming dangerous!’



'I'll have that man hung!" shouted Foster as Robert de
Loungville gpproached to see what was occurring.

Biggo sad, ‘then | think you should hang usal.’
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Robert de Loungville said, 'What'sthis, then? Volunteering
to go back to the gibbet?

Biggo turned and with an affable smile said, 'Sergeant, if
one of usisto be hung for thinking wed like to murder the
good corpora, then you'd better hang us dl, because we
al think it at least adozen timesaday. And I'd rather you
get it over with now than make uswork for another week
at thissoldier drilling; I'm kind of tired of it. With all
respect, Sergeant.’

DeLoungvilleraised hiseyebrowsin surprise. Thisman
speeking for you al?

They looked from one to another. Then Erik said, 'l

think that'stheway itis, gr.’

Suddenly de Loungville was standing nose to nose with
Biggo, having to rise up on histoesto accomplish the feet.
'Y ou're not being told to think! What makes you imagine
we care what you think? If you're thinking, that means
you have too much time on your hands. | can fix that.'
Turning to the two guards who had held Erik amoment
before, he said, "We need the stables swept. Get these
murderous dogs down there and have them pick up
everything they find! And | don't want them dirtying
perfectly good brooms and pitchforks! They can pick
everything up by hand! Now move them out!'

The two soldiers motioned for the prisonersto fal in and
quick-marched them out of sght. Asthey vanished, Foster
looked at de Loungvilleand said, 'l think it's starting to



work, Bobby.'

De Loungville scratched his chin as he pondered. 'l

don't know. WE'l see. But it had better. We're going south
short-handed and I'd hate to have to hang this ot the day
beforewesall.'

Fogter said, 'If Billy Goodwin didn't cut my throat for
caling hismother awhore - she was, but he's touchy
about it - then | think he'slearning. And the way they

stuck up for him.'

De Loungville nodded. ‘Maybe you're right. Or maybe
they're being clever. Well have to see, won't we?
Without waiting for an answer, he turned and headed
back to the command building.
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TEN

Trandtion

The darm sounded.

Drums best as the camp turned out. it had been three

days since Erik had overheard the discussion in Caliss
office, and the Sx prisoners had been training hard, focusing
their attentions on doing whatever was necessary

to remain dive. Foster became even more of atyrant,
abusing the men a every turn, and de Loungville

studied them closdly, looking for any sign they might fail

to meet hisdemands.

Now anew day began with an unexpected twist. The



prisoners moved out of their tent agood half hour earlier
than usual and saw that the other men who lived in the
compound were dl hurrying to the command building.
Asthey followed, they were intercepted by aguard, a
soldier named Perry of Witcomb, who said, 'Fdl in
behind me, and stay together. No talking!”

The gx fdl into their usua order, with Biggo at the

lead and Sho P at therear, Billy, Luis, Roo, and Erik in
between. They reached the building as the door opened
and Cdisand de Loungville emerged.

De Loungville held hishand up for silence and said,
‘Ligen up!’

Cdissad, 'We've been discovered. Two of our sentries
werekilled last night.’

A muttering broke out among the men in black, and de
Loungvillehad to cdl for quiet again. Cdlis continued,

'Y ou dl know what to do; we break camp now.'
Ingtantly the thirty men in black raced to their tents

and the mgority of soldiers began hurrying to their assigned
places. Foster turned to Perry of Witcomb and
gaveingructions. The soldier gestured to the Six prisoners
and sad, "You lot, comewith me.’

They followed the soldier through the frantic but
organized activity, and he led them to alarge tent not far
from the blacksmith's shop. 'Find clothing that fits,' he
ordered, 'and put it on.'

The six entered and in the gloom saw a pile of common
clothing. Erik stripped off his boots and then histunic

and trousers, throwing the ragged grey garmentsinto the
corner. He joined the othersin rummaging through the

pile, picking up tunics and judging their Size, cagting aside
those that were obvioudy too small. Luisand Billy aswdll
as Sho Pi found clothing quickly, being of more average



Sze. But Roo, because of hisdiminutive Sature, and
Biggo and Erik, because of their bulk, took longer to find
clothing thet fit. Eventudly, al sx stood wearing fresh
garments. Erik had found adark blue tunic with an open
collar and long deeves. A pair of sailor'strousers were the
only pair of pants he could find thet fit. He gave up trying
to push the flared legsinto the top of hisboots, and let
themfdl outsde,

Laughter caused Erik to turn and there he saw Roo

with an angry expression. 'lt'sthe only onethat fitd' he
sad as Billy and Luis made rude observations. The shirt
was open to thewaist, and alurid purple color. Making
mattersworse, the only pair of trousers smal enough
were abright crimson.

"Then pick onethat doesn't fit,' said Erik, trying hard

not to laugh.

Roo peded off the offending shirt and looked some
more, finding aplain whitetunic that was only dightly

too large. He tucked the voluminoustails of the shirt into
hisloud red waistband and Erik nodded. ‘Now you look
only dightly ridiculousingtead of completely ridiculous!’
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Roo grimaced, then smiled. 'Red's my lucky color.’

'Get out of there," called Perry and the prisoners came
out of the tent. 'Get to the smithy, and get aboard the last
wagonin line. Therewill be two mounted crosshowmen
behind you, so don't imagine you'l get achanceto go for
agroll.

He started to move away, then turned and said, ‘And
tuck those nooses out of sight.’

The six prisoners had grown used to being required to



wear the nooses at dl times, outside their tunics. They
had put them back on after changing. Now they tucked
them insde, so they wouldn't be seen.

Biggo had to quickly strip off histunic and put on the
noose, then put the tunic on, asthe neck of his shirt was
closedfitting. Luissad, 'A bit lumpy for high fashion, my
friend, but it will do.’

Since coming to the compound from the prison, Erik

had noticed Luiswasvain - in addition to having a
temper and being arrogant - but he till found himsdlf
liking the Rodezian knife man. He had shaved off hisgrey
beard, but let his mustache grow, aswell as keeping his
shoulder-length hair nestly trimmed. Luiswas becoming
something of apeacock. The clothing he had selected
was as fashionable as possible, given the choice. Erik
had no doubt Luiswas not Smply spesking of high
fashion in the abstract but was aman who had dressed
for court functions before his temper and violent nature
had brought him to low estate. He had said nothing of his
past, but once had mentioned having been friendswith
the son of the Duke of Rodez.

They hurried to the smithy and Erik noticed with a

sense of awe just how fast the forge and other equipment
Were being carried out of the building. Everywhere they
looked, men were hurriedly tearing down al signs of
occupation. Newcomers to the camp, workmen from

somewhere - probably Krondor - were now starting to
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tear apart the three buildings that dominated the compound.
Foster was waiting for them at the smithy and

motioned for them to climb into awagon. Two guards sat
atop the buckboard and two more climbed in after the
prisoners, who sat three to each side of the wagon asthey



had when arriving. Two more guardsmen, on horseback,
moved in behind the wagon, and they set out.
Erik glanced around. Roo seemed half-excited, half

afraid of the sgnificance of what was occurring. Luis
watched carefully, asdid Biggo. Billy seemed amused,
and Sho P waslooking off into the distance.

Some of the men whom Erik recognized as having

been dressed in black were now dressed as were the
prisoners, inavariety of clothing, ranging from dmost
ragged to nobles finery. Some rode on horseback and
othersin wagons and more than a dozen were,leaving

the compound by foot. Two more riders approached, and
Erik saw they were Robert de Loungville and Corpora
Foster.

De Loungville pulled up next to the wagon and said,

‘All right, listen up. | wastalking to Cdis about hanging
you dl thismorning, but we couldn't take the time.
Nothing spoils my breskfast like arushed hanging. Cdis
agrees with me that we can do it later when we can be
more leisurdly and do things properly. Y ou men are
going to liveafew dayslonger. But don't think weve
fdleninlovewith you; those two lads behind you with
the crossbows have orders to shoot any one of you foolish
enough to try to get down from thiswagon. Understood?

Y es, Sergeant,’ they al said.

'And another thing, until | tell you, no more of that
shouting "Y es, Sergeant.” itll call atention to you. And
attention's too much of what we have right now. So keep
your mouths shut and do as you're told until we get
where we're going." Without another word, he put hedls
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to his horse and cantered off. Foster followed, only a
length behind.

Erik looked around and noticed no one el se seemed
willing to risk acrossbow bolt by saying anything, so he
settled down as best he could in the jouncing wagon and
tried to relax.

Along the road to Krondor they passed groups of men on
foot, many dressed as common mercenaries, farmers, or
laborers. Others rode in wagons and kept to themselves.
A few passed by on horseback, each appearing oblivious
to the others.

Other traffic appeared on the road, heading toward the
capital of the Western Realm. Farm wagons heavy with
late summer crops and thefirgt of the early fall harvest
rumbled toward Krondor. Traders with their goods piled
high and the occasiond nobl€e's carriage joined the traffic.
There was no roadblock, and Erik and the others

moved rapidly down the road leading to the southern
gateto the city, the one closest to the palace in which
they had dl been condemned to die. In the midday light,
the pal ace looked splendid, risng up asit did above the
harbor. Towerswere aflutter with banners, and the city
gporead mgestically around the ancient hill upon which
thefirst keep of thefirst Prince of Krondor had been
constructed.

At the southern gate, guards waved them through, and
the wagon started a convoluted course through the city.
At last they entered the docks area near the poor quarter,
and Foster suddenly appeared. Without raising hisvoice,
he said, "Y ou lot, get out of that wagon and get into that
boat down there." He pointed to alongboat that bobbed
on thetide at the bottom of aflight of stone stairsleading



down from the quayside. Erik and the others hurried down
the stone steps and entered the boat, each being told
whereto St by apair of sailors. As soon as Roo, last
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to enter, was seated, Foster joined them and the sailors
pushed off. Expertly the two sailors rowed the longboat
toward aship in the harbor.

Erik knew nothing of ships. But this one dwarfed

most of those nearby. It had three masts, rising high into
the sky like bare trees, and it was painted a daunting

black. other ships near it were green or red, or blue,
and there was even one that was agaudy yellow,
making the black ship dl the more impressvefor its
somber appearance. The longboat reached the side of
the ship and Fogter said, 'Up you go,’ pointing to anet
hung over the side. Erik rose and gripped the netting
like aladder and started to climb. The weight of those
below pulling on the net caused himto twist and dip a
little, but he made it safely to therail, where sailors half
hauled him aboard.

A maninagtrange uniform - blue coat cut high at

the waist, white trousers, and a saber hanging froma
baldric dung across his shoulder - motioned for Erik to
stand away. When the others were aboard, Foster called
up, That lot isto be kept together, Mr Colling’

The man in the strange uniform leaned over therail

and said, 'In with the others?

'Y es,' answered Foster as the longboat pulled away.
‘But inacorner, Mr Collind!'

'Aye, aye, Corporal Foster.'



The man named Collinsturned and ordered, 'Follow
me!

He moved down a strange ladder, narrow and steep, into
asguare hatchway, forward of the main mast. Erik was
thelast into the hold, and his eyestook a moment to adjust
to the gloom. They entered a cargo hold that had

been reconfigured to act as a barracks. Erik saw that
twenty triple bunks had been fastened to the bulkheads,
ten to each side of the ship, lengthwise, creating afairly

wideade
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Between the head of one set of three bunks and the

foot of the next s, large trunks had been affixed to the
deck, in which men were busy stowing gear. Collins
motioned for the six prisonersto follow him. He led them
to the two sets of bunks farthest from the other men, set
againg the starboard bulkhead; those across the hold on
the port side were empty. He motioned for them to
occupy the bunks. Thisiswhereyou'll deep. You'll eat
on deck unless the westher's too rough, when you'l be
eating here. Y ou can store your gear in those two trunks.’
He pointed to the trunk closest to the bulkhead at the aft
of the cargo hold and the one between the two sets of
bunks they were assigned.

Roo said, 'We've got no gear.'

Theman sad, "Youll cal meMr Callins, or sir, when
you address me. I'm the Second Mate on Trenchard's
Revenge. The First Mate is Mr Roper, and the Captain
is... Youcal him Captain. Isthat clear?

Roo sad, 'Yes, Mr Callins. But they didn't give usany
gear, Sr.’



"That's not my problem. Y our officer will get you what
you heed, I'm sure. It'salong voyage, and you'll have
ampletimeto get organized. Now stay here until you're
sent for.' Heleft.

Biggo took one of the lower bunks, with Sho P and
Billy Goodwin above him, while Roo. Erik, and Luistook
the other bunk, in descending order.

'What do we do now? asked Roo.

Biggo grinned. 'Nothing. I'm for anap,’ he added
cheerfully.

Erik redized that hewas aso tired, but nervous, waiting
to discover what fate held in store for them next. Still,
thelulling of the ship asit moved gently on groundswells
in the harbor quickly soothed his nerves, and soon he
wasadeep aswell.
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A clatter from above and a sense of motion, and Erik sat
up, striking his head againgt the bottom of the bunk
above. Wincing at the pain, he dmost stepped on Roo as
he got down from the middle bunk.

A grinding sound from above and a change in motion,
coupled with the shouts of ordersfrom above, and it

was clear they were under way. The Six prisoners

stood unsure of what to do, while the thirty men at the
other end of the hold seemed amused by their con

fuson.

one of them, alarge man nearly Biggo'ssize, said,

'Why don't you run up and tell Bobby de Loungville that
he's been thoughtlessin not telling you we was leaving
this soon!'

Thisbrought aburst of laughter.

Luissad, 'Why don't you go ask him if he knowswho



your father might be. Y our mother certainly didnt.'

The man on the bunk was on hisfeet and two strides

on hisway toward Luiswhen Sho P intercepted him.
‘Now, amoment, my friend,’ said the Isdani.

'Y ou're no friend of mine," countered the large man,

now obvioudy ready to fight with anyone, ashe put his
hand on Sho Pi's chest to push him aside.

Suddenly the man was on hisknees, pain etched on his
face as Sho P hed hishand in atorturous grip, pulling
thumb back and palm reversed so the hand twisted back
hard againgt its own wrist. A gasp of agony wasthe only
sound he made.

'l was going to suggest,’ said Sho P, ‘that asthisis

going to be avery long and tedious voyage, it would bein
all of our best interests to make peace and try to consider
one another'sfedings. I'm sure my friend hereismore
than willing to gpologize for impugning your mother if
you'l gracioudy grant him pardon.’

Luiswas now amused, and with agesture of removing
anonexistent hat, he bowed like acourtier and said, 'Sir,
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| was aboor and acted rashly and without thought. MY
behavior shames me. | crave your pardon, Sir.'

The gasping man, whose eyes were now watering so

that tears streamed down hisface, said, 'Granted!" It was
barely more than acroak of pain.

Sho P released his hand and the man amost fainted
fromrelief. Billy helped him to hisfeet and escorted him
back to his own companions, trying to keep from grinning
ashedid. The man kept rubbing hishand, asif

expecting something to be broken, but nothing was. He



shook it afew times as Billy returned to his own side of
the hold.

The hatch above did asde and two figures came down,
de Loungville and Foster. Foster said, 'Listen up!’

De Loungville stopped about hafway down the companionway
50 he could look around at al the men.

'We're under way, which no doubt you know unless
you're unconscious or even more stupid than | thought.
Well be between ninety and one hundred days at sea,
wegather permitting. There's plenty of work to do, and I'll
not have you running to fat because you're not salors.
Besides, we may be coming home short-handed'- he got
afaraway look for asecond, asif that meant more than
what it sounded like -'so knowing your way around a
ship will prove useful. Mr Collinswill come down later
with assgnments and you'll do asyou'retold, no questions
asked. He has as much rank as Knight-Captain'm

the King's Army, so don't go forgetting that because he
lookslike acommon sailor.’

He moved down the ladder, walked over to where the
SX prisoners were waiting, and motioned for them to
gather around. 'I'm only going to tell you this once.
Ruthiamust love you, because the Lady of Luck has seen
fit to keep you divealittle longer. | was given two weeks
tojudgeif you'refit to live, and as things were going, you
were dl heading back to the galows." He glanced from
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facetoface. 'But | convinced Cdisthat | could hang you
from theyard-amsaseasily as| could from the gallows
in Krondor, so you've only gained time.

"The next three months are going to be harsh. Y ou'll
work afull watch like every man on this ship, and
another watch will be given over to sometraining you



haven't had and those others have.' He hiked athumb

over his shoulder to the men at the other end of the hold.

Biggo spoke, to everyone's surprise. 'Areweto learn
why?

'Why what? asked de Loungville.

'Why this great gdloping charade, Robert de Loungville,
Sergeant darling Sir. Y ou don't spend the Prince's

gold and dragoon soldiersfrom all parts of the Kingdom,
then go through all thisto save murderers and thieves
from fair justice. Y ou want something from usand you're
prepared to give us back our livesin exchange. Fair
enough, and no questions asked, but men more stupid
than me would know that it's better for usto know
what's ahead and rest certain in that knowledge than to
let imagination stir up horrorsthat might make usdo
something rash and foolish. If we get oursalveskilled,
we're not happy and you're not happy.'

De Loungville studied Biggo'sface for amoment; then
hisface splitinto agrin. 'l liked you better when you
were stupid, Biggo.' He turned and as he left, he said,
'Stay divelong enough, and | promise you you'l find out
more than you want to know." As he reached the companionway,
he turned again to add, 'But for thetime

being, thetrick isto stay dive.’

He climbed the stairs, Foster, as ever, behind him, and
asthe hatchway closed, Biggo said, 'Well, that's not redlly
what | wanted to hear.’

Luissad, 'What do you think? Ishe trying to scare us?
Sho R said, 'No, | think the problem ishéestrying very

hard not to scare us.'
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Erik returned to his bunk, and with acold feding insde,
he knew that Sho P wasright.

Days passed. Thefirst day they had been dlowed up on
deck, Erik saw another ship traveling a short distance
away. A sailor had told him that it was the Freegport Ranger,
another ship under Caiss command. Erik said he had
thought all Kingdom shipswere called Royd thisor that,
and the sailor merely nodded, then went back to work.
Erik didn't care much for the work, but it was outside

and the westher was clement, despiteitsbeing early fdll.
Roo hated being asailor, having some trouble with the
heights, but he had the agility to get around in the yards
that Biggo and Erik lacked. Luisand Billy were steady
hands, and Sho Pi took to the tasks put before him with the
same easy grace he had shown in the camp.

After two weeks, Erik had gotten his sealegsand
caluses on hisfeet; he had put hisriding boots away,
because they were dangerous on a ship and the salt water
was,bad for the leather. only officers wore boots, for they
never had to climb the rigging. Erik and the other men
below went barefoot like the sailors and were learning the
salor'scraftinahurry.

A landlubber of the worst sort, he was no longer confused
by such terms as running out a sheet,'or securing a
yard.'Asin the camp, the hard work was accompanied by
good food, afact remarked upon by more than one sailor.
That they were eating better than was the norm was not
lost on Erik, and he joked that they were being treated like
prize horses being readied for a competition among

nobles. He decided not to mention that such competitions

frequently ended with an anima down with abroken leg,



or arider thrown to seriousinjury or degath.
Even Roo, averse to hard work his entire young life.
was showing the effects of the hard regime and good food.

There was Wiry muscle on his scrawny frame, and he
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moved with a self-assurance Erik had never seen before.
Roo had dways laughed as a child, but therewasa
mean, dangerous edge to him, and his humor had often
been cruel. Now he seemed more involved with the
moment, asif it was dowly dawning on himwhét life
was, as opposed to the mind-numbing fear that death

was only amoment away. Erik sensed something had
changed in Roo, but he couldn't rightly say what that
changewas.

Sho P observed that whatever awaited them, de
Loungville wanted them fit and ready. Each day wasan
equa mix of hard work and battle training.

The second day out, Sho Pi had gone up on deck
during his off watch, to practice aseries of controlled
movements that looked like nothing as much as adance
to Erik. Graceful and flowing, they still held asense of
menace, asif to quicken the action would turn graceful
motionsinto killing blows. After hefinished and returned
bel owdecks, Luis said, 'What was that you were

doing up there, Keshian?

'Isdlani,’ corrected Sho P, then as he swung into his
bunk, he said, 'It is called kata, and it isthe heart of the
arts| practice. It isasense of movement and it tapsthe
power around you, to give you balance and ease a the
moment you need to draw upon that power.'

Erik sat up in hisown bunk. 'Isthat the trick you

used to disarm the soldier?



'Itis, sad to admit, the same, but it isnot atrick. itis

an ancient art form, and it can be used to harmonize the
sf with the universe, aswell asfor self-defense’
Biggo said, 'If you could show me how to kick de
Loungville around the way you did, I'd be interested in
learning.’

‘That would be an abuse of the art,’ said Sho Fi. 'But
should you wish to practice with me, you are welcome.
Katawill relax you, cam you, and refresh you.'
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Billy said, 'Sure. Y ou looked so relaxed and calm when
you kicked de Loungville'

Luisgrinned. 'Ah, but it was refreshing!”

They dl laughed. Suddenly Erik wasvidgted with an
unexpected and extraordinary affection for these men.
Murderersdl, the dregs of Kingdom society - yet in each
he sensed something that made him fed kinship. He had
never experienced such afeding before and it troubled
him asmuch asit fdt natural. Lying back on hisbunk, he
pondered this odd turmoil.

By the end of the next week, Erik and the others had
joined Luisin taking lessonsin katafrom Sho Fi. For an
hour after their watch, the Sx would stand in ardatively
clear area of the deck, between the main hatch and the
foremast, and follow hislead.

Erik found the admonitionsto think of aspot of light,

or asoft breeze, or some other relaxing image while he
moved vigoroudy through along series of classic Isdani
movementssilly at first. After atime, he sensed thecalm
that would come with accepting Sho Pi's advice. Despite



thelong, hard hours of work, the additional exercise
didn't tire, it refreshed, and Erik had never dept better in
hislife.

A salor, aLaMutian, whose father had been a Tsurani
warrior, asked to join aswell. He claimed that much of
what Sho Pi taught was smilar to what hisfather had
shown him asachild, part of the heritage of the Tsurani
,way of thewarrior.'

After the group had been practicing for aweek, the
large man whom Sho P had humbled came over to
watch. After afew minutes he said, ‘Can you show me
how to do that thing with the thumb?

Sho P said, 'Itisbut apart of this. Y ou will learn many
things'

The man nodded and stood next to Erik. Sho Pi nodded
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to Erik, who said, 'Put your feet like s0." He showed him.
'Now baance your weight so it is neither too far forward
nor too far back, but just in the middle, even on both
feet.

The man nodded. 'My nameis Jerome Handy,' he said.
'Erik von Darkmoor.'

Sho P demondtrated the four moves they would practice,

and dowly led the men through the series. Then,

indructing themto try it again, he moved quickly among
them, correcting position and balance.

From the quarterdeck, Foster and de Loungville stood
watching. Foster said, 'What do you make of that?

De Loungville shrugged. 'Hard to say, Charlie. It could

be something just to kill thetime. Or it could be something
that saves somelives. That Keshian could just as

eadly have killed me as embarrassed me with those kicks.



He pulled them, despite the fact he was mad a me.' He
wasdlent for awhile, then said, 'Let it be known that |
won't mind if the othersfollow Handy's lead. It's about
time our last six birdsjoined the rest of our flock.'
Sowly, over the next few days, more and more of the
other thirty men joined the group, until at the end of

the third week all were practicing kata under Sho Ri's
supervison.

'You'redl prisoners? asked Luis, incredulity on hisface.
'Y a, man,’ said an ebony-skinned man from the Vae of
Dreams named Jadow Shati. 'Each man here took thefall
in Bobby de Loungvilleslittle drama. Each of uslooked
the Death Goddess in the eye, or at least thought we were
going to." He grinned and Erik found himsdf amilingin
return. The man's smile had that impact, asif al the
sunlight and happiness reflected off teeth made brilliant
white by the contrast with hisdark skin, the blackest Erik
had ever seen. in the short time he had known Jadow,
Erik had discovered he had the ability to find some
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humor in dmogt any Stuation. He dso had away of
putting things so that Erik almost always ended up
laughing.

Roo threw up his hands. -then why were you such a
bloody bunch of bastards when wefirst came to camp?
They weredl stting around in the hold barracks. Over
thelast few days, after practicing with Sho P, the men had
begun speaking with one another and the barrier between
the six men Erik had cometo think of as usand the other
thirty he thought of as'them’ had started to wesken.



Jadow spoke with the patois common to the Vde, a
no-man's-land clamed a varioustimes by the Empire of
Great Kesh and the Kingdom, where languages, blood,
and loydties tended to be mixed. It wasamusica sound,
softer than the harsher King's Tongue, but not as guttura
asHigh Keshian. 'Man, that wasthe drill, don't you

know? Each time a new group came, we wereto give
them bloody hell! Bobby's orders. Not until he knew he
wasn't going to have to hang us did he treat us better

than dirt on the sole of hisboot, don't you see? Then we
got to take off the damn ropes, man. Then we began to
think we might live ahbit longer.’

Jerome Handy sat across from Erik, the biggest manin

the group after Biggo and broader across the shoulders.
‘Jadow and me were among thefirst six. Four of our mates
died. Two tried to go over thewalls, and those Pathfinders
picked them off with their long bowslike quails on the
wing." He made aflying motion with histwo hands, asif
throwing shadow puppets on the wal, and made afunny
flapping sound with his mouth. Then suddenly he turned
his hands over and made asign of awounded bird falling.
Erik had delighted in discovering thet as rough and intimidating
as Handy could be, he also could be very

amusing given anything remotely like an audience. 'One
lost histemper and died in asword drill. The other . He
glanced at Jadow.
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'Ah, that was bad, man. Roger was his name,’ supplied
the Vdeman.

'Right. Roger. He was hung when he killed aguard,
trying to escape.’

'How long ago wasthat? asked Erik.

'More than ayear, man,' said Jadow. Heran ahand



over hisbald pate, which he kept free of hair by dry-shaving
with ablade every morning. While most of it was

naturdly hairless, thelittle fringe around the earswas
persistent enough that Erik winced each time he saw the
man give himsdf atrim.

‘A year!" asked Billy Goodwin. Y ou've been at that
camp ayear?

Jadow grinned. 'Man, consider the dternative, don't

you see? He laughed, a deep-throated version of achild's
delight. "The food was sumptuous, and the company' he
cast amock-baeful look a Jerome - 'diverting, if

nothing ese. And the longer we werethere. .

'What? asked Roo.

It was Biggo who answered. 'The longer they weren't
headed toward wherever it isde Loungville and the Eagle
aretaking us!'

'Exactly.

'Y ou've been playing soldier for ayear, then? asked

Luis

'More, and | don't call it playing when men die, said a
man named Peter Bly.

Jerome nodded. 'We thirty are what's | eft of
seventy-eight who were put through the false hanging
over thelast year and abit.’

Sho A said, Then thiswould explain why Corpord
Foster and ... what is Robert de Loungvill€sreal rank when
first | saw him, | took him for anoble - does

anyone know?

Jerome shook hishead. 'Sergeant isal I've ever heard.
But I've seen him give orders to a Knight-Captain of the
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King's own. He's the second in command, after the df.’
'Elf? sad Erik.

Luissaid, 'What some of the older guards call the Eagle.
It'sno joke. They cdl him that, but theré's no disrespect in
it. But they say he's not human.’

'He doeslook alittle odd,' said Roo.

Jerome laughed, and Jadow said, 'Look who'stalking
about looking odd!’

All the gathered men laughed and Roo flushed with
embarrassment, waving off the remark. 'l mean, he
doesn't ook like therest of us.'

‘No onelookslike the rest of us,' said Sho Pi.

'We know what you mean," said another man whose
name Erik didn't know.

Jadow said, 'I've never been to the west, though my
father fought there againgt the Tsurani in the Riftwar.

Man, that was some fighting, to hear the old man talk. He
saw some dves at the battlein the valey in the Grey
Towers, when the elves and dwarves betrayed the treaty.
Hesadthedvesaretal and far, though their hair and
eyes are much like yours, from brown to yellow, don't you
know?Y et he said there is something uncommon about
them, and they carry themsalveswith a different grace -as
if dancing whiletherest of uswalk, iswhat he said tome'’
Sho A said, ‘the man called Eagleisthat. Heisonel'd
not wish to face.’

'You? said Erik. "Y ou've taken swords out of armed
men's hands. | would have thought you were afraid of no
one.'

'l have taken the sword from an armed man's hands,

Erik. But | never claimed | wasfearlesswhen | did s0." His

expresson becamereflective. Thereis something very



dangerousin the man caled Cdis!

'He's stronger than he looks," said Jerome with afrank
look of embarrassment. ‘Early on, in thetraining, before
he left everything to Bobby de Loungville, that'swhen
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| thought to bully him and he knocked me down so

hard | thought he'd broken my skull.’

"Too thick, man, much too thick,' said Jadow, and the
otherslaughed.

'No, | meanit. | pride mysdlf on taking ablow with the
best, but I've never fdt anything likeit, and | was certainly
surprised.’ He looked at Sho Pi. "As surprised as|

was when you twisted my thumb that time. Samething. |
moved, and suddenly | was on my back and my head was
ringing likeatemplegong.’

Jadow said, 'He never saw the blow, man. And neither
did I, truth to tell. Cdlisisfagt.’

'He's not human,’ said another, and there was genera
agreement.

A warning creak on the companionway stairs had the
men scrambling for their bunks before Corpora Foster
was through the hatch. As he touched boot to deck, he
shouted, ‘Lights out, ladies! Say good night to your
sweethearts, and get your rest. You've afull day
tomorrow.'

Before Erik could get completely under the woolen
blanket, the lantern was doused, and the hold plunged
into gloom. He lay back and thought what it must have
been liketo livein that camp for ayear, to see men you
didn't know comein and see them die. Suddenly something
Sho Pi had started to say registered.

Erik whispered. 'Sho Pi?

'What?



'What were you about to say, about something explaining
why Fogter and de Loungville were doing something

or whatever, when you asked about de Loungvill€'s
rank?

'l was going to say that having so many menfail, even
after the testing before and during their trids, even after
having the woman read minds, explainswhy they are so
worried about the six of us!’

246

RAYMOND E. FEIST

'What do you mean?

‘More than haf the men saved from the gallose died
before we got to the camp. By rights, three or four of us
you, me, Roo, Billy, Biggo, and Luis- we shouldn't be on
this ship. We should be dead. De Loungyville's

chance. Even after dl of this we till might fail.’

Erik said, 'Oh, | see!

Helay back, and deep was along time coming

thought, Fail at what?

ELEVEN

Passage

Erik yawned.

Whilethings were never dull on Trenchard's Revenge,
there were moments of boredom, and thiswas one. He
hed finished his exercises with the other men, who

formed what he now understood was Robert de
Loungville's handpicked band of 'desperate men.’ Evening
chow was over, and hefelt like somefresh air. While



the others were lounging in their bunks bel owdecks, Erik
waited by theforerail, overlooking the bowsprit, listening
to the sounds of the sea as the ship sped through the
night.

The deck officer called out the hour's orders, and the
lookout above answered that al was clear. Erik smiled at
that. How the man knew all was clear was beyond him,
unless he had some magic device dlowing hismortal
eyesto pierce the darkness. What he meant, thought
Erik, was he couldn't see anything.

Y et that wasn't entirely true. There was asea of Stars
above, with thelittle moon just rising in the east, and the
middle and large moons not dueto rise until just before
morning. The familiar pattern of the Stars above gave
slver highlightsto the water below. A haf mileto starboard,
the Freeport Ranger was holding aparallel course,

her presence marked by lights upon her bow, stern, and
masthead. Any other ship in the night should be running
under lightsaswell, so if they were near, they'd stland

out like a beacon.

'Fascinating, isn't it?

Erik turned, startled that he hadn't heard anyone approach.
Calisstood afew feet away, gazing at the ky.

I've been on ships any number of times, and when the
moons are down and the sars are like this, it till makes
me pause to watch and wonder.'

Erik didn't know what to say. This man had spoken to
them so rarely, most of the men below were in awe of
him. And de Loungville seemed to take great painsto
keep them in awe of him. Jadow and Jerome's narrative
about him helped further that cause.

Erik said, 'Ah, | wasjust



'Stay,' said Calis, coming to therail next to Erik.
'‘Bobby and Charlie are playing cards, and | thought I'd
get someair. | seel’'m not the only onefeding the
need.’

Erik shrugged. 'It gets close down below sometimes.”
'And sometimes aman likesto be aone with hisown
thoughts, isn't that true, Erik?

‘Sometimes," said Erik. Not knowing why, he said,
But | don't dwell much on things. It's not my way. Roo,
now, he worries enough for awhole family, but.

‘But what?

‘Maybe it was my mother,’ said Erik, suddenly missing
her. 'She was dways worried about this or that,

and, wdll, | never redlly had much on my mind most of
thetime'

'No ambitions?

‘Just to earn aforge of my own someday.’
Cdisnodded, the gesture hdf seeninthedim light of
anearby lantern. 'A respectable goal .

'What of you? Erik was suddenly embarrassed at his
own presumption, but Cais smiled.

'My goas? He turned and leaned upon therail, both
elbows resting on it as he gazed into the darkness. 'It
would be hard to explain.’

Erik sad, 'l wasn't tryingto pry ... Sir.’
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Cdlissad, 'Start caling me Captain, Erik. Bobby's our
sergeant and Charlie's the corporal, and you're part of
the Crimson Eagles, the most feared mercenary band in
our homeand.'

'Sir? said Erik. 'l don't understand.’

Cdissad, "Youwill, soon enough.' Looking at the
horizon, he said, "Well be there shortly.'



'Where, Sir ... Captain?
‘Sorcerer's|de. | need to speak to an old friend.’
Erik stood silently, uncertain what to do or say next,

until Cdisrelieved him of that burden. 'Why don't you

go below and join your companions,” he suggested.

'Y es, Captain,' said Erik and started to move, but stopped.
Ah, Captain, should | salute you or something?

With astrange smile, what Owen Greylock cdled

ironic, Erik thought, Cdis said, 'Were mercenaries, not
the bloody army, Erik.’

Erik nodded and turned away. Shortly he was back in
his bunk. While Jadow rega ed the others with tales of
women he had known and battles he had single-handedly
won, Erik lay hdf ligening, haf wondering just

what Cadlis had meant.

'Captain!'

Erik paused as he secured aline. The sound of the
lookout's voice had carried atroubling note with it.
'What do you see? came the Captain'sreply.
‘Something dead ahead, Sir. Lightsor lightning. | don't
rightly know.'

Erik quickly made the linefast and turned to look
ahead. It was near dusk, but the sun off the port bow
made it hard to see anything. He squinted against the
sunset glare, then saw it: afaint flash of slver.

Roo cameto stand next to hisfriend. 'What isit?
‘Lightning, | think,’ said Erik.

'Gresat. A storm at seg,’ said Roo. It had been pleasant
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salling for dmost amonth asthey had fought atacking
course out of Krondor toward their destination. One of



the sailors had said that had they been heading the other
way, they could have made thetrip in onethird thetime,
"Y ou boys got nothing to do? came afamiliar voice
from behind them, and Erik and Roo were back up the
rigging before Corpord Foster could inform Mr Collins
that they needed to be assigned more work.

Reaching the top yard on the mainmast, they began
securing linesthat redlly didn't need securing. They
wanted alook at the coming storm.

Asthe sun lowered beyond the horizon, there were no
clouds ahead, but they could clearly see arcs of incredible
brightness. 'What isthat? asked Roo.

'Nothing good," said Erik, and he started making his
way back down toward the deck.

'Where are you going?

"To report to Mr Collins I've secured the lines and to

get orders. No sense staring at whatever's ahead, Roo.
WEell get there soon enough.’

Roo hung back, watching as the bright arcs regppeared
againg the darkening sky, silver boltsthat arched into
the heavens. Heimagined they carried thunderous
booms or sizzling discharges, but from this distance they
were slent. Hefdt chilled, yet the evening air was warm.
He glanced down and saw that haf the crew was straining
to see what was ahead.

He lingered amoment, then headed down after his
friend.

Throughout the night they drew closer to Sorcerer'side.
Near dawn thefirg of the cracking sounds that accompanied
the energy displays could be heard. By the time the day
watch was to be roused, no man on the ship was adeep.
Word of their destination had circulated through the

crew, though Erik had told no onewhat Cdis had told
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him. Sorcerer's 1de, home to the legendary Black Sorcerer.
Some cdled him Macros, while others said hisname

wasa Tsurani one, and still others said he was the King of
Dark Magic. No one knew the truth, Erik decided, but
everyone who spoke knew of someone who knew someone
who had talked to another who had barely survived a
vigttotheidand.

Terrible stories of mayhem and horrors so vile that

death wasthe least of them were passed around between

sundown and dawn, so by thetime Erik and his

companions came up on deck, the mood of the ship was
fearful.

Erik amogt exclaimed at the sight that greeted him. An
idand lay off the starboard bow, large enough that it
would take hoursto sail around, and dominated by ahigh
wall of cliffs. Atop the highest point of thet cliff face, a
black castle - amalignant-looking thing of four towers
and stonewalls - rose high against the sky. it sat atop a
massive stone chimney, an upthrust finger of land, separated
from therest of theidand by tiddl action, which had

cut acleft asimpassable as any moat. A drawbridge could
be lowered to cross the cleft, but it was presently raised.
The castle was the source of the terrible arcs of energy,
glver flashesthat rose high into the ky, vanishing in the
clouds, accompanied by asizzling whinethat hurt the ears.
Blue lights shone from a high tower window overlooking
the ocean, and Erik thought he detected movement

upon thewadls. Y on Darkmoor!" Robert de Loungville's
voice brought the young smith out of hisrevery.
'Sergeant? said Erik.

'Y ou, Biggo, Jadow, and Jerome will comewith Calis

and me. Get the longboat over the side.



Erik and the others named, aided by four experienced
sailors, got the longboat off the davits and over theside
in quick order. Calis came up on deck and without a
word to anyone scampered down the ladder to the boat.
De Loungville and two sailors came next, then Erik led
the designated prisoners.

AsErik reached therail, he was handed a sword and
scabbard and ashield by Corpora Foster. He dung the
baldric over his shoulder, secured the shield to his back,
and went down the ladder. Thiswasthefirst time he had
been handed aweapon when it wasn't atraining
exercise, and it made him nervous.

The boat pushed away from the ship and headed

toward asmall beach that swept away from the rocky
pinnacle upon which the castle rested. The sailors were
experienced, and Erik and Biggo were strong, so the boat
made quick time getting in to shore.

When they landed, Cdis said, 'Keep dert. You never
know what to expect here.'

Robert de Loungville nodded, awry smile on hisface.
‘That'sthe gods awful truth.’

Suddenly afigure reared up out of the bushes near the
top of an overlooking ridge, beside asmall path that led
up from the beach. The creature was easily ten or even
feet tal, cdothed in black and waving long armswithin
huge deeves. A spectra voiceissued from within agiant
cowl, hiding the cresturesface. 'Despair, All who
trespass upon the Black One'sidand are doomed! Flee
now, or be destroyed in agony!"

Erik felt the hairsrise on his neck and arms. Biggo

made asign warding off evil, while Jadow and Jerome
both drew their swords and crouched low.

Cdlis stood motionless, while Robert de Loungville
pointed athumb at the creature with a backwards wave
of hishand. 'l think he meansit, hesaid with agrin.



Facing the advancing cregture, de Loungville said,

wW

why don't you come on down here, me darling, and I'll
giveyou abig wet kiss'

Erik's eyebrows shot up, and Calissmiled at hisfriend.
The creaturetilted, asif the brashness of de Loungville's
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words caused it to lose its balance; then Erik was astonished
to seeit collapse.

He saw long wooden sticks fal within the hooded robe,

and asmdl man emerged from ingdethefolds of black
cloth. He was a bandy-legged fellow, obvioudy an Isaani
from his appearance, and he wore atattered robe of

orange cloth, dashed at the knees and deeves. 'Bobby?

he said. Then hisface splitinagrin and helet out ayep

of purejoy. 'Calis' He raced down to the sand and dmost

legped into de Loungvillesarms. Erik thought the two
men daft as they dapped each other on the back.
Cdlisembraced thelittle man. 'That's quite ashow you
have going there, Nakor.'

Thelittleman'sface split into agrin, and suddenly Erik
redized that he was standing with his sword drawn,
while his heart was il beating rapidly. He glanced
around and saw the others were aso holding their
weapons ready.

The man called Nakor said, 'Had some trouble with
some Quegan pirates afew years back. That little blue
light didn't scare them away, so | added those lightning
bolts. Impressive, | think," he added with a saf-congratulatory
note. ‘It starts whenever someone gets

close enough to see the idand on the horizon. But

when you kept sailing toward us, | thought | had better



come down here and scare you away.' He pointed to the
fallen contraption of robe and sticks.

‘The Black Sorcerer? said Robert.

'For the time being, answered Nakor with agrin. He
glanced at the four guards and said, Tell your men |
wont hurt them.’

Cdlisturned and. with awave of hishand, said, 'put
your wegpons avay. He'san old friend.'

'Where's Pug? asked De Loungyville.

'‘Gone,' said Nakor with ashrug. 'L eft about three years
ago. Said he'd be back one of these days.’

I
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'Do you know where he went? asked Cdlis. 'It'svery
important.’

Nakor shrugged. 'It's dways important with Pug.
That'swhy heleft, | think. All the troubles down south

'Y ou know? said Cdlis.

Nakor grinned. 'Some. Y ou can tell metherest. You
want something hot to eat?

Cdismotioned yes, and Nakor waved for them to
follow. Cdistold the two sailors, "Take the boat back to
the ship and tell the captain he'sto do as| instructed.
And have him send word to the Ranger, aswdll.' To Erik
and the other three guards he said, 'Follow along, and
don't be darmed by anything you see. There are some
very odd-looking crestures about, but none will offer you
harm.’

Thelittle man named Nakor led Calisand de

Loungville up the path. Erik and the othersfollowed
behind. They reached the crest of the ridge, but rather
than follow the path toward the castle, they paused.



Nakor closed his eyes and waved hishand intheair, and
the lightning suddenly stopped. He put hishand to his
forehead amoment, then said, 'Oh, shutting that off

gives me a headache.’ Then heturned and led them al
down another path that led into what appeared to be a
small valey overgrown by athick forest.

Then suddenly the forest vanished, and Erik dmost
tripped, he was so startled. Instead of thick woodlands,
he was now staring at a pasture that stretched away for
nearly amile. Inthemiddle of it sat alarge, sorawling
edtate, alow, white house with ared tile roof, and severd
outbuildings, al surrounded by alow stonewall.

In distant fields, Erik could make out horses and caitle,
and what might be deer or elk. Around the estate, figures
moved, but they didn't appear to be entirdly human. But,
keeping in mind Calissingtructions, he decided to trust
hisleader and follow orders.
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They reached the small yard before the main house

and Nakor opened the gate in the low stonewall. They
entered, and from the door of the house a creature appeared.
Erik glanced at Jadow, Jerome, and Biggo, and

judging by their expressions, dl were as astonished

ashe.

The creature wastall, man-size, and had blue-tinged

skin, large ears, and abony, heavy forehead. It smiled,

reveding an impressve array of teeth; itseyeswere

black and yellow. Erik wasn't sure, but the creature resembled
every description of agoblin Erik had ever

heard.

But it was dressed in the height of court fashion: a

tight-fitting blue jacket cut at thewaist, over aloose,



billowing-deeved white shirt, tucked into awide waistband
of black slk. Tight grey hose and ankle-high boots
finished the ensemble, and the creature |ooked like
nothing so much as one of Prince Nicholas's court
dandies.

'Refreshments are served,’ said the creature.

'Gathis,' Cdisgregted it.

'Master Cdlis,' replied Gathis. 'It's so nice to see you
again. It has been too long between visits. And Master
Robert. Good to see you aswell.'

Cdissad, 'Did Pug leave you in charge, Nakor?
With a squint-eyed grin, the little man said, ‘No,
Gahisrunseverything. I'm il just aguest.

Calis shook his head. 'Guest? For what, twenty years
now?

Nakor shrugged. 'L ots of things to discuss. Lots of
thingsto study. Let those foolsin Stardock become constipated
with their rules and vows of secrecy and orders

and the rest of that foolishness.' He made a chopping
motion with hishand. Thisiswherethered learningis
taking place.’

Calissad, 'No doubt.’
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Gathissad, 'I'll seeto your guards, sr.'

Cdisand Robert went insde, followed by Nakor. The
cregture turned to Erik and the others and said, 'Y ou men
follow me'

He led them around the building, and Erik was surprised
to discover that it waslarger than he had first

suspected asthey had walked down the path from the
ridge above. The building was, essentidly, alarge square,
with entrancesin dl four wals. Through onethey

passed, Erik could see that the building was dso hollow



in the center, alarge fountain at the heart of agarden
glimpsed briefly asthey walked past.

Behind the building, apair of very odd-looking men,
black as soot and with eyes of red, hurried by, and asthe
four guards turned to gawk, Gathis said, 'Come aong,
please.’ Heled them to the door of alarge outbuilding
and motioned for themto follow himinsde. "Y oull see
many beings here you might count strange or fearsome,
but nonewill offer you harm.’

That was again reassuring to hear, because within the
building they found what could only becdled, in Erik's
judgment, ademon. Jadow had his sword hdf out of his
scabbard when the cresture turned and struck him across
the knuckles with along wooden spoon. 'Put that away,’
it said with adeep rumbling growl.

Jadow let out ayelp and released the sword hilt, letting
the sword dide back into its scabbard. That hurt!" he
exclamed while sucking on his bruised knuckles.

'Don't talk with your mouth full, admonished the
creature, motioning for the four guardsto St a atable.
Erik paused and redized he wasin akitchen. The
‘demon’ was ared cresture, about as big as Jerome,
looking asif its skin wastwo or three Szestoo large. It
seemed to droop around the creature's body in folds and
creases, and to bethick, like hide. A large head without
hair was dominated by two horns, which rosein front of

I
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fanlike ears, to arch back to points just behind the head.
It appeared to be nude, save for the large white apron it
wore. Pulling abig bowl of fruit from ashdf, it placed it
upon thetable and said, 'I'll have soup inaminute.’

Gathissaid, 'Alikawill carefor your needs and send



someone with you to show you where you'll deep.’Asthe
cook crossed to the other side of the room, Gathislowered
hisvoice. 'She's very sensitive, so say something nice

about her cooking.' Then he hurried off.

Biggo sad, 'She? in low tones. Jadow grinned and
shrugged, taking alarge pear from the platter and biting
deepintoit. He closed his eyes asjuice dripped down his
chin, and made a satisfied sound.

Now Erik noticed the smells. Suddenly he was ravenous
as hot spicesfilled the air, and he remembered what food
not cooked aboard ship tasted like. He took an apple and
bit into it, finding it crigp and sweet, and savoring the taste.
Then Alikawas back with alarge platter of bread and
cheese. Placing them on the table, she turned away. Erik
hesitated briefly before he said, 'Thank you.'

The creature paused and rumbled, 'Y ou're welcome.'
Soon the four men were eating as well asthey had back
in camp, with far more leisure, as the cook produced a
thick soup of creamed vegetables with spices, afull roast
chicken for each man, and steaming greens piled high,
buttered, and spiced. Ale, cold and foaming in pewter
mugs, was placed at each man's elbow, and Erik hadn't
recaled drinking anything quite so thirgt-quenching.
Between mouthfuls, Biggo said, 'I don't think | would
have believed any man who told me of this place and these
crestures.’

Jadow said, 'Man, it'sfar easier to imagine evil spirits

and black sorcery than this.

".And you say the cresture could cook?"" he mimicked
someone gquestioning him.

"Y a, man, she cooked better than me own mother,™



258 RAYMOND E. FEIST

The otherslaughed. Jerome said, 'l wonder why we
came here?

"Wondering's not good for the hedlth,’ said Jadow.
Jerome said, 'Onething welearned in camp. You
follow orders, you stay dive. Don't volunteer, don't
causetrouble. Each day after the gdlowsisagift.’
Erik nodded. He il had trouble not wincing when

he remembered that fal with the rope around his neck.
The sour taste of fear in his ssomach was one he wished
never to repedt.

The cook came back with more bread and Biggo said,
'Alika?

The cook paused. 'Y es?

'‘Ah, what are you?

The creature fixed Biggo with anarrow gaze, asif
weighing the nature of the question, then shereplied,
‘A student. | work for my ingtruction.'

'No, | mean, where are you from?

Tagary.'

'I've never heard of Targary,’ said Jadow.

Itisfar away," she said, turning back to her work.
They aein slence after that.

When they finished, ayoung girl, no more than ten

or eleven by her appearance, but with grey hair and
maroon eyes, escorted them to aroom. In avoice tinged
with aien nuances, she said, 'Sleep here. Water there.
If

She pointed at abasin and pitcher. 'Relieve yourself
outside,’ she said, making agenera down-the-hal and
out-the-door gesture. 'Y ou need. You cdl. | come!'
She bowed and departed. Biggo said, 'l swear that



child'sfeet weren't touching the ground.’

Erik removed his baldric and sat on the nearest bed, a
thickly padded festher mattresswith two pillowsand a
heavy comforter againgt the chill. 'l am through with
being amazed.' He lay down with an exaggerated
gtretch. Thisisthefirst bed I'vebeenin . . . He stopped
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and grinned at hisfriends. Thisisthefirg bed I've
beenin!’

Biggo laughed. 'Y ou've never dept in abed?

'With my mother, when | was ababy, | guess, but I've
been deeping in the hayloft aslong as| can recall, then

prison, the camp, and the ship.’

'Wéll, enjoy, Erik von Darkmoor,' said Jerome as he
lay down on hisbunk. 'l plan on deeping until someone
makes me get up to work.' With that he closed hiseyes
and raised hisarm to cover hisface.

'Man, that isafine notion,' said Jadow.

Erik and Biggo followed suit, and soon the room was
slent, save for the sounds of heavy bresthing and
soring.

Erik awoke to the sound of voices. Sitting up, he was
disoriented for amoment, then remembered where he
was. The voices were coming through awindow, one
that looked out upon the garden.

Thefamiliar voice of Robert de Loungville carried
through the night as he and someone €l se gpproached.
.. never seen him like this before!’

'He hasagreat ded on hismind,’ said another; Erik
recognized the speaker as being their host, Nakor.

'He took that last mission hard. We've had setbacks



before, but nothing like that. If he hadn't carried me half
theway, I'd have died on the banks of the Vedra River. Of
the two thousand of uswho went, only sixty returned.’
'Ah, | had heard it was difficult.’

'Whatever you heard, it was worse!'

Erik felt awkward. He didn't think it was proper to
eavesdrop, but this was the room he had been assigned
and Nakor and Robert weren't taking pains not to be
overheard.

'l hear thisand | hear that,' said Nakor, and Erik could
tell they had stopped moving.
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It wasthe biggest battle so far. Calis put usin with

Haji's Red Hawks and a half-dozen other companies that
usualy work out of the Eastlands. We joined up with the
other defenders at Kisma-hal, atown between Hamsa
and Kilbar. Ran into the Westland army skirmishesaswe
beat them back. Then their leading dementsrolled
through us and drove to the gates of the city. Wefortified
the garrison and beat back three assaults on thewalls,
and we sdlied afew times, burning their baggagetrain
and causing them agreeat dedl of pain. Then the second
wave of Westland infantry showed up and we were
surrounded.

"Two hundred and sixty-five days of siege, Nakor. And
those damn magicians. Nothing like those Tsurani during
the Riftwar were supposed to have done, but enough to
make aman hate dl magic. The King of Hamsa's
magicians barely kept usfree of most of theword, the
lightning, fires, the freezing spells. But they couldn't
protect usfrom the rest, and it was almost as bad: flies
and mosquitoesin clouds gppearing out of nowhere.
Every barrd of winein the city turned sour. After the



first hundred and fifty days, we ate hard bread and drank
foul water and we survived. After two hundred, we ate
maggots in green megt, and we ate insects when we
could find them and were thankful. We were closeto
eating our dead.

"Then, when the city surrendered, Calistook the head
gart rather than sell out the contract and join the invaders!'
Erik heard bitternessin Robert's tone. 'Half our

men wereinjured or sck. Half of those il living, |
should say. We got our one day's grace; then they turned
their cavary after us. If we had headed south along the
river, they'd have run us down for certain. Weturned
east and hid." Robert was silent for atime, then when

he spoke again, Erik could hear the barely held-back

emoationsin hisvoice, asif he had never told the story to
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anyone before. 'We killed our own wounded rather than
leave them behind. Asit was, therest of usbarely madeit
to the steppes. The Jeshandi covered our retreat from
there, and the snakes were smart enough not to get into a
running fight with them in their own territory. The

Jeshandi fed us and nursed us, and we eventually got back
to the City of the Serpent River.'

Nakor said,'| remember thefirst vist, twenty-four years
ago.' Therewas amoment of slence. 'Caliswasvery

young then. He il is, by the measure of hisrace. Now he

has much respongibility, and lacks Arutha or Nicholas a
hissdeto ingruct him.

'And now you plan this very dangerousthing.'
'Desperate thing,' said Robert de Loungville. 'It was a
long timein the planning, and getting the right men for
the job was harder than we thought.'



"These men, these 'desperate men,” they will be ableto
do thiswhere so many experienced soldiers could not?
Therewas another long silence. De Loungvillefindly
said, 'l don't know, Nakor. | don't know.'

Erik heard the sounds of the two men waking away and
after amoment he could hear them spesking again,
though he couldn't understand what they were saying.
Erik lay awake along time trying to puzzle out the
significance of what he had overheard. He had never
heard of those places, Hamsa or Kilbar, and didn't know
who the Jeshandi were. But therewasanotein de
Loungvillesvoice he had never heard before. It was an
overtone of worry, perhaps even fear. Erik found deep
camedowly, and when it at last found him, he didn't rest
well.

Nakor, carrying atravel bag dung over his shoulder, was
waiting with Caliswhen Robert de Loungville caled Erik
and the others out of their room. Thefour guards said
nothing but fell in behind Cdis and the others.
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Nakor kept up anearly nonstop narrative of some of
the things he had been involved in Sncethelast time
Cdisand de Loungville had visted. From what Erik
overheard, it sounded asif Nakor and Cdis had known
each other for avery long time. Erik remembered
Nakor's having said something the night before about a
visit somewhere with Cdistwenty-four years earlier,
which hardly seemed possibleto Erik, as Cdis didn't look
much older than twenty-four. Then Erik remembered
what Nakor said about 'hisrace,’ meaning Cdlis's, and
then the other remarks made in camp about Calis not
being human.

Erik was 0 caught up in these reflections he hardly



noticed when they climbed out of the vale and crested

the ridge. He was surprised to see that the beach was
covered with men, his own shipmates and the full company
of soldiers who had been aboard the Freeport Ranger.
They stood quietly waiting on the sand. Erik recognized a
few faces from the Ranger's company as guards who had
served at the camp, but now they were dressed in all
fashion of clothing, in the same manner asthe Revenge's
company.

De Loungville motioned for Erik and the othersto go

over and stand next to their shipmates and he mounted

an outcropping of rock next to thetrail, so he could look
down on the men. 'Listen up!" he shouted.

Cdistook his place on therock and said, 'Some of you
know mewell, and others here have never spoken with
me. Most of you know by now who | am, or think you
do." He glanced from faceto face. 'l am cdled Cdlis. |
serve Prince Nicholas, as| did hisfather before. Some call
me the Eagle of Krondor, or the Prince's Bird of Prey.' He
seemed amused by thesetitles.

-twenty-four years ago a gresat raid was launched

againg the Far Coast. Some here might remember the
destruction of Crydee, Carse, and Tulan.'
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A few of the older soldiers from the Ranger nodded.
-those eventsled usto travel hafway around the

world, to the land called Novindus.'

None of the men from the Ranger said anything, but

Erik's company looked at one another amid afew muttered
questions.

'Quiet, now!" commanded de Loungville.

"What we found down there was aplot to destroy the
Kingdom.'



Again there was some gtirring among the men from

Trenchard's Revenge, but no one spoke.
Cdiscontinued. Twicesince, | have traveled to thisfar
land, thelast time with some of you.'

The men from Trenchard's Revenge, dmost to aman,
turned to regard the guards from the compound,

veterans from many different garrisons around the Kingdom.
Those looked at Caliswith a steady gaze, asif they
understood exactly what was being said.

'So you who weren't with usknow, I'll tell you afew
things. Ten years ago word reached Prince Aruthathat a
great army was massing in that part of Novindus caled
the Westlands. That army swept down from an unknown
place aong the shore of an ocean they cal the

Green Sea. Thefirg city to fall was Point Rint. Inthis
land thereis nothing like our Kingdom Army. Cities

may have militia, but most fighting is done by mercenary
companies. There arerules of conduct and established
protocols for how they are treated by those who
arevictoriousin warfare. The conquerors gavethe
defenders of the city caled Point Fiint the choice of
serving or one day's grace to withdraw. That isnormal,
but what wasn't normal wasthat every manin the city
was ordered to serve under arms or watch hiswife and
children, mother and father impaled before his eyes.
After thefirst executions, the entire male population of
the city joined that army.

"They then marched on the city of Irabek, and after
bitter fighting it fell. Then Port Sulth, then al thetowns
aong the MangraRiver.'

Erik had never heard of any of these places, but he
listened, fascinated.

'From Point Riint they launched aninvasion dong



theriver Dee, seeking to enter the areaknown asthe
Midlands, and they were unopposed until reaching the
foothills of the Ratn'gary mountains. Dwarves - much like
the race who live in the west of the Kingdom - turned
them back for three years. At last thisarmy of invaders
threw up agtable frontier of fortifications and sought
another way across Novindus.

‘They came through the Forest of Irabek, darker and
more fearful than our own Green Heart. They diedin
numbers getting through, but at last they did and then

they struck the city of Hamsa. The King of Hamsawarred
for five yearswith thisarmy and hired mercenariesfrom
asfar away asthe City of the Serpent River at the other end
of the continent. We have dedlingswith thiscity, whichis
how we cameto hear of thisinvading army.’

Cdlis paused. 'Prince Arutha suspected who was behind
thisinvasion and sent agentsto discover if he was correct.
of thirty men, onereturned, barely dive, and confirmed
our worst fears.

'Six years ago | was given command of two thousand
men and sent to bolster the defenses of the city of Hamsa!'
Every man lisgtening to Cdiswas mationless. Only the
sound of waves breaking on the rocks below the castle and
the cries of seabirds broke the silence.

‘Thereisarace of creatureswho live somewhere on
Novindus. Some of you may have heard of them as
cregtures of legend. They are caled the Pantathians.’

Erik turned to look at his companions, and saw Jadow
make asgn againg evil. The Pantathians were called the
Snakes Who Walk Like Men and were crestures of lore
Dconjured up to frighten children into behaving. Unlike
trolls and goblins, who were natural cresturesliving in

the distant wilds of the frontier, the serpent men were
legends, like dragons and centaurs, and no one believed
themred.



Asif reading Erik'smind, Cadlissaid, These are not
legends. | have faced them, and so have these men over
here." He motioned to the company from the Freeport
Ranger. 'Y ou aboard Trenchard's Revenge will havethe
opportunity along the way to talk to these men, your
former guards, and to get the benefit of their knowledge.

They can tell you from bitter experience how al too redl
the Pantathians are.

"Two thousand men in ten ships went south to

Novindus to battle the enemy asfar from home aswe
might, and only sixty men came home. If you want the
full story, there are otherswho will tell it. Of that Sixty,
thefifty-eight il living are here’

Looking directly at Erik for amoment, then at the

other former prisoners around him, he went on. 'Less
than one in twenty who went before returned, and now,
five years after returning home, we go to find these
invadersagain.

‘Only thistime they are more powerful, more entrenched,
and more aware of our part. Each town they

conquer joinswith them or dies, and when Hamsafell, of
sx thousand defenders, four thousand swore oathsto the
invaders.

-those mercenaries who would not were given aday's
truce before they were hunted down.

"Thisarmy meansto conquer al of Novindus. More, it
meansto sail here, to the Kingdom, and conquer us after.
'Some of you might think that such chaoswould be

your perfect chance to escape.’

Erik glanced around and saw that more than one

expression confirmed Cdissremark.



266 RAYMOND E. FEIST

'If YOU attempt to leave without permission, & any

point along our line of march, Robert de Loungvilleand |
will persondly hang you from the nearest tree.

'If you manage to escape, know that you areliving on
golentime, for eventudly that army will reach any part

of Novindus you may hidein and you will serveor you
will die

Why chance dying now rather than later?

He was slent as the men thought on his question.
‘Because,’ answered Calis, 'these creatures, these serpent
men, will not end a conquest. They will eventudly destroy
everything, and you will die’

Therewas abit of muttering at this, and to Caliss
surprise it was Nakor who spoke next.

The bandy-legged little man said, Y ou foolish men!
listen to me! | have seen what these crestures do.
They sought to send aplague to us nearly twenty-five
years ago. They sought to kill everythinginthe
Kingdom.’

Jerome made bold to speak. 'Why would any creature
do such athing?

Nakor shrugged. 'l could tell you, but | scarcely think

you'd understand.’

Jerome, whose temper was as bad as L uis's, narrowed
hisgaze at the Isdani. 'l may have to take abuse from my
officers, little man, but I'm not as stupid as you might
think. If you speak dowly enough, | just might understand.’
Nakor glanced at Cdlis, who nodded. Nakor said, 'Very
well. The Pantathians are not natural beings.” When
Jerome Handy gave him a puzzled look, Nakor said, 'I'll

Spesk dowly.’



Some of the men laughed, but it was anervous laugh.
Cdissad, 'Continue.’

‘There was, ages ago on thisworld, arace called the

[

Dragon Lords!

Some of the men made signs againgt evil and others
scoffed openly. ‘Legends!’ shouted one.

'Yes,' said Calis. 'Legends, but based upon history.
Those beings once ruled thisworld.

'And one of them, a powerful member of her race,
created the Pantathians as her servants. They arean
ancient race, raised up by this Dragon Lord from serpents
inthe swamps of Novindus. Artificid they may

have been in their beginning, but they were bred to
servethisone. She was called Alma-Lodaka.

"When the Dragon L ords vanished, this race 'oftwisted creatures believed that they were to abide until
her return. By means| will not reved, they have

found away to cdl her back from the place she

resides.

"The unfortunate consequence of such an act would

beto destroy dl life on thisworld.

'No,' said severa men. 'That can't be possible,’

sad another.

'Possible? asked Nakor. 'What is possible? He

reached into his sack and drew out an orange. He tossed
it to Jerome. Then hetook out another and threw it to
Erik, and another to another man. After afew minutes,

at least ascore of oranges came out of the sack.
Cdissad, 'l thought it was apples?

'l went back to oranges afew years ago, said

Nakor as he kept pulling more and more oranges out of thelittle
sack. He held up the sack and showed everyonethat it
was empty, even turning it insde out. Then he reached

in and drew more oranges out and started throwing

them to the other soldiers, until more than five dozen



oranges had come out of that small sack. 'Possible? he
asked.

He walked up to Jerome Handy, looked up at the big
man, and said, 'Do you think it possible that |

could force you to your knees with one hand?
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Jerome's eyes narrowed and his complexion flushed,

and hesaid, 'No, | don't!" Erik cleared histhroat, and
when Jerome turned to ook, Erik nodded once toward
Sho Pi, who stood behind him. Jerome saw the other
Isdani raise aquestioning eyebrow; then heturned to
Nakor and stared at him for along moment. Lowering his
voice, he sad, 'But maybe you could do it with two
hands.’

Nakor glanced over a Sho P and grinned. Turning
away, he said, 'Only need one.’

To the assembled company he said, 'Takeit onfaith,
you desperate men. This the Pantathians can do: they
can end life aswe know it on thisworld. No bird will sing
to greet the dawn, and no insect will buzz from flower to
flower. No seed will take root. No child will cry for his
mother's breast, and no thing that crawls, walks, or flies
will survive'

A young man Erik didn't know well, David Gefflin,

sad, 'Why would they do such amad thing?

'Because they think this Dragon Lord, this Alma L odaka,
isagoddess. A powerful being shewas, but

no goddess. Y et to these sick creatures, whom she
created from snakes, she was. Their Mother-Goddess



they cal her. And they believe that to return her to this
lifdessworld will bring them into a state of grace with
her, that she will make them first among al the new
creatures she creates. So they believe and so they act.
And thisiswhy they must be opposed.’

'How can they do this? asked Billy Goodwin.

'How we will not say,’ answered Cdis. 'Wewill only
say that the King and afew others know this secret. No
others need know. All we need know isthat it isour job
to stop them.’

'How? demanded Biggo. "Y ou lost amost two
thousand men, and from what you've said, their army is

now twice the size of the one you faced.'
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Cdlislooked around. 'Because we don't travel to
Novindus to face this conquering army, Biggo. Wetravel

to Novindustojoinit.'

I
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TWELVE

Arrivd

Erik winced.

The roundhouse kick Nakor caught him with had been
pulled, but it still stung.



"You sill charge like amad bull,’ scolded the Isdani.
Hisface was like wrinkled leather, but his eyes showed a
youthful merriment. Sho P watched closdly ashisolder
countryman spun again, unexpectedly. Erik moved just
intime to keep from getting kicked in the chest again,

and snapped off akick of hisown, coming quickly back to
adefendve postion.

'Why!" shouted Nakor, scolding. 'Why did you draw
back?

Erik blew out hard, sucking in air as perspiration

poured from his face and body. bluffing, he said, ‘Because. . .

| would have been . . . off balance. That

kick ... wasto get you to back off ... not to hurt you. If |
had followed up, you would have broken my neck.’
Nakor grinned, and once more Erik was struck by how
this strange man, aboard their ship for lessthan amonth
now, had cometo be so liked by everyone. Hetold
outrageous stories, amogt certainly dl lies, and his habit
of winning consistently at cards caused Erik to think him
probably acheat aswell. But if aliar and cheat could be
said to be trusted, Nakor was.

Sho Pi came to stand next to Nakor. ‘It iswise to know
when to regroup, just asit iswise to know when to
press." He bowed, and Erik returned the bow. At first, like
the others, he had thought al the rituas strange, and

had mocked them, but now, also like the others, he
performed them without thought. In fact, he now
admitted -to himself that the rituas helped keegp him
focused.

'‘Master -'began Sho Pi.

'l tell you again, boy, don't cal me master,’

The men laughed. Sho Pi had decided at some point
during the week following Nakor's arrivd that Nakor
was the master he had been sent to find. Thishad



brought a consistent stream of denia from Nakor that

was now initsthird week. At least oncein every conversation,
Sho Pi called Nakor master and Nakor demanded

he stop.

Sho Fi ignored the ingtruction. 'l think we should

show the men shi-to-ku.’

Nakor shook his head. "Y ou show them. I'm tired. I'm
going to go over there and eat an orange.’

Erik flexed hisleft shoulder, siff from the blow to his
chest. Sho Pi noticed. 'That is bothering you?

Erik nodded. 'Caught me here," he said, pointing to

just below hisright pectord muscle, 'but | canfed it all
the way through to my neck and elbow. My shoulder is
tightening.’

‘Then come here,' said Sho A.

Nakor watched and nodded as Sho Pi indicated Erik
should knedl. He made agesture with hisright hand,
then laid his hands upon Erik's shoulder. Erik's eyes
widened as hefdt heat flowing from Sho Pi's hands.
Thethrobbing in his shoulder quickly diminished. Ashe
knelt there, Erik said, 'What are you doing?

Sho Pi said, 'In my homeland it isknown asreiki.
Thereisheding energy in the body. It iswhat helpsyou
recover from injuriesand disease!

Asthe hesat loosened the bruised muscle, Erik said,
'Can you teach meto do this?

'It takes agreat ded of time -'began Sho Pi.
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'Hal" shouted Nakor. Moving from therail, hetossed a
half-eaten orange over the sde and said, 'More monastic
mumbo-jumbo! Reiki isno mystic meditation; thereisno
prayer. It'sanatura thing. Anyone can do it!

Sho Pi amiled dightly as Nakor waved him aside.
Standing over Erik, he said, "Y ou want to do this?

Erik sad, 'Yes'

Nakor sad, 'Give meyour right hand.'

Erik held it out, and Nakor turned it over, palm up. He
closed his eyes and made some signs, then dapped Erik's
hand, hard. Erik felt his eyeswater from the unexpected
blow. 'What did you do that for? he demanded.

'Wakes up the energies. Now, hold your hand here.'
Nakor moved Erik's hand to his shoulder. Erik felt the
same heat flowing from his own hand he had felt from
Sho Pi's. 'Without prayer or meditation, it flows," instructed
Nakor. 'lt's always on, so whatever you touch

you will heal. Now | will show you what to touch.' To
Sho P hesaid, 'l can teach these men to use the power in
two days, boy. None of your mystic nonsense. The
templesclam thisismagic, but it isn't even agood trick.
It'sjust that most people are too stupid to know they
have the power or how to useit.'

Sho Pi looked at Nakor and feigned a serious expression,
but his eyeswere amused. 'Y es, Magter.'

‘And don't call me master!" shouted Nakor.

Heingructed the men to circle around and began

talking about the body's natural hedling energies. Erik
was fascinated. He thought back to those horses he had
treated, the ones who should have gotten better but
didn't, and the onesthat recovered from injuries against
any reasonable expectation of success, and he wondered
how much of it wastheir spirit.



"Thisenergy ismade of the stuff of life,' said Nakor. 'l
think you are not stupid men, but you are d so men who

do not care much for those things | find so fascinating, o
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| will not try to explain to you what | think this stuff of
lifeis. Leaveit to say that thisenergy iseverywhere, indl
thingsliving.

Calis came up on deck and caught Nakor's eyes. Some

thing passed between them as Nakor said, 'All living
things are connected.' Erik glanced back at where Roo
sat, and noticed hisfriend had a so caught the exchange.

. Nakor went on to explain about how the body can heal
itself, but that most people don't know how to accept
their own power. He demonstrated afew things the men
needed to know to take full advantage of the relki where
best to place their hands to achieve the desired

effect, how to identify different typesof injury and illness
- but the energy seemed awaysto be there whenever
they touched themsealves or one another after Nakor had
,awakened the power' in their hands.

By midday dl the men had been dapped on the hand

and had spent hours practicing hegling energies on one
another. Nakor and Sho Pi had led them through a series
of exercises designed to help them identify the sources of
common problems and how to recognize the flow of
energiesin another'sbody. At the midday mea the men
werejoking about thislaying hands on one another, but
they were aso obvioudy impressed at the ability of this
ample act to relieve aches and reduce swelling and generaly
make them fedl better.

After lunch, Erik and Roo were sent doft, relieving
sailors on the day watch so they could eat. Securing asall



that the Captain had ordered reefed as thewind
freshened, Roo said, "What do you think of al that?

Erik said, 'What Nakor said: it'sauseful tool. | don't
careafig for what Sho Pi says about itsbeingamystic
thing. It works; I'll useit. With anear-wistful notein his
voice, he added, 'l wish | had known about it when | was
tending Greylock's mare. It would have made her come
back faster, | think.'
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Roo said, 'l think anything we know that can keep us
hedlthy isgood.’

Erik nodded. There was agrim reluctance among the

men to consder the eventual end of their journey. After
Cdis had announced hisintention to take themto join
thisinvading hogt, he had briefly outlined their misson.
They would land asmdl party on abeach below acliff
where ships did not normaly pass. The thirty-six prisoners
and fifty-eight survivors of the last campaign, with

Foster, de Loungville, Nakor, and Cdlis, would climb this
cliff face. Once atop the plateau, they would travel overland
to meet somedlies of Caiss, then moveto intercept
theinvadersat acity caled Khaipur. Their misson wasto
discover what weakness, if any, existed in thishost, and
Calisand Nakor would be the oneslikely to understand
what that would be. But when it was discovered what

that weakness might be, then it was every man's duty to
return to the City of the Serpent River with the information,
to get back to Trenchard's Revenge, and get the critical
intelligence back to Prince Nicholas.

if they could contrive away to balk the ondaught

before the invaders could muster ahost big enough to
cross the waters and assault the Kingdom, al the better.

But Cdisdrove home again and again the risk that hung



over everyone. Erik remembered hislast words on the
subject: 'No one will escape. Thisplague of invasonis
but the first part of the destruction. Dark magic beyond
your ability to comprehend will be unleashed in the end,
and should you hide in the deepest cave in the farthest
mountains of the Northlands, or in the remotest idand
on some distant sea, you will die. If we do not stop this
host, we dl will die.' He had looked from man to man.
"That isthe only choice, win or die!

Now Erik understood why Raobert de Loungville had
needed 'desperate men,’ because for al intents and
purposes they were about to stick their neck back in
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noose. Erik absently fingered the one he il wore.
‘Mercy!" said Roo, bringing Erik out of hisrevery.

what?,

'Speak of ademon and he appears, Isn't that Owen
Greylock'ssilver scalp | see over there on the foredeck of
the Ranger?

Erik looked hard and saw thetiny figure on the nearby
ship. 'It could be. About the right size, and the hair has
that glver stresking through it."

'l wonder why we didn't see him at the beach?

Erik finished off tying aline.'Maybe he didn't come

ashore. Maybe he dready knowsthe tasks at hand.’

Roo nodded. 'In dl of thisthere are still somethings|

don't understand. Who was this Miranda woman,

anyway? Every man | mention her to has met her, sometimes
under different names. And Greylock was your

friend, maybe, but if he'son that ship, did he have

something to do with our being captured?

Erik shrugged. 'If that is Greylock, well find out when



we get where we're going. Asfor the rest, who cares?
We're here, and we have ajob to do. Thinking about why
isn't going to change that.’

Roo |ooked exasperated. "Y ou have too accepting a
nature, my friend. Whenthisisal done, if we survive, |
plan on getting rich. Therésamerchant in Krondor with
ahomey daughter who he wantsto marry off. | may be
just the lad for her.'

Erik laughed. "Y ou can be ambitiousfor both of us,

Roo.'

They continued to work, and when Erik glanced over

at the Ranger, the figure who might have been Owen was

gone.

Weeks passed. They sailed through the Straits of Darkness
without mishap, though the weether was difficult.
For thefirst time Erik felt what it was liketo be at risk
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aboard ship, hanging from rigging as weether buffeted

him. The old handsjoked that thiswas amild passage for

the time of year in the Straits, and wove stories of impossible
conditions, with mile-high funnel cloudsand

wavesthe size of castles.

it took three days, and when they had passed through,

Erik had nearly collapsed on his bunk, as had his companions.
The experienced sailors could deep through

the storm on their off watch, but the former prisoners

weren't that blase about it.

Aslife aboard the ship became more routine, the relationships



between the men evolved. They would talk for

days about the grim purpose behind their mission, then
more dayswould go by without comment. Speculation
would lead to dispute, followed by slent acknowledgement
that each man, in hisown way, was afraid.

Those former soldiers who came over from the Ranger
to train with the prisoners were just aslikely to givelong
narratives about the previous venture south asthey were
to remain slent. It depended upon the man and his
mood.

Erik did discover onething: Cdiswas nothing human

if the older soldierswereto be believed. Far moretdling
than Jadow's and Jerome'staes of his prodigious
strength was one old soldier, aformer corporal at Carse,
who said that he had first met Calis twenty-four years
previoudy, when the corporal had been araw recruit,
and Calis hadn't aged aday since.

Roo was learning to curb histemper, if not entirely
madter it. He had gotten into severa arguments, but only
one had come to blows, and that had quickly been ended
by Jerome Handy's picking Roo up, carrying him up on
deck, and threatening to drop him over the side. The
crew laughed as Roo dangled over the water with Jerome
gripping hisankles.

Roo had been more embarrassed than angered by the
incident, and when Erik had spoken to him about it
afterward, he shrugged it off. He said something that had
stuck With Erik ever since. He looked his boyhood friend
inthe eye and said, "Whatever happens, | have been
afraid, Erik. | cried like ababy and peed in my pants
when they took usto the gallows. After that, whet is
there |eft to be afraid of ?

Erik enjoyed the seq, but he didn't think he could live
thesalor'slife. He longed for hisforge and horsesto
tend. Heknew that if he survived the coming battles, that



would be his choice: aforge and maybe. someday, awife
and children.

He thought about Rosayn and his mother, Milo and
Ravensburg. He wondered how they were doing, and if
they knew he was dive. Manfred might have mentioned

it to aguard, who might have told someone in town. But
there was certainly no one who cared enough about him
or hisfamily to ensurethat his mother or Rosayn knew.
He had thoughts of Rosalyn, and found them strangdly
neutral. He loved her, but when heimagined awife and
children, Rosalyn wasn't there. No onewas.

Roo had dready made up his mind he would return to
Krondor and marry Helmut Grindle's homely daughter.
Every time he said that, Erik laughed.

Asthe days wore on, the men became more proficient

in every aspect of their training. The stories of the
surviving men from thelast mission and their example, their
own grim determination to excel, spurred on the former
prisoners to match their achievements. Aswell asthey
could aboard ship, they practiced their weapons, and on
camer days Cdisworked with them on archery. The
wespon of choice was asmall bow used by the horsemen of
the Eastland steppes, the Jeshandi. Cdlis had hisown
longbow stored in his cabin, but used the shorter weapon
with ease. About haf the men turned out to be good to
excellent with the wegpon. Roo was better than Erik, but
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neither youngster was among thefirst thirty bowmen.
Those would be issued bows, Calis had said, but he
wanted every man at least familiar enough with the
weapon to have some chance of hitting atarget.

That seemed to be the underlying pattern to the training.
De Loungville and Foster would drill menwith



every wegpon they might be forced to use, from long
poll armsto daggers. Each man was marked downina
journd asto his strengths and weaknesses, but none
was spared the hours of drills, even with the weapons
for which he showed no gptitude. What had begun at
the camp outside of Krondor continued aboard ship.
Each day Erik spent ahalf watch using asword, spear,
or bow, aknife, mauler, or hisfigts, but dways hewas
expected to improve.

The hour with Sho P and Nakor became the high
point of the day for Erik, and the other men seemed to
enjoy the exercises aswell. The meditation was strange
at firgt, but now it refreshed him and made hisdeep
better.

By the third month, Erik was adept a open-handed
fighting, as he thought of the strange Isdlani dance Sho
Pi taught them. No matter how strange at firdt, the
movements wove themsalvesinto an arsend of moves
and counter-moves, and often without thought Erik
found a sudden response, completely unexpected,
coming from him during acombat drill. Once, when
using knives, heamost cut Luis, who said something in
Rodezian as he studied his onetime death cell companion.
Then he had laughed. "Y our 'dance of the crane"

has turned into the 'claw of thetiger,' it ssems.’ Both
were moves taught him by Sho Fi, and neither had been
conscious on his part.

Erik wondered what he was becoming.

'‘Land ho!' cried the lookout.
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For the last two days tension on the ship had mounted.
Sailors had mentioned that they were close to the point



where they should be making landfdl, and now every

man was conscious of how long he had been confined to

the ship. Theselarge three-masted warships were provisoned
well enough for the long four-month voyage, but

the food was now stale or old and tired. Only Nakor's
ever-present oranges were fresh.

Erik went aoft and made ready to reef sail, asthe

Captain took the ship through atreacherous series of

reefs. Moving past aclear patch of water, Erik looked
down and saw what appeared to be part of aship lying
under ten feet of water.

An older sailor named Margtin standing next to him

said, 'That'sthe Raptor, lad. Old Captain Trenchard's ship,
once the Roya Eagle out of Krondor. We sailors of the King
became piratesfor atime.' He pointed toward the rocky
shore. 'A handful of uswashed up there twenty-four years
ago, and young Cdlis, with the Prince of Krondor Nicholas,
not hisdad - and Duke Marcus of Crydee.'

'Y ou were among that party? asked Roo on his other

Sde

"Thereésahandful of usill dive. | wason my first

voyage, a seaman apprentice in the King's Navy, but |
served on the best ship under the finest Captainin

history.'

Roo and Erik had heard severd versons of the story

about Calissfirst voyage to the southern continent.

"Where are you going once were dropped of f?

Mardgtin replied, 'City of the Serpent River. Revengeis
going to wait for you men, while Ranger isgoing to refit
and go home with the current news. That'swhat | hear,
anyway.

Scuttlebutt they called it in the navy, but it was the same
gossip they'd heard. Further conversation was cut off by
the order to reef the sails, and Erik and Roo got to it.
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When they were done scrambling around enough to

take in their wheresbouts, they saw they werelying off a
long, empty beach beneeth ahuge wall of dliffs, easily
one hundred feet high. The breakers and combersindicated
the area was thick with rocks, and Erik wasimpressed
with the Captain's ease at reaching thisrelaively safe
anchorage.

‘Muster on deck!" came the command, and Erik and
Roo scrambled down to the deck with the others. De
Loungvillewaited until the entire company was settled
before he shouted, "We get off, here, ladies. Y ou have ten
minutesto get below and gather up your kitsand get
back up here. The boats will be putting over the Sde at
once. We don't dawdle. No one will be left behind, so
don't get cute ideas about dodging into the rope lockers!'
Erik was convinced the warning was unnecessary. The
conversations hed had with every other member of this
company led him to judge that everyone understood
there would be no quick escape from this mission. Some
might not believe that everything was as Cdlis had said,
but Nakor's words seemed to have reached dl of them,
and whatever the truth of it, thisband of desperate men
would mest the challenge face on.

Horsemen waited at the top of the cliff. The climb had
been relatively easy, as arope-and-wood ladder had been



ingtaled on the face of the rocks. Anyonein poor hedth
might have had difficulty with the long climb, but after
four months of ship's duty, hard upon the heels of the
training a the camp, Erik had no trouble climbing with
his backpack and weapons.

At thetop of the bluff, Erik saw apleasant casis hard
againg the edge of the dliff. A large pool of water was
surrounded by date pams and other greenery. Then he
caught sight of the desert. ‘Gods," he exclaimed, and Roo

cameto hissde. |
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'What? asked the smadler youth. Biggo and the others
came and looked where Erik pointed.

'I've seen the Jal-Pur,’ said Billy Goodwin, ‘and it'sa
mother's kindness compared to this.'

in every direction, rock and sand greeted the eye. Save
where the cliff showed ocean, there was only one color, a
date grey, dotted with darker rock. Even thislate in the
afternoon, the hest shimmer risng madetheair ripple

like bed sheetson aline, and suddenly Erik fdt thirsty.
Biggo sad, 'I'd not wish thison ahound of hdll.’

The attention of Erik and hisfive companionswas
diverted by Foster suddenly shouting, ‘All right, ladies,
enough time to take in the scenery later. Fall in!'

They were moved to where de Loungville waited. He
pointed to agroup of Sx men, the onethat included
Jerome and Jadow Shati. Erik knew them by name and
had spoken to each from time to time on the long voyage.
Thisisthe oldest team of 9x | have. They've beentraining
for three years.' Then he motioned toward Erik and



his group. Thisisthe newest group. They'd been training
for only afew weeks before we left.' He addressed Erik's
group. "Watch them. Do what they do. If you get into
trouble, they will help you. If you make mistakes, they
will hep you. If you try to escape, they will kill you.'
Without another word, he moved away, and. calling
Fogter's name, he shouted ingtructions to get the men
organized for amarch.

The horsemen conferred with Cdlis, then turned and
rode off. A short distance away, large bundlesweretied
down under canvas, staked to the ground by peg and
rope. Foster ordered a dozen men to uncover them,

and when they had finished, Erik saw a cache of
amsand armor.

Caished up hishand. 'Y ou are mercenaries, now, so
some of you will dresslike ragpickers, while otherswill

look like princes. | want no squabbling over who takes
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what. The wegpons are more important than the finery.
Leave your Kingdom-made weapons here, and take
what's under the canveas. . '

Roo whispered, 'Wish they'd told us we wouldn't need
al thisarmor before we lugged it up the dliff!"

Cdlis continued, 'Remember, thisis mummery, nothing
more. Booty isn't our objective.’

The men gathered closer, for Cdisrarely addressed
them and they were still not privy to much of whet lay



before them. 'Y ou know what you've been told,' he
continued. ‘'Now you will know therest. In ancient times
arace was created, the serpent men of Pantathia.' Instead
of the usua muttering, the men were rapt and silent, for
they knew their lives depended upon knowing as much
about thismission as possible. Thisrace haslore as
ancient asthe Chaos Wars. They think their destiny isto
rulethisworld, destroying al € sewho abide here.' Looking
around at the men, asif memorizing their faces, the
young-looking ef-kin said, 'They have the means, |

think. Or at least it's our task to discover if they havethe

means.

'We came here twelve years ago, some of us.' He
nodded to aknot of soldiersfrom the last campaign. 'We
thought in smpler terms then: wewould lend our

weight to the struggle and turn back conquerors. We
now know better.' All the surviving soldiers of thefirst
campaign againg the Pantathians nodded in agreement.
'Whatever these creatures plan, it ismore than smple
land-grabbing or raiding for booty. Twenty years ago
they came againgt asmdl city onthefar sde of this
continent, Irabek, and since then, any land they takefdls
behind a curtain of desth and fire. We have no word
from any place they have conquered. Those of uswho
faced them on the walls of Hamsaknow what they are.
Mercenary companies such as we pretend to be lead the

wave, but behind them are fanatic soldiers. There are
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but more: there are aso serpentswho ride horses
twenty-five hands high.'



Erik blinked at this. The largest war-horse he had seen
in Baron Otto's cavary was nineteen hands. Hed heard
of some being twenty hands, used by the Krondor Heavy
Lancers, but twenty-five hands? That was nearly eight
and ahdf feet a the withers. Not even the biggest Shire
horse he'd seen came close to that.

'We've not seen these creatures,’ continued Calis, ‘but
we have reliable reports. And behind these crestures
comethe prieststhemselves.

'Some men, we aretold, are rewarded by being placed
high within this company of well-drilled fighting-men.
But dl of them are willing servants of those who seek to
dominate thisland.

‘our missonissmple. Wemust get ascloseto the

heart of thisarmy of conquest and discover as much
about it aswe may. Then, when we have learned al we
can, we must flee to the City of the Serpent River, and
from there home, so that Prince Nicholas can prepare for
the coming invasion.'

There was amoment of silence; then Biggo said, 'So
that's al we need do, and then we can go home?
Suddenly there was laughter. Erik found he couldn't
hold it in. Roo looked at him, seemed to struggle to hold
in hisown guffaw, then abruptly was laughing aswell.
Cdislet the mirth go on for amoment before he held

up hishandsfor slence. 'Many will not return. But those
of you who do will have earned your freedom and the
praise of your King. And if we can defeat these murderous
snakes, you may have the opportunity to live out

that life asyou choose. Now, get equipped. We have a
long march across a difficult desert before we meet with
friends'

The menfdl upon the arms and clothing like children
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on giftsat the Midwinter Feast, and soon comments and
friendly insultswereflying.

Erik found afaded but serviceable bluetunic, over

which he strapped on a breastplate of dien design, witha
worn and faded lion's head embossed onit. A smple
round shield, along dagger in hisbelt, and awdl-made
longsword filled his needs. As men tried on variousitems
and discarded them, aconical helm with anasal bar

rolled to hisfeet. He bent to pick it up, and a chain neck
guard fdll out. Hetried it on. it fit comfortably, so he

kept it.

As the men made ready, the mood turned somber.
Cdissaw they werefinished and held up hishands. 'Y ou
are now Caliss Crimson Eagles. if anyone recognizesthat
name, you're men from the Sunset Idands. Those of you
who served before can tell the others what they need to
know about the Eaglesif they're asked. We arethe
fiercest fightersin the Kingdom, and we fear no man or
demon. We got our backsides booted when last we came
thisway, but that was twelve years ago, and | doubt
there's one man in athousand aive who remembers.. So,
form companies - were mercenaries, but we're not
rabble - and check your rations. Each man'sto carry
three full waterskins. We're marching at night and deeping
during the day. Follow ingtructionsand you'll liveto
Sseewater again.'

Asthe sun sank Foster and de Loungville got the men
ranked into companies. Calis faced west, toward an angry
sun, and led them into the hest.

Erik had never been so hat, tired, and thirsty in hislife.
The back of hisneck itched, yet he couldn't spare the
energy to reach up and scratch it. Thefirgt night had
seemed relatively easy. Theair had plunged from hot to



brisk within hours, and as sunrise approached, it was
cold. Yet even then it had been avery dry cold, and the
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thirst had begun. Asinstructed, they drank only when
permitted by Foster and de Loungville, amouthful every
hour.

Near sunrise, they were ordered to make camp, and
quickly had small tents erected, each large enough to
shade sx men. They quickly fell adeep.

Hours later, Erik awoke with agtart, asithe breath in

his lungs seemed barely to hold enough air to keep him
dive. He gasped and was rewarded with adry lungful

that was close to painful. Opening his eyes, he saw waves

inthe air as heat shimmer rose off the hardpan. Other
men moved and tried to get comfortablein the heat. A
couple had left the smdl tents, thinking the heet outside
might somehow be less than the heat radiating through
the canvas, and quickly they returned to thetiny shdlter.
Asif reading minds, Foster's voice had cut through the
ar, warning any man caught drinking would be flogged.
The second,night had been arduous, and the second

day terrible. Now there was no rest in lying in the hest,
only less energy expended than attempting to move. The
night offered no rdlief, asthe cold dry air sucked moisture
from the men seemingly as quickly asthe day's hest.

They marched on.

Foster and de Loungville were careful not to lose sght

of each company, ensuring that no one at the rear
stumbled and was | eft behind. Erik knew they were dso
ensuring that no one dropped any vita piece of equipment
because they were fatigued.

Now it was the third day and Erik despaired of ever



seeing water and shade again. Adding to the cruelty of
the trek wasthe rising terrain before them. It had begun
gently enough, but now it felt asif they werewalking
uphill.

Ahead, Calis stopped, but motioned for the othersto
come up to him. When they reached the crest of therise,
Erik could see that they had reached grasdands, and that
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from the crest downward, rolling hillsof greenledtoa
scattering of copses where broad branched trees offered
shelter. In the distance, aline of trees meandered across
the countryside, and it wasthere Calis pointed.. The
Serpent River. Y ou can drink your fill now.’

Erik pulled up hislast waterskin and drained it, finding

it was dmost empty. He was surprised; he had thought
he had more water |eft, as he hadn't been alowed to
drink enough to drain three skins.

Cdislooked to de Loungville and said, That was pretty
easy.

Erik glanced a Roo, who shook his head. The order to
march was passed aong, and they moved toward the
disant river.

Horses milled in large corrals and Calis spoke to apair of
horse traders. They had been at this place before, a
prosperous-looking trading post called Shingazi's Landing.
One of the older soldiers said it had been burned to

the ground when Cdis had first cometo thisland,
twenty-four years ago, but had been rebuilt. Even

though Shingazi had died in that fire years before, the

new owners kept the name. So they were presently



enjoying the hospitdity of Brek'sat Shingazi's Landing.
The food was smple but welcome after the rations,of
the last three days, as were the abundant wine and ale.
The men waiting for them weren't the same ridersthat
had met them on the bluffs. Those had been riders of the
Jeshandi, Erik had been told, while these were city men,
up from the City of the Serpent River.

A company of guardsmen were stationed with them,
and their captain was. known to Calis. They had gone
ingdethetavernto talk, while the mercenary company
was left to itself outsde. Every man had bathed in the
river, drank hisfill, and now they were resting before

mounting up to ride.
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Erik watched the horses with interest. Here was something
he could understand. He saw that each mount was

being given asnaffle bit, a cavalry saddle with a breastband,
and saddlebags, with room for adeeping roll or

rolled-up tent behind the saddi€'s cantle.

Fogster was waking nearby when Erik noticed something. '
Corpora,’ he said.

Foster halted. 'What?

‘That horseisn't sound.’

'What?

Erik moved between two rails of the corral fence and
pushed past the milling horses near by. One of the horse
trader's handlers shouted at Erik; he had tried to learn
the language of this land on ship, and knew that man was
ordering him to stay away from the horses, but he didn't
have enough confidence in his ability to say hejust
wanted to look. He waved at the man asif returning a

gresting.



Reaching the horse, he ran his hand down the left
fordeg, picking it up. 'Bad hoof.'

Foster said, 'Damn their greedy hearts!'

Thewrangler reached them, shouting at them to leave
theanimasdone. 'Y ou haven't paid yet, They are not
yours!'

Fogter unleashed hislegendary rage. Gripping the
man's shirt in one mesty hand, he raised him to histoes
and screamed in hisface. 'l should have your liver for
lunch! Get your master and tell him if he'snot here
before | lose my good mood, I'll kill him and every
cheating whoreson of acity man within five miles' He
half pushed the man ashelet go of hisshirt, and the
wrangler fell back againgt the horse, who snorted in
protest and moved away. Turning, the man ran off to
find hisemployer.

This exchange wasn't lost on the guards who came

with the horse traders, and suddenly there were armed
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menindl directions moving to get ready for afight. Erik
said, 'Corpord, wasthat wise?

Fogter only grinned.

A few moments later the horse trader was upon them
demanding to know why they had assaulted his man.
Foster said, 'Assault? | should have your heads on pikes!
Look at thisanima!"

The man glanced at the horse and said, 'What about i
him?

Foster looked to Erik and said, "What about him?



Erik suddenly found himsdlf the center of attention of
every man Within view. He looked around and saw Cdis
and the leader of the city guardsmen coming out of the
tavern. Someone had obvioudy aderted them to the
possihility of danger.

Erik said, 'He has abad hoof. It's cracked and festering,
and it's been painted over to look hedthy.’

The man began a stream of protests, but then Calis

sad, 'Isthistrue?

Erik nodded. 'It'san old trick.' He moved to the horse's
head and looked into his eyes, then inspected his mouth.
'He's been drugged. | don't know what, but there are
severd drugsthat will deaden the pain enough to make
him not limp. Whatever they gave him iswearing off.
He's garting to show ahitchin hiswalk.'

Cdlis came up to the horse trader. 'Y ou were given this
commission by our friend Regin of the Lion Clan, were
you not?

The man nodded, attempting to bluff. 'l was. My word
isbond from the City of the Serpent River to the Westlands.
| will find whichever one of my misguided
retainersisresponsible and have the man beaten.
Obvioudy someoneis attempting to curry my favor, but |
will have no chesting of good friendd!’

Calis shook hishead. 'Fine. We shdl inspect every
animal, and for each onewe rgect, you will be fined the
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price of asound horse aswell. Thisisone, that meanswe
get one other sound mount for no charge."

When the man looked to the Captain of the company

that had accompanied the horse man, he smiled. 'Sounds
fair to me, Mugaar.'

| Seeing no relief, the man touched hishand to his



heart. It isdone.'

Asthe defeated merchant stalked away, Cais said,
'Hatonis, thisis Erik von Darkmoor. Hell be inspecting
each animd. If you would see he's not interfered with, |
would bein your debt.’

Erik extended hishand. The man shook it with afirm
grip. Hewas asoldier of middle years, but only alittle
grey took away hisyouth. He was strong and looked like
aseasoned fighter.

'My father would come back from the grave to haunt
one such asthat if he cast shame upon our clan,’ said the
guard captain.

Turning to Erik, Cadissaid, '‘Can you vet morethan a
hundred horses by firgt light tomorrow?

Erik glanced around and shrugged. 'If | must.’

"You mugt,' said Cdlis, walking away.

Foster watched amoment, then turned to Erik. 'Well,
don't just stand there. Get to it!"

Erik Sghed in resignation and, looking around, called
for some of the men in his company to lend ahand. He
couldn't get another expert to magicaly appear, but he
needed men to walk and jog the animals and move the
vetted ones to another location.

Taking a deep breath, he began with the closest horse.

THIRTEEN
Search
ed up.

The barman ook
Theinn was crowded, and in the norma course of



bus ness, anyone entering should not have caused himto
notice. But the figure who entered was not one of his
ordinary customers, nor was the barman an ordinary
barman.

The newcomer was awoman, tall and aert in her

stance, wearing an all-conceding robe of sturdy weave,
fine enough to mark her as more than acommon street
girl, but not so elegant asto mark her asnobility. For a
moment the barman expected one or more men to follow
her, escortsto protect her from the street's rougher denizens.
When none appeared, he was certain there was

nothing ordinary about thiswoman. She glanced around
the room asif seeking someone; then she locked eyes
with the barman.

She threw back the hood of the cloak, reveding a
youthful appearance - though the barman knew well
enough appearances were deceiving - with dark hair and
green eyes. She was not pretty but striking, with afull
mouth and good cheekbones. Her eyes were dangerous.
Most men would have caled her beautiful, but most men
wouldn't have known how dangerous she was.

A young bravo stepped up to intercept her before she
could reach the bar. He was at the peak of youth, feding
too much the rush of blood and ale. He was nearly
majestic in gppearance, haf afoot taller than six feet,
with shoulders broad with iron plates, and enough scars
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to ensure that few of his boastswere challenged aslies.
'Here, now!" he said with adrunken laugh, pushing

back a crested helmet so he could see better. 'What is s0
wonderful awench doing without my company?
Thisbrought alaugh from two of hiscompanionsand a
disapproving look from the whore who had counted on



al three of these soldiers making her night profitable.

The woman stopped as the young warrior stepped before
her, and looked him dowly up and down. 'Excuse me,’
shesaid softly.

The man-boy grinned and seemed about to say something.
Then hissmile dowly faded, until helooked down

upon the woman with a puzzled expression. 'I'm sorry,’

he said quietly as he stepped aside.

Hisfriends looked on in amazement and one stood up
to say something. The barman produced alight crossbow
and put it on the bar, with the bolt pointed directly at the
protester. 'Why don't you sit back down and finish your
drink!"

'Hold on, Tabert. We spend alot of gold here! Don't be
threstening us!'

'Roco, you get drunk on cheap wine down at the
market, then stagger up here to grope and fondle one of
my girlsuntil closing, when haf thetime you don't have
enough to pay for her company!'

The girl who had been stting with the three men stood
up and said, '‘And the half of the time they have money,
they don't have any iron left in their swords from al that
cheap wine, and even when they do, it's nothing much

to brag on.’

Thisbrought atorrent of laughter and insultsfrom the
rest of the patrons of the commons. The third warrior,
who had been holding the whore until she stood up, said,
‘Arlet! | thought you liked us''

'Show meyour gold, then I'll love you, darling,’ she

sad with agrin lacking any affection.
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Tabert said, 'Why don't you three boys head on down
to Kinjiki'sand annoy hisgirlsfor awhile. He's Tsurani
blood, so helll bear up under the abuse with better grace
than .’

The two companions |ooked ready to dispute this request,
but thefirst, who had tried to stop the woman,

nodded dowly and pulled his helm back down. Reaching
under the table, he, retrieved his wegpon and shield.
‘Come on. we can find our fun somewhere e'se.'Histwo
friends were about to protest when he bellowed, 'l said
come on!' The abrupt rage startled the others and they
hesitated, then agreed, following him out of the room.
The woman reached the bar. The barman knew her

first question before she asked. He said, '| haven't seen
him.

The woman raised one eyebrow in question.

"Whoever itisyou'relooking for, | haven't ssen him.'
'Who do you think I'm looking for?

The barman, astout fellow with muttonchop sideburns
and areceding hairline, said, Thereisonly onekind of
man who would bring awoman like you searching, and
onelike that hasn't come by recently.’

'And what kind of woman are you taking mefor? she
asked.

'One who seesthings others miss.'

'Y ou're very observant for abarman,’ she countered.
'Most barmen are, though they learn not to show it. |,

on the other hand, are not most barmen.’

Y our name?

‘Tabert.'

Lowering her voice, she spoke. 'l have been to every
shabby inn and dirty taproom in LaMut, seeking something
| wastold on good authority would be here. Sofar |

get nothing but blank looks and confused stammering.’



Speaking even more softly, she said, 'l need to find the
Hal.
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With asmile he said, The back room.'

Heled her through asmall back room, then down a
flight of stairs. "This storage room connects with others,
below the city,’ he said. He opened a door at the foot of

the stairsand led her to the far end of anarrow hall.
There was no door, only asmall acove doorway, hidden
by apiece of cloth hung from ametal rod. As she reached
the door, Tabert said, 'Y ou'll understand when | say if
you'reinthisroom, | can't help you. I can only show you
the door.'

Miranda nodded, though she wasn't entirely sure of

the meaning of what he said. She stepped through into

the small room. As she stepped across the threshold and
passed under the rod, shefelt the energy emanating from
it. For abrief instant she saw atiny storage room, stacked
high with afew empty ale and wine casks and some
crates, but ingtantly she understood the barman'swords.
Shewilled hersdf into phase with the energies coursing
down from the metal rod, and an instant later she stood
somewheredse.

The Hall wasendless. Or at least no creature ableto
communicate had ever discovered the end of it. Miranda
saw that every so often adoorway, arectangle of light,

adjoined the Hall on the sides. Between the entrances a



grey nothingness loomed. That she could see at dl was
something of amystery, for there was no obvious source
of light. Miranda shifted her perceptions and instantly
regretted it. The darkness she experienced was so profound
it produced an instant despair. She returned her

sght to the magically tuned vision she had employed,

and again she could see. She considered the barman's
words. 'Y ou'll understand when | say if you'reinthis
room, | can't help you. | can only show you the door.' He
knew of the magic portd into the Hall but could not
empower anyone to enter. Only ataent like Miranda or
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afew others on Midkemiawould have the means of
entering the Hall and surviving oncethere.

She turned and looked at the door she had just stepped
through, seeking to set it gpart in her mind from the
others, should she need to return thisway. At first nothing
out of the ordinary marked the doorway; &t last she
noticed faint runes hovering over the top of the door,
difficult to see. Shefocused her attention on them and
memorized the shagpe and formation, in her mind trandating
the glyphsto 'Midkemia.' Across from the door,

only afeatureless grey void beckoned. The doors were
staggered on the left and right so that none faced

another. She moved down and saw that the glyphs of the
door on the other side of the one through which she had
entered bore a different mark. She memorized that one
aswdll. If shewereto be turned -around somehow and
lose sght of where shewas, a series of familiar landmarks
would prove ussful.

After memorizing ahaf dozen of the nearest door

glyphs, she continued on - assuming that, without information,
one direction was as gpt as another - and



began towalk.

Thefigurein the distance gppeared roughly humanin
shape, but it could have been amember of any number

of races. Miranda stopped walking and watched. She was
ableto defend hersdlf, but she thought it better to avoid
rushing into troubleif she could. A door to her right
provided the potential for escape, though she had no idea
what was on the other side.

Asif reading her thoughts, the figure yelled something,
holding out its gloved hand to show it was holding no
weapons. The gesture was less than reassuring, asthe
cresture was otherwise brigtling with more arms than
Mirandathought anyone should be able to carry and ill
walk upright. Upon its head afull visor masked its
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features, while the body was covered in amaterid that
looked asrigid as stedl, yet gave the gppearance of being
moreflexible. It wasadull, pdeslver in color, dmost
white, and lacked the high reflective qudity that most
Polished armor possessed. The creature carried around
shidd onitsback, giving it aturtle-like appearance. A
longsword's hilt peeked over one shoulder, while what
appeared to be the stock of a crossbow was visible over
the other. At the right hip hung a short sword, and an
assortment of knives and throwing implements hung

around the figure'storso. A whip wasrolled up and
hung from the | eft Sde of the creature's belt. And over
one shoulder alarge sack was thrown.

Miranda caled out in the Kingdom tongue. 'l can see
you are not carrying anything in your hand ... a the
moment.’



. Thefigure moved cautioudy toward her and said
something in alanguage different from thefirst it had
used. Mirandaanswered in Keshian, and the dowly
walking arsenal answered in yet another tongue.

At last Miranda spokein avariant of the language of

the Kingdom of Roldem, and the figure said, 'Ah, you're
aMidkemian! | thought I'd recognized DeWjan a bit ago,
but I'm rusty.’ He - for hisvoice sounded like that of a
man - said, 'l have been trying to tell you that if you
jump through that door, you'd better be able to breathe
methane.’

'l have means of protecting mysdlf from letha gas,’
answered Miranda

The man reached up dowly and removed hishelm,
reveding aface that was amost boyish - afreckled
visage set with green eyes and topped with adamp mat
of red hair - aface split with afriendly smile. 'Few who
wak the Hall don't, but the tressis pretty awful. You'd
weigh about two hundred times as much as you do
normaly on Thedissio - which iswhat the inhabitants
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cdl that world - and that can dow movement down a
great dedl.’

‘Thank you," Miranda said at-last.

‘First timein the Hall 7 asked the man.

'Why do you ask?

'Wdll, unlessyou're agreat deal more powerful than
you look - and I'll be the first to admit that appearances
aredmog dways deceiving - it'susudly firg-timers
whom we find wandering the Hall without company.’
"We?



-Those of uswho live here!'

"You liveintheHal?

'Y ou're afirgt-timer, no doubt.' He set the bag down. I

am Boldar Blood.'

'Interesting name," Miranda said, visibly amused.

'Wdll, it's not the one my parents gave me, certainly, but

I'm amercenary and one must attempt acertain level of
intimidation in my line of work. Hardly credible, I know,
but it does prove to be the case. Besides- he pointed to his
own countenance -'isthisaface to inspire terror?

Miranda shook her head and smiled in return. 'No, |
guessnot. You can cal meMiranda Yes, it'smy first time
intheHal.

'Can you get back to Midkemia?

'If | turn around and walk about two hundred twenty

doors, | suspect I'll find the right one."

Boldar shook hishead. That'sthelong way. Therésa
door ashort way off that will put youin thecity of Ytli, on
the world of 11-Jabon. If you can get through the two
blocks to another entrance without being accosted by the
locals, you'l find adoor that leads back into the hall next

to the door that leadsto ... | forget which Midkemian

door it is, but it's one of them.' He leaned over, opened his
bag, and took out a bottle. He fished around inside the sack
and produced a pair of metd cups. ‘Careto join mein acup
of wine?

"Thank you,' said Miranda, 'l am alittlethirsty.’

Boldar sad, 'When | first sumbled into the Hall - must
have been a century and ahalf or so ago - | wandered
around until | amogt starved to degath. A very agreesble
thief saved my lifein exchange for aseemingly inexhaudtible
seriesof reminders of that fact, usualy in

conjunction with aneed for afavor from me. But hedid



save me agreet ded of difficulty at thetime. Knowledge
of how to navigate the Hall isquite useful. Andit's
knowledge that I'm delighted to share with you.'

'In exchangefor. . .

'Y ou catch on quickly,' said Blood with agrin. 'Nothing
isfreein the Hal. Sometimes you might do something to
build accounts and put othersin your debt, but nothing
ever goeswithout something in return.

"There are three types of people you'll meet in the Hall:
those who will avoid you and spare you their society in
passng, those who will try to bargain with you, and
those who will try to take advantage of you. The second
and third groups are not necessarily the samething.'

'l can take care of mysdf,’ Mirandasaid witha
chdlengein her voice.

'As| said earlier, you couldn't be herein thefirst place
and not have some capacity. But remember thisisalso
true of everyone ese you meset in the Hall of Worlds. Oh,
occasionaly some poor soul without any powers, taents,
or abilities blundersin unbidden. No one quite understands
how. But quickly they walk out the wrong door or

run into those who seek easy prey or step off into the
void.'

'What happens when you step off into the void?

'If you know theright spot, you end up coming

into asdoon of agreat inn, known by many names,
owned by aman named John. Theinniscaled smply
‘The Inn," and as John is known as, varioudy, -John

the Oathkeeper," 'John Without Decelt,' 'John the
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Scrupulous,- 'John Who Has Ethics," or any other of a
half-dozen such honoarifics, thesdoonisusudly caled



"Honest John's." There were, at last count, one thousand
one hundred and seventeen known entrancesto the
saloon. If you don't know the right spot, well ... no one
knows, for no one has ever returned to tell anyone what
exigsinthevoid. Itissmply thevoid.'

Mirandarelaxed. The mercenary's affable manner was
such that she doubted he would attempt to take advantage
of her. "Would you bewilling to show meto one of

these entrances.

'Certainly, for aprice.’

"That being? she asked, raising an eyebrow.

'Inthe Hall, there are many things of value. The usud:
gold and other precious metal, gems and stones, deeds of
ownership to estates, daves and indentures, and, most of
al, information. Then thereisthe unusud: items unique,
services persona, manipulations of redlity, souls of those
who will never be born, things of those types.”

Miranda nodded. 'What would you?

'What have you?

They began haggling.

Twiceinlessthan aday, Blood had proven hisworth.
Mirandawas finding hersdlf fortunate that he had been
the first person she encountered, rather than a party of
interdimensiona daverswhom they encountered severd
hours later. Miranda had a persond distaste for theingtitution
of davery, abias now heightened by the attempt

to reduce her and Boldar to inventory.

Boldar had disposed of the four guards and the daver
after attempting to alow them peaceful passage. Miranda
thought she might have been able to cope with them
aone, but she wasimpressed how Boldar had instantly
recognized the moment the negotiations had soured and
had disposed of two guards before she could begin to
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focus her mind on protecting hersdf. By thetime she
would have encased hersdf in aprotective aura, the
conflict was over.

The daves had been freed - which had required agreat
ded of argument on Mirandas part, for now she had to
make good on the portion of profit Boldar stood to make
upon acquiring the daves and sdling them. Miranda
pointed out that as he was currently in her employ, he
wasin fact acting as her agent, and she wasfreeto do

with the daveswhat she chose. He found this propostion
somewhat dubious, but after congidering the difficulty of
feeding and caring for the daves, decided that accepting a
bonus from Mirandawould prove the better solution.
The second encounter had been with another band of
mercenaries, who seemed inclined to give Blood and his
employer awide berth, but who, Mirandawas certain,
would have acted entirdly differently had she been done.
While they walked, she learned.

'So if you know the locations of the common doors,

the journey through the Hall can be shortened?
'Certainly," said Blood. 'It depends on the world, how
many doorways exist, and where they arerelaiveto

one another in the Hall. Thanderospace, for exampl€e he
waved at a door they passed - 'has but one door,

which unfortunately opensinto the hal of sacrificein

the most sacred temple of acult of cannibalistic
humanoids, who are less fussy about defining cannibaism
than they are devoted to eating anyone who
sumblesinto their most holy of holies. Thisisaworld
seldom vidited.

'Merleen, on the other hand' - he waved at another

door a short distance ahead -'ls acommerce world that is



served by no lessthan six doors, which makesit a hub of
trade, both among its resident nations and for other Hall
worlds.

"The world from which you appear to hail, Midkemia,
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has at least three doors I'm aware of. Which did you use
to enter?

‘Under abar inLaMut.'

'Ah, yes, Tabert's. Good food, decent ale, and bad
women. My sort of place.’ He seemed somehow to be
grinning behind the mask. How Miranda could tell she
didn't know. Perhapsit was some subtlety in the
mercenary's body language, or anotein hisvoice.

'How does one learn of these doors? isthere amap?
'Wdll, theré'sone,’ said Boldar, 'at Honest John's. It's
onawadl in the public room. There you can seethe
known limits of the Hall. Thelast time looked, there
were something like thirty-six thousand-odd doors identified
and catal ogued.

"There are occasionally messages forwarded to the Inn
from those who encounter new doors, ether in the Hall
or upon any world where anew passage is discovered.
There's even one legendary lunatic whose name | forget
who isexploring the far reaches and sending back
messages, some which take decades to reach John's. He's
getting so far from the Inn he's becoming amyth.’
Mirandathought. 'How long has this been going on?
Boldar shrugged. 'l suspect the Hall has existed since
the dawn of time. Men and other creatures have lived
here for ages. It requires a certain talent to survive for
long withinthe Hall, so it hasits gpped for those who
seek a... higher-stakes sort of living.'

'What of *)'asked Miranda. "Y ou could livewell on



youl.

most worldswith the fee you charge me!'

The mercenary shrugged. 'l do thislessfor the bounty
than for the excitement. | must confessthat | do grow
eadly bored. There areworldswhere | could rule asking,
but that haslittle gppeal for me. Intruth, | find mysaif
happiest in circumstances that would drive most sane
men mad. War, murder, assassi nation, intrigue these

are my stock-in-trade, and there are few who match me
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inskill. I say thisnot to brag, for | have your commission
aready, but to tell you smply, once you grow used
tolivinginthe Hal, thereisno other life.
Mirandanodded. The scope of the place was staggering;
it was literdly the sum of dl known and quite afew
unknown worlds.

Boldar said, 'As much as| am enjoying your company

, Miranda, and as much as| enjoy the wealth you
promise, | grow tired; while time has no meaning here,
fatigue and hunger arered inal dimensions - at least

the ones I've visited. And you ill haven't told me
where you go.'

Mirandasaid, That's because | really don't know

where I'm going. I'm looking for someone.’

'May | enquire whom?

'A worker of magic, by name Plug of Stardock.’

Boldar shrugged. ‘Never heard of him. But if thereis
one place where both our present needs can likely be
met, itisthelnn.'

Miranda was uncertain, and wondered at her own

reluctance to embrace the obvious. if there was acommunal



center to the Hall, then should Pug have come

through the Hall, that was the most likely placeto inquire.
But she feared others might also be interested in

his passing and thought it likely he would have avoided
letting others know of hiswheregbouts. Still, it was
better than wandering amledy.

‘Arewefar from the Inn?

'No, actudly,' said Boldar. "We've passed two other
entrances since we met, and there is another a short
distance away.'

He motioned for her to follow, and after progressing
past another two doors, he pointed to the void. Thisis
very difficult thefirst time." He pointed to the door
opposite the void. ‘Note that mark?

She nodded.

Mirandafdl forward: the step was down and she had
guessed up. Strong arms caught her, and she opened her
eyeswide at the sight of white fur on them.

Shetried remaining calm as she disengaged hersdf from
her helper, anine-foot-tal creature covered in that same
white fur from head to foot. Black spots broke up the
otherwise snowy surface, and two immense blue eyes and
amouth were the only visible features on ashaggy head. A
plaintive grunt was followed by Boldar saying, 'If you
have any weagpons, now isthetime to surrender them.'
She saw hewas efficiently divesting himsdlf of his

arsend, including severd rather innocuous-looking items
that had been secreted about his person. Miranda carried
only two daggers, onein her waistband, and another
strapped to the ingde of her right calf, and she quickly



surrendered them.

Boldar said, 'The proprietor learned ages ago that his
establishment thrives so long asit isneutra ground for
everyone. Kwad ensures that no one who starts trouble
remainsingide the sloon any longer than necessary.'
'Kwad?

‘Our large hirsute friend here,' answered Boldar. As

they left the doorway, he continued. 'Kwad's a
Coropaban; stronger by the pound than any creature
known, dmost completely resistant to any magic; and the
most toxic poisons take aweek or so to kill one. They make
incredible bodyguards, if you can get oneto leave their
homeworld.'
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ItsHalidi, anice placeif you enjoy mountains. One of
the entrances to Honest John'slies across from it. Now,
you smply step off and expect to meet astep afoot or o
beyond the edge of the void.o So saying, he stepped into
the grey and vanished.

Mirandatook abreath, then, as she started to duplicate

his move, thought, Step up or dovm?
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Miranda stopped and gaped. The saloon wasimmense,
eadly two hundred yards across, and twice that deep.
Along theright wall, nearly the entireway, ranasingle

bar, with a dozen barmen rushing to meet their customers
demands. A pair of galleries, one above the other, overhung
the other three sdes of the hall, thick with tablesand

chairs, providing vantage points from which those drinking

and dining could gaze down upon the main floor.



There every game of chance conceivable was being
played, from severd variations of diceto aknifedud ina
smal sandpit. Crestures of every imaginable conformation
moved easly through the press, greeting one another

as they chanced upon old acquaintances.

Creatures carried trays covered with avariety of pots,
platters, cups, buckets, and bowls. Some were put before
cregtures that defied Miranda's sense of order. At least a
dozen clearly reptilian crestures were dining in the hall,

the mere fact of which caused her to be very uncomfortable.
Themgority of the clientele was humanoid, though

an occasiond insect-like being or something that |ooked
like awalking dog could be seen.

'Welcome to Honest John's," said Boldar.

'Where's John? she asked.

'Heisover there.'He pointed to the long bar. At the near
end stood aman wearing astrange suit of shining cloth. It
congsted of trousers that broke without cuffs at the top of
shiny black bootswith oddly pointed toes. The jacket was
open infront, reveding awhite shirt with ruffles, closed

by pearl studs and sporting a pointed collar, set off with a
cravat of bright yellow. Upon his head he wore awidebrimmed
white hat with ashimmering red silk hatband.

He spoke closdly with a creature that |ooked like aman
with an extra set of eyesin hisforehead.

Boldar waved asthey approached and the man

identified as John said something to the four-eyed man,
who nodded once and departed.

I
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with awide smile, John said, '‘Boldar, It's been, what,



ayear?

'Not quite, John. But close enough.'

'How do you tdll timein the Hall 7 asked Miranda.

John glanced at Boldar, who said, 'My current
employer, Miranda.'

With athestrical gesture, John doffed his hat and

swept it across his chest, bowing at thewaist as he
reached out with his other and took one of herslightly in
it. He then made agesture of kissing it, though hislips
never touched skin.

Shewithdrew it quickly, feding somewhat avkward at
the contact. John said, "Welcome to my humble establishment.’

Suddenly Mirandas eyes widened. 'What language are
you -arewe. . .

John said, "Your firgt vist, | see. | thought it unlikely

we should host as lovely aguest as yoursdf before without
my notice.' He waved them to a table located near

the bar, and pulled out achair. Sheblinked at it a
moment before she redized he was waiting for her to sit.
She was unused to this odd behavior, but considering the
range of human custom, she chose not to offend and let
him seet her.

'One of the few magic spellsalowed. Itisnot only
useful, it is necessary. it's not fool proof, | fear, for we do
occasiondly have the odd visitor whose persond frame
of referenceis S0 dlien to the mgority of sentient life that
only the most basic communication is possible, if any,
and we a so do get the occasiond fool.'

Boldar chuckled and said, "'That we do.’

John waved his hand. 'Now, asto your first question,
measuring timeissmple. Outside the Hall, time passes as
it does everywhere esein the universe, asfar as| know.
But to answer what you meant to ask, we measureit as

we did on my homeworld. itsavanity, but as| am the
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owner of the establishment, it's my right to makethe
rules. What world do you hail from, if I might know?
‘Midkemia'

'Ah, then, it's very closeto what you're used to. Mere
hours different per year; enough to trouble scribes and

philosophers, but in the course of anorma lifetime,

you'd only be off by afew days on your birthday between
the two caendars.

"Mirandasaid, 'When | first learned of the HalL |

thought it amagic gate through which | might seek other
worlds. | hadnoidea. . .

John nodded. 'Few do. But humans, for that iswhat |
judge you to be, arelike most other intelligent crestures

- they adapt. And they find things that are useful and
continue to do them. Likewise, those of uswho are
privileged to walk the Hall, well, we adapt, too. There are
too many reasonsto stay within the Hall, too many
benefits, once onefinds onesway into it, to ignore, o
most of us become citizens of the Hall, abandoning our
former tiesor at least neglecting them shamefully.’
‘Benefits?

John and Boldar exchanged looks. 'So | don't bore

you, my dear, why don't you tell me what you know
about the Hall'? suggested John.

Mirandasaid, 'In my travels| have heard of the Hall of
Worlds severa times. | had to look for quite sometimeto
find the entrance. | know it isameans of traveling
through space, to reach distant worlds.'

'And through time, aswdll,' said Boldar.



Mirandasad, lime?

"To reach adistant world by conventional means takes
lifetimes; the Hall reducestrangt to days, in some cases
hours!'

John said, Then to the heart of the matter: the Hall
exigsindependent of objective redity asweliketo define

it when standing on the surface of our homeworlds. It
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linksworldsthat may bein different universes, different
gpace-times, for lack of abetter term. We have no way of
knowing. For that matter, it may link worlds at different
times. my homeworld, anot very distinguished sphere
orbiting an unremarkable sun, may very well have died

of old age before your world was born, Miranda. How
would we know? If we move through objective space,
then why not through objective time?

'‘And because ot t, we ave ere, wi in

everything. Or if not that, then as close asamortal can
wish. Wetrade in wonders, in the Hall, and in the prosaic,
every chattel and species, every service and debt. if

you canimagineit, if it can be found anywhere, it can be
found here, or a least here you can find someone to take

youtoit.



,\What other benefits?

'Well, for one, you don't ageinthe Hall.'

Tmmortdity?

'Or something close enough to it to make little difference,’
said John. 'It may be that those of us ableto find

the Hall possessthis gift dready, or it may be that by
living within the Hall we avoid Death'sicy hand, but the
gansintimearenot trivid, and few givethem up
willingly.' He waved his hand to the gallery above. Those
who inhabit my guest quarters number severa hundred
who fear to ever again leave the Hall, conducting their
businessesin their entirety in rooms | lease them. Others
come here asthe only possble refuge from al danger,
while yet others spend part of their days on other worlds
and part of them here. But no denizen of the Hall will
give up itslure after becoming aware of the benefits!
'What of Macrosthe Black?

At the mention of that name, both John and Boldar
looked uncomfortable. 'He's aspecid case,' answered
John after awhile. 'He may be an agent of some higher
power, or even ahigher power himsdf; a the very leadt,
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he's something beyond what we would count mortal

herein the Hal. How much of what has been placed at

hisfeet istrue and how much legend, only afew can tell.

What do you know of him?

'Only what wastold mein Midkemia'

'Not the world of hisbirth," said John. 'Of that | am

amogt certain. But what brings his name into this conversation?
Only that he'saspecia case, asyou have said. So there

might be others!'

'Perhaps.’



‘Such as Plug of Stardock?

Again John looked discomforted, though Boldar

hadn't so much as blinked at mention of Pug's name. 'If
you seek Pug, | may not be able to offer you much by
way of encouragement.’

'Why isthat?

'He passed through here quite afew months ago,
ostensibly on hisway to some odd world | can't remember,
to do research, but | fear that isaruse,’

"Why do you say that?

'Because he hired severa of Boldar's friends to prevent
anyone who asked for him from following after.’

'Who? said Boldar, looking around the room.

'William the Gripper, Jeremiah the Red, and Eland
Scarlet, the Grey Assassin.'

Boldar shook his head. 'Those are threelikely to cause
sometrouble.' He leaned forward to Miranda. 'l could
most likely best Jeremiah; hisreputation is built mostly
on rumor. But William and Eland both possess the desth
touch, and that makesit dicey if they'reworking
together.’

Mirandasaid, 'Do | ook like a Pantathian?

John said, 'My dear, after as many lifetimesas| have
gpent in the Hall, looks are the last thing | would depend

upon. You, for al your evident charms, could turn out to
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be my own grandfather and it would bardly surprise me though
| fervently hope the old boy is dead, aswe buried

him when | was fourteen years old.'Rising, he said,'Pug of
Stardock is another, like Macros, who is not of the Hall,

but utilizesit occasondly. But hisword isgood and so is
hisgold. He paid for protection, and such hewill get. My
adviceisnot to let anyone elsein thisroom know you seek



him and to find some other meansto trace his wheresbouts,
or be prepared to meet two of the Hall's most

reputable mercenaries and one of the most feared assassins,
no less than one minute after you leave this place.”

He bowed. 'Please have refreshments as my guest.' He
sggnaed asmal man and said something to him, indicating
that around of drinks should be produced. 'Should

you need quartersfor atime, you'll find usreasonable. If
not, | trust you'll enjoy yoursdlf aslong asyou're here,

and return to us soon.' He bowed, tipping hiswhite

hat, and |eft to return to the bar and his conversation

with the four-eyed man, who had just returned from
whatever errand he had been on.

Blood let out his breath in adramatic fashion. 'What do
you choose to do? he asked.

'l intend to keep looking. | mean Pug no harm.’

would hethink that?

'We've never met. | know him by name only. But he
would not think me dangerous, | know.’

'I've never met him, ether, but John recognized his
nameingantly. That means his reputation is spreading,

and for that to occur in the Hall, one must possessa
sgnificant leve of gifts. For him to worry about being
followed. . ."He shrugged.

Mirandawasinclined to take Boldar at face value, and
nothing he had said wasinclining her to suspect him; ill,
the stakes were too high for her to take chances. She said,
'If he doesn't want to be followed, enough to take such

precautions, how would onefollow histrail?
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Boldar blew out hischeeks. 'There are severd



oracles. - .

'I've consulted with the Oracle of Adl.

'If she doesn't know, then none of them do,’ he observed. '
Theresthe Toymaker.'

'Who ishe?

‘A creator of devices, severd of which may be used to
spy out people who don't wish to be seen. But he's

somewhat mad and therefore undependable.”

'Who else?

Thewaiter appeared with around of drinks, placing a
frosty mug of something that looked like ale before
Boldar and alarge crystd goblet before Miranda. He
meade ashow of unfolding ngpkins and placing onein
Mirandas lap and the other in Boldar's. He said, ‘Compliments
of my master,’ and withdrew.

The wine was delicious and Miranda drank deeply,
discovering she was quite thirsty - and hungry.

"There's Querl Dagat, said Boldar. 'He dealsin information;
the more improbable, the better he likesit ...

aslong asit'strue. For that reason, hesafull cut above
the average rumormonger hereabouts.’

Miranda picked up her napkin to blot her lips, and a
folded piece of paper fdll to the floor. She looked down,
then at Boldar, who bent over and picked it up. He
handed it to her -unopened.

Shetook it and unfolded it to find asingle word.

'Who's Mustafa? she asked.

Boldar dammed his hand down upon the table. The
very fellow we must see’

He glanced around and said, 'Up there," pointing to the
gdlery.

Herose and "Mirandafollowed; they wended their way
through the press of tables and dien bodies. Reaching a
dairway, they climbed to thefirst of the two overhanging



gdleries. "Mirandawas surprised to discover that the
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gdlery was but one side of awide promenade, which had
large corridors stretching away. 'Is dl this part of the Inn?
Boldar sad, 'Certainly.’

'How bigisit?

'Only Honest John knows for certain.' He led her past
booths offering al manner of goods and services, severa
lewd, ascore or more clearly illega anywhere Miranda
had ever been, and many incomprehensible. 'Rumor has

it that John was a barkeep on his homeworld who was run
out of hishirth city over some dispute. A roving band of
some sort of aborigina people chased him, and he blundered
into the entrance to the Hall. Asfate would haveit, he
gppeared in the Hall in the midst of abattle. It hasbeen
sad that, not knowing any better, he jumped into the void
opposite the door he had entered, discovering the first
entrance into the stable place in which the Innis now
housed."

Boldar moved down aside corridor. 'He blundered
around in a strange darkness, then somehow found his
way back to the Hall, moving back to his homeworld once
he was certain the aborigines were gone and returning to
his birth city. Over the years he came back to the Hall,
exploring and trading. When hefinally had some sense of
the society within the Hall, he decided the Inn was what
would make him rich. He made some dedls, hired some
workers, and returned here to establish hissmdl inn. He's
added onto it over the years, until now it'sasmall township.
Whenever he adds onto the building, he encounters

no limit to the size he can increase hisholdings, or at least



not so far.’

'Hasit?

'What?

‘Made John rich?

Boldar laughed, and again Miranda was struck by how
boyish the mercenary looked. 'l suspect that by any
reasonable measure, John isthe richest man in creation.
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He could buy and sdll worlds should he choose. But like
most of us, he's found that after awhilerichesareonly a
means to keep onesalf amused or to keep tally on how
well one doesin the various games and transactionsin
theHall.'

Reaching adoorway hung with acurtain, Boldar

cdled, Mudafa, areyou in?

'Who wants to know'?,

That got alaugh from Boldar, who swept asde the
curtain, indicating "Miranda should enter. Shedid and
found hersdlf ingde asmall room with but asingletable,
upon which asolitary candle burned. Otherwise, the
room was without distinction - no wall hangings or other
furniture, just another door in thewall facing the one
through which they'd entered.

A man stood behind the table, hisface nearly black,
like aged and oiled leather. A white beard adorned his
cheeks and chin, though his upper lip was shaven, and
his head was covered with a green turban. He bowed.
'Peace be upon you," he said in the language of the Jal Pur.

Upon you be peace," answered Miranda.
"Y ou seek Pug of Stardock? he asked.
Miranda nodded. Glancing at Boldar, sheraised an



eyebrow in question.

Boldar said, 'Mustafas afortune-tdler.’

Mustafasad, 'Y ou mugt first cross my palm with gold.'
He held out his hand. Miranda reached into her belt and
withdrew acoin, placing it upon hishand. He putit in his
own belt pouch without looking at it. "'What do you
seek?

'l justtoldyou I'

Mustafa said, Y ou need to say it doud!"

Fighting off irritation a what she thought was needless
show to convince gullible travelers, Mirandasaid, 'l need
to find Pug of Stardock.’
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'Why?

Mirandasaid, That ismy business, but the need is

gredt.

‘Many look for this man. He has taken precautions
againg being followed by those he would rather not
encounter. How may | know you are not such aone?
Miranda said, ‘One may vouch for me, but heisback
upon theworld of Midkemia: Tomeas, friend of Pug.’

‘The Dragon Rider.' Mustafa nodded. 'That isaname
few would know who meant to harm Pug.'

'Wheremight | find him?

'He seeks aliances and goes to speak with the gods. Seek
himinthe Ceedtid City, inthe Hal of the Gods Awaiting.'
Miranda said, 'How do | get there?

'Return to Midkemia," answered Mustafa, 'and get you

to theland of Novindus. in the great mountains, the Pillars
of the Stars, find the Necropolis, the home of the Dead
Gods. There, atop the peaks of the mountains, thereisa
hall in which those gods waiting to be reborn abide. Go
there!



Miranda didn't wait, but rose and | eft, leaving Boldar
standing done with Mustafa. After asecond, Boldar said,
'Isthistrue? Or are you doing one of your carnival acts?
Mustafa shrugged. 'l don't know if it'strue. That'sjust
what | was paid to say.'

'Who paid you?

'Pug of Stardock.' The old man took off his turban,
reveding anearly bald pate. Scratching hishead, he said, 'l
suspect it's probably another falselead. | have the ditinct
impression this Pug isaman who doesnt wish to be
found.

Boldar said, Thisgetsinteresting. | think I'll catch up

with her and seeif she needs help.’

Mustafa shook his head and said, 'Find him or not, |

have afeding she's going to need agreet ded of help
beforethisisover. Someidiot |eft open acritica gateto the
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demon realm, and a couple of redlities could bein
jeopardy asaresult.' He yawned.

Boldar was about to ask what that meant, but considered
Miranda getting too far ahead, so he said nothing

and left.

A moment after Boldar |€ft, the other door opened and
aman stepped through. Small but striking, he had dark
hair and eyes and aclosdly trimmed beard, and wore a

smple robe of black. He reached into a pouch at his belt
and pulled out some gold coins. Handing them to
Mustafa, he said, Thank you. Y ou did well.'

'‘Anytime. What are you going to do now?

' think I'll go set up asmall test.’



Mustafasaid, 'Wdll, enjoy yourself. And let me know
how the situation with the demon redlm turns out;

things could get busy around hereif they get loose’

'l will. Good-bye, Mustafa,' said the man as he began

to move his hands.

'‘Good-bye, Pug,' responded Mustafa, but by the time

he had spoken, Pug of Stardock had vanished from sight.
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FOURTEEN

Journey

Erik dismounted.

Roo grabbed the reins of Erik's and Billy's horses and
led them away. Erik and Billy ran forward, wegpons at
the ready, while the maneuver was repeated up and
downtheline.

Since leaving Brek's at Shingazi's Landing two weeks
before, Cdlis had been drilling the men continually. They
were now being trained as mounted infantry. At thefirst
sign of attack, one man in three would lead the horsesto
be staked behind the line while the other two made a
defensive position where ingtructed. The men had complained
about this, saying it made no sensetoleave a

perfectly good horse and get down to fight, but the complaints
hed fallen on desf ears.

Nakor had laughed it off, saying only, 'Man and horse
givesamuch bigger target than man onfoot hiding
behind arock.'

The drills were becoming second nature to Erik and the
others, who now waited to see what would happen next.
Sometimes, nothing; other times, Hatoniss company of
clansmen from the City of the Serpent River would



,atack," and the results could be painful. The drillswere
conducted using heavy wooden swords, weighted with
lead rods, that were twice the heft of anorma shortsword.
Erik swore his own sword was feather-light in his

hand after weeks of drilling with the fase swords, which
he supposed was the point of it dl, but the wooden
swords could leave heavy welts and even break bones,

and the clansmen from the City of the Serpent River
Seemed to take delight in embarrassing Caiss company.
Erik didn't understand the palitics of this strange land;

he knew that Calis and Hatoniswere old friends, or at
least friendly acquai ntances, but the other men from that
distant city seemed either suspicious or contemptuous of
Caliss men. He asked and was told by one of the soldiers
from Calisslast voyage that clan warriorssmply didn't
have much use for mercenaries. Erik took thisto mean
that only afew leaders, such asHatonis, knew of their
red purposein coming to thisdistant land.

Erik heard arattle behind him and knew that Roo had
returned and was laying down the odd short spearsthey
had picked up at Brek's. Soft iron, they were designed to

be thrown at charging opponents, ether injuring them or
fouling their shidds. Once they struck something, they
were useless, asthey bent easily, so the enemy couldn't
throw them back. A shout went up from a crest nearby
and suddenly it wasraining arrows. Erik raised hisshield,
crouching low behind it, and felt two shafts strike and
shatter on the heavy metal and wood. A curse nearby
told Erik that Luis hadn't been as fortunate, and had been
struck by the dull point of a practice shaft. Not lethd,
these shafts neverthel ess stung when they struck, and



occasondly they could causered injury.

Then another shout Signded the charge, and Erik rose,
gripping one of the heavy iron spears. '‘Ready!" shouted
de Loungville. Asthe charging clansmen came near, Erik
tensed, and asif reading hismind, de Loungville shouted,
'Wait for it!"

Asthe clansmen bore down upon them, the men of
Cdiss company waited until de Loungville shouted,
"Throw!" and Erik and the others motioned throwing the
pilum, asthe short soft spear was known in the Quegan
tongue. Having no practice pilum to use, they couldn't
throw the weapon, so after pantomiming a cast, each
man dropped his spear next to where they waited and,
with afew audible groans, readied the ponderous practice
swords.

Erik recognized the man bearing down on him, alarge somber
fellow named Pataki. Erik braced himsdlf and let

the man throw thefirgt blow, which he easly caught on
hisshied. He stepped dightly to hisleft and threw a
roundhouse blow with his sword that got over the top of
Pataki's shield and caught him behind the head. Erik
winced, for he knew the blow must hurt, despite the
helm the other man wore.

Glancing around, he saw that his companions were
eadly repulsing the attackers, and within aminute the
clansmen threw down their swords and removed their
helmsin the mercenary's Sign of surrender. A few of
Caliss company cheered the victory, but the mgority
were content to stand motionless for afew minutes.
Riding most of the day, then suddenly fighting a battle -
evenif only amock skirmish - took itstoll; most of the
men learned to stedl rest whenever it was possible, even
if only for aminute,

‘All right," shouted Foster. 'Pick ‘em up!’

Erik got his practice sword under one arm and was



garting to retrieve his pilum when he heard Billy say,
"Thisone's not moving!'

Erik saw that Pataki was il lying facedowninthe

dust. Roo was thefirgt to reach him and rolled the bulky
man over. He then leaned over and after amoment said,
'He's il breathing, but he's out cold.’

De Loungville hurried over. 'What's this?

Erik picked up hispilum. 'l caught him on the back of
the head. | hit him harder than | intended, | guess:’

'Y ou guess,' said de Loungville, hiseyes narrowing asif
he was about to launch into another reprimand.
Suddenly he grinned and said, ‘That'smy lad!" He told
Roo, 'Toss some water on him and get your kit together.'
Roo rolled his eyes heavenward and hurried to where
the horses were picketed. He fetched awaterskin and
doused the motionless man. Pataki came awake, spitting
out the water, and once he had regained hisfest, returned
to his own company.

Erik carried his set of pilum, practice sword, and shield
to where the horses were waiting. He loaded up his
equipment, then waited for Roo to catch up. When the
shorter man returned, he said, "Y ou redlly caught him
with that head shot."

'Y ou saw?

'l was unoccupied at the moment. The fellow wh
came a mewas blind-sded by Billy, so | had nothing

to do.'

'Y ou could have lent me ahand,’ Erik said.

'Asif you needed one,’ said Roo. 'Y ou're turning into
something of aterror with that practice sword. Maybe
you ought to keep with it when thered fighting sarts.

Y ou can bludgeon with it better than most men can cut.’
Erik haf smiled and shook his head. 'Maybe I'll find

one of those big dwarven war hammers and smash rocks,

too.'



'Mount,' came the order from Foster, and with accompanying
groans the men complied.

Moving into position, Erik and Roo fell inwith Sho A,
Biggo, Luis, and Billy. The company waited. Then came
the order to ride. There was at least another hour of
daylight before they'd be ordered to make camp, and that
would entail another two hours of work. Erik glanced at
the sun, an angry red globe lowering in the west, and
said, 'It'stoo damn hot for thistime of year.'

From behind him, Cdlis said, The seasons are reversed
here, Erik. It'swinter in the Kingdom, but it's early
summer here. The days are getting longer and hotter.’
'Wonderful,' said Erik, too tired to wonder how the
Captain had come to beriding next to him.

"When we spar with the clansmen,’ said Cdlis, with a
faint smile, 'try to be alittle more subdued with them.
Pataki's anephew of Regin, the Lion Clan chieftain. If
youd broken his head, it would have strained things aing
bit.'

'I'll try to remember, Captain,’ said Erik without

humor.

Cdlis st hedlsto his horse and moved toward the head
of theline. Roo said, 'Was hejoking?

'Who cares? said Billy Goodwin. 'It'stoo hot, and I'm
too tired to worry about it.'

Biggo, who rode next to Billy, said, That's strange.
'What? asked Roo.

‘The sun's so red, but it's another hour or moreto
sunset.

Looking toward the west, they nodded. "What could be
causing it? asked Luis, from his place behind Biggo.
'‘Smoke," answered a clansman who was riding past.
'Word came last night that Khaipur wasfaling. That
must beit burning.’

Roo said, ‘But that's hundreds of milesfrom herel At



leadt, that's what the Captain said!'
Sho P spoke softly. 'Very big firé wasdl he said.

The training wore on, and Erik and the others no longer
had to think about what to do; they just did it. Eventhe
routine of building fortifications every night became
commonplace; Erik ceased being astonished a how
much work the seventy-five men could accomplish.

Once the routine was established, Calisand de
Loungvillewould disrupt it, seeking to keep the men
congtantly aert. Asthe dayswore on, Erik thought it
unnecessary.

Riders came and went as messages were carried from
various agents Cdlis had established over the years.
surrounding countryside, the host of the Emerald Queen
was driving on the city of Lanada.

Riding in the second company, Erik heard Cdis speak to Hatonis and one of the riders who had just
brought

that news. 'It was seven years between thefal of Sulth
and the assault on Hamsa.'

Hatonis said, '‘But the invaders had to fight through the
Forest of Irabek.'

"Three years between Hamsa and Kilbar, then ayear
between Kilbar and Khaipur.'

Calisnodded. 'Asthey control more of the continent,
'‘they seem more intent on accelerating their advance.’
De Loungville speculated, 'Maybe the army’s getting
too big to control and its generals have to keep it busy
With conquest.’

Calis shrugged. 'We need to change our line of march.’
Totherider he said, 'Rest with us tonight and tomorrow
return north. Carry word to the Jeshandi we will not be
coming their way. We are going to leave the Serpent
River and turn straight west. Pass the word to those who
seek usthat we are going to attempt to intercept the



invaders between Khaipur and Lanada. Look for us at the

Mercenaries Rendezvous.'

Erik and the others turned to look across the Serpent
River, wherein the distance they saw avast vdley of
forests and meadows, and beyond that asmall range of
mountains. They would haveto crosstheriver, ride
through that and, once across the mountains, down into
theriver lands of the Vedra

DeLoungvillesaid, 'Do weturn around for the crossing
point at Brek's?

Cdissad, 'No, it would lose us too much time. Send
scouts ahead and find us a place to cross.'

De Loungville ordered ridersforward, and two days
later they reported a broadening of the river where the
current was dow enough that rafting might be possible,

Cdlisreached that point and agreed it was worth the try.
He ordered the men to cut what little growth there was
aong theriver to make aset of small rafts. A dozen men,
including Erik and Biggo, made the treacherous crossing,
poling their way from one sideto the other, carrying lines
that would be used to get the others across. On the far
bank, the dozen men cut enough trees of asizeto lash
together logsinto four rafts, each large enough to hold
four horses. The horsesfor the most part cooperated,
though one raft was lost on the second-to-the-last trip as
aline parted and the logs broke apart. The horses and
men jumped into the water asthe raft disintegrated, and
al the men were pulled out downstream, but only one
horse made it to the shore.

There were sufficient remounts so that the losing of

three horses was not a serious deprivation, but the
thought of the animals drowning bothered Erik. He



found that disturbing, for the specter of battle and men
dying held no pain for him, but the idea of ahorse,
terrified asit was being swept downriver, made him very
saa.

The valey swept from thefork in theriver to the west,
ending in aseries of risng meadows, until &t last they
would haveto crest the ridge of mountains. On the tenth
day of the march, a scout returned to tell Calis of aparty
of hunters he had encountered ahead.

Erik, Roo, and four other men were sent ahead with
Foster to negotiate with the hunters. Erik was grateful for
anything that broke the monotony of the march. Every
day had been toil without respite. As much as he enjoyed
horses and working with them, Erik had never been a
great rider. He found twelve hoursin the saddle, interrupted
only by walking besde the horsesto rest them,

making and breaking camp, mock combats, and a steady
diet of dried rations more drudgery than even hisworst
days at theforge.

The countryside was doping hills, al moving quickly

up into peaks and crests. The mountains of thisregion
topped out a alower elevation than the biggest Erik was
used to at home, but there were far more of them here.
The three major pesks of Darkmoor were surrounded by
many hills, but otherwise few true mountains. Mostly
they were high plateaus and doping hillsdes. But here,
while modest in dtitude, the mountains were plentiful

and steep, with quickly rising buttes and prominences,
dead-end valeys and box canyons, hard granite cut by

streams and rivers. Trees grew in abundance and none of
the surrounding peaks rose high enough above the
timberlineto give them aclear point of reference asthey
traveled through the dense woods. Erik suspected this
range of mountains might prove ahazard aswell asan



inconvenience.

The hunters were waiting at the agreed-upon location.

Erik reined in as Foster dismounted, removed his sword
belt, and approached with his hands open. Erik studied
the hunters.

They were hill people, dressed in fur-covered vests and
long woolen trousers. Erik suspected there were herds of
sheep or goats secreted away in theloca meadows. Each
man carried an efficient-looking bow, not quite asimpressive
as the Kingdom longbow, but clearly powerful

enough to kill aman or bear aswell asadeer.

The leader was a grey-bearded man who stepped forward
to speak with Foster, while the other three stood
motionless. Erik glanced around and saw no sign of any
horses; these men hunted on foot. Given theterrain, Erik
judged that more sensible than trying to convince ahorse
to act like adonkey or goat. if the hunters village was

any higher up the dopes, horses would be less than an
inconvenience, they'd be adanger.

Two of the other men bore a strong resemblance to the
leader, while the third appeared like him in manner only.
Erik guessed they were afamily, with the odd man perhaps
being married to a daughter.

Foster nodded, reached into histunic, and pulled out a
heavy purse. He counted out some gold pieces and returned
to where Roo held his mount. 'Y ou men wait here.'

With amotion of his head he madeit clear that they were
to keep the hunters from running off with the gold he just
gavethem. 'I'll bring up the rest of the company. These
fellows have away over the mountainsthat's safe for the
horses!'

Erik glanced at the steep rise of the landscape before him
and nodded. 'l hope so.’

While they waited, the hunters talked among themsalves.
The onewho didn't resemble the other three



listened as the leader spoke, then without comment he
turned and began to trot toward the tree line.

One of the soldiers, aman named Gredly, shouted,
"Where does he think he's going? The hunter stopped.
Gredly'scommand of the local language, learned on ship
and while traveling, was better than Erik's, but his accent obvioudy struck the hillmen as odd enough that
they

looked puzzled by the question.

The leader looked at him. 'Do you think treachery?
Seeing that dl four hunters were ready to unding bows
and gart firing if the wrong answer was forthcoming, Erik
glanced at Roo; suddenly Roo said, 'He's sending his sonm-
law hometo tell hiswife and daughter that he and his
sonswon't be home for supper tonight. Am | right?

The lead hunter nodded, once, and waited. Gredly said,
'Well . | guessthat'sal right.

The leader made a curt gesture and the fourth hunter
began trotting off again. Then the leader of the hunters
said, 'And tomorrow, too. it's a harsh two days over the
ridge, with no easy time going down the day after, but
onceon thetrall you'll have that well enough without my
help.' He leaned upon his bow once more.

About fifteen minutes of slence followed, then the

sound of horses approaching from the rear heralded Cdlis
and his company's approach. Calisrode at the head of the
company and when he pulled up he spoke rapidly to the

hunter. The exchange was so quick and heavily accented
that Erik couldn't follow most of it.

Butin theend Calis seemed satisfied and turned to the
others, who were il riding up behind. ThisisKirzon
and hissons. They know atrall over theridge and down
into the VedraRiver vdley. It'snarrow and difficult.’

For two hoursthey followed the huntersalong a

narrow trail, winding up into the hills. Theway was
dangerous enough that they took it at asow pace, since



any mistake could cause an injury to horse and rider.
After reaching asmall, meadow, the hunter turned to
confer with Cdis. Calis nodded, then said, 'Well camp
now and leave a firg light.'

Suddenly de Loungville and Foster were shouting
orders and Erik and Roo were snapping to without
thought. Getting the horsesin picket, unsaddlied and
placed so they could crop the long grass, proved more
time-consuming than if they had smply been staked out
inaline and had fodder carried to them.

By the time Erik and the othersin charge of the horses
were finished, the rest of the company had aready dug
most of the moat, throwing up dirt on four Sdesina
breastwork. Erik grabbed a shovel and jumped down
next to the others. Quickly the defense was made ready.
The drop gate was assembled, interlocking planks of
wood carried on abaggage animal that, when run out,
served as a broad bridge over the trench. Then Erik
climbed out as others were doing, on the short side of the
trench, walked to the gate and crossed over, and began
tamping the earth of the breastwork. Roo came over with
aset of iron-tipped wooden stakes, which he inserted at a
st distance adong the top of the breastwork. Then they
hurried to join with the rest of the men and erect their
sx-man tent, fashioned with interwoven pieces of fabric,
one section carried by each man. They placed their
bedrollsinsde and returned to the commissary ares,
where soup was being boiled.

On the march they ate dried bread and fruits, with
vegetable soups whenever possible. At first Erik and
some others grumbled over the lack of meat in the diet,
but he now found he agreed with the older soldiersthat
heavy food weighed them down in thefield. He knew
that while the thought of asteaming roast or ajoint of
mutton, or his mother's mesat pies, could make his mouth



water, he hadn't felt stronger in hislife.

Wooden bowls were handed out, and each man came
away with asteaming helping of stewed vegetables, with
just enough beef suet and flour to give it sometexture.
Sitting near the campfire, Roo said, 'lI'd love some hot
bread to soak thisup With.'

Fogter, who waswalking by, said, 'Peoplein the lower
hellswould love a cool drink of water, melad. Enjoy
what you have. Tomorrow were on trail rations.”

The men groaned. The dried fruit and hardtack was
nourishing but lmogt tastel ess, and aman could seemingly
chew for hours without making the mess any easier

to swalow. What Erik found himself missng most was
wine. Growing up in Darkmoor, he had taken winefor
granted. The quaity of the wine made in the region was
near-legendary, and this made even the cheapest 'plonk’
drunk at meals by the commoners a cut above the usua.
Until he reached Krondor, he had no ideathat wine that
was too inexpensive to justify trangport would have
earned afair return in the taverns and kitchens of the
Princés City.

He remarked on thisto Roo, who said, That might be
just theticket for an enterprising lad such as mysdlf.' He
grinned and Erik laughed.

Biggo, who was sitting on the other side of thefire,

said, 'What?'Y ou going to truck bottles of the stuff into
Krondor and lose money?

Roo narrowed his gaze. 'After my father-in-law,

Helmut Grindle, advances me enough gold to work with,
| have aplan that will put good wine on every tablein the

Western Redm.’
Erik laughed. 'Y ou haven't even met the girl! She may
be married with abrace of children by thetime you

return!’



Jerome Handy snorted. 'If you return.’
They fdl slent.

Horses are contrary creatures, thought Erik as he blinked
dust out of hiseyes. He had been given the responsibility
of herding the remounts over the mountains and hed
picked a haf-dozen of the better ridersto ride herd. One
surprise had been Nakor volunteering. Most men would
find riding behind the herd - ‘drag,’ as the position was
caled - choking on their dust, poor duty, but the
chronicaly curious|salani found the entire process
fascinating. And it turned out, to Erik'srelief, that the
man was a competent enough horseman.

Twice, horses had been content to walk down a bluff
that would have taken them to a place where they would
either have to back up - one of the least-favored choices
of most horses - or learn to fly, which Erik judged even
lesslikely. 'Whoa!" he shouted at one particularly
troublesome horse who was determined to walk off the
mountain. He shied arock at her, which bounced off her
right shoulder, turning her in the direction he wanted.
'Stupid bitch!" he shouted. Trying to turn yoursdlf into
crow bait?

Nakor rode closer to the edge than any sane man was
like to do and seemed ready to somehow will his horse
into flight so he could interpose himself between ahorse
bolting the wrong way and thin air. Whenever Erik
mentioned he might comein ahit, thelittle man just
grinned and told him everything wasfine. 'She'sin
season. Mares get very stupid when in hesat,’ he observed.

She's not overly bright even when she's not ready to
breed. At least we have no stalionsaong. That would
makelifeinteresting.’

'l had astallion once,’ said Nakor. 'A great black horse



given me by the Empress of Great Kesh.'

Erik regarded the man. 'That's ... interesting.' Like

the others who had gotten to know Nakor, he was reluctant
to cal himaliar. So much of what he said was

highly improbable, but he never said he could do anything
he couldn't back up, so the men had come to take

most of what he claimed at face vadue.

"The horse died,’ Nakor said. 'Good horse. Sorry to see
him go. Ate some bad grass, got calic.'

A shout from ahead warned Erik the herd was bunching
up, and he sent Billy Goodwin forward to help keep

the horses moving through anarrow defile that cut
acrossthe ridge of the mountains. Once through that,
they would be heading downward into the valley of the

VedraRiver.

Erik shouted for Billy to come back to the rear and

ride drag while he urged his own horse on, to the head
of the thirty horsesthat served as the company's remounts.
A baky gelding wastrying to turn around, and

Erik used hisown horse to push the recalcitrant animal
into the gap, and then the horseswere moving in
orderly fashion. Erik pulled up and waited for the rest of
the animalsto pass, then joined again with Billy and
Nakor in back.

'Downhill from here,' said Billy.

Suddenly Nakor's maretook abite at Billy's horse,

and hisanimal reared. Nakor shouted, ‘Look out!

Billy logt hisgrip On hisreinsand fell backwards, and
landed hard on the ground. Erik jumped down from his
animd and ran over while Billy's horse ran after the
herd.

Leaning over, he saw Billy staring up into the sky. His
head rested upon alarge rock while a crimson pool
spread behind him.



Nakor shouted, 'How ishe?
Erik said, 'He'sdead.'

Therewas amoment of slence, then Nakor said, 'I'll
follow the horses. Y ou bring him adong to where we can
bury him.'

Erik stood up, started to reach down to grab Billy, and
suddenly remembered having to pick up Tyndal's body.
‘oh, damn," he said as tears came unbidden to his eyes.
Hefound himsdf trembling as he redized that of those
who had been sentenced to hang that day, Billy wasthe
first to die. 'Oh, damn," he repeated, as he stood clenching
and unclenching hisfists. 'Why? he asked the fates.

One moment Billy had been Sitting astride his horse;

the next he was dead. And nothing more important than
astupid, poorly trained gelding shying from abite by a
marein heat had caused it.

Erik didn't know why he suddenly felt so sad a Billy's
death. He felt his body tremble, and redlized he was
afraid. Sucking down alungful of air, he closed hiseyes
and bent and picked up Billy. The body was surprisngly
light. He turned and moved to his own horse, who
started to shy as he approached. 'Whoa!' he commanded,
amogt yelling, and the horse obeyed.

Helifted Billy acrossthe horse's neck and the front of
the saddle, then swung up behind. Siding into the
saddle, helifted Billy enough so that he could rest him as
much as possible across his upper thighs, so the horse
could manage the weight. Sowly he moved after the
digtant herd.

'Damn," he whispered again as he willed hisfear and
anger back deep insde himsdlf.

A man named Notonibi, with aheavy Keshian accent,
was moved into their tent, taking Billy's place. Thefive



remaining members of Erik's company were cordid, but
digant. While he was an outsder, histraining made him
mesh quickly, knowing exactly which dutiesto perform
without being told.

Two days after crossing theridge of the mountains,
Kirzon and his sons pointed the way down and returned
to their hunting. Cdis paid them off in gold and bade
them farewel.

Erik returned to the routine of travel, though the

difficult descent into the hillswest of the mountains gave
littletime for reflection. He buried al hismemoriesof his
fedings at Billy's death and continued as before.

Five days after crossing the mountains, they encountered
adifficult rise. Erik went ahead with Cdlisto scout

out aclear trail before alowing thefull company to
proceed. Turning around nearly seventy-five riders and
another thirty remounts was tricky business under the

best of conditions. In tight quarters, it was nearly impossible.

Reaching acrest, they reined in and Erik exclaimed,
-the gods weep,’

In the distance, to the north, the great tower of smoke
that had been turning the sun red could now be seen.
'How far isthat? asked Erik.

'Still more than ahundred miles distant,’ answered
Cdis. They must be burning every villageand farm
within aweek'sride of Khaipur. Thewind's blowing it
east, else we'd be tasting that soot aswell as seeing it
Erik'seyes stung dightly. 'I'm feding it now.’
Cdisamiled his strange haf-smile. ‘It would beworse
if youwere closer.’

Riding back, they found an eader trail than thefirgt,
and as they moved toward the company, Erik said, 'Captain,
what are our chances of getting home?

Cdislaughed, and Erik turned to regard him. 'Y ou're



the firgt with the grit to come out and ask; | waswondering
who it would be!’
Erik said nothing.

Cdlissaid, 'l think our chances of getting home are as

good as we can make them. Only the gods know just how
mad thisplanis!

'Why couldn't you snesk one man in, have him look
around, then sneak him out?

'‘Good question,’ said Calis. 'Wetried. Several times!'
He glanced around as herode, asif scouting was a habit.
‘Thisland isaland of few standing armies, as we know
them in the Kingdom and Kesh. Hereyou're either a
swordsman for your family or clan, or you'rein the
palace guard of some city ruler, or you're a hired sword.
Mercenary armies aretherule.’

'l would think that with hired swords on both sides; it
would be easy enough to dip aman acrossthelines.’
Calissexpression showed it was afair observation.
'Onewould think that. But asingle man attracts notice,
especidly onewho isignorant of basic cusomsand
attitudes. But acompany of freebooters from adistant
land? That's not unusua in these parts. And reputation
counts for much. So, | am Cdlis, and we're the Crimson
Eagles, and no onelookstwice a an €f living among
humans here. A "long-lived" leading such acompany is
rare but not unheard of. Y ou would be found out by
magic or treachery were you to come here done, Erik.
But as amember of my company, no onewill pay you
the least heed.' He said nothing for awhile, looking down
ontherolling hillsthat led down to theriver. After a
whilehesad, -Thisisabeautiful land, in't it?

Erik said, 'Yes, it seems s0.'

Cdiswasdlent for amoment, then said, Twenty four
yearsago | cameto this country for thefirst time,



Erik. I've been back twice since then, once with my own
amy. I'veleft graves behind me in numbersyou can't
imagine'

'l overheard de Loungville and Nakor, back on Sorcerer's
Ide," admitted Erik as he reined his horse around for
better footing on thetrail. It sounded terrible.’

It was. Many of the Kingdom's best soldiersdied on
that march. Hand-picked men. Foster, de Loungville, and
afew others were able to escape with me, and only
because we took a chance and went where the enemy
didn't expect usto go.' Caiswas again slent amoment.
‘That'swhy | agreed with Bobby's plan, and convinced
Aruthathat only men desperate to stay dive would

sarve. Soldiersare all too willing to diefor the colors, and
we need men who would do everything in their power to
dtay dive, short of betraying us.

Erik nodded. 'And soldiers don't make convincing
mercenaries.’

"That, too. Y ou're going to meet some men who will
change your thinking about what humanity is capable of,
and you won't be better for knowing them.' He looked at
Erik asif studying him. "Y ou're part of an odd lot. We
searched for those things in each man that would give us
al the chance of blending in - an ability to be violent, no
pretension of idedls, just men who are asrough asthose
we must go among - but we also needed men who were
more than the common scum thetides of battle usudly
wash ashore. We needed men who, when it cametime,
would answer the cdl rather than run.' He smiled and it
was asmile of genuine amusement. 'Or at |least they
would run in the proper direction, and keep their wits
about them." Asif athought struck him for thefirst time,
he said, 'l think | had better keep you and your company
close by. Most of the men we've selected are cutthroats
who would happily kill their granniesto earn agold



piece, but your little band numbers some of our oddest
characters. If your friend Biggo starts talking about the
Death Goddess - who isafigure of terror in thisland,

named Khdi-shi, and who is only worshiped in secret or
if Sho P starts discussing philosophy with some of the
blood drinkers we're going to hook up with, well have
hdll to pay. I'll tell de Loungville when we camp tonight
that your six isto be billeted closest to my tent.’

Erik fdl slent. Hewas surprised that Calis knew
enough about them asindividuasto know about Biggo's
theories on the Death Goddess or Sho Pi's odd views of
things. And he didn't know if being closeto the Captain,
de Loungville, and Foster was acomfort or nuisance.

Daysof cautioustrave at last brought them to rolling
lowlands. Then on thefifth day after leaving the mountains,
they gpproached avillage, one that sat athwart the

major north-south road between Lanada and Khaipur.
They found the houses abandoned, for the presence of a
company of armed men usudly meant araid in thisland.
Cdiswaited an hour in the small town sguare, hismen
tending their horses with water from the well, but
otherwise leaving everything untouched.

A young man in his early twenties appeared from

hiding in astand of trees close by. 'What company? he
caled out, ready to duck back into the sheltering copse at
thefirst sgn of trouble.

'Cdiss Crimson Eagles. What villageisthis?

"Weanat.'

'Whom do you serve?

The man, eyeing Cdis suspicioudy, sad, '‘Areyou
pledged?

'We are afree company.'

That answer didn't seem to St well with the villager.



He spoke softly, conferring with someone hidden behind
him, then a last he said, 'Wetithe the Priest-King of
Lanada'

'Wherelies Lanadafrom here?

'A day's ride south along that road,’ came the answer.
Cdlisturned to de Loungville. 'Were farther south

than | wanted to be, but the army will catch up with us,
sooner or later.

'Or grind over us," answered de Loungville.

'Make camp tonight in that meadow over to the cast,’
indructed Cdlis. Turning to the dtill-half-hidden villager,

he said, 'Well need a market. | need feed, grain for bread,
chickensif you have any, fruit, vegetables, and wine.’

'We are poor. We have little to share," said the man,
backing deeper into the shadow of the trees.

Erik's squad was stationed right behind Cdlis, and

Biggo, who had listened to the exchange, whispered to
Erik, 'And I'm amonk of Dala. Thisisrich land, and those
beggars have whatever they own stashed away somewhere
in those woods!'

Luisleaned down from where he ill sat his horse, and
said, 'And we are probably being watched over a hafdozen
arrows.’

Cdiscdled out, 'WeD pay in gold.' He reached into his
tunic, pulled out asmal purse, and turned it over,
emptying adozen pieces of gold onto the ground.

Asif signaled, ascore of men appeared, dl holding
weapons. Erik studied them, making a comparison to the
townspeople he had grown up with. These were farmers,
but they aso held their weaponsin a sure-handed

fashion. These men had to fight to keep what wastheirs,
and Erik was glad that Calis was the sort of leader who
paid for what he needed rather than taking it.

The leader, an older man with alimp who carried a

large sword strapped across his back, knelt and picked up



the gold pieces. 'Y ou'll bond peace? he asked Cdlis.
'Done,’ said Cdis, throwing the reins of hishorseto
Foster. He held out hisarm and the village leader
gripped hiswrig, as Calis gripped in return. They shook
twiceand let go.

Abruptly the trees emptied of men, followed a short
time after by women and children. Before Erik's eyeshe

saw amarket take form in the small square of the village.

Roo said, 'l don't know wherethey kept dl this’

as he motioned to pots of honey, jars of wine, and
baskets of fruit that seemed to have materiaized out of
nowhere.

'Get raided often enough and | expect you learn how

to hidethingsin ahurry, fellame-lad,’ observed Biggo.
'Plenty of basementswith hidden traps, and fsewalls
inthose buildings, I'm thinking.'

Sho Pi, who motioned for the othersto follow to

where camp was being set up, said, They have thelook
of fighting men, thosefarmers.’

Erik agreed. 'l think we'rein abeautiful but very

harsh land.

They picketed their horses where instructed by Corporal
Fogter, then began the routine of making camp.

They rested while Cdiswaited. What he was waiting for
wasn't clear to Erik and the others, and Calis wasn't

taking them into his confidence. The villagerswere

guarded in degling with the mercenaries; gpproachable,

but not warm. There was no inn, but-one of the local
merchants had erected a pavilion and served average-qudity
wine and ale. Foster warned againgt any public

drunkenness, promising aflogging to any man who

couldn't pull hisweight the next morning because of a



thick head.

Each day brought more drills and new practices. For
three days they worked on holding their shields above
their heads while moving heavy objects about. Foster

and de Loungville stood on top of a hillock nearby throwing
rocksinto theair so they would fal straight down on

the drilling men, reminding them to keep their shields up.
After aweek had passed, one of the guards set at the
north end of the town cried out, 'Riders!’

Foster barked out orders for the men to get ready, and
practice swords were discarded, replaced by stedl. Those
men selected as bowmen hurried to a position overlooking
the town, under Foster's command, while de

Loungville and Cdis moved the rest of the company to
defensive positions at the north end of the village.

Calis moved to where Erik and his companions waited,
and said, 'They're coming fast.'

Erik squinted and saw a half-dozen men racing down

the road that led into the village. Asthey drew near, they
reined in, probably having seen aglint of meta or the
movement of men.

Biggo said, They're not so quick to comerushing in

now that they know we're here.’

Erik nodded. Roo said, 'Look over there.'

Erik turned to where Roo pointed, back into the village,
and was astonished to see it was once again

deserted. 'They do know how to make themselves scarce,
don't they?

The riders began to trot toward the village, and when

they were close enough to be seen clearly, Cdlis shouted,
"Prgi!’

The leader waved and spurred his horse into a canter,
while his companionsfollowed. Asthey neared, Erik saw
that the Six men were mercenaries, or at least dressed as

such, and that the man in the van was easily the ugliest



person he had ever seen. A face like seamed | eather was
dominated by an improbably large nose and a huge brow.
Hislong hair, mostly grey, wastied back. He rode poorly;
his hands were far too busy, and it wasirritating, his
horse.

Getting down, the man walked toward the defensive
position. 'Calis?

Cdiswalked forward and the two men embraced, with
heavy back-d apping on both sides. The man pushed Calis
away and said, 'Y ou don't look adamn day older; curse
you long-lived bastards - stedl all the pretty women, then
come back and steal their daughters.”

Calissad, 'l expected to seeyou a the rendezvous!

‘Thereisn't going to be one,' the man cdled Prgji said;
,a least not where you'd expect it to be. Khaipur has
fdlen

'So | heard.'

"That'swhy you're here and not marching up the

banks of the Serpent River,' said Praji.

Foster motioned for Erik and five other men to take

the horses. Asthey gathered the animals, they studied
the other five riders. Hard men dl, they had a beaten,
tired look. Prgi said, "We got our tails singed, for sure. |
barely got out with a score of our men; we got as closeto
the siege aswe could, but the greenskins had outriders
and they came down on us hard. | didn't even havetime
to claim we were looking for work. No truces. You're
either with them or you're attacked.' He hiked athumb
at hiscompanions. 'After we got loose, we split up. Half
the lads went with VVgato the Jeshandi. Figured you'd be
coming up that way, but in case you put in a& Mahartal
was heading that way. Figured you'd send word through
our agentswhere you wereif | waswrong. Give me
something to drink; my throat's coated with haf the dirt



between here and Khaipur.'

Cadlissad, 'Let'sget adrink and you can tell me more!
He took the man over to the pavilion, and asthey
moved, villagers began to gppear asif fromtheair. Erik
and the other men detailed to the horses took the riders
over to the remounts, and Erik inspected them dl. They
had been ridden hard; they were heavily lathered and
breathing deep. He unsaddied the horse he led, and

the other men to start walking the animals. They needed
an hour's cooling at least, he judged, before they could be
alowed to est or drink, lest they become colicky.

After the horses were cooled, Erik staked them out and
rubbed them down, checking to make sure none was
injured or coming up lame. When he was satified the
horseswere dl right, he returned to his own tent.

With the arrivad of theriders, order in camp waslax,

and hefound hisfive burikmateslying on their bedralls.
Heknew that it could be seconds before the order to fall
to wasissued, 0 he luxuriated in the first moment he felt
the bedroll under him.

Natombi said, 'L egionaries always grab whatever rest
they can, minute to minute.’

'Who? asked Luis.

'Y ou cal them Dog Soldiers,’ said the Keshian.

'In ancient times they were kept away from the cities,
penned up like dogs, to be unleashed upon the Empire's
enemies.’ Like Jadow, Natombi shaved hishead, and his
dark skin made the whites of hiseyesand histeeth
appear in stark contrast when he spoke. The nearly black
inses made Erik think of deep secrets.

'Y ou're adog, then, you're saying? asked Biggo with
mock innocence.

The others laughed. Natombi snorted. 'No,

stupid-head, | wasa L egionary.' He sat up on his bedroll,



his head amost touching the canvas above. He placed his
fist on hischest. 'l served with the Ninth Legion, onthe
Overn Deep.'

'I've heard of those,' said L uis, making adisplay of not
being impressed by shaking his open hand back and
forth.

Sho P rolled over and raised up on hiselbows. 'In my
country, Kesh isthe heartland of the Empire. Isdani is
my nation, but we are ruled by Kesh. Those he speaks of
told are the heart of thearmy. How did one from the Legion
come so far?

Natombi shrugged. '‘Bad company.'

Biggo laughed. -thisisn't an improvement, I'll

wager.'

'l was serving with apatrol that wasto escort aman,
avery important man of the Trueblood. Wetraveled to
Durbin, and there| fell into disgrace.’

"Women, gambling, or what? asked Biggo, how
genuindy interested. Natombi was something of amystery
to the others, even though they had shared the

sametent with him for more than aweek since Billy's
desth.

' let the man die at the hands of an assassin. | was
disgraced and fled.'

'Y ou let him die? asked Roo. 'Were you in charge?

'l wasacaptain of the Legion.'

'And | was Queen of the Midsummer Festiva,' said
Biggo with alaugh.

It'strue. But now | anasyou, acrimind living on

time given to me by another. My lifeisover, and now |
live another man'slife’

"That doesn't make us particularly unique, observed
Biggo.

Roo sad, 'What wasit likein the Legion?

Natombi laughed. 'Y ou know. You livelikea L egionary.'



'What do you mean? Roo looked confused.
‘ThisisaLegion camp, said Natombi.

'It'strue," agreed Sho Fi. Theformations, the

way we march, the practices, thisisal of the Legion.’
Natombi said, 'Thisman Cdis, our Captain, heisa
very smart man, | am thinking.' He tapped his head to
make the point. -This Captain, hetrains usto survive,
for, man to man, thereisno army on thisworld that can
face the Legion of the Overn and survive. No army here
has faced the Legions of Kesh, and when you fight

someone, it's good to fight them with tacticsthey've
never encountered before. Makes even better the chance
tosurvive'

Luiswas deaning hisfingernallswith his dagger. Hipping
it up, he balanced it on the tip, resting lightly upon
onefinger point, then helet it dip, caught it by the

handle, and dammed it point first into the dirt. Watching
it vibrate from theimpact, he said, 'And that'swhat it's

al about, isntit, my friends? Survivd.'

HFTEEN

Village

Thelookout shouted.

'Riders’

Erik and the others moved away from their various

tasks and put on their wegpons. Since arriving the week

before, Praji had warned Caliss men that companies

fleeing thefal of Khaipur would be heading south. Twice
aready bands of fighters had passed, avoiding the village

after having seen thefortifications Calis had ordered constructed



after conferring with thevillagers.

Erik was uncertain if the Captain intended to truly

defend thisvillage or smply wanted to drill themenin
another aspect of warcraft. Where just another village
had stood, now a respectable fortification sat athwart the
road. A full-scale moat had been dug around the village,
with the earth from it serving as the foundation of the
palisades. Two gates bound with iron had been hung, one
at the north end and one at the south of the village, each
securedly attached to gateposts carved from the trunks of
oaksfrom acrosstheriver. Erik had overseen theforging
of the hinges, pins, and bands.

The village smithy had been abandoned years before
when the last smith died, but the old forge still stood.
Lacking afull sat of smith'stools, Erik had made do with
those carried in the baggage train so he could shoe the
horses. Given enough time, he could use those toolsto
make other tools, and eventudly restore the smithy completely.
Each time Erik looked at the gates hefelt a sense

of pride. It would take a serious siege engine to knock
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them down. Glancing around, he thought he'd rather
attempt to breech the log wall, perhaps burning it, than
to send acompany againg ether gate, while being fired
upon by the men on thewall.

Helooked over his shoulder as he put on hisarmor,

and saw Fogter and de Loungyville, following hard on the
hedsof Cdlis, asthey came down from the tower that
was being erected in the center of the village. Thistower,
built atop a huge mound of earth, when finished would
give them an unobstructed view for miles, and prevent

any company of sgnificant Sze from gpproaching unnoticed.



Erik and Roo hurried to their appointed places, each
slently checking to seethat al wegpons and supplies
were where they needed to be. Roo carried a half dozen
of the heavy iron spears, and Erik found himsdf amazed
at thewiry strength hisfriend had devel oped since they
hed run from Ravensburg.

Hefdt astab of unexpected pain at aflegting memory

of hismother and Rosayn, then let the thought go asthe
riders came clearly into view.

It was acompany of at least thirty men, al seasoned
warriors by their look. At the head of the company rode a
heavyset man of middle years, hisgrey beard hanging
down to his sscomach. He signaled for apair of hismento
circle out and around the fortress, and dowed as he
approached. As soon as he came within hailing distance,
he shouted, 'Hello, thefort!'

From thewall, Cdlis shouted back, "Who rides?
‘Bilbari's Regulars, fresh from the fal of Khaipur,'and,
glancing around, he added, 'or what's|eft of us!'

The outriders returned and Erik assumed they were
informing their leader that it was aclosed fortress, not a
smple barricade. Cdis caled back, "'WWho commands? |
know Bilbari, and you're not he.'

The leader again looked around. 'l guess| do. Bilbari
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died at thewall'- he spit and made asign ~'and we took
the day's grace &fter thefall. My nameisZila'

Prgji cameto stand next to Calis, and Erik could hear
him say, 'l know them. A good enough band for
butchery, though I'd not want any of them sharing my
bunk. They'll honor the peace of the camp, more or less!’
'l can give you the peace of the camp,’ said Cdlis.

'How long?



"Two days,' answered Cdlis.
'Fair enough.’ Then Zilalaughed. '‘More than fair. Who

commands here?

'l do. Cdlis!

'Cdliss Crimson Eagles? asked Zilaas he dismounted.
‘The same!’

'l 'heard you died at Hamsa," he said as Calis motioned
for the gates to be opened.

As Erik and the others waited, Foster came by and said,
‘Stand down, but be dert. These wouldn't be thefirst to
promise the peace of the camp but change their minds
onceingde!’

All thought of such betraya vanished when the company
entered the village. They were beaten men. Erik

noticed that severa horseswereinjured and al were
footsore. Even two days of rest would not be enough to
bring some of those mounts to soundness.

Erik heard Zilasnort, clear histhroat, and spit. '‘Damn
dust,’ he said. 'The smoke was worse. Firesfrom one
horizon to the other." He glanced at the men of Caliss
company. Y ou did well to avoid that one." Mationing to
his horse, he asked, 'Got a smith in your company?
.Cdismotioned for Erik, who handed his sword and
shield to Roo. 'Put these away for me, would you?
Roo's answer was rude, but he took the armor and
headed off toward their tent. Erik came up to Zila, who
said, 'Threw a shoe somewhere aong the way. She's not

lame, but she'sgoing to be.’
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Erik only needed aglanceto tell Zilawasright. He

picked up the horse'sleg and saw that the frog of the

hoof was bloody. 'I'll clean thisand dressit. With anew
shoe, packed and padded, she should be dl right if you
don't push her too hard.’

'Hal' said Zila. To Cdishe said, ‘Theresan army of

thirty thousand or more coming thisway. They just

kicked hell out of us. Unless someone organizes arendezvous
north of here soon, we're but the first of maybe a

hundred or more companies that are going to come

riding thisway, and most of those lads are damn
out-of-sorts over having been butchered by the lizards
Cdissad, 'Lizards?

Zilanodded. 'For adrink, I'll tell you about it."
Cdisingtructed Erik to care for the newcomers horses,
and Erik sgnaed the nearest men to take charge of the
others as he took Zilals mount in tow. The anima was
limping, and by the time they reached the pen for remounts,
Erik was certain she would have been usdlessin

another day, two at the most.

The newcomers were split equally between those who
were content to let Caliss men treet their animas and
those who inssted on following dong to ensure their
animaswerewell cared for; Erik was completely unsurprised
to see that those who came aong had the best

mounts. Despite the hardships, those horses were the
fittest and should recover after resting up. The otherswere
apoor lot at best, and Erik suspected that others besides
Zilaswould soon be unableto carry their riders.

Erik had each horse inspected and made amental list

of which animaswould be worth caring for and which
would be best killed today. After conferring with a couple
of the more experienced horsemen in Calissforces, he

found no argumen.



As he moved away, one of the newcomers approached.

Y ou. What's your name?
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'Erik." He paused and waited to see what the newcomer
had to say.

Lowering hisvoice, theman sad, 'MineisRian. You
know your way around horses.' He was alarge man with
aflat face, reddish from the sun and covered in road dust.
His eyeswere dark, but his hair was reddish brown, his

beard grey-shot. He carried himsdlf easily, one hand absently
resting on along-sword.

Erik nodded, but said nothing.

'| could use another horse. Minewill come sound if |
don't ride her for another week. Do you think your
Captain would sdll me one?

1"l ask him," Erik said, and started to move off.

Rian restrained him with agentle touch to thearm.
"Zilas agood enough fighter in abrawl," he whispered,
'but he's no proper Captain. We were heading down to
Mahartato seek service with the Rg. It should take the
better part of the next year for that lot up north to get
past Lanada.'

He glanced around to seeif anyone e se wasligtening.

'Y our Captain seemsto know hisway around afortification,
and you seem more like garrison soldiers than hired
swords.'

Every man in Caliss company had been warned

againg spies, so Erik responded without having to think.
'l just follow orders. Captain Calis has kept every man
here dive at least once, so | don't question him.’

'Y ou think he's got room for another sword?

'I'll ask. But | thought you were heading for Maharta?



'After the beating we took at Khaipur, you'd think a
year or two of resting up and waiting might be nice, but
truth to tell ' theré's no booty and | get bored easly.'

I'll tell him that, too," Erik said, leaving the man with

the horses.

He moved through the village, and severd of the vilagers
nodded greeting. Caliss men weren't treated with
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open fear anymore, but the villagers were equally split
between those happy to have their swords around for
protection aswell astheir gold and those who feared that
the fortification would attract unwanted attention. The
village was routindly raided over the years, and the vilagers
had atime-tested method of fleeing into the nearby

hills. Few died if there was any advance warning. But this
fortress on the road: that was both a protection and a
trap.

Someone caled Erik's name, and he glanced over to

see Embrisa, agirl of fourteen who had taken aliking to
him. She was pretty in alarge-boned way, with pale blue
eyes her mogt gtriking feature, but Erik knew that she
would be old before she was thirty, probably with three
or four children and a husband who worked her from
dawn to dusk. A town-bred boy, Erik had little sense of
what redl poverty and hard work were until he had come
tothisvillage.

He spoke aquick greeting, then excused himself ashe
went to the pavilion that served asan inn. Rough

wooden benches and tables.had been fashioned by an
enterprising farmer named Shabo who had used the
profitsfrom serving Caliss men poor wineand deto
build awooden trews dongside his rude hut. Erik considered
that if they stayed long enough, Shabo would be a



-Proper innkeeper, as he kept using his profitsto improve
hislittle enterprise. Hislatest innovation had been to
knock out a second door to the hut so he could serve
acrossanewly built bar that ran the length of the building.
Erik congdered the hut might get very cold during

winter, though he had no ideahow cold it got in these
parts.

Cdisand Zilaand some others sat at one table, while
other men in Zila's company drank heavily and did
indeed look like beaten men. Prgi had joined Cah~ and
was nodding as Zilasaid, 'I've seen thirty years of
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fighting, man and boy, but nothing likethis. Hedrained

his tankard and wiped his mouth with the back of his

hand.

Calisraised an eyebrow at Erik, who sad, 'Haf the
mounts ether need amonth of grazing and no work or
need to be put down. Therest could be ready to be ridden
if they lay up aweek.'

Cdisnodded. Zilasaid, 'We don't have much - being

on thelosing side payslittle - but well buy some mounts
fromyouif youll sdl them.’

'What are you planning to do? asked Cdlis.

'We're heading for Maharta. The Rg issending his

Roya Immortasto help the Priest-King of Lanada defend
agang the greenskins and their army. That means his

war elephants and those drug-crazed maniacs of the
Priest-King are on the same side for a change.’

Prgi said, Things must be grim to make those two old
enemies take the same cause!’

Zilawaved for another tankard, and Shabo hurried

over to replace the empty one. 'Yes, but it a'so meansthe



R4 will need more fightersto keep peace around his city,
.50 there will bework for us. | could use acouple of years

of keeping farmersin line after what we just went

through.' He looked at Prgji and Cdlis. "Y ou say you were
a Hamsa?

,Y es," they both answered.

It wasten times as bad at Khaipur. Before thiswar

began, we were like you, acompany of mercenarieswho
plied our trade between Khaipur and the Meeting Place Erik
knew he spoke of the annual meseting of the Jeshandi
horsemen and other tribes who came to the boundary of

the steppes to trade with the nomads of the eastern grasslands -'
or we worked along the central Vedra. Once we

even took a caravan across the Plain of Djamsto Palamds
on the Satpura River.' He shook his head. 'But thiswar,
thiswaslike nothing I've seen. We signed on after the fall
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of Kilbar. I've heard enough from those who survived to
know it was bad, but nothing prepared us for what
happened at Khaipur.' He stopped asif collecting his
thoughts. 'Bilbari sgned uson to ride picket and run
messages. The Rg of Khaipur had one of those pretty
little armies that look so nice on parade, but he knew he
needed veterans to dow down the invaderswhile he
hired some mother-kfllersto train hisarmy and make
redl fightersout of them. My comradesand | aren't
Jeshandi, but we ride and fight well enough for the job.
'A month after we signed on, we got our first glimpse

of theinvaders. A company much like yours, about sixty
seasoned fighters, rode skirmish against our forward



position, then retrested without doing or taking much
harm. We reported the contact and settled in to wait for
the next assaullt.

"We woke up one day and the sky was brown with dust
to the northwest. A week later, ten thousand men and
horsesrodeinto view.'

Zilalaughed abitter laugh. 'Old Bilbari messed his
pants but good, and I'll tell you he wasn't the only one
with brown breeches that day. There were maybe two
hundred of usin afortification not as stout asthisone,
and it took usall of aminute to decideto get the hell
out.

'By the time we reached the city walls, every company
to the north and west of the city was aso heading in.
There was no fighting except at the city wal. Then from
that day forward, they just came at us.'

He glanced a the faces in the pavilion, as now every
eye was upon him and every man listened closdly. 'Some
of the boys gave as good asthey got, and by thethird
month of sege, those pretty home-guard soldiers of the
R4 had turned into as tough abunch as I've seen. And
they fought for their homes, so they were more motivated

than we were.'
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Hefél slent. Cdissaid nothing for along while, until
finally he asked, "When did they call for surrender?
Zilalooked uncomfortable. That was what caused
everything to fal apart.’

Erik knew from what he had heard around camp that

the behavior of mercenaries was gtrictly governed by



convention and tradition. Zilals manner suggested something
out of the ordinary had occurred.

At last Calisasked, 'What?

‘They didn't call for surrender. They just cameto the

limit of our arrows and started digging, setting up their

sege trenches and readying their engines. For aweek

there was no red fighting, just afew shots from the wdls

to keep them dert. The Rg was a brave enough man for
someone who had never held more than a ceremonia
sword in hislife, and he stood at the head of hisarmy . . '
Zilaclosed hiseyes. He covered them with hishand, and
for amoment Erik thought he might be weeping. When

he removed hishand, Erik didn't seetears, but he did see
bottled-up rage.

‘Thesilly bastard stood there, wearing a gods-thrice-damned
golden crown, holding a peacock fan of office,

while those lizards rode around below hiswalls. He commanded
themto leave!

Cdissad, 'What else?

'He couldn't understand that thiswas no war out on the
plain over control of trading routes or to settle some matter
of honor with the Rg of Maharta or the Priest-King of
Lanada. He didn't understand even when they swarmed
into his palace and started cutting up hiswivesand
childreninfront of hiseyes. . .' Zilaclosed hiseyes, and
then whispered, 'l don't think he understood when they
hoisted him up and impaled him before his own paace.’
‘Impaed him? blurted Erik.

Cdlislooked at him for amoment, then said, "What
arentyou teling?
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'Ah, it'sanasty business' said Zila. 'And | speakill of

the dead to repest it. And of mysdf, truth to tell.

"Y ou're protected by the peace of the camp,’ ren-dnded
Prgji, hisugly face turned even less gppedling by dark
suspicion. 'Did you turn coat?

Zilanodded. 'My captain, and the others... He

seemed logt in the tale and said, 'Y ou know there are
waysin and out of acity under sSege, for acrafty man
with enough money. Thelizards didn't ask for our
surrender. They just came a us again and again. Themen
fighting with them were worse than any 1've met, and

I've met some black-hearted murderersin my time. But
thelizards. . .' Hetook along drink. 'They stand nine,

ten feet tall, and they're as broad as two men acrossthe
shoulders. One blow with their sword can numb a strong
man's arm to the shoulder or split ashield. And they

have no fear. They didn't attack until the wall was
breached. He shook his head. 'Until we quit thewall and
gaveit to them.

"They sent an agent who found my captain and some
others and told us there would be no formd offer of truce
and that after the battle, those in the city would be put to
the sword. They said those of us who abandoned the
walls and stood aside would be freeto join in thelooting.'
Praji looked ready to attack the man, as he dowly rose.
He gtared a Zilafor along, dark moment, then spit on
the ground and left. Calis seemed more interested in facts
than in condemning the man. 'What else?

"The captains brought the offer to us. We knew we

were beaten. Every day more men and supplieswould
come downriver to bolster them, while we grew wesker.
Someone had st fire to agrain warehouse- Erik winced
in anticipation; he knew that grain dust inthe air could
explodeif touched by spark or match; that was why

no



firewas permitted near the mill or the grain silos near

Ravensburg - 'and the explosion took out half the
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suppliesof grain aswell asablock of dwellings. Someone
€l se poisoned agood amount of the wine being harbored
near the palace, and &t least ascore of men died screaming
asthey held their bellies." He closed his eyes, and this
timeatear did fdl, one of rage and frustration aswell as
regret. 'And their danm spellcasters. The Rgj had hired

his own, and some were good. A few priests were there,

too, hedling the wounded and sick. But thelizard
magicians were stronger. Strange noises would come
during battle, and a man would fed terror no matter how
well the fight went. Rats came boiling out of the sewers
in broad daylight to bite your ankles and climb up your
legs. There were clouds of gnats and flies so thick you
inhaed them. or swalowed them if you opened your
mouth.

'Fresh bread turned moldy moments after being taken
from the oven, and milk soured in the bucket below the
cow. And every day thelizards dug their trenches and
turned their siege engines and kept hammering at us!
Zilalooked around at the faces. 'l don't know if you'd
have done different in my place, but | doubt it." Histone
was defiant. 'My Captain came to us and told us what
was going to happen, and we knew hewouldn't lieto us.
We knew he was no coward.'He said to Cdlis, accusingly,
'Y ou said you knew him?

Calis nodded. 'He was no coward.'

It wasthe lizards that broke the compact. They
changed the rules of war. They gave usno choice!

'How did you escape? asked avoice from behind, and



Erik turned to see de Loungville, who had come up
sometime during the narrative.

‘Something the lizard's agent said bothered my Captain.

| don't know exactly what, but | do know that when
they impaled the Rg in front of his own people, they told
everyone il divethat they could either Sit astake next

to thair former ruler or serve.’
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"Y ou weren't given the day's grace to quit the field? said
Fogter, from behind de Loungville, and Erik stepped aside
so they could see Zila better.

'We weren't given enough time, to pick up our own kits!
But Bilbari knew they were up to something and had us
gather by the smdllest gate to the south. We fought our
way out, and they were too busy to send anyone after us.
That's where our Captain died, leading us out of the city
we had betrayed.’

Cdissad, 'lt was your Captain's choice.’

Zilasaid, 'I'd bealiar if | told you. Wereregulars, and
until then every man had a contract with Bilbari. We
voted on it likeregularsdo.’

'How did you vote? demanded de Loungville.

'Doesit matter?

'Y ou're damn right it matters,” he answered, hisface set
inan angry mask. "Turning coat isthe lowest thing aman
cando.’

Zilasad, 'Every man voted to leave.'

Cdissad, Y ou have the peace of the camp until sunrise
the day after tomorrow. Seethat you're gone by then.’
Herose, and as heleft the pavilion, Erik hurried after
him. 'Captain!'



Cdlishalted, and Erik was shocked at the anger he read
inthe half-ef'sface. What?

‘Some of their horses need to lie up. If they don't, give
them another couple of days and they're usaless.’

"That's Zilaand his companions problem.’

'Captain, | don't give anail'shead for Zilaand hismen.
I'm thinking of the horses!’

Cdlislooked at Erik, then said, 'Tend the horses as best
you can, but do nothing specid for them. Hay and water,
that'sdl well give them. What they buy from the villagers
istheir own business.’

‘There'saman named Rian who wantsto know if well
take him. Says he doesn't want to lie around Maharta'
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Cdiswasslent for amoment. Findly he said, 'If one of
those turncoatsisin sight when the sun reachesthe

sky the day after tomorrow, he will bekilled.'

Erik nodded and returned to the remounts. There he
found Rian and said, 'My Captain says we have no

room.,

The man's expression shifted, and for an instant Erik
thought held apped, but at last he said, 'Very well. Will
you sl horses?

Erik sad, 'l don't think it would earn me my

Captain's thanksto keep you here. Lowering hisvoice,

he said, 'Keep what little gold you have. Take that
buckskin gelding over there." He motioned toward the
horse. 'He's just come sound from a stocked-up leg -~ he
got it kicking out for no damn reason at dl - and he's

got rocksfor brains. But he'sfit enough to get you out



of hereintwo days.

The man named Rian said, 'l don't think I'll walit that
long. My Captain's dead, and so are Bilbari's Regulars
with him. I'm heading south to find abillet before word
gets down there. Once a man's |abeled turncoat, no one
will ever trugt him.'

Erik nodded. 'Zila said you had no choice.'

Rian gpat. 'A man aways has achoice. Sometimesit's
to diewith honor or live without, but therésdwaysa
choice. That pretty Rg was aman. He might never have
fought aday in hislife, but when it cametimeto
surrender he spit over thewall. He cried like ababy
when they hoisted him up onto the stake, and he
howled like a broken-backed dog when hefdt it coming
up hisgut. But even while he hung there with hisown
shit and blood running down the pole, he never asked
for mercy, and if Khdi-shi' - he used theloca namefor
the Goddess of Degath, who judges the lives of men ~
'has any goodnessin her, shelll give him another chance
on the Whed.'
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Erik said, 'Zilasaid you were never offered the chance
of surrender.’

"Zildsalying sack of pig guts. He was our corpord,
and with the Captain and sergeant dead he thinks he's
our Captain. No one'skilled him yet because were dl
too damn tired.’

'‘Come with me," said Erik.

Heled Rian to the hut Cdlis used as his officeand
quarters and asked to see the Captain. When Calis appeared,
he looked at Rian, then at Erik. 'What?

'l think you should hear thisman out,’ said Erik.
Turning to Rian, he said, 'What about the offer to



surrender?

Rian shrugged. 'The Ry told the lizards he would

bum in hell before he'd open the gates of hiscity to
them. But he offered any captain who wanted to quit

the city the chance to leave - without pay, of course!’
Rian sghed. 'If you knew Bilbari, you'd know he was
one greedy son of amule. He took abonus for staying,
then made a ded with the lizards to betray the city and
joininthelooting.' He shook his head. 'But that wasthe
joke. It wasthe worst betrayal of dl: as soon asthefires
started and the looting began, they hunted down the
mercenary companies one at atime. Those that stood
died, and those that surrendered were given the choice
of swearing service or taking the stake. No day's grace,
no laying down of weapons and waking away, nothing.
Serveor die. A few of us managed to get free!

Calis shook his head. 'How could you betray your
vow?

'l never did," said Rian, with what wasthe closest to a
show of emotion Erik had seen so far. He stared Calisin
the eyes and repesated, 'l never did. We were aregular
company, soldiersfor life, sworn in oath as brothers. We
voted, and those who voted to stay and fight were on
the losing sde. But we swore an oath to each other long
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before we took the Rgj's gold, and damn meif I'd leave a
brother for being wrong-headed.’

"Then why did you seek service with us?

‘Because Bilbari's dead and our brotherhood

broken.' He looked genuindy sad. 'If you knew Bilbari,
you aso knew he had his own way of taking care of his
men. Some of uswere with him ten, fifteen years, Captain.

He was nobody's father, but he was everyone's



ddest brother. And held kill the first man who harmed

one of hisown. I've been sdlling my sword since | was

fifteen years old, and it'sthe only family I've known. But
itsadead family now. After Khaipur, no man will have
usto service, and that means being abandit or starving.'
'What will you do? said Cdlis.

'I'd like to head out tonight and get amarch on this
news heading south. Maybe catch aboat out of Maharta
if I can't find abillet there, head up coast to the City of
the Serpent River or down to Chatisthan, someplace
nobody knows me. I'll find another company wholl hire
me, or amerchant needing a bodyguard.' He looked to
the north for amoment with athoughtful expresson.

‘But with what's up there, | don't know that any of us
can find apeaceful life anywhere. I've never seen war
like this before. Y ou saw the smoke, Captain?
Calisnodded.

"They fired the city when they were through. | don't
mean afire here or there, but the entire city. We saw
from aridge to the south before we ran for our lives, but
we saw.' Hisvoice lowered asif hewas afraid someone
might overhear. 'From one end to the other thefire
burned, and the smoke rose so high it flattened and
spread through the clouds like a big tent. Soot rained
from the sky for days. Twenty, thirty thousand soldiers
standing shoulder to shoulder before the gates, shouting
and laughing, chanting and singing asthey killed those
who wouldn't servetheir cause. And | saw her.'
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'Who? said Cdiswith sudden interest.



"The Emerdd Queen, some cdl her. In the distance.
Couldn't see her face, but | saw acompany of lizardson
those damn big horses of theirs, and a big wagon,
bigger'n anything I've ever seen before, and on the
wagon was this big golden throne, and this woman sat
there, inalong robe. Y ou could see the green flicker of
the emerdds at her throat and wrists, and she had a
crown with emerads. And thelizards dl went wild,
hissing and chanting, and even some of the men, those
who'd been with them long enough, they al bowed
when she came by’

'Y ou've been helpful,’ said Calis. 'Take afresh horse
and whatever food you need and dip out at the guard
change a sundown.' Rian saluted and | ft.

Erik turned to leave and Calis said, 'Kegp what you
heard to yourself.'

Erik nodded. Then he said, ‘Captain, the horses?
Calisshook hishead. 'Very well. Do what you can, but
nothing that diminishes our ability to care for our own

animals. No medicines you can't replace ... easly replace.’

Erik was about to say thank you, but Calisturned and
reentered the hut, leaving him aone. After amoment he
headed back to the horses, there was a great deal of work
to do, and some of Zila's companionswould be leaving

on foot in two daysif he didn't work miracles.

'Erik!’

Erik looked up to see Embrisa standing nearby, just
outside the corral where he was examining ahorse'sleg,
and hesaid, 'Hdlo.'

Shyly she said, 'Can you have supper tonight?

Erik smiled. The girl had asked him twice before, so he
could meet her father and mother - though he dready
had in the market and knew them by sight, she wanted a
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formal meeting. It was becoming clear she had decided
that Erik should court her, and he was both flattered and
disturbed by the attention.

She would be of marrying age in another two yearsin

Ravensburg, but that was Ravensburg. The people here
were much poorer, and children meant hands that could
work at three years of age, out in thefield gleaning grain
that fell from the stalks as the crops were harvested,
helping with the heavy work by six or seven years. A boy
wasaman a twelve, and afather at fifteen.

He crossed to therails, and climbed over, stepping

down next to her. '‘Come here,' he said quietly. She
stepped closer and he looked down and put his hand on
her shoulder. He kept hisvoicelow ashe said, 'l likeyou
very much. You'reasniceagirl asl've met, but I'm going
to beleaving soon.’

"Y ou could stay,’ she said in ~rush. "You'reonly a
mercenary, and you can leave the company. A smith
would be aman of importance here, and you'd quickly
become aleader.’

Erik was suddenly aware that besides being pretty, she
was aso acunning girl who had sized up the most likely
man in the company to becomerich - at least by village
standards - should he remain and ply atrade.

'lsn't there aboy here -'he began.

'No,' shesad, half in anger, half in embarrassment.

'Most of them are dready married or too young. The girls



outnumber them because of thewars.’

Erik nodded. His own company, though composed of
condemned men, numbered more than one former
farmer's son who had left hometo seek hisfortuneasa
soldier or bandit.

Suddenly Roo was standing beside them, and Erik

knew he had overheard the entire conversation, though
he pretended not to, by saying, 'Embrisal | didn't seeyou

there. How are you?
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'Fine,' she said, lowering her eyes; her sullen tone
showed she wasnt.

Asif nothing was amiss, Roo said, 'Did you talk to
Henrik today?

Erik knew who Roo spoke of, ayoung man from a
village not too far from Ravensburg who served with
another squad, but one whom he had barely exchanged a
dozen words with over the course of histravels. Henrik
wasadull manwith little to say.

'No, not today," answered Erik, wondering what Roo
was leading up to.

Lowering hisvoice, Roo sad, 'He says he might come
back here after we're done. Says he likesit and might just
settle down'- he looked at Embrisa-'find awife, and set
upamill.

Embrisas eyeswidened. 'Hesamiller?

'His father was one, or so he says!’

Embrisasaid, 'Well, | must go. Sorry you can't cometo
supper, Erik.’

After the girl was gone, Erik said, ‘Thanks!'

'l was over there and heard what was going on,’

sad Roowithagrin. 'l figureamiller isthe only one

likely to make more money here than asmith, so



| thought I'd give your young friend another

target.

Erik said, 'IsHenrik redly thinking of staying, or are
you just making trouble?

'Well, | don't know how much trouble, given shesa
saucy lasswith an ample bosom and afirm young
bottom. If she nets our friend the miller's son, who
knows? It could be true love, and he could indeed be
thinking of staying by tomorrow.’

Erik shook hishead. 'Or hiding from her father.'
'Maybe, but as her father's downriver with his, wife
and their sons, leaving Embrisaheredone, | suspect she

was laying asnarefor you.' He glanced a where the girl
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had gone. Though | think it might have been a pleasant
onefor anight.’

"The girl'snot yet fifteen years old, Roo," said Erik.
‘Around here, that's old enough for motherhood,’
answered Roo. 'Anyway, it won't do the lass much good
getting either of you in her bed, ‘cause the Captain's not
likely to let any of uswander off.’

"True," agreed Erik.

'And besides, were leaving in two days.

what?

‘Ridersfrom the south came in about ten minutes ago
with messages. Some more soldiers arejoining usin two
days time, and we dl ride north.’

'Well, I'd better get to work,' said Erik. 'I've got to sort
out this horse businesswith Zilals men. | think well

have to leave about a dozen horses here!
Thevillagerswill lovethat,’ said Roo with agrin.

"The onesthey can't usefor plowing they'll eat.’



Erik nodded, knowing he wasn't redlly joking. ‘Come
on, givemeahand.'
Roo grumbled, but he followed Erik back into the

corrd to cut out the lame horses.

Erik looked toward the southern gate expectantly. Zila
and his renegades had |eft the night before, as agreed,
and now the new company from the south that wasto
join them was coming in ahead of schedule. De
Loungville had dready passed word: if the southern
riders showed up before noon, they were off as soon as
the company was mustered, al save adozen men who
would hold thisfortress against the need of a southern
retreat. Now the work made senseto Erik. A dozen
well-armed soldiers could hold thisvillage againgt up to
three timesthat number of bandits, and if the villagers
joined in thefight, it would requireasmall army to take
it.
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Already, without the order being given, men were
hurrying to get ready to move out. Then Erik caught sight
of afamiliar figure among thoseriding inthe gete.
'Greylock!" Erik exclaimed.

Owen Greylock turned. Gripping Erik'sarmina
gesture of greeting, he then pulled him to his chest with a
dap on the back. Releasing the young man, he said, 'Y ou
look well.'

"We thought we spied that grey banner of yours on the
deck of the Ranger one day in passage, but we didn't see



you come ashore.’

Pulling loose ascarf that had been around hisfaceto

cut the road dust, the former Swordmaster of Darkmoor
said, 'That'sbecause | didn'. | sailed on with a couple of
othersto the City of the Serpent River to make some
arrangements, then on to Mahartato take care of some
other matters. After the Ranger |eft for Krondor, it was
ridelike hell for aweek getting up to Lanada, then
another back-breaker getting here.’

Soldiersin various dress were riding in the south gate.
'Who are they? asked Erik dubioudly.

'Don't let the ragged cut of their outfitsfool you. Those
are some of the best soldiers from around these parts,
hand-picked by our friend Prgji over the last few years.
Lowering hisvoice, he said, 'Weneed to blend in.’
'What are you doing here? asked Erik. 'Last | saw of
you was before | was arrested.’

'Long story. Let mereport to Cdlis, and after weve
watered our mounts, share acup of winewith meand I'll
tdl youdl.

'It'sgoing to have to be at camp tonight,' answered

Erik. 'Weleavein an hour. You've only got timeto pick
some fresh mounts and grab a bite before we're on our
way.
Greylock groaned. That bastard isn't giving aman's

spine ahope of recovery, ishe?
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| fear not. Come on, I've got sonic finehorsesand I'll
pick out one for you with a soft back.’

Greylock laughed and said, 'Lead on.'

SIXTEEN



Rendezvous

Cdissgnded ahdt.

Erik and his companions, first company in line behind
Calisand de Loungville, reined in and passed word back
for the hat. Owen Greylock wasriding with Cdis, and
Erik hadn't found the opportunity to talk to him.

Two scouts who had ridden ahead at first light were
galoping down the road. One of them, aclansman
whose name was unknown to Erik said, 'A merchant
caravan's been taken an hour ahead. They tried to stand
and fight, but there were no more than six guardsfor six
wagons!

De Loungvillesaid, The merchant wastraveling

light

The other scout, aman named Durany, said, -they

didn't even have time to stop the wagons. Lookslike the
raiders swooped down out of the trees and shot them fun
of arrows before they knew what was happening. The
murderers stripped everyone down to the skin, and took
their armor and wegpons and everything e se they could
cary.'

Calisasked. 'How many?

The clansman said, Twenty or twenty-five, maybe
more.’

Erik said, 'Where are the bandits?

Ignoring the source of the question, Calis nodded, and
Durany said, "they headed back into the trees. We
followed their tracks about a hour'sride into the woods,
where they turned south. They've been shadowing the
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road since.' Helooked around. "We never overtook them.
They may belooping behind us dready.’



'What about the village? asked de Loungyville.

Cdissad, 'Our tweve can hold thevillageif they get
advance warning. But these raiders are acting morelike a
mercenary company on arampage than bandits. If they
come up on the village undetected... Turning to de
Loungville, he said, 'Bobby, take six men and head back
to the village to warn them. That's the most we can do.
Then catch up as soon as you can.’

De Loungville nodded. 'Y ou come dong with me, he
said to Erik and asthey rode past, he motioned for Erik's
five companionstofdl in. They pulled out of line, and
soon the seven of them wereriding back to the village of
Weanat.

Smoke told them they were too late even before they
could seethefort. Asthey crested arisein theroad,
they saw the charred ruins of the outer wall and the
till-unfinished tower now blazing like a banner.

Without waiting for orders, Erik spurred his horse forward
to acanter and got as close to the fire as he could.

He cdled out afew names of villagers he had cometo
know, and after amoment a man emerged from the
woods.

‘Tarmil!" shouted Erik. "What happened?

The villager was covered in soot and looked tired but
otherwise unhurt. "'Those men who were supposed to
leave yesterday morning came back last night with
another band of men, asking to buy provisions. Y our
soldiers said no, and they got into an argument over
giving their word and leaving and things | didn't follow.’
He waved up the road. 'While they were shouting at each
Oot

~her a the south gate, this other group climbed over the
north wall and opened the north gate.

"Y our men tried to fight, but they were cut down from



T
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two sides. Most of uswho could dipped out the south
gate, or climbed the walls; then someone set afire. The
bandits didn't trouble most of us after that; they were too
busy trying to steal whatever they could before everything
burned up.’

'Did everyone get out?

Tarmil shook his head. 'No. | don't think so. Some of
the men, | don't know from which band, took out to the
hillsthere, with two of our women. Drak'swife, Finia,
and Embrisa, maybe some others:’

De Loungville came up and said, 'Don't you ever go
riding off like that without leave.’

‘They've taken some of the women up into the hills!'
DeLoungvilleswore. 'l told Cdis-' He cut himsdlf off
before he said anything more. He looked at Tarmil. 'How
long ago and how many men?

'Less than an hour and about five or six.'

'Spread out,’ ordered de Loungville. 'Seeif you can

spot any tracks.'

Natombi found tracks indicating that alarge band of
riders went south, while Sho Pi found signs of another,
smdler, group heading into the hills. De Loungville
motioned for the former monk and Keshian Legionary to
take the point and begin to follow.

They had only a short way to go before the screams

of women revedled the bandits whereabouts. De
Loungville motioned for the six ridersto dismount and

spread out, and moved quietly toward the sounds.



Erik had his shidld on hisarm and his sword out a
moment after tying his horse, and glanced over to see
Roo on hisright and Luison hisleft. They crept forward
through the trees, and came upon asight that set Erik's
teeth on edge.

Two men were lying on top of two women, onewho
was struggling. The other lay motionless. Three other
men sat close by, drinking from an earthen jug asthey

ol
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watched therape. A sad cry wasfollowed by aconvulsion
as one of the men finished and stood up, and Sarted
pulling up histrousers. one of the men who had been
drinking tossed aside the jug and Started unfastening his

trousers as he cameto take the first man's place.

He hdted and looked at the ill form on the ground,
then said, 'Gods and demons, Culli, you killed her, you
fool!"

‘Shewas hiting, so | covered her mouth.’

'Y ou smothered her, you idiot!

'She's not more than aminute or two dead, Sgjer. Go
ahead; she's ill warm.’

Erik saw the body and felt his heart lurch. The corpse
was Embrisa. Something strangdly familiar struck him,
and for aningtant he saw Rosalyn in asimilar postion,
her clothing torn away. Without thought he rose up and
moved toward the nearest men. One was watching the
argument between his companions, but the other started
to rise. He was hafway off the log where he had sat when
he died: with asingle sweeping motion Erik cleaved his
head completely from his shoulders.



Erik's companions charged and shouted, and the four
remaining men scrambled to defend themsdlves. Erik
crossed to where the man named Sgjer stood, whilethe
one called Culli dashed to where hissword and shield lay.
Sger pulled hisonly weapon, adagger at hisbelt, and
Erik advanced upon him like deeth comeinto human

form.

Fear crossed the man's face as Erik bore down on him,
and he made ready to defend himsdlf asbest he could. He
lunged in feint with his dagger, but Erik only stepped
forward, bashing with his shield, knocking himto the
ground. He raised his sword above his head, then

brought it down with athundering blow, cutting completely
through Sgjer's upraised forearm, dicing him

from shoulder to belly.
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Erik had to put hisfoot on the man's chest to pull free

his sword, and when he did he turned to see that the
remaining three men had taken off their hdmsand

thrown weapons to the ground, the sgn among
mercenaries of surrender. Erik's eyeswerewild and wide
as helooked a the man named Culli. He waked purposefully
toward him.

De Loungville stepped before Erik and, using dl his
strength, pushed him backwards. It wasliketrying to
move atree, but he did dow Erik's forward advance. 'Get
ahold of yoursdlf, von Darkmoor!'he commanded.

Erik paused at the sound of hisname. He looked to
where thetwo women lay. Finiahad dl her clothing tom
from her, and lay motionlessin the grass, the only Sgn
shewas il dive being the dow riseand fal of her smdl



breasts. Embrisalay a short distance away, aso nude, but
bloody from belly to knee. Erik turned to Stare at the man
named Culli. 'Hedies. Now. Sowly.’

De Loungvillesad, 'Did you know her?

'Yes,' answered Erik, part of hismind being surprised

de Loungvilledidn't. 'She wasfourteen.'

One of the captives said, They was villagers We didn't
know they belonged to anyone!’

Erik advanced, and thistime de Loungvillethrew his
shoulder into him. knocking him back astep. 'Y ou stand
fast when | tll you!" he shouted at Erik.

Turning to face the three men, he said, 'What company?

The man named Culli said, 'Wdl, Captain, weve been

sort of looking out for oursaves lately.’

'Did you hit that caravan ahalf day's ride north of

here?

A grin of broken and blackened teeth greeted the question.
Well now, it wouldn't be the truth if we took credit

foritdl by ourselves. There were another Six or,seven

boysin on that one. But they joined up with some men
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who wanted to raid that fort at the village. Fat man, rode
abig roan horse, he took them dl together.'
"Zila,' said de Loungville. 'I'll settle up with him someday.'

Culli continued, "We was watching from the woods
and got in to grab what we would when they started to
leave. We saw these two women getting out of aburning

house, so we decided to have some fun.' He nodded

at the till-living but stunned Finiaand the dead
Embrisa. 'We didn't mean to be so rough, but these was



the only two we could find, and thereésfive of us. Well
pay you gold if they was yours, Captain, to make up for
it, you see. Wewon't even say nothing about the two
boysyou dready killed. We only killed the one. Two for
one seems more than fair. Give the other a couple of
hoursto rest and, why, she could service dl six of you
and acouple of usinthe bargain.'

'On your knees,' commanded De Loungville. Biggo,
Natombi, and Luisforced the three men to their knees,
holding them fadt.

'l want that one," said Erik, pointing at Culli. 'I'm going
to stake him out facedown over an anthill and watch him
die screaming.’

De Loungvilleturned and struck Erik as hard acrossthe
face as he could. Erik staggered, fell to hisknees, and
could bardly retain consciousness from the unexpected
blow.

When hisvision cleared, he saw de Loungville come up
behind the first man. With an economy of motion he
pulled his dagger, grabbed the man's hair, and pulled
back hishead, cutting histhroat with asingledice.

The other two tried to rise, but Biggo and L uis kept
them under control. Before Erik could regain hisfedt, the
other two men had been executed. Erik took one staggering
step, then shook his head to clear it. He came to stand
over the body of Culli and looked at de Loungville, who
said, 'Seeto thewoman." When Erik hesitated, he
shouted, 'Now!"

Erik and Roo moved to where Finialay, eyes staring
vacantly at the sky. When they knelt over her, her eyes
seemed to focus for thefirgt time. Recognizing Erik and
Roo, shesaid in awhisper, 'Isit over?

Erik nodded, and Roo took off his cloak and used it to
cover her. Erik helped the woman get to her feet, and she
wobbled as sherose. Roo put hisarm around her, to



steady her, and she looked over at Embrisa. 'l told her to
do asthey said. She scratched and bit them. Shewas
screaming and crying, and her nose stuffed up; when
they covered her mouth, she couldn't breathe.”

Erik inclined his head to Roo to take her to where the
horses were. He took off his own cloak and wrapped
Embrisainit. Lifting her, he carried her asif shewere
adeep. Softly he said, 'Now you'll never find that rich
husband."

Erik wasthe last to reach the horses, and found de
Loungville holding hisreins. He handed the girl's body to
the sergeant, mounted, then took the corpse asde
Loungville handed her up to him. After the sergeant had
mounted hisown horse, Erik said, 'Y ou let them off

€asy.
DeLoungvillesad, 'l know.'

"They should have died over adow fire!

"They deserved to suffer, but I'll not vigit that on any
man.’

'Why?Why do you care what happensto scum like
them?

De Loungville moved hishorse dongside Erik's, so he
was amost nose-to-nose with Erik when he answvered. 'i
don't care what happens to scum like them. Y ou could

cut off apiece a atime over aweek and | wouldn't givea
whore's promise for what it would do to them. But | do
carewhat it would do to you, Erik.’

Without waiting for an answer, de Loungville

moved away and shouted, ‘L et's get back to the village. Weve
got ahdll of aride before we catch up with the

Captain.'

Erik rode after him, not sure what de Loungville had
meant, but feeling troubled by what he had said.



They reached Caliss camp an hour after dark. As before,
he had ordered a complete fortification dug, and as

de Loungville and the others agpproached, aguard chalenged
them.

'Well done,' said aweary de Loungville. 'Now,lower

the gate or I'll rip your ears from your head.'

No onein Caliss company could fail to recognize that
voice, so without afurther remark the drop bridge was
run out across the trench surrounding the camp. The
horses hooves clattered on the wood and iron asthe
riders crossed, and when they reached the center of

The camp, Cdlis stood waiting.

"Zilaand the bandits joined up and fired the village.

Most got away.' He glanced at Erik. They killed agirl and
wekilled the five of them that did it.’

Cdisnodded, motioning for de Loungvilleto join

him in his command tent. Erik took the reins of de
Loungvilléshorse and led him with his own to where

the remounts were waiting. it took him better than an
hour to cool down the horses, clean hooves and saddle
marks, and bedded them down with fresh fodder. By the
time he wasfinished, he was aching to his bones, and he
knew it was more than just the fatigue of theride and
fighting. Thekilling of the men had been o effortless
Ashewaked back to where his companions were
erecting their tent, he recalled what he had done. The
first man he had struck had been an obstacle,nothing
more. He hadn't been trying to decapitate him, only to
brush him asde. Luis had said something later about its

being aterrible blow, as was the cleaving of the second
man Erik had faced, but Erik thought it adistant act, asif
someone el se had been doing the fighting. He could
remember the smells. the smoke of the burning village
and the campfire in the clearing, the stench of swest and



fecesmixed in with theiron bite of blood and the stink of
fear. He fdt the shock of the blows he ddivered running
up hisarm, and the pounding of hisown blood in his
forehead, but it was dl distant, muted, and he couldn't
find it within himsdlf to grgpple with and understand
what had occurred.

He knew he had wanted Embrisaskiller to suffer. He
knew he wanted the man to fed her pain athousand
times over, yet now he was deed, feding nothing. If
Biggo wasto be believed, the man was being judged by
the Death Goddess, but whatever the truth, he wasfeding
none of thisliféspan.

Maybe de Loungville wasright. Erik thought he was

the one who was now suffering, and it made him both
sad and angry. He reached the tent and found that Roo
had taken Erik's section of tent and erected it, so that the
sx-man dwelling was up and waiting for him.

Erik looked at his boyhood friend and said, Thank

you.'

Roo said, 'Well, you spend enough time looking out for
my horse.!’

'And mine,’ said Biggo.

'‘And everyone e se's, said L uis. 'Do you think we
should pay thisboy for being so good to us?

Erik looked over at Luis, whose sense of humor was
rarely in evidence, and saw that the often short-tempered
Rodezian waslooking a him with ararewarmthin

his expression.

Biggo said, 'Well, maybe. Or we could do hishit with
Setting up and tearing down the tent, like We did
tonight.’

'l can manage my own weight,' said Erik. 'No one
.needsto do for me." He heard anirritation in hisvoice
that was unexpected. Suddenly he discovered he was

feding very angry.



Biggo reached from hisbedroll acrossthe narrow aide
separating the three bunks on each side and said, 'We
know, lad. Y ou do more than your share, that'sal. No
one's said anything, but you've become the Horsemaster

for our little company of cutthroats.'

At the mention of the word 'cutthroat’ Erik was struck

by the image of the three men being butchered by de
Loungville. Suddenly hefelt sick and hisbody felt
flushed, asif fever was coming over him. Closing hiseyes
asecond, he said, "Thank you. | know you meanwell. . '
He paused for amoment, then stood as upright as he
could in thelow tent and walked away. 'I'll be back. |
need someair.’

'Guard duty in two hours," Roo called after him.

Walking through the camp, Erik tried to calm himsdif.
Hefound his somach clenched and hefdt asif he might
be sick. Running for the privy trench, he barely got there
intimeto keep from fouling his pants.

After agonizing minutes of squatting and feding asif

he was passing fire, he felt his ssomach twig, and
suddenly he was vomiting into the trench. When he at
last finished, hefdt asif he had no strength eft. He went
to the edge of the nearby stream and cleaned himself up,
then he returned to the cookfire, where he found Owen
Greylock helping himsdlf to abowl of stew and ahunk of
bread.

Despite having logt everything in hisgut only moments
before, Erik was suddenly ravenous as he smelled the
stew. He grabbed awooden bowl as Owen greeted him
and watched while Erik scooped out alarge bowl of stew,
ignoring the hot liquid asit covered his hand to the wrigt.
'Look out!" said Owen. 'Gods, you're going to boil
yoursdf.

Erik lifted the bowl to hislipsand took along sip, then



said, 'Heat doesn't bother me. | think it'sthe years at the
forge. Now, cold, that makes me hurt.'

owen laughed. 'Hungry?

Erik tore alarge piece of bread off one of the loaveson
the serving table and said, 'Can wetak for aminute?
Owen motioned for Erik to sit on alog that had been
felled to provide a rude bench for men eating. No one
else was nearby save the two men who would clean up
the cook areaand readly it for the morning med before
turningin.

Owen said, 'Where do you want to begin?

Erik said, 'l want to know how you got here, but first,
can | ask you something?

‘Certainly.’

"When you kill aman, how does that make you fed?
Owen was slent and then blew out hischeeksand let a
long breeth dowly escape. That'sadifficult one, isn't it?
Hefdl slent aminute, then said, 'I've killed men two
ways, Erik. Asmy lord's Swordmaster | was dispenser of
the high justice and I've hung more than one man. It's
different each time, and never easy. And it dependson
why I'm hanging them. Murderers, rgpigts, thugs,

they ... | don't fed much of anything, except relief

when it'sover. When it's something dicey, like your
execution was st to be, then it'sanasty business. | fedl
like taking along, long hot bath afterward, though |
rarely get the chance.

"When it comesto battle, things just happen too

quickly and you're usudly too busy staying diveto think
about it. Does that answer you?

Erik nodded as he munched on soggy vegetables. 'Ina
way. Did you ever want to see someone suffer?

Owen scratched his head at this. 'Can't say as| have.
I've wanted to see afew men dead, but suffer? Not
redly.’



'l wanted to seeaman fedl paintoday.' Erik explained
about Embrisaand how he had wanted to make her
killer experience along, dow, terrible desth. When

he finished, he added, Then | found | could barely

keep my arse closed. Flux and then throwing up.
Then suddenly I'm here egting like nothing happened.”

Rage does strange things to you," Owen said. "Y ou're
not going to like hearing this, | think, but the only two
other men I've known who fdlt as you say you did were
your father and . . . Stefan.’

Erik shook his head and laughed ruefully. "Y ou're

right. | didn't like hearing that.

"Y our father only got that way with rage. if hewas
angry, hed rather have seen hisenemy injured and in
pain than dead. But that was the only time." His voice
lowered. 'Stefan wasworse. He redlly enjoyed watching
people suffer. Hegot . . . excited by it. Y our father had to
bribe more than one father off because his daughter

was ... damaged.'

-"a about Manfred?

Owen shrugged. 'Given who his parents are, he'sa
decent enough person. Y ou'd like him, given achanceto
know each other, but that's neither here nor there.”
Owen studied Erik, then said, 'I've known you along
time, since you were ababy, Erik, and while you have
-some of your father in you, you don't have only your
father'sblood in you. Y our mother can be a hard woman,
but she was never amean one. She's never hurt anyone
for pleasure. And you can bet that Stefan was the worst
mix of hisfather and mother.

'l think 1 can understand why you'd be so ferocious

with the man who killed the girl. Y ou were fond of her, |
takeit?



'Inaway.' Erik smiled. 'Shetried to cozen meinto her
bed s0 she could be the village smith'swife." He shook his
head in regret. 'She was so obvious and there was no art
toit, butinaway. . .

'It made you fedl good?

Yes'

Owen nodded. 'We al have our vanity, and a pretty
girl'sattentions are rarely unwelcomed by any man.'

‘But it doesn't explain why | wanted to see that man

hurt so much. | can dtill fed it, Owen. If | could raisehim
from the dead and cause him to scream in agony, | think
I'ddoit.’

‘Justice, maybe. Thegirl died in agony, and hegot a
sampledeath inreturn.’

A voicefrom the dark said, 'Sometimes revenge goes
disguised asjudtice’

Both Owen and Erik turned to see Nakor entering from
the darkness. 'l was out walking and heard you talk.
Sounds like an interesting discussion. Without asking
their leave, he sat down.

Erik said, 'l wastelling Owen here what happened
today. Have you heard?

Nakor nodded. 'Sho Pi told me. Y ou werein arage.

Y ou wanted to cause this man pain. Bobby kept you from
indulging in hissuffering.

Erik nodded.

Nakor said, 'Some men take to the pain in othersthe
way other men take to strong drink or potent drugs. if
you recogni ze that appetitein yourself early and learn to
madter it within yoursdlf, you'll be the better man for
knowing, Erik.'

'l don't know what | wanted," Erik admitted. 'l don't
know if it wasthat he didn't suffer enough or if | redly
wanted to see something in hiseyesashedied.

Owen said, 'Most soldiers are struck by others death



after thefact. That you got sick

Nakor said, 'Y ou got sick?

'Like I had eaten green apples,’ admitted Erik.

Nakor grinned. "'Then you're not aman to eat poison

and likeit. If you hadn't gotten sick, it would be because
that poison of hate found ahomein your gut.' He

reached over and poked afinger into Erik'sside. 'Y ou ate
the hatred, but your body threw it up asif it were those
green gpples. He smiled, gpparently satisfied with the

explandtion. 'Do your reiki each night and let your mind
seek calmness and you will survive theterrors you've just
met.'

Owen and Erik exchanged looksthat said neither man
knew what Nakor was talking about. Erik said, 'Now tell
me how you came here?

owen said, That was dueto you.'

'Me?

owen said, "When you were caught, my lady Mathilda
and your haf brother raced to Krondor, to ensure the
Prince knew you were to be hung without question.
'When we got there, | asked afriend in the Prince's
court to grant me an audience with Nicholas, and | tried
to give him someidea of how you'd been dedt withasa
child." He shrugged. ‘It obvioudy didn't do any good, as
you were to be hung, and the Dowager Baroness discovered
| had tried to intercede upon your behalf.' He

looked at Erik and smiled. 'l was asked to retire from my
office. Manfred said he regretted to ask, but sheishis
mother, after al.’

'I've never met her, but she seems amost persuasive
woman, by al reports,’ offered Nakor.

"That's one way of putting it," said Owen. 'Well, there
isn't agreat demand for discharged Swordmasters, so |
applied to the Prince's Guard for abillet. | was prepared



to stand down to man-at-arms if needs be, or to attempt
to gain acommission on the frontier. Falling that, | was
going to try my hand at the mercenary trade, providing
escort for merchant trains down into the Vae of Dreams
and Great Kesh.

‘But that black heart Bobby de Loungvillefound meat a
tavern and got me very drunk, and | woke up the next day
and discovered | was going to be running like amadman
from Questor's View to Land's End on one errand or
another for Prince Nicholas and Cdis!’

Owen continued, That's a strange customer, our Captain.
Did you know heranksin the court asaDuke?

Erik sad, 'l only know himas-'

‘The Eagle of Krondor,' finished Owen. 'l know. He's
important, that'sall | know. But when the dust settled, |
was on the Freeport Ranger, with alist of missonsto last
three months, and one month to finish them when we
made pqii in Maharta'

Erik finished hisfood and said, 'Sorry to have put you to
this, Owen.’

Owen laughed. 'It wasin the cards, asthe gamblers say.
And truth to tell, | was growing bored at Darkmoor. The
wine'sthe best in the world, and the women asfair as
anywhere, but there'slittle elseto stir aman there. I've
grown tired of hanging bandits and running escort from
one safe city to another. | think it'stime for something
grand.'

Nakor shook his head. 'Theré€'slittle grand ahead of us.'
He stood up, yawning. 'I'm going to deep. We have three
long days ahead.’

'Why? asked Erik.

'While you were killing those men, we got word of a
rendezvous'’

'What isthat?asked Erik. 'I've heard that term before.’
'Meseting, said Owen.



'A great camp,’ offered Nakor. Withagrin hesad, 'ltis
where the two sidesin thiswar will come to make offers
for the service of companieslike ours. It'swhere we will
find the army of this Emerald Queen, and then friend
Greylock's adventure will begin.'He wandered off into the
gloom.

Owen said, 'He may be the strangest man I've met. I've
only talked to him a couple of times since yesterday, but
he has some of the oddest notions I've ever encountered.
But he'sright about onething: it'salong day tomorrow
and we both need to deep.’

Erik nodded and took Owen's bowl. 'I'll wash that up.
I'm doing mine anyway'.'

"Thank you.'

'And thank you,' replied Erik.

'For what?

'For talking.'

Owen put his hand upon Erik's shoulder. "Anytime,

Erik. Good night." He walked after Nakor.

Erik went to the bucket used to clean the wooden

bowls and rinsed them with water, scoured them with
cleaning sand, then rinsed with fresh water again. He put
the bowls where the men who would make the morning
mess would expect to find them, and returned to his own
tent.

The others were deeping, except Roo, who said, 'Are
you dl right?

Erik sghed and said, 'l don't know. But | am better.’
Roo seemed about to make aremark, then thought
better of it and turned over to go to deep. Erik lay inthe
darkness, and while he intended to practice the selfhedling
Nakor had taught him, degp wason him less

than aminute after Roo.



The camp wasimmense. At least ten thousand armed
men were scattered across alow valey that ran from the
hills on the east to the river on the west. Cutting through
the middle was asmadller tributary to the Vedra, and
aong thissmaller river camps had been made.

The brokers who were conducting the contracts were
arrayed under alarge canopy, ocher in color, at the heart

of thevaley. Erik rode with his companionsin their
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usud position near the heaed of the column, near enough
to Calisto overhear his conversationswith the men
around him.

Pragji pointed. 'Some of those bannersare' damn
srange; | thought | knew every company worth talking
about in this gods-forsaken continent." He glanced
around. 'Some of these others are along way from
home!'

'How isit shaping up? asked de Loungville.

It'searly yet. Khaipur fell lessthan amonth ago. If the
Emerald Queen's representatives get herein the next
week I'll be surprised. But I'll bet you awhore's hoard
that the Priest-King of Lanadais spending money likea
sailor in port." Looking around, he said, 'Wed better
head up the valey and seeif there's anywhere good near
theriver. He sniffed the air. 'With the number of these
fools pissng in the water &fter they get drunk, downstream’
sthelast place | want to be.’

De Loungville laughed. 'Lookslike the best places are
taken.'

‘Only if you like the taste of another man's pissin your
water,' said Prgji. 'Thisisjust the start. Theword's been



about for five years now. Theresabig war to end al wars
coming, and any man with asword who doesn't get in
now -will be out of thelooting.' He shook his head.
'Doesn't make much sense, doesit? Y ou'd think any man
with eyesin hishead could see-'

Cdiscut him off with an upraised hand. 'Not here. Too
many cars.'

Praji nodded. 'L ook for ared eagle banner, twin to

your own. That'll be Vgaif he'sfound hisway here
Calisnodded.

They rode into the camp area, and Erik felt his pulse
race. Never had so many pairs of eyesregarded him with
suspicion. The rendezvous was neutral ground, where
both sidesin the coming conflict could recruit mercenary
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companiesto their cause, openly bidding against one
another, and tradition bound every man who entered
sight of the tent to keep his sword sheathed. But tradition
and enforceable law were two different things, and more
than once a battle had erupted at such ameeting. Menin
this camp knew only that those in their own company
were dlies. Anyone e'se might be someone they would

see acrossthefield of battle mere days or weeks after

leaving the rendezvous.

They passed by the large yellowish tent, though on the
other side of the water, asthey picked their way upriver,
and away from the main body of men camping. Cdis
found asmall rise with aflat top that gave acommanding
view of the valey below and motioned to de Loungville
that they would camp there. 'No fortifications; it's against
the compact, but | want double guard. When the whores
come by, let the men indulge, but no strong drink and no



drugs - chase the peddiers away. I'll not have some fool
start awar because he sees the ghost of someenemy in
the smoke and pulls hissword.'

De Loungville nodded and gave the order. Without the
need to dig atrench and rampart, making camp took little
time. When Erik's squad had finished erecting their tent,
Foster came by and gave the rotation for guard duty. Erik
groaned when he was told the second watch, which was
from midnight to two hours before dawn. Seep interrupted
was as good as not deeping from his point of view.

Still, after three daysinthe saddle, alittletimetolie
around would be welcome. And if he had the midnight
watch tonight, that meant the dawn watch tomorrow,

and the day after, no watch at dl. He found that alittle
gratifying, and was glad to have found any reason to fed

good whatsoever.

Trumpets blew and Erik came awake with astart. They
had been in camp for five days now and he was back to a
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split night of guard duty. Herolled out of histent and saw
that everyone was looking down into the valey below.
Roo cameto his side and laughed. 'Looks like an anthill
withagtickinit.

Erik laughed, for Roo was right. There was motion
everywhere. Then Foster was hurrying through camp
shouting, 'Every man to horse! We muster for ingpection!

Erik and Roo turned and went back into their low tent,
grabbing their swords and shields. They hurried to where
other men were aready saddling their horses and got
theirsready. When the order to fal in came, they swung
up into the saddle and moved the horsesto their position



in the column. Foster rode by and said, 'Rest awhile, lads.
The shopping is beginning and you'll be doing littlefor a
day. When the brokers come by, do your best to look
fierce!

This got alaugh, and Jadow Shati's bass voice carried
from somewhere back in line. "Just put Jeromein front,
man. That will scare them, don't you know!'

This brought another laugh, and then de Loungvilles
voice cut through the air. 'Next man who says anything
better make melaugh, or hell wish his mother had taken
holy vows of celibacy before he was born!*

The company fdl Slent.

A hour later the sound of riders came from up the

valley and Erik turned to see asmall company of adozen
men heading their way. At their head was alarge man,
grey of hair, but otherwise young-looking. He wore
foppish regdia, and obvioudy had put much thought

into his appearance, despite being covered with road
dust. At his Siderode another carrying acrimson eagle
banner.

'Vga' cried Prgi asthey pulled up. 'Y ou sorry old
peacock |1 thought someone had killed you out of mercy.
What took you so long?

SHADOW OF A DARK QUEEN 379

The other man, handsome despite his years, laughed,

and said, "Y ou found them. If | hadn't heard of the
rendezvous | would still be on my way down to the City
of the Serpent River looking for our good Captain and
this company of sorry fools:!

Cdiscameriding over asVgaand his men dismounted. '
Y ouve comejust intime. The muster begins

today.'

Vgalooked around. There's plenty of time yet. Well



have three or four days of thisat least. Are both sides

here?

'No word of the Emerald Queen's agents. Just the
Priest-King, answered Cdlis.

Vgasaid, 'Good. That gives me ample timeto bathe
and eat. You won't betaking any offer for days.'
Cdissad, Y ou know that and | know that, but if we're
to be convincing, they' - he hiked histhumb over his
shoulder in the generd direction of the brokers tent ,
can't know that. We haveto look asif wereweighing dl
offersequaly.’

'Understood,’ said Vga '‘But | still havetimefor abath.
I'll be back in an hour.' He turned and led his companions
avay.

Prgi sad, Twenty-nine years I've fought at hisside,

and | swear to thisday no man morevain existson this
world. Hed primp for his own execution.'

Cdisamiled, and Erik redlized it was one of the few

times he had ever seen the Captain amile.

For days they would muster on command, and brokers
would come by to look over the company. With Vgas
men and the men under Hatonis, they numbered better
than,one hundred swords: a significant enough troop to
be taken serioudy, but not so large asto bear specid
sorutiny.

After the third such day, offers began to comeinand

ri IF
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Cdisligened to them politely. He remained noncommittal.

A week after the mustering had started, Erik noticed a
few companies departing. He asked Prgji about this over
supper, and the old mercenary said, 'They've signed on
with the Priest-King. Probably poor captains running low
on gold to pay their men. They haveto find employment
quickly or losether fightersto richer companies. Most
are waiting around to hear what the other sde hasto
offer.

Still more days passed and the other side didn't appear.

Two weeks after arriving, Erik had requested permission

to move the horses upriver, asthey had grazed the area

clean, and the hay and grain brokers were charging outrageous
prices. Cdlis gave permission, but instructed Erik

to make sure afull guard company surrounded the

animasat dl times

Another week went by.

Almost amonth after arriving, Erik waswalking back
from having checked the horses, athree-times-daily

ritual now, to hear a series of loud trumpet Calisfrom the
heart of the camp. The westher was hot, the hottest part
of the summer, he had been told by one of the clansmen,
and soon summer would be waning. It felt odd to losea
winter, to leavein fal and return to spring. Erik was sure
Nakor could explain this backwards season to him, but he
wasn't sure he was up for hearing the little man's
explanation.

Trumpets continued, insstent, and Erik sarted to

hurry to see what the matter was. As he neared hisown
tent area, Foster came running toward him and shouted,
'Get those horses down herel That'sacal to quarter!
We're being put on notice afight's going to break out,’



SHADOW OF A DARK QUEEN 38l

Erik dashed back up the hill and down into the next

small valey, and waved his hand as he shouted to the
men standing guard. 'Bring as many asyou can lead!' He
hurried past to the most distant picket line, and managed
to lead four horses away. Others came hurrying past, and

before he had reached the main camp, every horse was
being led after him.

The men broke camp faster than Erik had ever seen.
Cdisgave ordersfor adefensive perimeter to be established,
and acompany began digging a breastwork.

Archers scanned the hill below for signs of anyone heading
their way.

Despite the sound to quarter, no sounds of battle

erupted from below. Instead, a strange buzzing sound
carried up the hill, and it took Erik along minuteto
redlize he waslistening to men's voices. Arguments and
curses carried up the hillside, and the sound carried a
frantic quaity, but there were till no sounds of fighting.
At lagt Cdlis said, '‘Bobby, take some men down there
and find out what's going on.’

De Loungville said, 'Biggo, von Darkmoor, Jadow, and
Jerome, with me.”

Roo laughed. 'He's got the four biggest menin the
company to hide behind.'

DeLoungvilleturned in asingle motion, looked at

Roo, and said, 'And you, my little man." With evil delight
in hiseyes, he grinned as he said, 'Y ou can stand on my
shield dde. if trouble erupts, I'm going to pick you up and
throw you at thefirst man heading my way I'



Roo rolled his eyes heavenward and fell in besde Erik.
hat will teach me to keegp my mouth shut.’

Erik said, 'l doubt it.'

They made their way down into the camp below on
foot, trying not to cal attention to themselves asthey
approached another campsite. Men were arguing with

one another asthey came within earshot.

382 RAYMOND E. FEIST

'l don't care, it'san insult. | say let'sride south and take
whatever the Priest-King offers!’

Another voice said, "Y ou want to fight your way out, so
you can turn around and fight again?

Erik tried to make sense of the remarks, but de
Loungvillesad, 'Follow me!’

He made hisway through severad such camps, more
than one marked by a busy attempt to get ready to ride.
Oneman sad, 'If you break to the east, up thisriver, then
cut through the hills to the south, you will probably get
free'

The man next to him answered, 'What? Y oure an
oracle now?

De Loungvilleled them to the area surrounding the
brokers tent, where he found aknot of terrified brokers
standing outside their own tent. He pushed past and
entered.

A low wooden desk was used by the brokers, and
behind it sat alarge man in fine armor, well cared for
but obvioudy used often. Hisfeet rested on the polished
wood, mud scattering dl over the documents il

upon them. He looked little different from the other
soldiersin camp except that he was older, perhaps
older than Prgi and Vga, the oldest menin Cdliss
company. But rather than of age, hisaurawasthat of a



man of profound experience. He camly looked at de
Loungville and his companions asthey entered, and
nodded to another soldier who stood behind him. Both
wore an emerald green armband on their left arm, but

otherwise they wore no ditinctive markings or uniform.

De Loungville stopped and said, ‘Wl then, what fool
blowsacal to quarters?

'l havenoidea,’ said the old soldier. 'l certainly didn't
want to cause this much commoation.’

'Areyou the Emerald Queen's agent?
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Theman said, 'l am General Gapi. I'm no one's
-agent.” I'm hereto inform you of your choices!’

Erik sensed something in thisman he had seenin afew
others - the Prince of Krondor, Duke James, and Calis
upon occasion. It was asureness of command, an
expectation that orders would be followed without
debate, and Erik decided that this man'stitle was no
mercenary vanity. This man commanded an army.

De Loungville put hishands on hishipsand said, 'Oh,
and what choices are those?

'Y ou can serve the Emerald Queen or you can die’
With adight gesture of hishead, de Loungville instructed
the men around him to spread out. Erik stepped

to hisright, until he stood opposite the single soldier in,
the tent behind Gapi. De Loungvillesaid, 'Usudly | get
paid to fight. But your tone makes methink I might be
willing to forgo payment thisonetime.’

Gapi sighed. 'Break the peace of the camp at risk,
Captain.’

'I'mno Captain, said de Loungville. ‘| am a sergeant.



My Captain sent me down to see what the fusswas.’
"Thefuss, asyou cdl it," answered Gapi, 'is the congternation
of men too stupid to realize they have no

choice. So you don't hear agarbled version of what was
said here an hour ago, I'll repeat this so you can tell your
Captain.

"All companies of mercenaries mustering inthisvaley
must swear fedlty to the Emerald Queen. We begin our
campaign downriver againgt Lanadain amonth'stime.

'If you attempt to leave to take service with Our Lady's
enemies, you will be hunted down and killed.'

'And who's doing this hunting and killing? asked de
Loungville

With an easy smile, Gapi said, The thirty thousand
soldierswho are now surrounding this pleasant little

valey.
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De Loungvilleturned and glanced outside the tent. He
searched the ridges above the valey and saw movement,
aglint of light upon metal or aflicker of shadow, but
enough to tell him that a sizable force wasringing the
valey. Letting out an exasperated sound, he said, 'We
wondered what was taking you so long to reach here. We
didn't think you'd be coming in force.'

'Carry word to your Captain. Y ou have no choice.'
Looking at the Genera, de Loungville seemed abouit to
say something. Then he just nodded and motioned for
the othersto follow him.

They were slent until they were away from the main
camp, when Erik said, "Y ou look bothered, Sergeant. |
thought the purpose wasto join thisarmy.'



'l don't like it when the other side changestherules;
said de Loungville. 'Around here you pay amanto fight.
| think we may be getting sucked deeper into the sand
than we thought.

'‘Besides,’ he added, 'when I'm going to get buggered, |
liketo be asked nicdly fird. It annoys mewhen I'm not.’

SEVENTEEN

Discovery

Roo pointed.

In the distance, fire marked askirmish. Trueto his

word, General Gapi attacked any band seeking to leave
to the south. A few captains were stiff-backed enough to
try to smash their way through the encircling army, and
they were met with the full weight of those soldiers
aready in better postionsand dug in.

The vdley might have made a pleasant enough place

for the rendezvous, but as a place from which to launch
an attack it had little to recommend it. Since it was
narrow and steep to the north and south, the only possible
means of escape was through the eastern end, the

way Vgaand his companions had come, which he reported
as being treacherous hillswith unforgiving trails

for those taking awrong turn. Still, some smdler bands
attempted to leave thisway.

Others moved out as did Caliss Crimson Eagles,

either to serve and take whatever recompense might be
forthcoming through looting or other rewards, or to

sted away at some future opportunity. Everywhere Erik
looked he saw unhappy men. De Loungville wasn't the
only onefeding buggered without leave.

Those who obeyed Genera Gapi's orders mustered in



columns a the lowest end of theriver, just beforeit
joined with the larger Yedra. A bridge, long burned

out in some forgotten war, marked the place, and a
series of ferries had been established to provide transport
from north to south on the east Sde of the Vedra
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or from east to west below the namelesstributary.
Caliss company was among the last to reach the

ferry, having quartered higher up in the valey than
most, and as aresult they were afforded alonger opportunity
to st and watch than those who came

before. Men, and afew women, from every corner

of Novindus were moving acrosstheriver, crossng

to jointhose, like Cdliss, dready on the south

bank.

A man wearing agreen armband rode up and said,
'What company?

De Loungville pointed a Cdlis, who sat next to him

on theleft, and said, 'Caliss Crimson Eagles, from the
City of the Serpent River.'

The man frowned, looking at Cdlis. 'From the Siege

at Hamsa?

Cdlis nodded.

Theman grinned and there was nothing friendly in

the expression. 'l admost had you, you dippery bastard.
But you went east to the Jeshandi, and by the time my
company doubled back, you were into the steppes.’ He
looked hard at Cdlis. 'Had | known you were of the
long-lived | would have headed east Straight away. A
lot of your kind with the Jeshandi.'

Hetook out a parchment and a charcod stick, made



some marks, and said, 'But Our Lady acceptsall who
come to her, so we're on the same side now.' He
waved toward the south. 'Make your way downriver
about amile. Find the Master of the Camp there and
report in. In afew daysyou'll get orders. Until then
the rules of the camp are smple: any fighting, and
yourekilled. Were adl brothers now, under the banner
of the Emerald Queen, so any man who startstrouble
goesto the stake. | don't recommend it; I've seen some
men twitch for an hour or longer.’

Hedidn't ask if the order was understood, smply
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putting hedsto his horse and riding off toward the next
company.

"That was smple,' said Prgji, who sat on Cdiss|eft.
Cdlissad, 'Let'sfind thisMaster of the Camp and
report in. Wemight aswell get Stuated asquickly as
possible. He nodded at Prgji and Vga, who peeled off
from the company without commen.

'What's that? asked Erik quietly.

Foster, who wasriding next to Erik, said, '‘Keep your
mouth shut.

But Nakor laughed. 'With dl the confusion, it's easy

to get separated from one's own company. It may take
Prgji and Vgadaysto find out where we're camped.
They'll have lots of timeto hear many things.'

Calis shook his head and looked over his shoulder, as
if warning the Isdani to keep thisto himslf, but the
littleman giggled in ddlight & the notion. Hesad, 'l
think I'll get lost for awhile, too." He tossed hisreinsto
Luls, saying, 'l do better on foot,' and did off hishorse.
Before Cdlis could object, he was scampering down to



where a huge company of horsemen was disembarking
from barges while another large company rodein from

the west. Within minutes the two companieswere

locked in milling confusion and Nakor had vanished

into the press, ducking between horsemen who shouted
curses astheir horses shied at Nakor's sudden movements.

Cdissad, 'He'sdone this before!

Foster looked after Nakor with black murder in his
eyes, but Caisand de Loungville only shook thelr
heads.

They found the Master of the Camp hourslater. A
narrow face with dark, darting eyes regarded them as
Cdlisreported in. He made amark on adocument, then

waved toward the riverbank. 'Find a spot between here
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and two miles downriver. There are other companies
scattered along both sides of the road. Find acampsite
between the river and the road. There should he acompany
cdling itsdf Gegari's Command, just to the north

of you. Across the road will be acompany under acaptain
named Ddbrine. If you move south of that position,

you will be assumed to be deserting and you will be
hunted down. Those not killed will be brought back for
public execution. And do not try to crosstheriver. He
made avague motion acrosstheriver, wherein the
distance they could see acompany of horseriding along

at an easy lope.

Something bothered Erik, and then he realized that
theriders and horses were far too large for the distance



and the speed they were moving. He blinked as hetried
to make sense of the image, then heredized what he
was seaing. 'Lizard men!" he said doud without thinking.

The Master of the Camp said, 'Our Lady's alliesare
cdled the Saaur. Do not call them "lizards' or 'snakes lest
you incur her wrath." He motioned for Calisto lead

his company away as another company approached
from behind.

Squinting againgt the afternoon sun, Erik tried to

make sense of the distant riders.

"Those horses must be twenty hands,’ said Sho

A.

'Closer to twenty-two or -four,’ said Erik. 'They're
bigger than draft animds, but they movelike cavary
mounts." Asthe riders moved away, he admired the
fluid motion of the horses. The Saaur rode with an easy
rocking seet, though their bodies |ooked oddly
top-heavy, astheir armor was cut in an amost triangular
configuration due to flaring shoulder guardsand a
cinched waist. 'lI'd like to get acloser ook at one of
those horses,’ said Erik.
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'No you wouldn't," snapped de Loungville. | At least,

not onewith arider on hisback.'

Erik shook his head in wonder astheriderswerelost

in the distant afternoon haze.



They located the campsite, and Calis made a guarded
introduction to his neighboring captains. It was clear

that no one wasfeding talkative, asnone of the companies
knew if those next to them were actively supporting

the cause of the Emerad Queen or were those

coerced into serving.

Erik was no military expert, but he got the feding

that in this strange country, with its custom of hiring

men to fight as opposed to supporting standing armies,
having men without loyalty under asamswas not avery
smart thing to do. Still, no generd uprising seemed to be
taking place, so Erik assumed those in command of this
host knew something he didn't, and left it at that.

Cadlis ordered the men to bed down without erecting
tents. There was no order given to dig a perimeter
defense or erect abreastwork. It was clear without being
said that he wanted the men to be up off the ground

and on horseback in the shortest possibletimeif the
need arose.

After the second day, the surrounding camps became
smal communities, to be visted if the men weren't on
duty. Bartering, gambling, swapping stories, or just
aleviating the boredom of a camp between battles, the
men wandered as far asthey could without causing
trouble. Thelevd of trust wasrising, dbeit dowly, as
those forced to serve grew more accepting of fate. They
might resent having no choice asto who their new
master was, but for most captains, one side was as good
as the other, and booty was booty.

Some companies had an open attitude, welcoming a
new face who might bring some news, gold to gamble,
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or just abreak from the routine. But others were il
wary, and twice Roo and Erik had been told to keep
moving when they approached one of those camps.
The second night, Foster walked through the camp,

stopping at every group of men to speak with them. He
came upon Erik, Roo, Sho P, and Luis, who were Sitting
around afire, watching as Biggo and Natombi took their
turn cooking for the squad. 'Here," he said, motioning

for the men to stand.

When they did, he opened a purse and counted out

two golden coins and five silver for each man. Inalow
voice he said, 'Mercenaries get paid, and if you can't
buy something from avendor or whore now and again,
you'll get people asking questions about us. And the

first man who gets drunk and says the wrong thing into
thewrong ear, I'll persondly have hisliver on agtick!"
Erik hefted the coins, feding them cold in hishand.

He hadn't held coins since leaving Darkmoor, he redized
, and it made him fedl good to be able to buy

something. He put them into a pouch sewn into aseam
in histunic, where they would be safe.

Whores gppeared later that night, plying their trade.
Without tents, there waslittle privacy, but that seemed

to bother few of the men. Many smply pulled the
woman of their choice under ablanket and ignored
whoever might be gtting afew feet away.

A pair of them came by where Erik and Roo sat, and



one said, 'Looking for some company, boys?

Roo grinned and suddenly Erik found himsdf flushing
with embarrassment. The last time whores had visited
their camp, at the other site up on the tributary of the
Vedra, he had been looking after the horses and they
had moved on by the time he returned. He was certain

he was the only man in camp who had never lain with

awoman. Erik thought, I might never get the chance again.

Helooked at hisfriend, whose smile spread ear to ear,
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then found himsdf grinning back. "Why not? he asked.
One of the women said, 'We get paid first?

00 laughed. 'And pigsfly.' He waved at the camp.
'We're not going anywhere, but we can't say the same
for you, now, can we?

The whore who had spoken gave him asour look, but
she nodded. 'Y ou're not as young as you look, | wager.'
Roo stood up. 'I'm older than I've ever been beforein
my life'

The whore looked confused by the statement, but
followed Roo as he motioned for her to follow.

Erik stood, finding himself done with the other
woman. She could have been young, but it was difficult
totell. A hard expresson and the dim campfirelight
madeit impossbleto tel if shewascloser to fifteen
yearsor forty. Some grey in her dark hair convinced
him she was older than he, but he didn't know if that
made him fed more comfortable or less.

'Here? she asked.

'What?

‘Do you want to do it here, or somewhere else?
Suddenly feding profoundly embarrassed, Erik said,



‘Let'sgo down by theriver.'

He stuck out his hand awkwardly and shetook it, her
grip firm and her hand dry. He suddenly felt regret for
the gesture, as his pdm was damp and his grip uncertain.

She laughed softly and he said, "What?

‘Hrat time, isit?

Hesaid, 'Why of course not, it'sjust been a

long time, with travel and. . .’

'Of course,' shesad. Erik couldn't tell if there was
warmth in her amusement or contempt. He led her
down to the bank of theriver, and nearly stepped on a
couple who were in afrantic embrace. He moved to
where it wasrelatively dark, and stood there uncertain.
The woman quickly was out of her clothing, and Erik
felt his own body respond to the sight of her. Her body
was nothing extraordinary, alittle plump around the
hips and thighs, and her breasts sagged, but he suddenly
thought of what he was about to do and he couldn't get
out of hisclothing fast enough. He had histunic off and
was working on his bootswhen she said, "Y ou're abig
lad, aren't you?

Erik looked down at hisown body asif noticing it for
thefirst time. The passage of time and therigorsof his
life snce being taken prisoner had hardened himto a
fitness beyond what he had known at Ravensburg.
Always strong, he had lost asofter outer layer of fat and
now his powerful smith's chest and shoulders were
rippling muscle, asif he had been carved by a sculptor of
the heroic. He said, 'I've always been big for my age.’
He sat and pulled off his boots, and she came over,

and took the top of hispantsin afirm grip. Her voice
was husky as she said, 'L et's see how big." She pulled off
his pants, and looking at his obvious readiness, she
laughed and said, 'Big enough!'



Congdering her profession, she was tender. Shetook
her time and didn't laugh at Erik's awkward fumbling.
She camed him when he needed it, and while their
coupling was frantic and quick, there was some sense of
caringinit. After it was over, she quickly dressed, but
stayed amoment after he paid her. 'What's your name?
'Erik, he said, not sure if he was comfortabletelling

her.

"You'reawild boy, Erik, inaman'sbody. Theright

of

woman's going to come to love your touch if you
aways remember how strong you are and how tender
her fleshis!

Suddenly hefdt self-conscious. 'Did | hurt you?

She laughed. 'Not redly. Y ou were enthusiastic.

I'll have abruise or two on my backsde from hitting the
damn ground so hard at the end there. But nothing like
when those lads who like to dap awhore around get
donewith me'’

Pulling on his clothing, Erik said, "Why do you do it?
The woman shrugged in the gloom, the gesture

amost log, as shedressed. 'What else can | do? My man
was asoldier, likeyou. He died five years ago. | have no
family or rank. | can steal or whore." She repested,
without apology or regret, 'What else can | do?

Before he could say anything more she was goneto
seek another customer. Erik felt both relieved and
empty. There had been something missingin their
coupling, and Erik couldn't tell what it was, but hedso
knew he was dready anxiousto try thiswonderful

thing again.

Six days after making camp, Erik saw Prgji and Vga
riding up. Cais motioned for them to come over to

where he sat, ashort distance from Erik and his squad,



who had just finished their midday mea. Men nodded
greetingsto the two old mercenaries, who waked to
where Cdiswaited and kndlt down next to him.

'What did you discover? asked Cdlis.

Prgi said, 'Nothing terribly surprisng.’ With awave

of hishand to indicate those companies mustered on dl
sdes, 'We're dl boxed in between arange of hillsto the
eadt, theriver over there, about twenty, twenty-five
thousand swords to the north of us, and the armies of
Lanadaand M ahartamustering abouit fifty miles south
here

‘That'sthe rumor,’ said Vga, keeping hisvoicelow so
only those near Caliss campfire could hear him.

Prg! said, Thiscampaign's been going on for adozen
years, sncethefall of Irabek. Sooner or later you'd
think the Rgj would figure it out. One by one, the cities

of theriver havefalen, each hoping its neighbor to the
north would be the last the Emerald Queen took.'
Cdissad, 'What else?

'Were moving out in afew days, aweek a the mog,

| think."

'What did you hear? asked Calis as Robert de
Loungville and Charlie Foster approached to stand
behind Calis.

Prgi said, 'Nothing that said, "We march in three
days.- Just watching and listening.'

Vgawaved to the north. They're building alarge
bridge acrosstheriver wheretheferry is. Got at least Six
companies of engineers and a couple of hundred daves
working onit dl day and dl night.’

'No one from this side can go north without a pass,’
sad Prgi.

'And no one can leave thisarea unlessthey have
signed orders," added Vaa.



'On the north side of theriver," continued Prai,
‘theréswhere dl the old vets are gathered, the ones
who've been at the heart of this campaign from the
dart, them and the Saaur lizard men.’

Cdiswasslent for amoment. 'So we're wall fodder?
'Lookslike,' said Praji.

Erik turned to the other men in his squad and whispered, '
Wall fodder?

Biggo kept hisvoice low so the officers wouldn't hear
him when he answered. 'First to march to thewall, old
son. You get 'fed" tothewall, asit were!

Luis made amotion of drawing ablade across his
own throat. 'First companiesto hit thewal losethe
most men,’ he added softly.

Cdlissaid, 'We need to be alert. We've got to get closer
to this Emerald Queen and her generalsto find out
what we redlly need to know. If that means werethe
first through the gate or over thewall to prove our
worth, that'swhat well do. once we know what we

d to know, then well worry about how we get the

hell out of here!’

Erik lay back on his palet, arm behind his head. He
watched as clouds scurried by overhead in the late
afternoon breeze. He would have night watch, so he
thought held try to get somerest.

But the thought of being thefirgt to attack thewall

of acity, that image returned again and again. Hed

killed four men so far, on three different occasions, but
he'd never been in battle. He worried he would somehow
do something wrong.

Hewas till contemplating the coming campaign

when Foster came aong and kicked his boats, telling
him it wastimeto get to his post. Erik found himself
surprised that it was now night. He had lost himsdlf in



contemplations of the coming struggle, and the sun had
set without his noticing. He rose and got his sword and
shield and moved down toward theriver, to spend the
next few hourswatching for trouble.

Hethought it ironic that he was on guard in the midst

of an army that would turn on Caliss Crimson Eaglesin
an ingtant if they understood their real. purpose, and
from what he had no idea, as no enemy was closer than
fifty miles. Still, he wastold to go stand guard, and that
hedid.

Nakor stood at the edge of the crowd, watching the
priest lift up the dead sheep. The Saaur warriors closest
tothefirelet out ayell of approva, adeep-throated
hissing, that echoed through the night like a chorus of
enraged dragons. Those humans behind the circle of
lizard men watched in fascination, for these rites were
unknown to any but the Ssaur. Many humans made
signsof protection to their own gods and goddesses.

A great celebration was under way and Nakor was
wandering fredy through the various companies of
men. He had seen many things and was both gratified
and horrified: gratified that he had uncovered severd
key elements of the mystery that would help Calis best
decide what to do next, and horrified becausein his
long life he had never met agathering of evil men o
concentrated in both numbers and maignancy.

The heart of thisarmy was the Saaur, and alarge
company of men who caled themselvesthe Chosen
Guard. They wore both the common emerad armband
and green scarvestied around their heads. Their
malignancy was clearly demonstrated by one of their
number who stood a short distance from Nakor, wearing
aneddace of human ears. Rumor in the camp had it

these were the most violent, dangerous, and depraved



men inan army of dark souls. To join their ranks, one
must have endured severd campaigns and distinguished
oneself by deeds black and numerous. It was rumored
that thefind act of acceptance wasritua cannibaism.
Nakor didn't doubt it. But having visited cannibalsin
the Skashakan Idandsin prior years, he aso knew these
men indulged in practices that would have revolted
most cannibals.

Nakor nodded and grinned at aman coveredin

tattoos who held ayoung boy tightly to him. The boy
had an iron collar around his neck and hiseyeshad a
drug-induced vacancy in them. The man snarled a
Nakor, who merely grinned even more as he moved
avay.

Nakor was trying to move around the largest dump of
celebrators so he could gain avantage point from which
to see the Emerdd Queen's pavilion. Strange energies
floated on the night wind, and old, familiar echoes of
distant magic sounded between the notes of song; and
Nakor was coming to a conclusion about who and what
he would find there,

But he wasn't certain, and without certainty he

couldn't return to find Cdis on the other Sde of the
tributary to tell him what he must do next. The only
thing of which he was certain was the need to return to
Krondor, to warn Nicholas that whatever he had feared
was occurring in thisdistant land, far worse forces were
being unleashed. Subtle, behind the ancient magic of

the Pantathians, alingering scent of dienoriginhungin
theair.

Glancing skyward, Nakor smelled demon essencesin

the clouds, asif ready to fdl likerain. He shook his
head. 'I'm getting tired,' he muttered to himsdlf ashe
picked hisway among giant Saaur warriors.



One of Nakor's better tricks, as he called his abilities,
was the knack of moving in crowds without attracting
undue notice, but it didn't dwayswork, and this
moment was one such time.

A Saaur warrior looked down and snarled, 'Where do
you go, human? Its voice was deep and its accent
sounded harsh to Nakor.

Nakor regarded the hooded eyes, deep red !rises
surrounded by white. 'l am inggnificant, O mighty one.

| cannot see. | moveto a place from which | may better
observe thiswondrousrite.’

Nakor had been curious about the Saaur when he had
first reached the heart of the camp, but now he was
anxiousto remove himsdf from them. They weredill a
mystery to him. They bore as much resemblance to the
Pantathians as humans did to elves, which wasto say
that superficidly they looked very smilar, but upon
close examination they weretotaly unrelated. Nakor
was amost certain they came from another world entirely,
and that they were warm-blooded creatures, like

men, elves, and dwarves, while he knew the Pantathians
were not.

He would have liked to be able to discuss such
theories with an educated Saaur, but al he had encountered
were young male warriors with an attitude toward
humans that could only be called contemptuous. He had
no doubt that should the men in this camp not be servants
of this Emerad Queen, the Saaur would have

been ddighted to murder every human in the camp.
They could barely keep their antipathy for humansin
check.

The average Saaur stood between nine and ten feet in
height. The Saaurs were massive in chest and shoulder,
but strangdly delicate of neck, and whilether legswere
strong enough to control their massive horses, they



didn't seem to be arace of runners or jumpers. On foot,
any good company of humans should prove ther

match, thought Nakor.

The lizard man grunted, and Nakor didn't know if

that was approva or not, but he took it as permission to
move on and he did o, judging he would dedl with the
consequences of being wrong if he turned out to be.

He was not. The warrior returned his attention to the
welcoming ritud.

The pavilion of the Emerdd Queen wasraised up on a
giant dais, constructed either of wood or of earth Nakor
couldn't tell which - but six feet higher than the

other tentsin this part of the camp. The structure was
surrounded by ahost of Saaur, and for the first time
Nakor saw Pantathian priests beyond. Even more, he
saw Pantathian warnors aswell. Nakor grinned, for this
was anew thing to his experience, and he dways
enjoyed discovering the unfamiliar.

The priest now turned and threw the daughtered

sheep onto a pyre and then cast scented oils after it. The
smoke that rose was fragrant and thick, dark and coiling.
The priest and the rest of the Saaur watched intently.
Then the priest pointed and spokein an 'dien

language, but the tone was positive, and Nakor guessed
he was saying the spirits were pleased with the offering
or the portents were good, or some other priestly
mumbo-jumbo.

Nakor squinted as afigure emerged from within the
depths of the pavilion: aman in green armor, followed
by another, who made way for athird, whose green
armor was trimmed in gold. This powerful-looking man
was Generd Fadawah, First Commander of the host.

Nakor sensed evil hung around the man like smoke

around afire. For asoldier, hefairly reeked of magic.



Then came awoman with emeralds at her neck and
wrigts, dressed in agreen gown cut low in front so that
thefall of emeradsat her throat could be better shown.
Upon her raven hair she wore a crown of emerads.
Nakor muttered, That isalot of emeralds, even for
you.'
The woman moved in away Nakor found disturbing,

and when she came forward to answer the cheers of her
army, he became deeply troubled. Something was profoundly
wrong!

He studied her and listened as she spoke. 'My faithful!

| who am Y our Lady, who am but avessdl for one much
greater, | thank you for your gifts.

"The Sky Horde of the Saaur and the Emerald Queen
promiseyou victory in thislifeand immorta reward in

the next. Our spiesreturn to tell usthe unbdieverslie

inwait just three days march to the south. Soon we

shdl moveto crush them, then fal upon the heathen

citiesand reduce them to cinders. Each victory comes

more swiftly than thelast, and our numbers grow.’

The woman called the Emerad Queen stepped forward

to the very edge of the dais and looked down on

the faces of those nearest to her, both Saaur and

human. Pointing to one man, she sad, 'Y ou shdl be my
messenger to the godsthis night!’

The man raised hisfig in triumph and ran up thefirgt
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four sepsto the dais. Hethrew himsdf acrossthefind
two, so his head was on the floor before his mistress.
She raised her foot and placed it on the man's head for a
moment in ritua, then removed it, turning to move back
into the tent. The man rose with agrin, winked back at
his comrades who cheered him, and followed the Queen



into her pavilion.

'Oh, thisis very bad, whispered Nakor. He glanced
around and saw the celebration was building in intensity.
Soon men would be drunk and fighting, as

much aswas dlowed, and given the lax discipline Nakor
had seen in this part of the army, he suspected much
brawling and even bloodshed were tolerated.

Now he would have to work hisway through a company
of very drunk, drug-crazed killers, and seek away
acrosstheriver to Cadlis - assuming he could locate
Cdisscamp.

Nakor was never oneto worry, and this certainly

wasn't atimeto begin. Still, he was anxious that he not
delay too long, for now he knew what was behind dl

the conflict that had been under way for the last

twelve years, and what was more, he realized he might
be the only man on the world who would fully understand
al the different agpects of what he had just

seen.

Shaking hishead in congternation at the complexities

of life, the little man started negotiating hisway back
away from the edge of the Emerald Queen's pavilion.

A courier rode up and asked, 'Are you Captain Cdis?
Cdissad, 'l am.

'Orders. You'reto take your company and ford the

river' - he motioned to some place to the north of him,

50 Erik, who sat nearby, assumed aford must be close at
hand - ‘and conduct a sweep along the far bank, for ten
miles downstream. Gilani tribesmen were seen by one
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of our scouts. The generals want to keep the opposite
bank free of such pedts.’

Heturned and rode away as Prgji said, 'Pests? Looking
after the retreating courier, he shook hishead in
disbelief. 'Obvioudy that lad has never encountered any
of theGilani."

‘Neither havel,' said Calis. 'Who are they?

Praji spoke while he casualy picked up hiskit and

made ready to ride out. 'Barbarians.' He paused and
said, 'No, savages, redlly. Tribespeople. No one knows
who they are or where they come from. They speak a
tongue only afew can master, and they rardly give
anyone from outside achanceto learn it. They're tough,
and they fight like maniacs. They wander the Plain of
Djamsor up in thefoothills of the Ratn'gary, hunting

the big bison herds or chasing ek and deer.’

Picking up hisown bedroll, Vgasaid, 'Mogt of the
trouble folks on thisside of theriver havewith themis
over horses. They're the best damn horse thievesin the
world. A man'srank is earned by how many enemies
he'skilled and how many horses he's stolen. They don't
ride them; they eat them. So | heard.’

'Will they give usmuch trouble? said Cdlis.

'Héll, we probably won't even see one,' answered

Prgji. He tossed hisbedroll to Erik and said, 'Hang on to
that for me for aminute.' He bent to get abag that
contained the rest of his personal belongings. They're
tough little guys, about haf again the size of

dwarves," and with an evil grin he pointed at Roo: 'just
likehiml'

The men laughed as Prgji reclaimed his bedroll from
Erik and they started moving toward the picket line of
horses. De Loungville and Foster began calling ordersto
the company toride. Prgji said, "'They can vanish into



that tall grass acrosstheriver like they were spirits. They
livein theselow hutsthey put together out of woven
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grass, and you can be standing ten feet from one and
never seeit. Difficult folksto figure!

‘But they canfight,' said Vga.

Asthey started readying their horses, Prgji said, That,
indeed, they can do. There, Captain, now you know as
much about the Gfiani asjust about any man bornin

these parts.’

Cdissaid, 'Wel, if they want to avoid trouble, we

should be able to make a swing ten milesto the south

and back before sundown." Asif concerned over something,
he looked back at the main body of the camp,

then said to De Loungyville, 'Leave asquad to look after
things.' Lowering hisvoice, hesad, 'And tell themto

keep an eye out for Nakor.'

Foster motioned to another squad that was moving to
saddle their horses and gave them ingtructions. Erik
glanced back as helifted his saddle to place it onthe

back of his own mount. Where was Nakor? he wondered.

Nakor grunted as he picked up the plank, silently cursing
thefool at the other end who didn't seemtoredize
something existed called 'coordinated effort.' The man,
whose name was unknown to Nakor but whom he
thought of as'thet idiot,' ingsted on lifting, moving, and
dropping without bothering to mention it to Nakor. Asa



result, over the last two days, Nakor had accumulated
an astonishing collection of splinters, scrapes, and
bruises.

Nakor had encountered difficulties returning to Caliss
company. The muster had findly halted with the core
army to the north of thistributary to theriver Vedra,
while Cdis and other other new mercenary companies
were to the south. Passing acrossthe smaller river was
now accomplished only by ridersM * th officid-looking
passes, issued by the generals. Nakor had three such
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passesin hisbag, having stolen them two nights before |
but he didn't want to try to use one until he could, study

it, and there hadn't been any place to study the documents
without attracting attention. Besidesthe risk of

losing such documents, Nakor had a predisposition not

to cdl attention to himsaf unlessthere was areason to

do so.

But the generals had ordered a bridge rebuilt across
thistributary and awork gang was diligently doing just
that. Nakor figured he would pose as aworker and
when the bridge reached the opposite shore, he would
samply vanish into the crowd on the other bank.
Unfortunately, the work was going more dowly than
he had hoped, since the labor turned out to be dave
labor and, as such, the workerswerein no hurry. Also,
he was now being closay guarded at night. The guards
might not have noticed him when he arrived ~ if

there was an extradave in asquad, the guard would
merely assume he had miscounted in the morning - but
he would be certain to notice if there was one

less.



Which meant Nakor would haveto wait for exactly

the right moment to vanish into the companies of
mercenaries. He knew that once he was free of the
guards watching the work gang he would have no
trouble. staying free,. but hewished to creste asided a
moment as possible before he attempted it. A manhunt
in the southern camp might prove amusing, but Nakor
knew that he must share what he had learned with

Cdlis and the others before too long, so that they could
gart planning their escgpe from thisarmy and thelr
eventua return to Krondor.

‘That idiot' dropped his end of the plank before Nakor
could move, and as aresult hetook more splintersin his
shoulder. He was about to do one of his'tricks in retdiation,
agting to the buttocks that would make the

Il
404 RAYMOND E. FEIST

man think he had sat on ahornet, when a chill passed
over him.

He glanced back and fdlt his chest tighten, for a
Pantathian priest stood not ten feet away watching the
construction, speaking quietly to a human officer. Nakor
set down hisend of the plank and hurried back for
another, keeping his eyes down. Nakor had encountered
the Pantathians and their handiwork before, while
traveling with the man who was now Prince of

Krondor, but he had never seen aliving Pantathian that
close. As he passed the creature he noticed afaint odor,
and remembered having heard of thissmell before: very



reptilian, yet dien.

Nakor bent to pick up another plank and saw ‘that

idiot' stumble over arock. He lost his balance and took a
half-step toward the Pantathian. The creature reacted,
turning with a clawed hand sweeping out. Thetdons
struck acrosstheidiot's chest, ripping histunic asif

they were knives. Deep cuts of crimson appeared asthe
man cried out. Then he went wesk in the kneesand
collgpsed, to lie twitching on the ground.

The human officer said to Nakor, 'Get him out of

here," and Nakor and another dave grabbed the fallen
man. By the time they had moved him back to the
daves compound, the man was dead. Nakor studied the
face, frozen in death with eyes open, and watched
closdly. After afew minutes, he was certain he knew
exactly what poison the Pantathian had on hisclaws. It
was no hatura venom, but something created by

mixing severd deadly plant toxins together, and Nakor
found thisrevelation fascinating.

He was a so fascinated by the Pantathian's need to
demondtrate before the human officer hisdeadly ability
to kill with atouch. There were palitics herein the

camp of the Emerald Queen that were not obviousto

those far from the heart of power, and Nakor wished he
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had the time to try to uncover more about them. Any
struggle in the enemy camp was good to know about, but
unfortunately, he couldn't afford to spend the time ingnuating
himsdlf where he could observe the byplays of

power.

A guard said, 'Drop him there,' pointing to agarbage
heap that would be hauled away by wagon at sundown



and dumped at afill amile or so away from theriver.
Nakor did as he was bid, and the guard ordered the two
davesto return to work.

Nakor hurried down to the building site, but the
Pantathian and the human officer were now gone. He
felt abrief regret that he couldn't study the Serpent priest
any longer, and even more regret that 'that idiot' had
been killed. The man had deserved to have his backsde
stung' but he hadn't deserved to die painfully asapoison
shut down hislungs and heart.

Nakor worked until the noon medl. He sat on the
bridge, now only afew yards from the other bank, dangling
hisfeet above the water as he ate the tasteless gruel

and hard bread to keep his strength up. All thewhile he
ate, he wondered what Calis and the others were doing.

Cdismotioned for the outriders on theright flank to

keep an even line of dght, one man to the next, for ahaf
mile. Signalsfrom the closest man indicated the order
was understood.

They had been riding sSince noon and till had no Sgn

of anyone near the bank. Either the report of those
tribesmen being nearby wasin error, or they had |eft the
area, or they were, as Prgji had said, able to keep themsalves
from being seen.

Erik watched for any unexpected movement in the

grass, but it was a breezy afternoon, and thetal grass
moved like water. It would take eyesfar better than histo
See someone moving through this sheltering plain.
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A short timelater, Cdis said, 'If we don't find something



within the next half hour, we should return. Well

be getting back to the ford in the dark asit isnow.'

A shout from an outrider, and everyone looked to the
west. Erik used his hand to shade his eyes againgt the
afternoon sunlight, and saw arider frantically sgnding
from the base of alarge mound. Calis motioned and the
column turned toward the rider.

When they reached the base of the hillock, Erik could
seeit was covered in the same grass asthe plains,
making it look like nothing so much asan inverted
shaggy bowl. Almost completely round, it was some distance
from the next rise, the beginning of a series of

hills leading toward the distant mountains.

'What isit? asked Cdis.

‘Tracks and a cave, Captain,' answered the outrider.

Prgji and Vg aexchanged questioning looks, and dismounted.
They led their horses close to the cave and

ingpected it. A short entrance, one aman could enter
stooped over, led back into the gloom.

Cdlisglanced down. 'Old tracks." Then he moved to

the entrance and ran his hand over the stone edge of

the cave. Thisisn't naturd,’ said Cdis.

‘Orifitis'sad Prgi, aso running hishand aong the
wall, 'someone's done some work on it to make it more
sturdy. There's stconework under thisdirt." He brushed
away the dirt and reveded some fitted stones undernegth.
Sarekan, said Vaia

'Maybe,' conceded Prgji.

‘Sarakan? asked Cdlis.

Praji remounted his horse and said, 'It's an abandoned
dwarven city in the Ratn'gary Mountains. All of it underground.
Some humans moved in afew centuries back,

some cult of lunatics, and they've died out. Now it just
dtsempty.’



'People are dways ssumbling across entrances down
near the Gulf,' said Vga, 'and in the foothills near the
Gresat South Forest.'

Cdlissad, 'Correct meif I'mwrong, but that's
hundreds of milesfrom here.’

‘True,' said Prgji. '‘But the damn tunnels run everywhere!'
He pointed to the hillock. That one could be

connected somewhere over there - he pointed at the
distant mountains- ‘or it could smply go back afew
hundred feet and stop. Depends on who built it, but it

looks like one of the entrancesto Sarakan.'

Roo ventured, 'Maybeit's built by the same dwarves,
but it'sadifferent city?

'Maybe,' said Prgji. 'It's been along time since any
dwarveslived anywhere but the mountains, and city
folk don't linger on the Plain of Djams.’

Cdissad, 'Could we use this as adepot? L eave some
weapons and supplies here if we need to come down
thissde of theriver?

Prgi sad. 'l wouldn't, Captain. if the Gilani are

around here. they may be using thisasabase!'
Cdiswas dlent for amoment; then he spoke loudly
enough for the entire troop, except for the other outriders.
to hear. 'Mark thislocation in your minds. Check

the distant landscapes. We may be very needful of
finding this exact spot, soon. If we need to break from
the camp, for any reason, or fight our way out, if you
can't make straight for the city of Lanada, makefor this
mound. Those who do meet here, make your way to the
south the best you can. The City of the Serpent River is
your find god, for one of our ships should be waiting
there!

Erik looked around and then looked down &t his



mount. If he put her nosein line with two pesksin the
distant mountains, the one that looked like a broken
fang, and the other that looked like adump of grapes,
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to hisimagination, and kept theriver at hisback while
keeping another distant peak off hisleft sde, he thought
he should be able to find hisway back here.

After the men had taken their bearings, Calisturned

to an outrider up on adistant hill who waswatching.
Cdismade the arm sgnalsto indicate they wereturning
back.

The man acknowledged the order, then turned and
sgnaded an even more distant rider, while Cais gave the
order to return to the host of the Emerald Queen.

EIGHTEEN

Escape

Nakor waved.

He had learned years ago that if you didn't want to be
accosted by minor officids, look asif you know exactly
what you're doing. The officer standing on the far end of
the dock didn't recognize Nakor, asthe Isalani knew he
wouldn't. Saves weren't people. One didn't take note of
them.

And now he didn't look like adave. He had ducked out
of the dave pen the night before so that the morning and
night head count would match. He had wandered
around the camp, smiling and chatting, until he had
reached the place where he had secreted his belongings



when he had run off to play congtruction worker.

Then a dawn he had wandered back to the dave pens
and fallen in afew yards behind the work gang. He had
moved aong the newly constructed bridge, past aguard
who gtarted to ask him something when Nakor patted
him on the shoulder in afriendly fashion and said, ‘Good
morning, leaving the guard scratching hischin.

Now he called to the officer, 'Here, catch!' and threw
him his bundle of bedroll and shoulder sack. The officer
reacted without thought and caught the bundle, then set
it down asif it were covered in bugs.

By then Nakor had jumped the five feet separating the
end of the bridge and the south-shore foundation of
rocks. He landed and stood up, saying, 'l didn't want to
take the chance of dropping the bundle in the water.
There areimportant documentsinit.’
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'Important ... 7 asked the officer as Nakor picked up
hisbundle.

"Thank you. | must be getting those ordersto the
Captain.’

The officer hestated, which was hisundoing, for in
that moment, while he tried to frame his next question,
Nakor dipped behind a party of horsemen riding past,
and when they had moved on, thelittle man was no

whereinsght.
The officer stood peering thisway and that, and failed
to notice that afew feet away there were now seven



deeping mercenaries around a cold campfire where moments
before there had been only six. Nakor lay motionless,
ligening for any sign of darm.

He grinned as he lay there, hisusua reaction to pulling
off agood vanishing act. He found it amazing that most
people never noticed what was going on right before
their noses. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and
started to doze.

Lessthan an hour later, he heard a voice and opened

his eyes. One of the soldiers next to him was sitting up
and yawning. Nakor turned over and saw that the officer
he had flummoxed was standing with his back toward
the camp.

Nakor rolled to hisfeet, said, 'Good morning,' to the
gtill-half-adegp mercenary, and moved off down thetrail
toward where he hoped Calis was camped.

Erik looked up from where he sat, afew feet awvay from
Cdis, de Loungville, and Fogter, polishing his sword.
They had returned to camp after nightfall, and Calis had
goneto report to the officers tent near the bridge while
Erik and the others tended the horses. When he returned
he showed no sign of how the meeting went, but Cdis
rarely showed anything that Erik could read as pleasure

or irritation.
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But now Erik saw asmall betrayd of emotion as Cdlis
rose with an expectant expression: Nakor was making his
way acrossthe narrow trail that had been worn by
hooves and feet between the Eagles camp and the oneto
the.east.

Thelittle man cametrudging into view, with his seemingly



ever-present grin in place. 'Woof, he said, sitting

down heavily on the ground next to Foster. 'That was
some doing, finding you. Lots of bird banners, and | ots of
red things, and most of these men'’ - he pointed in
general at most of the other companies nearby - 'don't
carewho's next to them. Thisis one very ignorant
bunch.’

Praji, who waslying back picking histeeth with along
diver of wood, said, -they're not being paid to think.'
True

'What did you discover? asked Cdlis.

Nakor |eaned forward and lowered hisvoice, so that
Erik had to gtrain to overhear, though he and the others
in his squad weretrying hard to look asif they werent. 'l
don't think it's such agood ideato talk about this here,
but let's say that when | can tell you, you don't want to
know what | saw.’

'Yes| do,' said Cdlis.

Nakor nodded. 'l understand, but you'll understand
what | meanwhen | tell you. Just let me say that if you
have aplan for usto get out of here, tonight would be a
very good timeto doit. We don't need to stay any
longer.'

Cdissad, 'Wdl, now that we know wheretheford s,
we could try to dip across, or bluff our way and tell the
patrol a the bank that we're going out on another sweep
to the south.’

Nakor opened his ever-present bag, dung over his
shoulder, and said, 'Maybe one of these passes would
fool them.
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Erik tried hard not to laugh at the expresson on

Foster's and de Loungville'sfaces. They looked &t the



documents, and de Loungville said, 'I'm not an expert in
reading this gibberish, but theselook authentic.’

'Oh, they are,' said Nakor. 'l stolethem from Lord
Fadawah's tent.’

De Loungvillesaid, The Queen'sLord High Generd?
"That's the man. He was busy and no one noticed, as|
was playing the part of adave. | thought one of these
might do us some good. | wanted to poke around. There's
something very funny about that general. He's not what
he seemsto be, and if | hadn't been in such ahurry to get
my newsto you, | would have stayed around to see just
what thisgenerd redly is!

Cdlislooked through the four documents. This might
doit. It'savagudy worded order commanding al units
to let the bearer pass. It doesn't say if the bearer will have
afull company of more than ahundred men with him,

but I think if we can keep our wits about us, it might
work.'

Prgi stood. 'Wdll, the day's half done, and if were
going to be convincing about aloca patrol, we'd better be
on our way now. Or did you want to wait until tomorrow
morning?

Cdisglanced at Nakor, who shook hishead dightly in
the negative. 'Weleave now,’ said Cdlis.

Order was passed from man to man to act asif there
was little urgency, but to get ready quickly toride. If
anyonein the other campsites took notice, Erik couldn't
see. The surrounding companies seemed intent upon
their own business. The coming and going of another
troop of men seemed of little interest.

in lessthan an hour, Foster had themenin file, and
Cdismotioned for Erik's squad, thefirstinline tofal in
behind his own vanguard, Nakor, Praji, Vga, Hatonis,
and de Loungville. Foster would fal back and take
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command of the rear guard, the most experienced squad
in the company. As Jadow Shati and Jerome Handy
moved out of line, back to where Foster waited, Erik
made agood-luck sgn which Jadow returned, along with
his broadest grin.

They rode northward, aong the path to the road,

where they paradlded theriver until they camein sight of
the bridge. "That's finishing up quickly,' observed Prai.
"They have many men working onit,' said Nakor. 'l

worked on it for a couple of daysso | could get across.”

Vgasad, Therere are amplefords nearby. Why all
the bother?

Nakor said, The Queen doesn't want to get her feet
wet.'

Cdlisglanced at the little man, as did Erik. Nakor
waan't amiling.

They reached the guardpost and a stout sergeant came
forward. 'What'sdl this, then?

Cdissad, 'Hello again, Sergeant.’

Recognizing Cadlis from the night before, the sergeant
sad, 'Going out again?

"The generds weren't happy with my report. They
think | didn't head far enough south. I'm going out until
noon tomorrow, then I'll be back by morning the day
after.

'No one said anything to me about your company
crossing theriver, Captain,’ said the sergeant, looking
suspicious, ‘or anyone being out for more than aday.
Cdiscamly held out the pass. The General made up
hismind just a short time ago. He gave me thisrather
than relying on amessenger getting to you before we

were ready to leave.



The sergeant said, 'Damn officers, Weve got our

orders, and then some captain of some company thinks
he can get his drinking buddy to change the way we do
things. Which of those strutting peacocks thinks he can
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just Sgn hisname. . " Hisvoicetrailed off and hiseyes

widened as he saw the name and sedl at the bottom of the

pass.
'If you want to send amessenger to Genera Fadawah to

tell him that he's not observing procedures, and you want
confirmation, well wait,' said de Loungville. 'I'd just as
soon not haveto go looking for the Gilani. Hell, | don't
think the genera will mind, Sergeant.’

The sergeant quickly rolled up the pass and handed it

back to Calis. 'Y ou may cross," he said, waving them past.
Heturned to the soldiers at the bank and shouted, 'They're
crossing to the other sde!’

They waved back and resumed their bored poses while
Caliswaked his horse down to where they stood and into
the water, taking it dowly and carefully.

Erik felt the back of hisneck itch, asif someone behind
would start shouting they were trying to escape, or someone
€lse would be warning the sergeant that a pass had

been stolen from the Generd's tent.

But they moved acrossthe shalow ford in the river until
the last company, with Corporal Foster the last man, had
safely crossed. Then Calis motioned for them to pick up
speed, and they dl started moving south at atrot. Erik



found himsdf fighting an unusudly strong urgeto dig his
hedlsin and get his horse galoping. He wondered how
many of the othersfdt the sameway.

When they had moved some distance downriver, Cdis
ordered them to a canter and they rode at agood rate for
another mile before he sgnaed for themto returnto a
trot. Nakor shouted, 'Y ou want meto tell you now?
Cdissad, "Yes, beforeyou fal off and break your neck.’
Nakor grinned. 'It's bad. Y ou remember our old friend
the Lady Clovis?

Calisnodded. Erik had no ideawho she might be, but
the darkening expression on Calissface said he knew her.

What surprised him wasthat de Loungville registered no
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recognition. But Prgi said, That bitch who wasusing
Dahakon and the Overlord VVagash down at the City of
the Serpent River way back when wefirst met?

‘That's her,' said Nakor.

'She'sthe Emerald Queen? asked Cadlis.

Nakor shook his head. 'l wish it were so. Joma, that's

her rea name, at least back when we were married ~'

'What?gaped Calis, and for the first time Erik saw him
totally lose his composure.

It'salong story. I'll tell you some other time. But

when shewas agirl shewasvain, and when we were
together she was aways seeking waysto stay young
forever.'

' think if we get out of thisyou're going to tdl me

every detail, said de Loungville, obvioudy as astonished
asCdis.

'‘Anyway," saild Nakor, motioning for him not to interrupt, '
the girl had talent for tricks, what you call magic,



and sheleft mewhen | wouldn't tell her secrets| didn't
have, about Staying young forever. She was usng adifferent
body when shewasthe Lady Clovis!

‘A different body? said Prgji, now obvioudy confused.
'How did you recognize her?

'When you know someone well, bodies don't matter,’
said Nakor.

'l guess,' said Vaia, obvioudy amused by the entire
conversation.

'Shut up,’ said Nakor. Thisis serious. Thiswoman
made abargain with the Pantathians to keep her young
forever while she helped them. What she didn't know
was they were using her. | warned her. | told her, They
want more than you can ever givethem,” and | was
right. They've taken her.'

'What do you mean? asked Cdlis.

Nakor's expression turned grim. 'What happened to
your father, with the Armor of White and Gold.'

'Yes? sad Cdlis, color draining from hisface.

'It's happening again. Joma, or Clovis, iswearing an
emerdd crown and it's changing her. Sheisbecoming
likeyour father.'

Cdlislooked shaken and said nothing for amoment;
then he turned to de Loungville. 'Tell Foster | want arear
guard to follow by fifteen minutes. | want to know if
anyonetriesto overtake us. if they encounter anyone,
their fastest rider isto comefind us, while the-othersare
to lead whoever's coming away. WEll wait for ashort
time at the cave we found two days ago, then well strike
straight for Lanada.’

DeLoungvillesaid, 'And if those who come after don't
take the bait?

'Make them take the bait,’ said Cdlis.

De Loungville nodded once, turned his horse, and

rode to the end of the column. Erik looked back and



saw Foster and six other men dow and then stop after .
de Loungville gave the order. They would wait aquarter
hour, then start riding after Caliss company, hoping
they would get the chanceto catch upin aday or

two.

It was midmorning the next day when someone at the
rear of the column shouted, 'Rider!’

Erik looked over his shoulder and saw Jadow Shati,
riding thelife out of hishorse. The anima was completely
lathered, and from the huge extension of her

nogtrils, Erik could tell she couldn't catch her breath. She
was blown out and ruined, he was certain. Jadow was
familiar enough with horsesto redize hewaskilling the
mare, so Erik knew it could only mean trouble. He untied
the cord that held his sword in its scabbard, as he did not-
need to betold that they were about to fight.

For in the distance, less than amile behind Jadow,

came adust cloud. Erik saw the figures on the horizon,
and before Jadow could get close enough to speak, Erik
shouted, 'It's the Saaur,'

De Loungville asked, 'How can you tdll?

"The horses [ook too big for the distance behind

Jadow.'

Just then Jadow came within shouting range and cried
out, 'Captain! It'sthelizard men, They arefollowing.'
Cdisturned to de Loungville and said, 'We stay inthe
saddle. Skirmishintwo lined!’

De Loungville shouted, "Y ou heard the Captain, |

want the firgt fifty men dressed left on me," That meant
that the firgt fifty men in the columnwould line up onde
Loungvillésleft arm, in agtraight line. Erik wasthe man
closest to de Loungville when he moved hishorse
around.

Jadow came reining in, his mount staggering ashe



leaped off. Calis shouted, "Where's Foster?

Jadow shook his head. "They bought none of it. As
soon as | took off, they followed me and ignored the
corporal. The corpord turned around and hit them from
the flank, buying me ahead start, Captain, but. . . He
didn't have to say any more.

Erik thought of the big man, Jerome Handy, who had
become something of afriend after being embarrassed
aboard the ship. He glanced to hisright and

saw Sho Pi, and nodded. Sho Pi nodded back, asif he
understood what Erik was thinking.

Luissad, Thenwe bleed lizards," under his bresth, but
loud enough for those near him to hear.

Erik drew hissword and put hisreins between his
teeth. He unhmbered his shield and made ready. Held
control hismount with hislegs, but he kept thereinsin
his jawsin case he needed to yank them.

The Saaur's animas must be asincredibly strong as
their riders, thought Erik, for if Jadow's mount was
near death, the Saaur'slooked merely tired Y et the

green-skinned warriors didn't pause once they saw the
line of soldiersfacing them.

'We don't scare them much," observed Nakor from

behind Erik, who wouldn't take his eyes off the gpproaching
riders.

Cdissad, 'When | givethe order, | want bowfire; then
thefirst rank will charge. The second rank will hold until

| givethe order.’

The bowmen, al in the center of the second line, drew
back their wegpons, and de Loungville haf muttered,
*Wait for it!"

The Saaur bore down relentlessly, and as they approached,
Erik started noticing details. Some wore feathers

on their hedms, while others had strange animasand



birds on their shields. The horses were bay and chestnut,
with some that were dmost black, but while afew were
near-white, he saw no buckskins or mottled colors. Erik
wondered why he was fascinated by the fact of there
being no pintos or buckskins. He fought down an unexpected
urgeto laugh.

. Then Cdlis shouted, 'Shoot!" and the forty archersin

the second linelet loose. Therain of shafts caused a halfdozen
riderstofall, and severd of the dien horses

screamed. Then Calis shouted, 'Chargel’

Erik dug his hedsinto his horsgs flanks and with a

shout and a powerful squeeze of hislegstold the horseto
galop. Hedidn't look to see how the others were doing,
but kept hisfocus on a Saaur with ametal crest topped
with ahorsehair fal atop his helm. The horsehair had
been bleached and dyed a bright crimson, so it was an
easy target for Erik.

Erik sensed more than saw when hisown horse

crashed into the larger animal. He was too intent on
avoiding the blow aimed at his neck. The Saaur warrior
used alarge single-bladed ax, which meant he could
bludgeon with it on the backswing, but cut only with a
forward blow. Erik dmost fell into the gap between the
two animas after his own mount staggered away from the
larger horse. Erik ducked under the looping blow, but
recovered intimeto deliver apunishing blow with his
sword to the thigh of the Saaur.

Hedidn't seeif the creature fell from the saddle or rode
past, because he was too busy engaging another warrior
who had just unhorsed one of Hatoniss clansmen. Erik
charged him and got his sword point under the creature's
shidd beforeit could turn and face him, and the Saaur fell
backwards, flipping completely over therear of hishorse.
Erik swore and reined his own horse away asthe

riderlessdien horse lashed out with aforeleg. "Ware the



mounts," he cried. They're trained to attack, too.'

Erik moved to help Roo, who was attempting to work
in tandem with Luis againgt one Saaur. He came up

on thelizard man'sblind sde and delivered akilling
blow to the back of the creature's helm. The Saaur fell
over and the hem fdll off, revealing an dien face, green
and scaled, but covered in scarlet blood.

'Wdll, their blood's not green,'shouted Biggo, riding by.
"They're aso dying right enough.’

'So arewe,' said Roo, pointing. Biggo and Erik turned to
see that while most of the Saaur had been unhorsed, for
each onekilled. one of their own was down aswell.
Fushing back hishem, Biggo sad, 'We face them three
to one, and Hill they take us out in equa numbers:’
‘Shoot.' cried Cdlis, and the ten archers who remained
to him started peppering the five remaining Saaur with
arrows.

Jadow said, 'Look!" and pointed into the distance.
"That'swhy they're so fearless," shouted de Loungville.
‘These are just the trail-breakers!’

Afar, alarge column of dust roseinto the sky, and even
at this distance the rumble of hooves was thunderous. Erik
didn't wait but set hedsto the flanks of hishorse and
charged after the remaining Saaur, who were attempting
to keep the humans engaged as long as possible until
their companions could overtake them.

Biggo let out awhoop and charged after him. They
rodefull into the same Saaur, gtriking at him from both
sdes. Erik caught him on the siword arm, shattering
bone and cutting deep into flesh, while Biggo hammered
relentlesdy at the creature's shield.

Soon it was quiet.

Cdissad, 'Ridefor the cavel Well stand there!!

Erik sucked adeep lungful of air and willed histired
horseto run. There was no choice. The aien horses



were stronger and more powerful and had more endurance.
They couldn't outrun them, it was clear, and at

oneto one, they couldn't outfight the Saaur in the

open.

Erik hoped that the cave tunnd did lead somewhere,
asPrgi had clamed. For if it wasonly acavein abhill, it
would be alonely placeto die.

In ragged order, leaving the remountsto follow or
wander, Caliss Crimson Eagles, exhausted and sore
from the short but furious fight, headed toward the distant
hillock.

Nakor was among thefirg to reach it, and without

much grace he haf jumped, half fell from hishorse. He
grabbed awaterskin and a bag of rations, then struck
her on the rump, yelling enough to send her running

away as he ducked into the cave.

AsErik and the others began to dismount, he

shouted, There'sadoor! Come quick!’

‘Strike alight!" commanded Cdis, and de Loungville
produced aspecid oil and motioned for someoneto give
him atorch. A bundle of them was fetched from the
baggage aong with afew other items the men would
carry, but most of the baggage, food, and all the horses
must be sacrificed.

De Loungville sprinkled the oil on atorch, then struck
flint and stedl to cause aspark. The oil caught and the
torch wasllit, and he ducked insde the cave.

Erik followed after, and had to duck-walk to pass

below thelow celling. After about ten yards, the celling
rose and the corridor broadened, as the passage moved
down into an underground cavern.

Erik looked for the door and discovered it was a huge
round stone. It was nestled in aheavy iron and wooden
frame, rigged so it could berolled from its position to the



right of the passage to block it. While afew strong men
could use large wooden pegs st in the face to moveit
from ingdethis cave, those following after would have
no handhold on the smooth surface, nor any way to gain
enough leverage to move the massive rock.

When the last man wasingde the cave, Erik, Biggo,

and Jadow grabbed the wooden pegs and struggled to
move the rock. othersins nuated themselves againg the
wall so they could push against the edge onceit moved
enough.

Sowly, protestingly, the rock budged and then with a
grinding rumble moved as the sound of horsemen

echoed through the entrance of the cave. Angry shoutsin
an dien language echoed down the hdl asthe grinding
stone moved dowly to block their retrest.

Suddenly Erik felt resistance and knew that the Saaur

on the other sde had tried to prevent the closing. 'Push!’
he shouted, and another pair of hands moved below his,
and he looked down to see Roo trying to add his strength
to the task. Thelittle man had dipped below and crawled
on thefloor to find a place from which he could help.
Nakor shouted, 'Close your eyes!’

Erik was dow and was temporarily blinded by a,

sudden flash of light as Nakor lit something from de
Loungvilleéstorch and tossed it through the narrow space
between thewal and the dowly moving rock door.

A scream and severa shouts of rage answered, but the
pressure on the door was released and it closed suddenly
with adeep and find thud. Erik fdt the shock in his
shoulders asit dammed into the opposite wall.
Hiskneesfelt suddenly weak and he sat down on the
cold cavefloor. He heard Biggo laugh. 'That was closer
than | like!

Erik found himself laughing, too, and looked over &



Jadow. 'Foster and Jerome?

Jadow shook hishead. 'They dl died like men.'
Cdissad, 'Bobby, light another torch so we can see
where were going.'

'Do we have another torch? asked the sergeant.

A voiceinthe dark sad, 'In the bundle here, Sergeant.’
Cdissaid, '‘Biggo, while were looking ahead, | want
you and von Darkmoor to do an inventory. Weve left
most of what we had outside, but | want to see what we
have here. He glanced around. Though if theré's not
another way out, it really doesn't matter, doesit?
Without waiting for an answer, he moved off into the
gloom asde Loungyvillelit asecond torch, handed it to
Luis, and moved &fter the Captain.

Nakor hurried to grab afew loose rocks and lay them
between the stone and the floor. 'Won't roll back very
well if they do get agrip, he said with agrin.

Biggo turned and said, "All right, me darlings. You

heard the Captain. Look around and tdll ol' Biggo what
you thieving rascas grabbed when you ran for your
lives,

Erik chuckled, but knew it wasjust relief at still being
dive. He didn't know who e se had noticed, but when he
ran into the dark he had looked back over his shoulder
and seen at least thirty of the hundred or more men who
had | eft that morning lying dead on the ground. They had
survived the first encounter of along and bitter journey
to come, and amogt athird of them were aready dead.
He put that thought from his mind and began looking

to see what resources they had.

Hours passed, and there were faint sounds from the other
side of the rock door, so they knew the Saaur were

contriving ways to move the boulder and come after



them. At one point Roo wondered aoud what they
would do if some Saaur magician came dong and used
magic to open the door, and the anger that greeted the
remark caused thewiry manto fdl ingantly slent. Erik
couldn't remember atime when Roo had been shut up so
quickly or effectively.

When Cdisfindly returned, Biggo said, 'Weve got

food for four or five days, Captain. A few extraweapons,
but mostly what each of usis carrying. Weve got plenty
of gold and gems, 'cause the sergeant there grabbed the
pay sacks, and we've got afair supply of bandages and
herbs.

‘But dl our camp gear isgone, and alot of usare going
to bethirsty if we don't find water quickly.’

Cdissad, Thetunnd seemsto head down gradualy,
and toward the foothills. | saw signsthat someone's used
this route not too long ago, maybe a month, but no more
than that.'

"Tribesmen? asked Roo.

'‘Doesn't matter,’ said Prgji, standing up. ‘Unlessyou're
anxiousto face that angry pack of lizards waiting out
there - he pointed to the door - 'we go that way.' He
pointed into the gloom.

Cdissad, 'Everyone ready?

No one said no, and Calisturned to de Loungville. 'Get
them into some sort of order, and let's Start seeing where
this passage leads.’

De Loungville nodded once, then turned and gave the
command. once the men found their way to the positions
they normaly took whileriding, asense of the

familiar surrounded Erik, asif following orders made the
closeness of the tunnel and the gloom bearable.

Then Cdlis gave the word and they moved off into the
darkness.
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NINETEEN

Discovery

A gong sounded.

It echoed off vast ceilings of carved and colored stone,
ringing through the great hall, and the Warden turned.
Miranda saw him regarding her with impassive features.
But he made no threatening gesture as she approached.
She had been flying across the mountains since leaving
the vast city known asthe Necropalis, the City of the
Dead Gods. Following the ingtructions given her by the
fortune-teler in theinn, she had returned to Midkemia
and found her way back to Novindus, and from there to
the Necropolis. Then she flew upward, guided by her
arts, despite her fatigue, and she sought out this mythical
place atop the mountains called the Pavilion of the Gods.
At last, when she had to use her powersto preserve air
around her, she found what she sought, asplendid place
atop acloud, avast series of hallsand galleries that
seemed created out of ice and crystal aswell as stone and
marble.

The clouds thinned, and she saw that the massive
building stood atop the summit of the greatest mountain

inthe areg, and in the center sood asingle immense

opening.



She floated through the clouds surrounding the Celestia
City, moving through the door effortlesdy. Shefelt
atingle as she passed through the spell that kept the
freezing cold out and the air inside.

The man she had spied across the grand hdll floated
acrossthe vast expanse of floor to meet her. Shetook a
moment to study her surroundings. A vaulted ceiling was
suspended nearly seventy flights of steps above his head,
supported by twelve mighty columns of stone, each
chosen for beauty. She quickly chose her own favorite,
one fashioned of maachite, the green veins of polished
stone that could capture the eyesfor hours. Therose
quartz was lovely, too, but something about the green
stone spoke to her.

Thefloor of the hal was partitioned by somefaint
energy. Miranda used every trick of perception she had,
and decided the fields were not barriers or traps but
something closer to Sgnatures, asif each areahad a
specific use or identity, but only noted for those able to
sense those energy barriers. And in each area beings
moved, humans from their outward appearance, but al
wesaring some of the strangest fashions she had ever
seen.

The great windows were set with crystal panes so clear
they seemed air frozen in an ingtant, and the snow fields
outsde reflected the afternoon sunlight on the peaks
above, bathing the great hall in rose and golden hues.
Thaose people moving across the vast floor threw long
shadows, asjeweled, faceted globes threw soft white light
acrossthe hdl, the source of that light having nothing to
do with nature.

The gpproaching man glided through the air, standing
regdly asif being carried by acompany of invisble
bearers upon a heavy platform. He touched foot to the
stone floor of the hal as Miranda gently touched down



on the marblefloor.

Severd others nearby turned to observe the confrontation,
though they remained silent. Mirandathrew back

her cloak's hood, shaking her dark hair as she glanced
around the hall.

'Who comesto the Celestial City?

With amusement she answered, ‘A finelot of godsyou
areif you don't know who comesto your own paaceto
vigt. | an cdled Miranda

The Warden said, 'None may invade the precinct of

the gods without invitation.'

Mirandagrinned. 'Odd. I'm here, aren't 1?7

'None may invade without permission and liveto

leave,' said the Warden.

'Wdll, consider me an uninvited guest, not an invader.’

What cause brings you to the Hall of the Gods?
Mirandainspected the figure before her. like the

others who inhabited the hall, he wore an odd robe,
tight-fitting across the shoulders, but billowing out

below the arms, forming a perfect circle a the hem
amogt six feet in diameter. Miranda guessed therewas a
thin band of metal or heavy cord sewn into the hem.

The deeveswere long, and dso flared along the length,
whilethe collar was fiff and high, surrounding the back
of the head up to the ears, giving Mirandathe impression
that she spoke to asix-foot-tal doll fashioned from
interlocking cones of paper, with apainted day head
stuck on the top. What a peculiar-looking character, she
thought.

Hisface had olive-shaded skin darkened by years of
exposure to bright sun, and his beard was aswhite as
the snow outside. Eyes of pae blue regarded her from
under white brows.



She glanced around the hall, wishing she had more
time to study the place. Its grandeur was nothing less
than bregethtaking, yet somehow it was dien and ascold
asthe wind outside the great door. No mortal lacking
great magic would find hisway to this abode of the
gods, for the climewasimpossible. At least a hundred
feet below the base of the plateau the air became too
thin to bresthe long and remain dive, and the
temperature was congtantly below freezing.

Most of the people were turned her way, and she
noticed that each group seemed set off, isolated by the
sense of separate areas she had detected upon entering,
asif therewas azone on the floor they were confined to.
After amoment, she was certain no onewasleaving a
given areato enter another.

"Y ou limit the gods? asked Miranda.

"They limit themsdlves, asthey dways have,’ camethe
answer. 'Agan | must ask, what cause brings you here?
'l come because there are terrible forces gathering, and
thisworld standsin jeopardy. | have visited with the
Oracleof Ad, and sheisready to enter her breeding
phase. Her vison will belost to us. Those forces that
march are committed to a course of action that will bring
about the end of al we know, including this." She waved
her hand, indicating the hdll.

The Warden closed his eyes amoment, and Miranda
knew something was being communicated; then he said,
‘Speak more.'

'Of what?

'Of what you hopeto find here!’

'l had hoped for some sense that the gods of Midkemia
were ready to answer the thregt to their very existence!’
Her anger was poorly hidden, and contempt edged her
words.

"These are but the aspects of the gods,' answered the



Warden, ‘those men and women who have, for reasons
beyond our mortd understanding, been chosen to exist

on the gods behdf. They have cometo live out their lives
asmorta aspects of the gods, eyes and ears granting the
gods morta perspective on the world in which they
abide.’

Miranda nodded. Then | would speak to one of these
godly aspects, if you don't mind.'

'l have nothing to say in the matter,’ came the answer.

'l ' am but the Warden of the Celestid City. Itismy task to
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keep those who abide here comfortable.' He closed his
eyes. 'Y ou may speak to whoever will answer.'
Walking past the Warden, Miranda approached the
areanearest the entrance, where agroup of men and
women stood surrounding one who loomed over them
by afull head. All wore white, without ahint of color,

and the woman at the center- of the group had hair
without hue. Her skin was aso without pigmentation,

but rather than possessing the look of an dbino, she
appeared to be of some dien race, with skin truly white
in color. Those who surrounded her stepped aside, alowing
Mirandato gpproach. At arespectful distance,

Miranda bowed her head, then she said, 'Sung, | plead
for hdp.’

The living incarnation of the goddess stared down at

the young woman. Her eyes hed mysteries"Miranda
could only begin to guess, but her face presented akindly
visage. Y et no answer was forthcoming. Miranda pressed
on. 'A grest evil arises here, one that, unchecked, will
releaseforcesto rival even your own. | must seek aid!”

For along moment the goddess studied Miranda; then



with an economy of motion sheindicated the woman
-should move to another area. 'Seek one not yet come
among us'

Miranda hurried to another quarter of the hdl, in

which an empty area stood ready, but unoccupied. Shifting
her perceptions through each phase of sight she

knew, Miranda searched for some hint of what she might
find here.

A glyph shimmered in aspectrum of light beyond the
ability of most men to see, yet "Miranda saw it. Sheturned
to discover the Warden had followed her, floating afoot
above the stonefloor.

'Who placed such amark here?

'One who recently visited, likeyou.’

'What does the symbol mean?

‘It isthe mark of Wodan-Hospur, one of the Lost

Gods, whom we await.’

'Y ou await the return of gods lost during the Chaos
Wars? she asked in surprise.

'Everything is possiblein the Hall of the Gods'!'

'What was the name of thisman?

'l may not say.'

'l am seeking Pug of Stardock,' said Miranda. ‘At the

Inn, inthe Hall of Worlds, | wastold to come here’

The Warden shrugged. 'Such matters are not my concern.’

Has he been here?

'l may not say.'

Mirandathought, then asked, 'If you can say nothing
ese, where might | go next to find thisman?

The Warden hesitated. 'It may be that you need to
look at that place where you were mided.’
Mirandasaid, 'l thought as much.' With awave of her

arm, she was one, afaint popping sound the only indi9



cation of her having been there.

One of the people attending a nearby god turned and
threw back his hood. He was short of Stature, hiseyes
the color of dark walnut aged and stained, his beard as
dark asthat of alad of twenty, but his manner and size
did little to disguise the aura of power that surrounded
him.

Stepping over to where the Warden waited, he said,

'Y ou've served your purpose.’ With awave of hishand
thefiguresin the hall vanished, leaving only avast
emptiness of rock and ice. Cold air rang in through the
now unprotected opening and bit with enough harshness
to make him gather his cloak tightly around him.
Glancing around to see that no trace of illuson remained,
hewasraisng hishandsto will himsdlf to

another place when avoice said, 'Gods, it's cold without
that illuson.
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The man turned, and standing ayard away wasthe
woman. 'Pug of Stardock?

The man nodded. 'Negtly done, lady. There are few who
could have seen through the ruse.’

She smiled and something oddly familiar hinted at
recognition, then wasgone. 'l didn't. But thingsjust didn't
fed right, and | thought if | could seem to have left, then
perhaps | might learn something."

The man amiled. Y ou smply turned yoursdf invisble

and made the proper noise.’
The woman nodded. 'Y ou are Pug?



Theman said, 'Yes, | am Pug of Stardock.'

The woman's face took on an expression of concern,

and again there was something hauntingly familiar about
her. '‘Good. We must go. Thereis much to be done!’
'What are you talking about? asked Pug.

'Khaipur has fallen and Lanadais undone by treachery.’
Pug nodded. 'l know this. But for me to act too soon --!
'And the Pantathians counter your magic with their

own. | know. But there is more here than asmple bashing
of magics, like rams banging headsin the mountains.' Her
bresth hung in the frigid air and she waited.

Pug said, 'Beforel presumeto tell you there are forces at
play beyond your knowledge, | suppose | should find out
what you know.’

He vanished.

'Damn,’ said Miranda 'l hate it when men do that.’

Pug had two goblets of wine poured when Miranda
popped into existence. "'Why did you do that?

'If you couldn't follow me, then telling you anything

was pointless." Pug handed her agoblet. There's something
vaguely familiar about you," he observed.

Mirandatook the wine and sat down on adivan opposite
awriting desk; Pug pulled out the stool that went

with the desk, and sat down.
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'Where are we? Stardock? She glanced around. The
room was small and lacking any decoration. All she could
seeindicated that thiswas alibrary. Bookslined every
wall, save one narrow space that held awindow, and

besidesthe divan, desk, and chair, the room was devoid



of furniture. A pair of lamps burned, one a each end of
the room.

Pug nodded. 'My quarters. No one can get in or out but
myself, and no one expects meto visit, as no one has seen
me herein twenty-five years.

Mirandalooked around. 'Why keep it s0?

'l made amgjor display of breaking off my ties here,
after my wife died. He spoke of her death in a matter-of fact
tone, but Miranda could see atiny tension around

the corners of his eyes as he mentioned this. 'If someone
isto comelooking for me, they'll look on Sorcerer'side.
I've left enough people who work magic there that any
spell designed to detect magic will beringing like adinner
bdl.

'And as magic is being practiced here every day, if you
do decide to do some work, no onewill notice.' She
spped her wineand said, "Very neat. And thisisvery
good.'

'Isit? asked Pug. He sipped. 'Yes, itis. | wonder
which. . ." He held up the battle. 'l haveto ask Gathisif
thereismore of thisin the cellar a Sorcerer'sIdewhen |
return.’

'Why all the misdirection? asked "Miranda.

'Why were you looking for me?

'l askedyou first.'

Pug nodded. 'Fair enough. The Pantathians are wary of
me and my arts. They've discovered waysto neutraize
me, S0 | make sure they and their agents can't find me.’
'Neutralize you? Her eyes narrowed. 'l've run across
snake magic before and there are smoking corpsesto
mark those battles. If you're as powerful asthey say -'
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Pug sad, There are more ways to stem attack than



samply to meet it with more strength. What if | wereto
hold achild you love and put a dagger to her throat?
Mirandasaid, 'So if they don't know whereyou are,
they can't threaten anyone you care about.’

'Y es. Now, why are you looking for me?
Mirandasaid, The Oracle of Ad enters her birthing
.cycleand we lose her ability to help us. | have been

asked -'

'By whom? interrupted Pug.

'By some people who would rather not see thisworld
end any time soon," she snapped. ‘I have been asked to
help preserve the Lifestone -'

Pug stood. "How do you know of the Lifestone?
Mirandasaid, 'l an Keshian. Do you remember one
who came to support the King's army at the battle?
‘Lord Abdur Rachmad Memo Hazara-Khan,' answered
Pug.

Miranda nodded. 'It took yearsto penetrate the illusons
and fasetrails, but after awhile, those few who entered to
speak to the Oracle and leave with whatever wisdom she
gave them, even with that Statue at Maac's Cross asthe
transfer point, even after decades, the truth was known.'
'So you work for the Emperor?

'Do you work for the King? countered Miranda.

‘Borric and | are something of cousins,'said Pug, Spping
a hiswineagain.

'Y ou beg the question.’

'So | do.' He set hisgoblet down. 'Let's say that I'm
somewhat less condricted in my loyatiesthan | used to
be. Whichisal besidethe point. If,you know anything of
the Lifestone, you know that national interests are petty at
thispoint. If the Vaheru reawaken, we will dl perish.’
Then you must help me,'said Miranda. 'If thosefoolish
men | helped recruit for the Prince survive, well know



who and what we face.'
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Pug sighed. Y ou, a Keshian, recruiting for the prince?
'It seemed the prudent thing to do to serve my red
master'sinterests.’

Pug only raised an eyebrow. 'So which foolish men are
these?

‘Cdlisleadsthem.’

*Tomass son,'said Pug. 'l haven't seen him since hewas
young; it must be twenty or more years.'

'He's il young. And angry and confused.’

'He'sunique. Thereisno other cregture like himin the
universe. He's the product of aunion that should not have
borne fruit, and he will die someday, unique.’

'And done’

Pug nodded. 'Who else?

'A band of men condemned to die, none known to you.
And Nakor the Isalani.'

Pug amiled. 'l misshisrambling brilliance. And his sense
of fun.

Mirandasaid,’Funisfar from hismind these days, | fear.
With Aruthas death, Nicholas becomes the hope for the
Western Realm, the Kingdom, and the world. He has
grudgingly adopted hisfather's plan, but he haslittle
enthusasmfor it

'What planisthis?

Shetold him of the previous voyages to Novindus, and
of the destruction endured by Calis and his men the last
time. Shetold him of the plan to send men down to join
with the conquering army, men who would return with
the truth about what was facing them.



'Do you think,"'asked Pug after shefinished, 'that thisis
anything but afull-scale consolidation of dl the armed
might in Novindus, so that an attack can be launched
acrossthe seato seize the Lifestone?

"The Pantathians lack subtlety, answered Miranda, 'but
it could be someone is manipulating them theway ' they

y
manipulated the moredhe during the Great Uprising.’
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Pug conceded ' that thiswas true. 'But every indication
isthat they are seeking to put al Novindus under their
sway, to create the largest army ever seenin thisworld,
and fromthat it isjust onelogical step to assumethey
are going to throw that army at the Kingdom, perhaps
sal right into Krondor harbor, then march across half

the Kingdom to Sethanon.' Pug was silent for a

moment, then said, 'I don't think anyoneisusing them

in the sense you suggest. The Pantathians aretoo dien
by other beings standards, judging by everything I've
seen.

‘They have aview of the universethat is so warped it
defieslogic, but it issoingrained in their very nature

that they have not alowed more than two thousand
years of observing theway in which the universeredly
worksto sway them from their fanatic devotion to their
unique view of things'

"Mirandaraised an eyebrow. That'salittle too andytica
for me, Pug. | have encountered other fanatics,

and redlity doesn't seem to sway them much either.’

She waved off acomment he was about to make. '‘But |
see.. your point. If they move for their own dark purposes
in such numbers, thenit'sclear they risk al or



nothing on this massive undertaking.

Pug shook his head no and sighed. 'Not redly. The
damnable thing about al thisiswe can defeat them
again, perhaps destroying every man and creature they
send across the sea, but what doesthisgain us save
wholesde ruin on our own shore?

'We dill don't know wherethey live,' Miranda said.
Pug nodded yes. "We have only vague rumors. Up
north, near the headwaters of the Serpent River, the
Serpent Lake. down in the Great South Forest, somewhere
deep in the heart of the Forest of Irabek. No one
knows:'

'Y ou've looked?
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Pug nodded. 'I've used every magic spell | could find or
dream up and have traveled on foot across agreat deal of
that continent. The sad truth isthey are either incredibly
gifted in shidding themsdves from sight, both magic and
mundane, or they are doing something so obvious|'m

not seeing it

Miranda sipped her wine. After amoment she said,

"That ill leaves uswith an army to defesat.’

‘More, I'm afraid.’

'What?

Pug said, 'l believethat Cdisisgoing to find something
far more powerful at the heart of this particular
campaign, and | can't tell you why." He went over to a
bookshelf. 'There are several tomes here that speak of
doorways, pathways, and routes between different levels
of redlity.’

‘Likethe Hall of Worlds?

Pug shook his head no. "That place existsin the objective
universe aswe understand it, though it is somewhat



of an artifact of creation, alowing those who travel the
halsto exist beyond certain limits of that objective redity.
Do you remember how real the Hall of the Gods
looked?

'Yes. A most convincing illuson.’

It was more than anillusion. | tapped into a higher

leve of redlity, ahigher-energy state for lack of abetter
description. A long time ago, | went into the city of the
dead gods, and entered through a... seam, into the Hall
of the Goddess of Death. | spoketo Lims-Kragma.'
'Interesting,’ said Miranda.

Pug looked at her and saw she was not mocking him.

'It was redlly the Goddess of Death you spoke to?
‘That's the point I'm trying to make. Thereis no Goddess
of Desath, yet thereis. There'sthe natural force of
creation and the equally natural act of destruction. What

breaks down a once-living being providesfood for new
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life. We understand =0 little of these things," he said,
showing ahint of frusiration. 'But these personifications,
these gods and goddesses, they may be but away in
which we, who livein one sate of redlity, can interact
with forces, beings, energy from another redity.’
Jjnteresting theory,' said Miranda.

‘Actually, most of it isNakor's!'

‘But what hasthisto do with al the murder about to

be done?

'Beings from these other states exist. | have faced the

Dread, to name but one.’

'Redlly? she said, obvioudy impressed. The steders of
lifeare not to betrifled with by dl reports.’
‘That'sthefirst clue |l had." Pug'sface grew animated as



he said, "When | fought the Dread for thefirst time, |
sensed adifferent rhythm, a different state to the energy
of hisbeing. When | bested him, | learned afew things.
'Over the years I've discovered other things. Living on
Kedewan, the Tsurani homeworld, for anumber of years
gave, meinsghts| never would have gained hereon
Midkemia

'One thing I've discovered isthat the Dread do not
'drink” thelife of hying beings onthisworld. They
change the energiesto astate they can use. The unfortunate
sde effect of that change isthe degth of the

creature they touch.'

‘Such academic congderations are of little interest to
thosewho die, I'm afraid.’

"True, but you see, it'simportant. If they can do that,
why can't forces we can't seein our norma frame of
reference not be able to reach out and manipulate energy
herein our world?

'Where are we going with this? asked Miranda,
betraying impatience.

'What wasthe Lifestone like when you last visited the
Oracle? asked Pug.
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'What do you mean?

'Did it appear asit dwaysdid?

'l don't know." Mirandalooked puzzled. 'It'sthe only
timel'veever seenit.’

‘But there was something odd about it, wasn't

there?

Mirandashrugged. 'l had afeding . .

"That the Vaheru trapped ins de were somehow doing
something.’

Miranda had afaraway look. 'Stirring. | think that's



what | said. They were gtirring more than usud.'

'| fear they may have found away to interact directly
with someone or some group within the Pantathian community .
Perhaps with this so-called Emerald Queen who

now leadsthem.’

‘That'sachilling thought.’

Pug said, Thereis something few know. Have you

heard of Macros the Black?

Miranda said, 'By reputation.' Her tonewas dry, and

Pug assumed she didn't believe the inflated tales about
the Black Sorcerer.

‘Much of what he did was thestrics, but much was an
order of magic beyond even my understanding today. He
was able to do thingswith timethat | can only speculate
on, for one example!'

Her eyes narrowed at that. Timetravel?

'More. Tomasand | weretrapped in atime well with

him and we traveled to the dawn of time and returned.
But he could use his mind and will across eons!’

'How do you mean?

'He used his skills and powersto fashion areaionship
between Tomeas, aboyhood friend of mine, and AshenShugar
The Vaheru whose armor he wears," supplied

Miranda

It was never asmple case of an ancient magic
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lingering in amydtic suit of armor. Macros used that
armor asavehiclefor hisown manipulation of my



friend, centurieslater, so he could act ashe did during
the Riftwar.’

-that wily bastard,” muttered Miranda.

'What if Tomassarmor isn't theonly vehiclefor such

meanipulation?

Mirandas eyes grew wide. 'Isit possible?

'Of courseit'spossible,’ said Pug. 'The older | get, the
more certain | becomethat thereisvery littlethat isn't
possble!'

Miranda stood up and began to pace the tiny room.
‘How would we know?

'Wewait for Calisto return, or somehow get word to
us. When last | saw Nakor | asked him to travel with
Cdisif possble, for heisuniquely suited to spying

out this sort of problem. | suggested the possibility |

| just spoke of to you more than three years ago. Now
that you tell me he's gone with Cdis, | am content
towait until they return. And we keep out of sight

until then, so as not to provide the Pantathians with a
target.

'l could protect mysdlf for awhile, asyou can, |

am sure, but congtantly having to defend myself

would prove wearisome and divert me from certain
dudies!

Miranda nodded. "What was that business of the due
and therest, with the Hall of Worlds and the City of the
Gods, dl about, anyway?

'l wanted away to keep to mysdlf and yet be found if
someone with the wit and talent needed to find me.
Had you gone prowling the Hall, asking questions on
any number of worlds, well, you would have encountered
difficulty."

'l waswarned of your ns,' she countered.

'Who told you?
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'It was the gossip of the day at Honest John's.'

Pug said, The next time | hire someone for aquiet
undertaking, | think I will avoid the Inn.

'Who directed you to Mustafas?

'Boldar Blood.'

'When you left Mustafa, | went ahead to the mountains
to walit for you. The smpletrick of telling you to

go somewhere elsewas my last trick. He smiled. 'Had
you not proved so agreeable aguest, | would have disposed
of you up on those cold peaks so asto be asfar

from Stardock as possible when the Pantathians noticed
thedisplay.’

Miranda gave him a sour expression. 'Lacks subtlety.’
'Perhaps, but time grows short and | have much work
to dowhilel wait for Calisand Nakor.".

'Can | be of help?Boldar Blood iswaiting for mein
aninninLaMut if he can be of service!’

'For now, send word to him to wait; et the mercenary
enjoy Tabert'sgirlsand de,’ said Pug. 'Asfor you,
there are any number of tasks around herethat | could
use hep with, if you don't Mind.'

'l won't cook,' she said, or mend your smallclothes!’
Pug laughed. He was genuinely amused. ‘My, that's
thefirst good laugh I've had in along time." He shook
his head. 'Hardly. | can get al the dinner and laundry |
require on Sorcerer'slde. | inform Gathis, and when al
isready, | trangport food in and linens out.

'No, | need you to start digging through alarge part of
avery old library, looking for clues.’

'Cluesto what? asked Miranda, now obvioudy intrigued.

Cluesto where we may haveto go to find someone if



the need arises!’

Cocking her head to one side, asif she dready knew
the answer, she said, 'Looking for whom? t

Pug said, 'If Calisbringsmethe news| fear most of
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al, were going to haveto find the only being I know of
who can counter the sort of magic well face. We're going
to haveto try to once again locate Macros the Black.'
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minor deviations, the tunnd wasauniform seven feetin
TWENTY height, ten feet wide, and gpparently endless.
At severa points aong the way larger areas had been
dug out that might have served for rest areas or placesto

Passage store provisions, but their original use could only be

guessed at by those now passing.
Cdlisturned back to where Luis waited and motioned

for him to come forward. Erik wondered at the choice

Cdissgnded. Until he saw Cdisdraw adagger from his belt.
Silently the men behind him hated in place and Beyond the Captain lay another opening, but Erik had

raised hands to warn the others farther down the line to the impression this was more than another

wideningin

stop. Since entering the tunnel two days before, they the tunndl. He sensed air moverment and wondered

if

had adopted slent travel. All communication was done they had reached some portion of the abandoned

underby

hand gestures and noise was kept to aminimum. ground city Prgi had told of. He knew it was not

posshle

While every man in Caiss company had been trained that they had come far enough to enter the

particular



in such practices, the clansmen under Hatonis and the one Prgji spoke of down in the south, but perhaps
there

mercenaries hired by Prgji had been anoisy bunch at was another such place up here, in the mountains.
first. They had learned quickly, however, and no longer Cadisand L uis vanished into the gloom. The
angle

needed constant reminders to keep silent. torch was at the center of the column, and the light

Of the one hundred and eleven men who had |eft the barely reached either end. Erik did not know how
Cdis

rendezvous - the Sixty-sx men in Caliss command and did it; hisvision must be inhuman, for the faint
light

thet

the forty-five with Greylock, Prgji, Vaa, and Hatonis - reached the head of the line barely gave Erik
enough

seventy-one had survived the clash with the Saaur illumination to see de Loungvillés back ashe
crouched,

above. waiting. Erik hugged himsdlf, for it was cold in the pas

Above was how they now thought of the Plain of sage. All the men were chilled, but they endured it in
Djams. Thetunne had moved continuoudy down until silence.

Nakor estimated they were close to aquarter mile below Since losing Foster, de Loungville had been
delegating

the surface. At camp the night before he had whispered tasks equally to Biggo and Erik that usudly fell to
the

to Erik that someone had once badly wanted to trade on corpord. Erik was uncertain if thiswas any
endorsement

the plains above to have built such along and deep of hisability or smply aquestion of proximity; they
were

passage; ether that, or they had wanted their front the two men de Loungville was most likely to find at
his

door avery long, defensible distance from their back when he turned around.

home. A few moments later, Calisand Luisreturned, and

The tunnd had been auniform size, varying only Cdis spoke in a hushed whisper, while Luis returned to
with an occasiona outcropping of stone that was easier hisnorma placeinline. 'It'salarge gdlery, and
were

to move around than to dig through. Except for ~those entering through a passage that emptiesinto a
ledge
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leading both downward and up - it's wide enough for
three men to walk abreast, but thereisno rafling and it's
along way down, so pass the word that when we move
out everyone should be cautious of the edge. I'm going to
explore. You rest here for ahdf hour, and if I'm not back,
that meansfollow the upward path.’

De Loungville nodded and motioned for rest. Those
behind him passed dong the sllent ingtruction and the
men sat wherethey were, Erik shifted around until he
found ardatively comfortable position resting against

the cold stone, while the others did likewise.

He heard afaint scraping sound and redlized de
Loungville was counting knotsin athong. It wasan old
trick, moving your fingers aong a piece of rope, twine, or
leather, sllently reciting afixed ditty, one that had been
practiced over and over until it was almost as exact as
sand fdlingin aglass. De Loungvillewould move his
fingers down aknot each time he finished the rhyme;
when he reached the end of the thong, ten minutes
would have passed. When he had used the thong three
times, the half hour would be up.

Erik closed hiseyes. He couldn't deep, but he could
relax as much as possible. Without thought he put his
hands on his aching legs and felt them grow warm with
the healing power he had learned from Nakor. Astherest
of hisbody was chilled by the cold rocks, it was a
welcome sensation.

Erik wondered how the rest of the villagersin Weanat
were doing, and what would become of them when the
Emerad Queen's army reached that area. There were so
many invadersthere was no chance they could lielow in
thewoods until they left. That host would strip the land
of everything edible for five miles on both sdes of the



river. The only hope those villagers had would beto go
up into the mountains and hidein the high valeys.
Perhaps Kirzon and his people would help them. Erik

SHADOW OF A DARK QUEEN 445

doubted it; they would have barely enough food for the
winter for themsalves.

Then he wondered what his mother was doing. He had
no ideawhat timeit was back home - he didn't redly
know what time it was above; he thought it was midday .
That probably meant it was the middle of the night back
in Ravensburg. Shewas most likely adeepin her little
room at theinn. Erik wondered if she knew he dtill lived.

Her last news of him might have been that he had been
condemned to die. Given the secrecy surrounding the
mission and the chance of not surviving training, he
suspected she thought him dead.

He sighed softly and wondered how she was, and
Rosdyn and Milo and the othersin the village. They
seemed so far away and that life so alien, he could barely
remember what it felt like to rise up every day with his
only expectation being hard work at the forge.

Suddenly hefdt atouch on hiswrist and looked over

to seede Loungvilleinthedim light gnding it wastime
to move out. Erik reached over and nudged the dozing
Biggo, who nodded and nudged the man next in line.
Erik rose and moved out after the sergeant, who passed
through the opening to the gdlery, and turned right on
the walkway, heading upward. In the deep darkness, Erik
could only sense the size of the place, and he was about
hafway around the circular path when the man holding
the torch emerged from the Sdepassage. Suddenly Erik
could seethe entire galery and he involuntarily stepped



back againgt thewall. The floor waslogt in the gloom
below, despite the torch light, aswasthe ceiling above. A
faint draft of air rose up, and it carried a damp, stale odor.
Erik wished he hadn't known the pathway was so

narrow and thefall so great, as now he waked with con~
Sderably more discomfort. He moved on, and followed
de Loungville upward into the darkness.
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At severd points dong the way they encountered
entrances to new tunnels, and they paused to seeif Cdis
had marked any, indicating they should leave the upwardly
gpirding path. They never saw any marks.

There were wide places, asif ledges had been carved
into the rock of the mountain, to alow more comfortable
movement, and places where the men could sit. Erik had
no ideahow long they had been following Calis, but he
knew hislegs hurt. The constant upward climb was
teking itstall.

Suddenly they saw Cdis ahead in the gloom. He said,
‘Thisareais deserted.'

The men seemed to relax at that, and de Loungville

sad, 'Prai, isthislie that dwarven place you spoke of .>'
'Not that 1'd recognize,' said the old mercenary. He was
short of wind and obvioudy pleased to be hdting, evenif
only for afew minutes. 'Mind you, | have only taes, but
it's been described to me severd times by different people
who've been there.' He looked around. 'Thisplace ... |
don't know what it is'

Cdissaid, There are dwarven mines back home and
I've been through a couple. They have galleries and such,
but thisis something different. No dwarven hand built



thisplace. Thisisno mine

Erik heard Roo's voice coming from behind. Thislooks
Ekeacity, Captain.’

Erik turned and heard Calis say, 'A city?

Roo said, 'Well, something like it. Those tunnelslead to
other places, maybe. Seeping quarters or placesto store
goods. But those wide places, if you noticed, areina
pattern: there's one for every two entrances along the
way, and they'red| of uniform sze. | think they'relike
market aress.’

"Then thiswould be some sort of central passage, likea
boulevard in acity, only it moves up and down instead of

north and south," said Biggo.
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,Who would have built such aplace? asked Erik.
Cdlissad, 'l don't know." He changed the subject.

,We're about at ground level, so I'm inclined to start
looking for away out. I'm going to explore the next
corridor we cometo. | want the men to make camp at the
next "market’ areawefind.'

Jisit sundown aready? asked de Loungyville.

I'd judgeit an hour past,’ said Nakor from behind.

'More like two," answered Cdlis.

'How do you know?blurted Roo..
Cdisamiledinthedimlight. 'I'll be back before dawn.'
With that he moved ahead, and the weary column of
men followed after until they cameto the next wide
gpace on thetrail, where they gladly settled in for a
night'srest.

Erik discovered he had no sense of time in these caves.
Cdlis had mentioned to de Loungvillethat it had been



two and ahaf days of travel, which in hisjudgment
accounted for atwenty-mile journey from the hillock to
the foothills of the mountains, and then agradua climb
into theinterior of alarge pesk. Erik fet asif it had been
alot farther, but he realized that so much of the trek had
been up the spird path ingde this mountain.

Earlier that day, Calis had said he was convinced the
entire region was deserted, but there was something in
hisvoicethat hinted to Erik there was more that he was
not sharing. Despite Erik's constant pledge to himsdf not
to seek trouble but to mind his own business, he couldn't
help but wonder what it was that seemed to be lurking
behind the Captain's words.

Onefortunate result of Cdliss exploration was his
saying that he thought they were getting closeto away
out of thismaze of dark passages and tal caverns. At one
point he had hesitated between two large tunnels, one

angling down into the mountain, the other veering once
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ward. Erik sensed Calis had wanted to take the

other tunndl, the one heading deep into the heart of the
mountains, but he kept them moving upward. Erik
wondered what had drawn Calisto that other tunnel.
Late the next day, the soldier carrying the bundle of
torches said they were running low. Cdlis acknowledged
the report, saying nothing else.

Erik felt an unexpected stab of fear a the thought of
being in these mineswithout light. They had been extinguishing
the torcheswhen they dept. On thefirst night

he had awakened in total darkness and had to Aght back



the urge to shout in darm. He had never awakened to so
utter ablackness, and he had lain there ligtening in the
dark. Heredlized he was not the only one awake, for he
could hear the rapid breething of men not ableto deepin
such conditions, and the quiet weeping of one or two
who felt terror so profound he could understand it even

if he couldn't nameit.

Another fitful night was spent in utter darkness, and

then they resumed their march. At noon on thefifth day
they broke for the midday medl, more dried rations.
Water was aproblem, as they had only two large skins
and ahandful of smaller ones, filled a an underground
pool the morning before. But there was no sign of water
anywhere nearby, and Cdis ordered the men to drink as
they had in the desert, one mouthful, no more.

Asthey were readying to move out, adistant clatter

rang through the tunndl, asif someone had didodged
rocks. Calis motioned for everyone to stand sill. After a
while de Loungville whispered, 'Rock dide?

'Perhaps,’ answered the Captain. '‘But | need to be

sure. He pointed up and toward the left. 'If | am correct,
somewhere up ahead you should come either to an
opening that leads directly to the surface, showing you
some light, or abig passage leading up and away to the
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left. Ignore any passages that clearly lead downward or
off to theright." He smiled dightly. Y ou should be on the
surface by thetime| catch up with you. | will follow as
soon as | am sure there is nothing behind us!'

'Do you want atorch? asked de Loungyville.

'l can find my way without one. if we are being

followed by the Saaur, | don't want any light to show



them wherel amif | get too close!’

Erik wondered how he could find hisway through the
dark, and, even if he could, how hewaswilling to give up
the torch's reassurance, scant asit was. Calis moved
down theline, offering aquick tap on the shoulder or

nod to each of the men as he passed them.

De Loungville motioned for hand signas only and indicated
they should follow him. Erik discovered hewas

now second in line. He peered into the gloom, barely able
to see ten feet beyond the sergeant into the murk, asthe
flickering torch in the middle of the line caused the
shadows to dance. He fervently hoped that Caliswas
correct and they were getting close to getting out of these

caves. They moved forward.

Faint noises echoed through the passages asthe torch
burned low. De Loungville judged Calis had been gone
for amogt ahdf day. The men weretired, and it seemed
an gppropriate timefor deep.

Motioning for ahat, he whispered back, ‘How many
torches?

The answer came, 'We have two after thisone.'

De Loungville swore. 'If the Captain doesn't get back
soon, we may betruly lost in the dark tomorrow, unless
that passage he spoke of is nearby. Put out that torch and
make sure you have everything needed to light it quickly
if therésany trouble. | want two shifts, first four hours
and second four; then we walk out of this gods-forsaken
hole’
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Erik knew he would be among those deeping first, so
he lay down and tried to get as comfortable as possible.
Despite being tired to his bones, he just couldn't find it
easy to deep in the pitch darkness on rock.

He closad his eyes and heard muttering which told him
that the torch had been extinguished; he was not done
in being troubled by the total absence of light.

He kept hiseyes closed and turned his mind to pleasant
thoughts. He wondered how the harvest a homethis
year had gone and how the grapes|ooked. Herecalled
the growers bragging about arecord crop, but that was
nothing unusud. Y ou could usudly tell if they werejust
talking to hear themsdvestalk or if they truly meant it by
their manner. The more earnest they werethat it wasto
be a gresat year, the more you could suppose it wouldn't
be, but if they spoke of the harvest in a matter-of-fact,
nearly indifferent way, it would be agresat year.

He then wondered how the other young men and
women in the village were. He thought about Gwen and
regretted he hadn't gone to the orchard with her on the
occasions he might have. Having awoman was a grest
dedl more than he had imagined, and the memory of the
whore's softness roused his flesh despite hisfatigue. He
thought of Rosalyn and found himsdlf both fascinated
and disturbed by remembering her without her clothing.
He had seen her numeroustimes as a child bathing, but
seeing her woman's breasts as she lay beforethetree ...
He found the memory now oddly disturbing, asif there
must be something wrong to think about how she looked
astheresult of arape.

Erik tried to turn over and succeeded only in making
himsalf less comfortable. Maybe he could talk to Nakor
about this unsettling memory of Rosalyn; the funny man

seemed to know agrest deal and perhaps could tell Erik



why he was suddenly aroused by such arepulsive
memory.
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Y et when he thought of that night the rage and anger
were distant, and the murder seemed asif it happened to
someone else. But those small firm breests...

He groaned dightly and sat up, suddenly disoriented in
the darkness. He started to berate himself for being as

depraved as any man living when it struck him suddenly
there was light coming from ahead in the tunnd. It was
faint, but any light would be noticeablein the absolute
gloom of the cavern.

He sensed more than saw the form of de Loungville
before him and saw that the soldier who wasto have
been on duty had dozed off. He felt no anger for the man:
remaining dert in total darknesswasamost impossible.
The sound of dow bresthing everywheretold Erik he
might be the only man remaining awake who was close
enough to the head of the column to seethelight.

,He gently reached past de Loungville and nudged the
sentry. The man came awake, saying, 'What?

De Loungville was awake an ingtant |ater and also
whispered, 'What?

Before the sentry could say anything, Erik said, 'Marc
thought he saw light ahead, Sergeant. He was asking me
if | saw it, too." Turning to the sentry, he said, 'Y es, there
islight up there!’

De Loungville said, 'Wake the others. Quietly. No

torch. First Sx men comewith me!'

They crept forward, and after afew steps, Erik could



seeit wasamoving light, coming from the left, from a
passage that intersected the onein which they traveled
fifty or so feet farther dong. Asthey neared the passage,
it was clear it wasrapidly growing brighter, then
suddenly de Loungville was motioning for everyoneto
hug thewadlls.

The sounds of movement preceded a figure who
gtrodeinto view, passng through the intersection
without aglanceright or left. Erik gripped his sheathed
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sword hilt, ready to pull it free should the need arise.
The creature was a serpent man, dressed in atunic and
leggings rather than trousers, which alowed his short tall
to swing fredly.

Behind him came two more, larger and dressed in
armor. Erik had had a good look at the Saaur, a better
look than he would care to repest, but these creatures
were of adifferent stripe. Thetalest of them was smaller
than a human by ahead, and they were sinuous. Erik
noticed they seemed dow and deliberate in their movement.
Hewondered if it might be the chill in the cavern

that dowed them, for Nakor had said these cresatures
were cold-blooded.

Another pair of guards passed through, one glancing in
their direction. Erik waited, but the cresture moved on
without comment or alarm. Erik could only reason that
the creature's night vision had been harmed by the closeness
of thetorch beforeit, and that, hugging thewalls,

the humanswere nearly invisble.

Anocther pair, then another, until afull dozen

Pantathians walked by.



De Loungville motioned for the othersto wait, then
moved to where the light was quickly fading. He hurried
back and whispered, They're gone!'

Asthetunnel was plunged into darkness again, they
reached the remaining column, now dert to the last

man. Nakor, who had worked hisway to the head of the
line, said, 'Serpent men, yes?

'How'd you know?

'l fet them' washisanswer. 'l fed alot of strange
things here. Thisisabad place.’

'I'll not argue that,' said de Loungville. Helet his

breath out dowly, in frugration. Then he said, 'l want us
out of here asfast as we can get.’

Erik found listening to hisvoicein pitch darkness only
heightened his gppreciation of the tone of frugtrationin
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the man's statement. Then de Loungville asked, 'Which
way do we go?

Nakor whispered, "WWe move roughly to the southeast.
| think we go the way the snake men came from, not
follow after. | think they came from the surface and go
somewhere deep within the mountain. We are high
enough that wewill find it cool, cold even, when we

come out. Serpent people don't like the cold, so | think

that would be the place they dont live.'

"Y ou think they live down under the mountain?

'Could be," Nakor answered. 'Hard to know, but they

are here and we need to do many things before we start
fighting again. If we die, then no one knowswhat's redlly
going on, and that isbad.’

De Loungvillewasslent. Erik found himsef growing
uncomfortable with the duration and at last said, 'Sergeant?



Shut up,’ camethe quick response. 'I'm thinking.'

Erik and the others stayed slent. Then at last de
Loungvillesvaice cut through the darkness. * Greylock!"
he called, hisvoice low but urgent.

From the rear afigure moved dowly forward, trying

not to step on feet inthe dark. At last avoice said, nearby,
'Yes?

'You'rein charge. | expect you to get as many of this
company out dive asyou can.'

Theformer officer said, 'l will, Sergeant. I'd like Erik

for my second.’

De Loungvilledidn't hesitate. "Von Darkmoor, you act

as sergeant for awhile. Jadow, you're his corpord. All of
you pay attention to whatever Nakor and Hatonis have
to say.

"Thisiswhat you're going to do. I'm waiting here for
Cdlis. | don't want to try to mark the passages we take in
case more of those Pantathians come thisway. Leave me

onetorch and I'll wait here until | decide the Captain's
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not coming back.' There was anote of urgency and
worry in hisvoice Erik had never heard before. He
wondered if hewould have noticed it had he been able
to seede Loungvill€sface.

"Then I'D catch up with you,' continued de Loungville.
Now, here'swhat you do. When you reach the

surface, get across the grasdands as best you can, and to



the coast. Acquire horses or steal aboat, but somehow
get back to the City of the Serpent River. Trenchard's
Revengeisthere or she's been sunk, for Nicholas gave
ordersthat at least one ship would remain for us.
Hatonis and his men will know the best route!’

Hatonis, from the rear, poke loudly enough for his
voiceto carry just to thefront of theline. ‘Therésan old
trade route, overland from Ispar to the City of the Serpent
River, through Maharta. It israrely used anymore,

but it should be passable on horseback.’

De Loungvilletook adeep breath and said, 'All right,
light atorch and get out of here.’

The man who had been harboring the torcheslit a

gpark and soon the flame was going. Erik found he had
to squint, which surprised him, given how far back
down the line the light was. He turned and saw de
Loungville; the sergeant had his usua mask of determination
in place. Erik decided he wouldn't have

noticed the sound of worry if he had been looking at the
man.

Without saying anything, Erik reached out and

quickly placed hishand on de Loungvilleésarm, gave a
quick squeeze, and released it, the only gesture he could
make without saying something.

The sergeant looked at him, giving him only abrief

nod of acknowledgment, before Erik moved down the
tunnel. Greylock reached the junction of the tunndls,
peered both ways, then motioned for the men to follow
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to the left. Erik reached the junction and as he Started to
turn the corner, he fought down the urge to look back to



where de Loungville waited.
If only the Captain were here, he said to himsdlf

slently. Where could Calis be?

cdishdd closeto thewal as he stared in wide-eyed
amazement. He and hisfather had spoken many times of
what it would be like to confront their unusud heritage,
alegacy of ancient magic, warped by the skill of Macros
the Black, and used to bring to his human father the
powersincarnate of the legendary Vaheru.

\Tomas had wooed and won the hand of Aglaranna, the
Queen of the Elves, and had fathered Cadlis, impossible
fruit of aunion uniquein history. Cadiswas young by the
reckoning of the elven people, little more than ahdf
century old. By human consideration, he was aman of
n-fiddle years, and by any measure, he had morethan a
dozen lifetimes experience in watching the pain and
madness of the creatures who lived on thisworld.

But nothing had prepared him to ded with the consequences
of what he had chosen to investigate.

- Elves possessed the ability to navigate by the dimmest
light of the night, asingle moon, or distant sars, but even
dwarves were incapable of seeing in the utter blackness
of underground tunnels. Y et they had other senses, and
Cdis, unlike hiseven cousns, hed traveled with
dwarves enough in hisyouth to have learned some of
their tricks: the sound of air moving, faint echoes upon
the passage wadlls, counting turns and remembering distances.
It was said that once upon a path, no dwarf could

ever fall to retrace his steps. Calis possessed the same
knack.

After leaving the company, he had moved back down

to thevast gdlery, thecircular centra hdl of thiscity
within amountain. For that waswhat he was certain it
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had been, oncein ancient days, acity beneath the
mountains, as Roo had supposed. But the youth from
Ravensburg had no ideawhat sort of city.

From what he had studied with Tathar and the other
Spdllweavers of Elvandar, Cdis had suspected from the
fird that thiswas acity of elven congtruction rather
than dwarven. But the elveswho had built this place
were as unlike Caliss people as they were unlike any
other mortd race. Those elves had existed as davesto
the VVaheru, and only by command of their ancient
masters could such a place have cometo be built by
elven hands.

once he had reached the gallery, Calis was convinced
the sound he had heard had been nothing morethan a
digtant rockfdl. There were no sgnsof pursuit; ill, he
moved downward to make sure, passing the strange
gplit in the tunnelsthat had called to him so strangely.
He had moved deep within the well of darkness, and
when at last he could hear only his own breath and the
pounding of hisheart in his ear, he turned back. But as
he approached that odd junction where he had hesitated
thefirst time he had passed, at the head of the
company, he again paused, sensng something ancient
and compelling deep within the tunne that moved
downward.

It wasafoolish risk, yet it wasimpossble for Cdisto
resst. He knew he should ensure the others got free, but
he had faith in the cunning of de Loungvilleand the
skills of Nakor.

And now he knew what had called him. There was
something ancient a the heart of thishdl. And he
looked upon. it with fear and astonishment.



He had taken the tunnd moving downward, following
it through another galery, smaler than the grand
galery they had climbed, yet large enough to have
served asasmal town. High above, afaint light shone
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down, so far away that the noon sun was but a

pinpoint, Y et that entrance, a the summit of some high
mountain, told him hisingtinct was correct.

Thisancient place had once been hometo aVaheru,
much asthe greet cavern below the Mac Mordain Cadal,
the ancient dwarven minesin the Grey Tower Mountains,
had been home to Ashen-Shugar, the Ruler of the
Eagles Reaches, the Vaheru whose ancient spirit had

come to possess his father and change his nature so
profoundly.

Crossing anarrow stone bridge, he had cometo a set

of wooden doors large enough to admit agreat dragon,
and Cdisknew that once they did, for the Dragon Lords
kept their mighty mounts close at hand. In the door was
asmdler portd, one used by servantsin ages past.

He had moved aheavy iron handle, and to his

surpriseit opened alatch easily and without noise. The
door had swung open on hinges recently well oiled, and
Cdisblinked his eyes asthe sudden light threatened to
blind him.

At the end of thelong cavernous hall, aledge overlooked
avadst cavern ablaze with torchlight; and in the

center of the cavern avillage of mud huts, crude and
without craft in their fashioning, was constructed

around aseries of cracks. Steam rose, heralding an underground



source of heat, and at the center of the largest

vent aheat shimmer danced inthe air. As he had approached,
Calis had been bewildered by the sudden rise
intemperature. Where he had been feding damp chill
when hel€eft the others, he was now swesating as much
as he had been in the desert. The thermal vents showed
that thisVVaheru hal was fashioned insde what hed
once been avolcano.

The ar was pungent with the smell of decay and the
gtench of sulfur ontheair. Cdisfdt hiseyesburn at the
gting of it as helooked down on the scene below.
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. Throughout the hall roamed serpent men, and at the
center rear of the hdl, on ahigh dais, agresat thronerose
againg thewall. Upon that throne, where once sat a
Dragon Lord, now sat one of their tribe, acreature of
scales and claws, but its eyes were fixed upon space, for it
was ages dead. The Pantathians nearest the motionless
figure appeared to be priests, wearing vestments of green
and black, and to the mummy of some ancient reptile
king they paid homage.

Cdiswas no Spellweaver, but he felt the bite of magic
intheair, and around the base of the throne he saw
artifacts from eons past.

It was the presence of theseitemsthat caused him to
auffer. He ached to march into the hall, brushing aside
those creatures, and to mount those steps to the top of
the dais, casting down thislesser cresture, to take possession
of theitems of might that lay at itsfeet.

For Caliswas certain these items were indeed relics of
the Vaheru. Never had his blood sung so, save once
when hisfather had dlowed him to hold the shield of
white and gold hewore into baitle.



Calisfought back such foolhardy urgesand tried to
make sense of the scene before him. It would be too easy
to count this smply a Pantathian village, for there were
too many strange things to account for; he wished Nakor
was here - thelittle man's ability to seethings clearly
would have been invaluable.

Asit was, Calis atempted to memorize every detall
before him, drinking in the conflicting images and trying
to record them in hismind without passing judgment on
their dgnificance, so as not to neglect an important detail
through an error in judgment.

After ahaf hour, severa human prisonerswere

brought into the hal. Most had the vacant-eyed |ook of
thosein shock or under some sort of spell or the effect of
drugs, but one woman struggled againgt her chains. The
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priests ranged themsalvesin aline acrossthe lowest step
on thedais, and the centermost spread his hands, holding
in one an emerad-topped staff.

He spokein ahissing language unlike anything Cdis

had heard in histravels, and motioned to guards to take
the prisoners and move them to another place. Calis
wished for hishow, that he might kill this priest; then he

wondered where such aviolent rage came from.

Then the priest motioned for the first prisoner to be
brought before the throne, and two guards moved to
carry out the command. A seriesof ritua passes of the
staff was punctuated by guttura croaks and deep hisses,
and the emerald at the top of the staff began to glow
brightly.



Death magic surged in the room as one of the guards
held the first prisoner's head back, while another quickly
struck with along knife, cutting the head completdly
from the body. Calis held himsdf motionless, despite
strong anger surging up within. The guard threw the

head into a corner, and Cdisfollowed itsflight, watching
asit landed with awet thud among apile of heads, some
rotting, others now skulls, that sat behind the throne.
The two serpents holding the man's bodly lifted it,

carried it to arecessed chamber, and tossed it down out of
sght. The screeches of hunger that answered caused
Cdisto swallow hard.

The woman who seemed unfazed by the drugs started
screaming, and Cdisfet his nerves grow taut. He
clutched his sword hilt and ached to charge this den of
mongters. One by one the drugged prisoners were
daughtered, their heads tossed to the pile after dark
magics seized their life energy, and the bodies were fed to
the Pantathian young.

The woman screamed continuoudy as she crouched

on thefloor, her terror outracing her fatigue. At last she
remained aone before the priests. The priest with the

I
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emeral d-topped staff motioned for the guards to take the
woman next and they lifted her up, ripping her tunic

free, s0 she stood naked in front of the priest, who
ignored the warm sticky puddle he stepped in ashe



walked through the pooling blood of the victims.

Calis saw the priest motion the guardsto hold the
woman fast, and he saw them force her to lie back,
holding her down while the priest began to make more
motions with the staff and prod her with the butt end
whilesnging in hisdien tongue.

Cdisfdt histhroat tighten. He had encountered the
Pantathians evil sorcery before. They were ableto use
humans to create Pantathians who looked like humans.
Calis had seen the results before and knew it was a
powerful, black art being practiced below.

Caliswas no student of magic, but he had some knowledge
of it, and this next act wastoo vilefor him to begin

to understand. Asthe priest removed along dagger from
his robe and advanced upon the now shrieking woman,
Cdislooked avay.

Hejudged himsdlf too closeto this place of dark magic
for too long and moved backwards, dowly, into the
gloom. A few paces up the passage, he turned, and hurried
up thelong tunnel. He quickly dipped through the

door, closing it behind him, and paused a moment to let
his senses sart to adjust to the gloom.

As he paused, he considered what he had just seen. It
was impossi ble to imagine what the Pantathians gained
from the priest's dow torture of a human woman. He had
no doubt that eventudly the priest would kill the

woman, and her head would join the others on the pile
as her body went to nourish the young.

He wished for amoment that Nakor had been adong,

for the strange little man who claimed not to believein
magic seemed to know more about it than just about
anyone Calis had met. He might make some sense of ,how

aure!
'Smdled likeme....



'It's been awhile since you've had a bath, Bobby.'

'Y ou're no bunch of roses either, Cdlis!

'Have you atorch?

To answer, De Loungville struck stedl to flint and set a

hot spark into the treated cotton wadding wrapped on a
gtick. The flame started modestly but spread quickly, and
by thetime de Loungville held it up, they were bathed in
apool of light.

'Cdl me mother, but you look afright,’ said de
Loungville. 'What did you find down there?

'l tell you when we've put some distance between us
and it. Which way?

"We found a passage used by some serpent men, so |
put Greylock in charge and sent the men in the other
direction, to the left.'

'Good: that should mean they're on the surface by

now. If we hurry, we can overtake them before they get
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thisritua torture and daughter tied into what he feared
,night be occurring with the Emerdd Queen and the
Vaheru artifacts of power.

Cdishurried through the darkness.

Without conscious thought, he started counting steps
and measuring distances with his hearing, and he hoped
that he'd find his company where he had lft it.

De Loungville dmost lesped when Cdistouched hisarm.
He spun around to hear afamiliar voice ask, 'Whereis
everyone el s2?

'Captain!’ de Loungville said. 'l was about to say abrief
prayer to Ruthiaand asmdl testimonid to Lims-Kragma
on your behdf, then get the hell out of here.



‘Now | can sit down and die of aburst heart!'
'Sorry | gtartled you, but | couldn't tell who it was here
inthe dark, and it smelled like you but | wanted to be
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too far down the hillsde. We'realot higher up than
when we camein the tunnel, Bobby.'

'And alot farther from where we want to be than we
were when we started,’ responded de Loungville.

'Wed better hurry. We have along way to go.' Softly
Cdisadded, 'And | fear not that much timeto get there.’

TWENTY-ONE

Attrition

Erik ducked.

A shower of dartsflew through the air and bounced off
his shield as hetried to keep low to the ground. Since
leaving the cavern and moving down through the hillsto
the grasdands, Nakor and Sho P! had both claimed they
were being observed.

When they had finally reached an area of broken

rocks, idands of limestone, shale, and granite that broke
up poolsof tal grass, a sudden attack of the Gilani had
greeted them. Six men died in thefirgt assault, which was
barely driven back by the heroic efforts of thosein the
forefront.

Greylock had quickly organized the defense, and the
struggle had gone on for nearly ahalf day. Two more



men had died asthey retrested up the hillside, looking
for this defensve position. Prgji and Vgahad moved to
the front, and were in council with Greylock as Erik
approached.

'I've got everyone situated as best | could, Owen.
We're taking abegting.’

'l know," came the calm reply. He looked at Praji and
sad, 'Any ideawhy they hit us?

Prgji shrugged. 'We're here and they're Gilani. They
dont like anyone who isn't Gfiani, and we're about to
enter the grasslands. That's their range and they're trying
to tell usto keep off.’

'How'd the damn grass get so tdl thistime of year?
asked Greylock.
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Vgasad, 'There are somethat grow in the winter and
othersin the summer, and they are dl mixed in down
there, ismy guess!

Putting aside hisfrustration, Greylock asked, 'Isthere
another way out of these mountains?

Prgji shrugged. 'Y our guessisasgood asmine. Evenif |
knew exactly where we were, I've never traveled this
way. Few men from the Eastlands have.' He looked
around. 'lI'm guessing if we could get over theridge - he
pointed upward at the highest peaks of the mountains'
we might be able to make our way down to the Satpura
River. Maybe make some rafts and get down to the coast
near Chatisthan. Or we could move back up into the
foothills, staying high enough so the Gilani don't come
after us, and could head south, seeif we can find away to

theriver Dee and follow that down to Ispar, but | don't



recommend that course.’

'Why not?

"That would take us through the Great South Forest.
Not alot of people get through there alive. Rumor hasit
that's where your Pantathians hole up, and it'swhere
tigersthat tak likemenlive. . ." When Greylock looked
a him with disbeief written on hisface, he quickly
added, 'But that's only rumor.'

A whizzing sound in the air warned them a scant
second before another rain of darts pelted them. Erik
tried to get hisbulk below hisshield. A shout and curse
told him someone hadn't covered up quickly enough as
dartsrained off shields and the surrounding rocks.
'How bad are the wounded? asked Greylock.

‘The wounded aren't too bad," answered Erik. ‘One of
the men hasadart in theleg, but it'sdown in the fleshy
part of the calf - he can walk with help. A couple of
broken arms, and Gregory of Tibum didocated his
shoulder.’

Greylock said, 'Well, we can't outwait them here and

SHADOW OF A DARK QUEEN 465

find out how many Of those damn dartsthey're carrying.'
In frustration he added, 'Hell, we don't even know how
many Gilani thereare.’ Thelittle men had swarmed over
the front of the colunm, then vanished back into the grass
when Caliss company had turned out to be ~g to

stand and make afight of it. Since then they had been
launching random flights of darts.

Looking around, Greylock said, 'Erik, try to get back to

the rear and start the men heading back up toward the
cavern. Well seeif we can find another way down that
won't bring us back into this hornets nest.’



Erik crouched as he moved along and twice had to
flatten himsdf againgt the rocksto avoid missiles. The
darts were rude things, but cleverly fashioned. Long reeds,
little more than heavy grass stalks, weretied together in
tight bundles until they were asrigid asarrows, and fitted
with tips of sharpened glass or stone. Thetied reedswere
aurprisingly strong, and they rained down with enough
impact that they could punch through any unarmored

Part of the body. Pragji had mentioned that the Gilani used
athrowing gtick, cdled an atlatl, to propd theminahigh
arc over ther victims heads, causing them to fal with
great force. Erik would attest to their effectiveness.

He reached the end of the line and started the men
moving back up once more. In lessthan ten minutes,
Greylock, Prgji, and Vgacameinto view, thelast of the
forward dement climbing upward.

Erik looked after and saw no sign of pursuit. They don't
seem anxious to come up here after us," he said.
Vaasad, They're not stupid. They'relittlefdlows. In

an open fight wed chew them up in lesstime than it takes
totel of it - but coming after usfromtall grass, well,
there,s no one who can fight out there better than the
Gilali.,

Erik wouldn't argue that. "What has made them so
hostfte?
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Praji looked back. 'Usudly, they smply don't like
strangers; they could be coming after usfor the pure hel
of it. Or maybe the Saaur are pushing them south and
they'rejust mad.’

Erik said, 'But the Saaur who came after us couldn't



have mounted enough of aforceto clear out these
grass-dwellers. They'd need an army as big asthe one
mustering on the Vedrato do that."

Vgatapped Erik on the shoulder and pointed up the
hill. Cdisand de Loungville were hurrying downward to
meet them.

When the Captain reached the men, Erik could see by
more than one face in the company that many were
relieved to see the Eagle of Krondor back among them.
He retrieved hislongbow from the man who held it for
him and said, 'Why are you climbing back up?
Greylock quickly explained, and Calis said, 'We can't
get over the mountains. Thereé's nothing like apass up
there | could see on the way down, and we can't risk
going back into the cavern to seeif thereisaway
through.' He thought it best not to tell anyone of what he
had seen until he compared notes with Nakor.

Turning to de Loungville, he said, * Send Sho Pi and
Jadow ahead. Tdll them to find usatrail heading south. If
we can move aong the face of these mountains, then
down behind these Gilani so we can then cut acrossto
Maharta, we still may get through thiswithout too much
more damage.’

De Loungville nodded and went up the lineto give the
order to the men who would scout for them. 'How's our
water? asked Calis.

'Werefineif we can find asource every day or two,’
answered Greylock. 'Weve got eight fewer men who
need to drink than we did a couple of hours ago.'
Cdlisnodded. 'Prgji, what's water like out there?
'Might aswell be adesert,’ camethe answer. The Plain

of Djams has some streams and water holes, but if you
don't know where they are you can wander by one,

never seeit through the grass, and die of thirst.'



'Any birdsyou can follow?

‘A few, but damn meif | know what they look like,
admitted the old mercenary. 'If we get far enough to the
south, the foothills aong the coast are kinder. L ots of
springs, lakes, and creeks, from what |'ve been told.'
Southitis,' said Cdis.

Ignoring hisown fatigue, he hurried past themenin

line s0 he could take over his position at the head of the
column.

Erik trudged upward, trying to be equaly stoic as his
legs burned with fatigue. Each step up the dopetook its
toll, and he was more than grateful when Cdlisat last
ordered arest.

Erik waited with anticipation as the waterskin was
passed hisway, and drank deeply. They had passed a pool
on the way down, so there was no reason to stint right
Now.

As he handed the skin back helooked out at the distant
plain and something caught his eyes. 'What's that rippling
movement in the distance? he asked no onein

particular.

Praji heard him and came down to where he stood.
Squinting, he said, 'My eyes aren't what they used to be.’
Turning to face up the dope, he caled out, ‘Captain! You
should take alook out there," He pointed at the horizon.
Cdlis stared for long minutes, then said, 'Gods above,
It'sthe Saaur.’

‘But that'simpossible, said de Loungville. 'For that

many to be marching, thisfar south. . .’

‘There had to be a second army,’ finished Prgji.

'No wonder those bastards were so determined to keep
us away from that entrance to the mountains,’ said Vga

Cdissad, They must have been usng the lower
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portions of the cavern as a staging area. So that'swhy our
short friendsin the grass are so out of sorts - they just got
through having an army ride through their homes!'

De Loungville said, They mean to hit Lanadafrom the
rear!'

After minute, in which most of the men commented

or swore, Calis said, 'No, they move southeast.

They're heading for Maharta.'

Prgi sad, 'If the Rg has sent hiswar eephantsto fight
with the Priest-King'sarmy at Lanada, Mahartawill be
defended by the palace guards and mercenaries!

De Loungville swore. 'The bastards weren't keen on
having us serving them! They werejust anxiousto keep
usfrom joining the other Sde' He dmost Spit.
Cdissaid, 'How long before they reach the city?

Prgi sad, 'l only have arough ideawherethe hell

we are.' He thought and said, 'Maybe aweek, ten days
at the outside. If they don't waste their horses, two
weeks.'

'Can we get there before them?

'No,' cametheflat answer. 'If we had wings, certainly,
or if we hacked our way through those Gilani and had
fresh horseswaiting for us on the other sde, maybe, but
if we keep going south, there's no way we can reach the
city within aweek of those lizard men.’

‘Can the city hold out for aweek?

'Maybe,' answered Prgj! frankly. 'lIt depends on how
much chaosis going on due to the host that's got to be
fleeing southward. With so many peopletrying to get in,
they may dready be under Sege!’

Erik said, 'Can we get around them?

Vgasad, 'lIf we can get to Chatisthan, we might be
ableto find aship that could take us up to the City of the



Serpent River.'
Calissad, 'Too many maybes. Were going to strike for
the coadt, then well try for the City of the Serpent River.’
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He called out to Hatonis, 'Do you want to try for
Chatisthan, or head overland to home?

Hatonis shrugged, and grinned, looking youthful

despite hisgrey hair. 'Onefight is pretty much the same
as another, and if we don't fight the snakes at Maharta
we're certainly going to haveto fight them at our own
door.'

Calisnodded. ‘Let'sgo.’

Erik saw the others get into line, and he dapped Roo
on the shoulder as his boyhood friend walked past.

Roo gave him a crooked smile that showed there was
nothing to smile about, and Erik nodded in agreement.
Erik waited until the last man had passed, then picked
up therear guard position. Suddenly heredlized he had
taken Fogter's place in line without being told. He
looked ahead to seeif de Loungvillewas signaling or if
another was coming to take his place, but when no
word came down to give up the corpora’s place, he
continued dong, returning hismind to the busness at
hend: saying dive.

Providence smiled upon them, asthey found asouthern
trail. It looked to be aminers trail, for it waswider than
any goat herder would have needed, and at severa
places adong the way aress of bare rock proclaimed
those workers who had hacked their way through the
soil and stone to make it easy to get carts up and down
the road.



For Cdisscompany it was asif at last they were
running into some good luck. The men moved dong
swiftly, a atrot for atime, then awalk, the pace
designed to cover the maximum distance by the end of
each day.

The wounded were able to keep up, though the man
with theinjured leg was dmaost unconscious with pain
and loss of blood by the end of the day. Nakor dressed
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hiswound and told Cdlis that with him and Sho Pi
working onit dl night, the man would be dightly better
each day.

They found water and were clearly ableto increase

their gpeed, asthey moved quickly to arising crest. A
rumbling warned them asthey climbed therise; then as
they topped the cret, in the distance they saw thefalls.
De Loungville swore. They faced agorge cut through
the mountains, below them by ahundred feet agrest fall
of water cascaded into asmal lake another two hundred
feet below that. From,there the river meandered southeast
toward the ocean.

Ancient rocks marked where once a rope-and-wood
suspension bridge had crossed the gap. Another pair of
rock anchors rose up on the opposite side of the gorge.
‘The SatpuraRiver,' said Prgji. ‘'Now | know exactly
wherewe are.’

'Where are we? asked Calis.

'Dead east acrossthe Plain of Djamslies Maharta,' said
Prgi. Turning to Cdishe sad, 'l don't know what sort of



magic wasin that tunnel, but were one hdl of alot
farther away from where we entered the grasd ands than
| thought."

'What do you mean? said de Loungville. 'We were
fifty, Sxty milesaway from where we entered when we
got to that big grotto."

'More like three hundred, answered Vga. ‘It would
take you amonth on agood horse to get back to that
mound out in the grass, he observed, 'if you could get
past the Gilani.'

Nakor said, 'It was avery good trick, then, for | felt
nothing of it." He smiled asif thiswasamgjor feat. Then
he grinned. 'Bet it was as soon as we moved from the
barrow. Bet you thereis no tunnel there. It must bean
illusion." He shook his head. 'Now | really want to go
back and look.'
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Cdissaid, 'Some other time. How far to Maharta?

Prgi shrugged. 'By caravan from Pdlamdsto Port Grief,
amonth. No one goes from there to Maharta overland they
take aship. But thereisthat old coast road, if you

don't mind the bandits and other low-lifesthat haunt it.’
\Where's our best course? asked Calis.

Prgji rubbed his chin amoment. 'l think we send Sho

pi and Jadow that way," he said, pointing down the dope

near the gorge, 'to seeif thereésatrail down nearby. If so,
wetakeit. If wefollow theriver, we should belessthan a
week from Pdamds. We can find a caravan or buy
horses, and then we ride to Port Grief. From there aship,
and we're on our way to wherever you need to go.'

'l need to get back to Krondor,' said Calis, and severa

of the men nearby cheered when they heard that.



Nakor said, 'No, first we must go to Maharta, then to
Krondor.'

'Why?asked Cdlis.

'We haven't opped to ask why the Emerald Queeniis
taking theriver cities!

Vgasad, 'Good question.’

'Hatonis, Pragji, you have any ideas? asked Cdlis.
Hatonis said, 'Conquest for its own purposes is not
unknown in thisland - for booty, to enlarge one's
domain, for honor - but this smpletaking of everything. . .
He shrugged.

Prgji said, 'lf there was something | wanted in Maharta,
and | couldn't trust to have those other citiesat my
back. . .

Erik said, 'Maybe it has to do with getting every sword
under one banner?

Cdislooked a him for along minute, then nodded.
"They plan on bringing the biggest army in history against
the Kingdom.'

Then Roo said, 'How are they planning on getting
there?
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Nakor dowly grinned as Cdis said, 'Whatt'

Roo looked embarrassed as he repeated, 'How are they
planning on getting there?Y ou needed two shipsto get
us here, with storesand all. They've got, what? A
hundred thousand, two hundred thousand soldiers? And
alot of horses and equipment. Where are they going to
get the ships?

Hatonis said, The shipbuilders at Mahartaare the

finest in Novindus. Only the shipwrightsin the Pgkamaka
idandsarether equa. Our clan haslong

purchased our shipsin Maharta. It isthe only shipyard



that could possibly produce enough transportsin a short
time, perhapsin two years or so.'

Cdissaid, Then we must make astop there.'

Nakor said, 'Y es. We must burn the shipyards.
Hatoniss eyes widened. 'Burn ... But the city will be
under siege. They will have put hulksinto the harbor
mouth to keep the Emerald Queen's shipsfrom sailingin,
and it will beimpossibleto get within twenty milesof the
city for the patrols on both sides.’

'How long will it take to rebuild those yardsiif they'rei
destroyed? asked Cdlis.

Hatonis shrugged. 'The yards are massive, and have
been built up dowly over the last few centuries. It would
take yearsto restore them. Lumber must be harvested up
here and in the Sothu and Sumanu mountains and shipped
downriver or carried in wagons. The great kedlstake
ayear or more to be cut and brought down, at great
expense.’

Nakor amost danced, he was so excited. 'If we burn
the yards, we get five, Sx, maybe as many asten years
before ships can be built here. Many, many things

can happen in that time. This Emerald Queen, can

she keep her host together that long? This| think
unlikey.'

Cdisseyes seemto light with the prospect. Then he

fought back hisenthusasm and said, 'Don't sdll her
short, Nakor.'

Nakor nodded. The two had spoken at gresat length
about what they had seen, and knew they were dealing
with the most dangerous foe since the Tsurani invasion



of the Riftwar. 'l know, but men are men, and unlessthe
Pantathian magic is so powerful asto makether hearts
change, many of these soldiers of herswill forsake, her

banner without payment.’

'Still,' said Hatonis, 'denying her the shipyardswould
beamgjor victory. My father ran the most successful
trading consortium in the City of the Serpent River. We
can send men to the Pgjkamaka idands and ensure they
do not sdl her ships. | will persondly guarantee no
shipwright in the City of the Serpent River will work on
her behdf.'

Cdissad, 'Y ou know that after Maharta she will
march on you?It'slogicdl.’

'l know we shdl haveto fight her. If we must, we can
abandon the city and live again in the wild. We men of
the clans were not aways city men.' Hatonis smiled a
dark smile. '‘But many of her greenskinswill die before
that day comes.'

Cdissad, 'Wéel, first thingsfirst. Jadow, Sho A, seeif
you can find usaway down from here.'

The two men nodded and trotted back along thetrail,
looking for another way down.

'Aslong aswewait, said Nakor, opening his bag,
‘anyone want an orange? He grinned as he pulled out a
large one and stuck histhumb in, squirting juice on Prgi
and deLoungville

They found atrail down, anarrow rocky pathway as
treacherous as thefirst one had been kind. Three menfell
to their deaths when aledge of stone, seemingly solid,
hed collgpsed under their feet. Now the remaining sixty
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men huddled in anarrow defile, huddled around two
campfires, vainly trying to withstand the cold as a sudden
changein weather sent the temperature bel ow freezing.
Cdisand another three men had gone hunting, for the
remaining rations were gone, but could only come back
reporting no game was near. The company wastoo large,
said Cdlis, and game was staying clear. He said held leave
beforefirgt light and try to get asfar down thetrall as
possible, to seeif he could find adeer or other large
game.

Prgi said there were bison roaming the plainsand

many of them lived in the woodlands of the foothills.
Cdissaid hed keep that in mind.

Erik and Roo sat shoulder to shoulder, holding out

their handsto the fire, while others huddled ~rably as
closetogether for warmth asthey could.

The only exception was Calis, who stood a short distance
away, unmindful of the chill.

Roo said, 'Captain?

Cdissad, 'Yes?

'Why don't you tell uswhat's going on?

De Loungville, from near the next fire, said, 'Keep your
mouth shut, Avery!"

Roo spoke through chattering teeth. ‘Hang me now

and get it over with, why don't you? I'm too cold to
mind.' To the Captain he said, "Y ou and Nakor have been
thick asfleas on abeggar since you came back, sir, and,
well, if we're going to be getting killed, 1'd like to know
what for before| close my eyes!’

A few other men said, 'Yes," and 'That'sright,’ before

de Loungvilleésbdlow slenced them.

‘Next man opens hisgob will find my boot init! Understood?



Cdissad, 'No, therés somejustice in what he said." He
looked at the men nearest him and said, 'Many of you

will not get home. Y ou knew that when you were given
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reprieve from your sentence. Others of you are here
because you're loya to the Lion Clan or because you're
old friends of Prgji's. And some of you arejust inthe
wrong place. He glanced at Greylock, who smiled a
little at the lagt.

Cdiskndt and went on, 'I've told you some of what
weface, and I've warned you that should this Emerad
Queen prevail, thisworld aswe know it ends!'

The clansmen and Prgji's mercenaries hadn't heard

that, and severd muttered disbelief. Hatonis silenced his
own men, and Prgji shouted, 'He'stelling the truth.

Shut up and listen.’

Cdlissaid, 'Long ago the Dragon Lordsruled this
world. Y ou may have heard legends of them, but they
were not legends. They werered.

"When the men of the Kingdom fought the Tsurani a
half century ago, a door was opened, adoor between
the worlds. The Dragon Lords, who had left thisworld
ages ago, tried to use that door to return. Some very
brave and resourceful men stopped them.

‘But they're il out there." He pointed into the night

sky, and several men looked up at the distant stars. 'And
they're dtill trying to get back.’

Nakor suddenly spoke. "Thiswoman, the Emerad
Queen, she was once someone | knew, along time ago.
Sheiswhat you would call asorceress, amagician. She
made a pact with the serpent men and they promised
her eternal youth. What she didn't know wasthat she



would lose her soul, her spirit, and become something
dse’

Nakor continued, Thereis very bad magic under that
mountain.’

Cdissad, 'You don't beievein magic.'

Nakor smiled, but there waslittle humor in his
expression. 'Call it tricks, then, or spirit force or anything

you like, but those serpent men, they use their
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powersin avery twisted way. They do evil thingsthat no
sane man would think to do, because they are not sane.
"These are not the creatures that motherstell children

of, to make them mind. These are very bad creatures
who think that one of the Dragon Lords, named
Alma-Lodaka, isagoddess. More, they think sheisthe
mother of al creation, the Green Mother, the Emerad
Lady of Serpents. She created them as servants, living
decoration, nothing more, but they think they are her
‘favorites" like children sheloves, and once they opena
door for her return, shewill elevate them to the status of
demigods. They will never believethat if they do this
terrible thing, this Alma-Lodakawill sweep them away
aong with everything dse!

Nakor fell slent amoment, then said, 'Calis makes no
gories. If thiswoman, this Emerald Queen, is behaving
as| think sheis, then things are very bad. Cdlis, tel them
of your father.'

Cdisnodded. 'My father is called Tomas. Hewas a
human boy as dl here were. He came to own some
artifacts of power, ancient armor and a golden sword
once the property of aVaheru, by name Ashen-Shugar.
My father wore that armor and carried that sword
through the Riftwar, againgt the Tsurani, and over the



years he changed.

'My father isno longer human. Heis something
unique on thisworld, ahuman body changed by the
spirit of the long-dead Dragon Lord who owned that
armor and sword.'

‘Unique until now," said Nakor. 'For thisEmerald
Queen may be another such ashe.’

The men muttered, and Cdlis said, 'For reasons| only
haf understand, my father's nature isthat of the human
boy -'

Nakor interrupted again. That isfor another time. |

know why, and these men don't need to."To the Men he
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sad, 'It'ssmply true. Tomasisaman, with ahuman
heart, despite his power. But thiswoman, this one who
caled hersdf Lady Clovisalong timeago -
Hatonissaid, The Emerad QueenisLady Clovid! it's
been nearly twenty-five years since she fled the city with
Vagashaand Dahakon.'

Nakor shrugged. 'It's her body.'

‘The point,' continued Cdis, 'isthat if the Pantathians
are using their magic to do with this woman what others
did with my father ...

Cdlis spoke briefly of how hisfather, aboy from the Far
Coagt, had cometo wear ancient armor that magically
gave him the memories and powers of one of the ancient
Dragon Lords. 'Nakor is convinced, hefinished, ‘that this
Emerdd Queen isamortd woman he once knew, with
magic ability, but gill much like you, who isundergoing
atransformation much as my father did more than fifty
years ago.'

"Then another Dragon Lord may soon be among us,



finished Nakor.

Biggo sad, 'Why can't your father settle her for once
and for al - then we can dl go home?

Cdissad, Theré's moreto this than two Dragon Lords
facing off. More than I'm willing to tell.' He glanced a&
Nakor, who nodded.

Nakor said, 'She's not aVaheru yet." He nodded with
certainty. 'If shewas, sheld come flying across the ocean
on adragon. She wouldn't need an army.’

Cdissad, 'If you're completely through?

Nakor grinned, but without any self-consciousness.
'Probably not.'

'In any event, someone must return to Krondor and

tell Prince Nicholaswhat occurs here!’

'What if only one of us gets back? asked Luis. "What
do we say?

Cdiswas dlent amoment, then told them, 'Y ou must
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say this. the Pantathians bring ahost to take by force what
they could not take before by guile. Leading themisonein
the mantle of a Dragon Lord who may be ableto seizethe
prize. Tomas and Pug must be warned.'

Helooked at the faces of the men, orange and yellow
from the flicker of thefirdight, dl discomfort fromthe

cold forgotten. 'Just those three things. That will be ample
warning.

'Now repesat them: the Pantathians bring a host to take

by force what they could not take before by guile. . .'The
men repeeted the sentence asiif learning alesson in schooal.
'Leading them is one in the mantle of a Dragon Lord

who may be ableto seize the prize.' The men repeated



that.

"Tomas and Pug must be warned.' The company repeated
that, too. "Y ou may be asked alot of other questions;
answer truly and do not embellish or color your

account. Truthisour only aly inthis. But whatever ese,
you must remember these three things!'

Nakor said, 'Now, | will help you understand what each
of those three things means, so even if you're too stupid to
remember more than those three sentences, you might a
least answer aquestion correctly.’

A few of the men laughed, but most remained quiet.
Cdlisturned away and started down the hillsde on his
hunt, and he wondered sllently if he could truly make any
of them understand.

Dawn saw shivering men making their way down the

trail, frost crunching benesth their boot hed's. More than
one man had afever, and al were weak from hunger.
Cabs had been ahead of them for two days now, and no
sign of game had been seen.

Thankfully, water wasn't aproblem, but if they didn't

find food soon, men would begin to die. Nakor's seemingly
inexhaugtible supply of oranges helped, but they

would not be enough to keep the men diveinthis

climate. It was cold during the day, and colder at night,
plunging below freezing. Without much body fat,

through training and the rigors of travel, the men needed
more substantia food. Already some were plagued by the
gomach flux from esting too many oranges and nothing
dse

Erik had never seen Roo look so pale, and he knew he
must look the same. They were moving through fairly

thick woodlands, devoid of color astheleaves of fall



blanketed the ground.

De Loungvilleturned to sgnd ahat, when suddenly a
dhriek cut through the air and arrows came flying.
'Defensve square,” shouted de Loungville.

Erik snapped his shidld to the front, knedling to cover
asmuch of hisbody as possible while the other menin
his squad did the same, forming alarge square, roughly
fifteen men to aside, ready to take the attack.

The brush and nearby piles of leaves exploded with the
forms of the men who had been hiding there, and others
came running from nearby hiding places. Erik saw the
green armbands and shouted, ‘It's the snakes men!”
Stedl dashed and swords answered and Erik was
suddenly swinging with al hismight at aman wearing a
full hdm. He cleaved through the man's shidld, hissword
cutting deep into the left arm, then he was dodging a
counterthrust as the man fell forward. Roo stepped
behind him and took the attacker under the sword arm,
killing him before he hit the ground.

Erik spun to hisleft and struck at another, while Roo
turned to face one running at him full force. The second
man legped forward, smashing shidd againgt shidd,
knocking the smaller Roo backwards.

In the hollow of the square, de Loungville, Greylock,
and three other men formed aflying company, ready to
Plug any breech. De Loungville stepped forward and

quickly killed the man on top of Roo, yanking him off
and shouting, 'Get back in line, Avery! You trying to
avoid work?

Roo rolled to hisfeet and shook off his dizziness, then
haf ran, half jumped back into place besde Erik. The
battle hung close, with neither sde taking the advantage,
and Erik wondered how long he could keep thisup, as
weak from hunger as hewas.



Then ashout, quickly followed by another, and men at
therear of the forward portion of the square saw
attackersfalling, struck from behind by arrows. Cdlis
stood down thetrail, quickly taking bead and letting fly,
and before they knew someone was behind them, four
attackers had fallen.

With the smdl pause on that one front, de Loungville
shouted, 'Charge them!' and led his five companions
toward the strongest section of the attack.

The attackers were expecting anything but a counterattack,
which threw them off balance. Seconds ater, they

were running for therr lives.

Erik chased two men down anarrow pathway, overtaking
one and gtriking him down from behind. The

other sivung to face him, raising his sword high, and Erik
sought to take him with aquick thrust.

The man anticipated this, and Erik's head rang with

the shock of ashield bash to the face. Red lights exploded
in hisvison and he stlaggered back, raisng hisshiddin
reflex.

Hours of training saved hislifeasaningant later a

sword blow rang on the shield. Erik swung blindly, and
felt hisown sword strike his opponent's shield. Hisvision
cleared in time to avoid another strike and the two men
backed away a step, acknowledging that, in the other,
each faced a dangerous opponent.

From somewhere behind, Erik heard de Loungvill€'s

voice cut through the woods: ‘| want a prisoner!'
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Erik tried to shout, and found his mouth didn't work.

He spat and felt atooth wiggle. He tasted blood and felt
hisright eye burning asit began to blur with the blood
runningintoit.



Gathering hiswits, he shouted, 'Over here,

The man facing him, alarge weatherbeaten figure of
middle years, stood hesitating for amoment, then took
another step backwards. 'Over here!’ Erik shouted again
as he attacked the man, rushing him. The man stood to
take the attack, but rather than strike an overhand blow,
Erik ducked, threw his shoulder behind his shield, and
bashed the man, hoping to knock him down.

The man staggered backwards, and Erik drew back his
blade, then danced backwards as the other swordsman
lashed out. Erik again ydled, 'Over here,' and drded to
his right, attempting to cut off any avenue of escape.
The man tensed and Erik made ready to counter a
blow, when suddenly the man let hissword fal from his
hand. He quickly tossed down his shield and took off his
helm, which he aso threw to the ground.

Erik glanced behind and saw Calis drawing abead on
the man. Erik breathed hard. "Took you long enough.’
Cdislooked at Erik and smiled dightly. ‘It just seemed
likealongtime!

Once the man had surrendered, he was affable enough.
His name was Dawar, and he was origindly from the city
of Hamsa, but for the last seven years amember of a
company called Nahoot's Grand Company.

Cdis, de Loungville, and Greylock interviewed the

man while Nakor and Sho Pi tended the wounded. Erik's
wounds were superficid: asmdl cut to theforehead, a
cut lip, someloose teeth, and lots of bruises. Sho P gave
him some herbsto take and told him to sit with hishands
over hisface doing reiki for at least ahaf hour, and he
might keep those teeth.
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He sat on arock with his hands over hisface, ebows
on knees, while others around him groaned in pain,
those able to do retki on their own wounds or being cared
for by others.

Seventeen men had died in the battle; of the enemy,
twenty-four. When Calis had struck from their rear, they
had assumed another company was coming and it had
broken them, otherwise it would have been worse.
Dawar said that a hundred men had lain in wait.

Having spotted Calis passing the day before, a scout of
Nahoot's had backtracked, seen the company coming
down thetrail above, and had returned in timefor thelr
captain to organize the ambush.

'Nothing personal,’ said Dawar. 'It was orders. We got
thistrail and we wastold to kill anyone comesthisway.
It'sthat smple’

'Who gave you the orders? Erik heard Calis ask.
‘Someone high up in the Queen's command. Maybe
Fadawah himsdlf. | don't know. Nahoot's not about to go
around explaining everything, you see. Hejust tellsus
what to doand we do it.'

Cdissad, 'So they're keeping their flanks covered.’

'| guess. Things are pretty crazy and everyone's running
around like chickensin athunderstorm. We don't

even know who's coming to relieve us'”

'When are they dueto relieve you? said de Loungville.
Erik felt the heat from hishands hedling him,

otherwise he would loved to have removed them to see

what was happening.
'Don't redly know,' said Dawar. ‘A couple more days,



maybe aweek. Weve been out here almost,,a month, and
it'sjust about got the captain chewing hissaddle.’
Cdissad, Take him over there!

Erik heard Dawar say, 'Captain, I'm wondering. Are

you giving me aday, or are you going to offer me service?
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'Why?asked Cdlis.

'Wdl, wereahdl of along way from anywhere, that's
al. My horseisdown &t the end of thistrail, aong with
al my personds, and it's cold, as you may have noticed.
I'd just as soon not be running from your men come

sundown tomorrow.'

Cdissad, 'Can wetrust thisone?

It was Prgji's voice Erik heard next. 'As much asyou
can trust any of these mother-lovers. | know Nahoot by
reputation. HE's not one of the wordt, but he's certainly
far from one of the best.’

'Y ou'd fight against your own companions?

'Much as any of you would. Rules of war. I've been
given no bonusto diefor lost causes." His voice dropped
to anear mutter. 'Hell, Captain, none of us have been
paid in more than amonth, and werefar from looting
anything, unlessit's nutsfrom squirrdls!

There was amoment of silence before Cdissad,
'Guide usto where your former company is, and well
give you your horse and turn you loose. No one will
follow you aslong as you head for Pdlamds.’

‘Sounds more than fair, Captain.’

Erik heard the man being led away, then he heard de
Loungvilleésvoice, low but carrying. ‘Are you mad?
Therés gtill something like saventy or so swords down



there!

‘But they won't know we're coming at them,' said

Cdis

'Advantage of surprise? said de Loungyville, histone
oneof disbelief.

'It'sthe only advantage we've got, Bobby,' replied

Cadlis. 'We're out on our feet. We need rest and food.
Theresfood down there, and horses. if we can take that
company, we might even be able to get back to Maharta
without interference.’

'What are you thinking? asked Greylock.

484

RAYMOND E. FEIST

Cdissad, 'If things are as confused on thisflank ashe
says, whoever comesto replace this Nahoot might not
have any ideawhat helookslike. if werewaiting for
them, in the agreed-upon place, wearing those green
armbands. .

De Loungville groaned, and Erik was glad his hands
covered hisface, to hide the grimace he made.

Erik waited. Ahead, Calis, Sho P, Luis, and Jadow crept
aong, looking for the sentries they knew must be there.
Cdishdd up his hand, motioned to hisright, then handed
his bow to Jadow. He tapped Sho Pi on the shoulder and
pulled his dagger from hisbelt. Sho P laid hissword and
shied on the ground, pulling hisown knife. Luishad his
out and Cdis motioned for himto circleto theleft. Calis
pointed to Jadow, indicating he wasto wait.

The three men, Cdisand Sho A to theright, Luisto the
left, circled out of Sght into the evening gloom.

Three moons were out, the middie moon highin the

sky, and the large and smal moonsrising. Erik knew it was



only going to get brighter as the night progressed, so that
the timeright now offered their best cover.

A sudden sound of movement, then alow grunt cut
through the night, and then silence. Erik waited for any
sound of darm, but none was forthcoming.

Then Caliswas back, retrieving hisbow and gesturing to
the othersto follow. Erik motioned to the line of men
behind him and moved as silently as possible down the
trail.

A few yards beyond where Calis and the others had
stopped he found the dead guard, eyes staring vacantly
skyward. He gave the man aquick glance, then got his
mind back to the matters at hand.

Hisnose il hurt, but it was only adull throb, and his
lipswere now puffy. Histeeth wiggled when he touched
them with histongue, so hetried not to, but found himself
constantly probing the loosened teeth. They had rested
less than an hour, then Cdlis had abandoned the dead
and |eft the wounded behind, and had ordered Dawar to
show him where hisformer company's camp lay. Two of
the walking wounded now guarded him back up thetrall
until after the coming fight.

Ahead they saw lights, and Erik wondered how many
men there were to be so confident just hours after fleeing
abattle. Then he could see movement and redlized that
they were anxious down there, for at least ten men stood
watch around the camp.

But what astonished Erik the most wasthat no

defenses had been erected. There were twenty four-man
tents haphazardly scattered around the area, with alarge
bonfirein the center. The sound of horses carried
through the night, and Erik judged alarge picket linewas
Stuated somewhere on the other side of the camp.

Erik watched Cdis, who sgnaed for him to approach.
Erik moved to Cdiss side, and the Captain whispered, 'l



want you to lead the first ten men behind you through
the trees over there.' He pointed to hisright. 'Circle
around and get ready to hit them from the side.

"They're wary now, but after afew hours of nothing
happening, they're going to relax. They may think were
running the other way or not coming down until morning.’
He glanced at the sky. 'It's about four hours until
midnight. Once you'rein place, be dert but relax. I'm not
going to hit them until most of them are adeep.’

De Loungville said, 'When you hear anything, come
running hard. Hit them asfast as you can and numbers
won't mean much. They'll be so confused they won't
know what's out here in the dark, but only if you act at
once.’

Erik nodded, and moved back in line. He tapped the
next ten men on the shoulder, starting with Roo, and
motioned for them to follow him. Natombi, the former

Keshian Legionary, grinned as they moved into the
woods.

Erik was as quiet as he could be, but he was certain at
any minute the darm would sound. When he was approximately
one-third of the way around the camp, he

halted the men. A couple of sentries stood opposite their
position, barely visible through the trees, but obvioudy
moreinterested in talking to each other than in maintaining
vigilance. Erik hoped Cdiswasright.

He motioned for the men to Sit, indicating they should

rest. He signaed Roo to take the first watch. Erik sat
down and put his hands back over hisface. Hefelt the
warmth return to his hands and was glad he had been
taught this hedling. He decided he would hateto lose
those teeth.

At the appointed time, Cdis shouted and launched his



attack. The camp was dow to come around, as most of
the men were adeep.

Asthey moved to repd the assault from one front, Erik
and histen men raced into their flank.

Erik was on aman coming from atent before he had

his pants on. The man died before he could pull a sword.
Another was down before he could turn, then suddenly
one faced him, astonishment on hisface. He shouted,
-they're behind us!’

Erik bashed as hard as he could with his sword and the
man went down screaming. Natombi shouted some
Keshian war cry, and Biggo let out abellow to freeze the
blood.

Men were scrambling from their low tentsand Erik
knocked severa unconsciouswith theflat of hisblade
before they could gather their wits.

Then before he knew it, men were throwing helms,
shields, and swordsto the ground. De Loungville hurried
aong, commanding the prisoners be taken to thefire.
Half-dressed, dazed, and dispirited, severa of them
swore openly when they saw how few attackers had
routed them.

Erik glanced around, still suspecting treachery, but
found only defeated men looking around in amazement.
Of Cdissforty-three men, only thirty-seven had

been fit for thisfight, and they had amost bloodlesdy
captured nearly two timestheir own number.

Suddenly Erik felt like laughing. Hetried to fight it,

but couldn't. He let out achuckle at first, then Started

laughing aoud. Then othersin hiscompany joined in,
and soon there were chears as Caliss Crimson Eagles
hed their firgt victory inalong time.

Calismoved through and said, 'Get Nahoot over
here



A man among the captives said, 'He'sdead. Y ou killed
him up thetrall yesterday.'

'Why didn't Dawar tell us? asked de Loungville.

‘He didn't know, the bleeder. We carried Nahoot

down here, and he died at supper. Gut wound. Messy.'
'Who's leading™>'

'l guess| am,’ said aman, stepping forward. 'Name's
Kelka'

'Y ou the sergeant? asked de Loungyville.

'No, the corporal. Sergeant got his head split, too.'
DeLoungvillesad, 'Wdll, that partidly explanswhy
there was nothing like a defense.’

'‘Beggin' your pardon, Captain,’ said Kelka. 'Are you
going to offer us service?

'Why? asked Calis.

'Wéll, we haven't been paid in awhile, and aswe've

got no captain and no sergeant ... Hell, Captain, you
kicked hdll out of uswith only half our number. | figure
you've got to be better than anyone else werelikely to
runintoif you give usthe day's grace.’

'I'll think about it."

'Captain, if you don't mind, you going to take our

tents?

Calis shook his head. 'Get back over there. I'll tell you TWENTY-TWO
what I'm going to do once | decide.’

Cdismotioned for de Loungville and said, 'Get some Infiltration
food into the men, and send someone up thetrail to lead
the wounded and Dawar down here. | want everyone
here by noon tomorrow." He motioned to the captives.
'Well figure out what to do with them in the morning.'Calis whispered.
Erik sat down, feding hislegs shake. It had been avery
long day and he was exhausted, as he knew everyone
elsein the company was.

Then de Loungvill€s voice cut through the air. "'What,



Who told anyone to rest? Weve got acamp to make
ready!"

Men began to groan as de Loungville ordered, 'l want a
trench and breastwork dug, and | want stakes sharpened.
Bring in the horses and stake them nearby. | want afull
inventory of stores, and | want to know who'sinjured.
Then, after weve got this camp in shape, maybe I'll think
about letting you get some deep.

Erik forced himsdlf to stand, and as he moved, he
wondered doud, 'Where are we going to find shovels?
De Loungville shouted back, 'Use your handsif you
have to, von Darkmoor,’

Erik couldn't hear the Captain's conversation, but he
saw Prgji and Greylock nodding agreement.

The prisoners had been moved to a small wash, where
ahandful of men could easly guard them. De Loungville
wasinterviewing them, againg what plan of the
captain's Erik had no idea.

Thetraditiona head start for the losers who surrendered
was aday before any hodtilities would be resumed.
Usualy, according to Prgji, those who cleared out were
left done, if they kept moving. Erik waslost in thought
when Roo approached.

''How are the horses? asked Roo.

"They're alittle scrawny; the grassis poor thistime of
year and they've been kept too long in the same place.
But otherwise they'refine. If we move them a couple of
times over the next week, they should put someweight
on, especidly if | can find aplace to shelter them at night

from thewind. It'sthe cold takes weight off them as
much as anything ese. Their heavy coats are sarting to
comein, sothey'll bedl right.’

Roo sad, 'What do you think the Captain hasin

mind?



Erik said, 'l don't redly know. | find it strange he's
talking about heading down for Port Grief loud enough
S0 those prisoners can hear.’

Roo grinned. 'Not if that's where we want the Queen's
army to look for us. What next?

'Weve got plenty to do," said Erik. '"And we'd better get
on it before de Lounville comes back. Hefinds usloafing
around and ther€lll be hell to pay.'

Roo groaned. 'I'm dying of hunger.’

Suddenly Erik redlized he hadn't eaten except for a
quick mouthful the night before. 'Let's grab something,’
he said, and Roo's expression brightened. 'Then welll get
back to work." Roo's expression turned dark again, but he
followed hisfriend.

They had done acomplete inventory the night before

and found that while Nahoot's men hadn't been paid ina
while, they certainly werewell provisioned. Erik and Roo
made their way to the tent they shared with Luisand
Biggo - Sho P and Natombi had moved in with Nakor
and Jadow in another four-man tent - and found the
other two deeping insde. Half aloaf of trail bread, baked
only acouple of days before, and abowl of grain and nuts
were Sitting by the entrance, so Erik sat, let out asigh,
and picked up the bread. He toreit in half and gave a
hunk to Roo, and then scooped up a handful of grain and
nuts and started to est.

Theair was chilly, but the sun warm, and after eating,
Erik felt drowsy. Looking at Luisand Biggo, hefdt the
urgeto follow their example, but fought it off. There was
gtill work to be done and he knew de Loungvillewould
makeit harder onthem if he had to tell them.

Erik got up and woke Luisand Biggo. They saw Roo
and Erik, and Biggo said, 'It had better be good.'

'Itis, whispered Erik. ‘Comewith me!

Luislooked at Erik with eyes made even more



dangerous-looking by the dark circles underneath. Ashe
rose, Erik asked softly, 'Got your knives?

Luiswhispered, 'Always," and whipped his dagger

from hisbelt in amotion so swift it was amost unseen.

'Are there some throatsin need of cutting?

Erik sad, 'Follow me.'

He led them through the tents, moving quickly and

pausing often to look around, asif to seeif they were

being observed. Erik moved to where the digging continued,
as men made the quickly dug trench of the night

before a deeper, wider barrier.

Reaching the work, he pointed to astack of freshly cut
dowelslaying in abundle and said, 'Quickly, before they
get loose! Those need to be sharpened and placed around
the perimeter.’

Roo and Biggo smiled and picked up apiece each as
they pulled their belt knives, but Luis glowered. Y ou
woke mefor this?

‘Better | than de Loungville, isnt it?

Luisstared hard at Erik amoment. For a second he

held hisknife point directed & Erik, then with agrunt he
leaned over, picked up adowel, and started to sharpeniit.
Roo and Biggo laughed as Erik said, That'sgood. I'm
going to see that the horses are moved.’

Asheleft, helooked over his shoulder at the men
sharpening stakes. Anyone coming across that trench
would have adifficult climb over the rampart because of
the stakes; and once they broke camp, they could pack
them away.

Erik moved to the other side of the large defensive
square. He joined two men fashioning a drop gate out of
wood cut from nearby trees. The lack of proper toolswas
making the job difficult, asthey were basicdly having to
cut the timber with the one ax Nahoot's company had



carried, then trim the planks with knives and daggers.
Erik would have given the smdl amount of gold in his
purse for a proper drag plane and some iron working
tools.

Erik knew alittle about woodwork, so he suggested
they carve some notches and dovetail the planks together
| asbest they could, then lash the whole thing with cord.
i They could run it out when they needed from insde the
compound. They wouldn't be able to break it down and
carry it with them, asthey had with the gate they had
built at Weanat - that one had been lost with most of
their other equipment outside the barrow up on the Plain
of Djams.

Erik wondered about crossing the plain. Even though
they were milesfarther south than when they last
encountered the Gilani, he knew that to encounter the
diminutive warriors could spell the ruin of thismission.
At the last he decided there were too many thingsto
worry about, so hed leave worrying to Calisand de
Loungville while he just did the work that needed to be
done.

After seeing the gate finished, he noticed the day was
rapidly approaching noon. He ordered a couple of fires
started and then decided to seeif the watch had changed.
Hefound the same men on duty since he had passed
them at first light, so he went back into the tents and
kicked some protesting men awake, tdling them it was
their turn on watch.

He was seeing that the messwasin order for the noon
mea when de Loungville returned from interrogating
Nahoot's men. De Loungville got off his mount and
asked, 'Isthat parapet finished?

Erik said, 'About two hours ago.’

'Stakes?

'Being sharpened and placed now.'



‘The gate”?

'In place.’

'Saly ramp?

'It'sbeing built - 1 doubt it will be much use, though,
morethan asngle horse a atime and it might fall gpart.’
'Has anyone changed the watch?

'l took care of that afew minutes ago.’

'Where's the Captain?

'Up talking to Greylock, Prgji, Vga, and Hatonis.'
'Regular officer's country, en? asked de Loungyville,
taking a cup from near the cook'sfire. He dipped it into a
bubbling kettle, then blew on the contents before he
findly took agp of hot soup.

Erik said, 'If you say s0, Sergeant. I'm still new at this!'
De Loungville surprised him with agrin, then drank

his soup. Making aface, he said, This needs some sdlt.’
He tossed the cup down and stated walking away. 'If you
need mefor anything, I'll be with the Captain.’

Erik turned to one of the men near the cookpot and

said, 'l wonder what that was about.'

The man was named Samuel. He had served with one

of the first groups taken from the gallows and had been
around de Loungvillefor along time. 'Sergeant has his
reasons for doing what he's doing. Then he paused. After
amoment he added, 'But it'sthe first real smile out of
him since Foster died, Corpord.'

Erik started to correct the man, as no one had named
him corpord officidly, but then thought if it made the
men do what needed to be done that much quicker, hed
be better served by keeping his mouth shut. He only
shrugged. Asthe food was amost ready, Erik decided it
was time to get the men rotating through the mess, so the
sentries could get a hot meal before the next watch.



Erik oversaw the distribution of horsesto those men
given one day's grace before being hunted down. Calis
made an unusud offer to them: if they would ride directly
for theriver Deg, to the south, then follow it to the

coast before making for either Chatisthan or Ispar, he
would send no one after them. Hewarned them that if
they followed him and his men to Port Grief, he would
kill every one of them. He aso paid asmadl bonusin gold.
The men who were turned |oose swore amercenary's
oath to do as bidden and were now getting ready to ride
out of the camp.

What surprised Erik was that about twenty of Nahoot's
men were being offered a place in the company. They
were being kept gpart from those trained by de Loungville
by being put under Greylock and they would ride

with Hatoniss clansmen, but having outsders at this

late juncture was arisk Erik was not sure he would be
willing to take. Then again, he decided, that was probably
why Cdliswas the Prince's Eagle of Krondor and he was
only an acting corporal.

De Loungville came over and watched as Erik set up

the Sixty men leaving. They were being given the least
desirable horses and knew it, but at least none of them
was lame. They were allowed to carry aweek's worth of
rations and the gold Calis gave them, aswell astheir
wegpons. All other baggage and stores were remaining
with Caliss company.

A hdf-dozen ridersfrom Cdiss company would

shadow the men for ahaf day, then return. When dl
were mounted and ready, the order was given and the
defeated mercenaries and their escort rode out.

Erik watched them leave, then asked, 'Sergeant, why

are we taking on those extramen?

DeLoungvillesaid, 'Captain'sgot hisreasons. Y ou just

keep an eye on them to see they do asthey'retold, and



don't worry why they're here. Just onething: passthe
word that no oneisto talk about our previous set-to with
the Saaur with those new men.’

Erik nodded and walked off to pass the word. When

he reached the center of the compound, he saw that
Greylock was passing out green armbands. Erik took one
and said, 'What isthis?

'As of thismorning, we are now Nahoot's Grand Company.'
He motioned to where de Loungville was walking,
ingpecting the stores they'd won. 'He's Nahoot. At least,
the men who've joined us say Bobby looksthe most like
him of any of ushere

Erik said, '"And Cdlisfigures the Saaur might think we

al look dike anyway?

Greylock grinned. 'Never thought you were stupid.

Glad to see | wasright." He put his hand on Erik's

shoulder and waked him away from the men gathering
to pick up their armbands. Lowering hisvoice, he said,
‘Nahoot's due to be relieved in the next few days. At
leadt, that's what everyone thinks.'

'S0 if we can pass ourselves off, then we can walk
back into the Queen's camp and no one will look at us
twice!

‘Something like that. if those boys are to be believed,
things are even crazier down here than they were up
north of Lanada. There's achance we might runinto
someone who might remember us from up there, but
itsadimone’

Greylock looked around to see who was nearby, then
continued. 'Seems Nahoot's boys were sent to find us.’
"That afactor aguess? asked Erik. '

'Guess, but probably a good one. The orders wereto
ride out to this road and keep alookout for any company
riding down out of the mountainsthat didn't have



armbands and didn't know the password. | don't know
who they were expecting to come down out of those
mountains except us.

Erik said, "Youreright. | wouldn't bet againgt its being
usthey werelooking for.'

| Greylock shrugged. 'Maybe they're concerned we saw
something up in that maze of cavesand gdleries!

Erik said, 'l saw enough to think it's not someplace
I'minahurry tovidt agan.

Greylock grinned. 'How are the horses?

'‘Good. We've moved them and they're fattening up

on fall grass. There's nothing hereto ride that anoble
back home would lose deep over not owning, but for
common mercenaries, they're a serviceable bunch.’
'Pick me out agood one,’ Greylock said. 'I've got to get
back. We're setting new duty to get the new recruits out
of our hair and then we're going to wait.'

'Wait for what?

'Replacements so we can head back to join in the
assault on Maharta'

Erik shook his head. "We've got afunny way of

fighting thiswar: helping the enemy taketheir objective’
Greylock shrugged. "Aside from the pain and dying,

war can be apretty funny business, Erik. I've read every
written history of war | could get my handson, and |
know this: once aplan of battleis set loosg, it takeson a
life of itsown. And once you make contact with the
enemy, the plan haslittle meaning anymore. It'sgrab

the moment so you can seizethe day. Modtly it'shoping
the other side makes a mistake before you do and
getting lucky.

'Cdlis had a plan when we started out, but once he and
Nakor found what they sought out at the Queen's camp,
it's been tossed aside and now hels making it up as

wego.'



'S0 he's hoping the other side makes a mistake before
we do and that we're going to get lucky?

‘Something likethat.'

‘Then I'll say aprayer to Ruthia,' said Erik as Greylock
turned and walked away.

Erik thought about what he had seen so far and what
he had done, and was forced to concede that Greylock
wasright. Therewaslittle of planning and clevernessin
what Calis had done since making contact with the
Queen'sarmy, and agreat deal of boldness and hoping
for luck.

Putting aside such weighty considerations, Erik decided
that aslong asthings were settling down to routine,

held try to get some work done on his armor and
weapons. He returned to histent and found it empty, as
his three bunkmates were off working on finishing the
palisades. Erik unbuckled his sword, removed hishem,
and stripped off his breastplate. He grabbed arag and
some oil he had liberated from stores and began to work
on hisarmor. He frowned when he saw how corrosion
was finding nichesto take hold, and set to with avenge,
anceto expunge dl imperfections from his breastplate.

'A rider came speeding over therise, pushing hislathered
horse up thetrail for al he wasworth. Erik ingtantly
turned and shouted, 'Rider comingin,’

De Loungville had the men racing for wegpons and
taking up positions before the rider reached the gate.
Recognizing the rider as one of their own, Erik motioned
for the bridge to be run out. The moat and rampart camp
had been turned into afirg-rate base since Cdis had run
off Nahoot's company. They had found awandering herd
of bison down aways in the woods, and some deer, as
wdl asagood supply of nuts. With the food liberated
from Nahoot's Grand Company, they were amply provisioned



for thetime being.

Astherider reached the bridge he reined in, dismounting
as quickly as he could. He led the horse across the
bridge, which flexed and creaked darmingly, but which
held better than Erik had expected. Shrinking the lesther
had helped, and it would serve, but it still made him
nervous each time a horse was walked across.

Therider tossed the reinsto Erik and ran past him to
where de Loungville and Calis were approaching. 'It'sthe
greenskins, he shouted.

'Where? asked de Loungville.

'‘Down thetrall. It'salarge patrol, maybe twenty of
them. They don't ssemto beinany hurry.’

Cdisthought for amoment. Tell the men to sand

down. | want uslooking aert, but | don't want anything
suspicious!’

Erik passed the word as he led the rider's horse away.
Hefound Luis on duty around the picket and told him to
walk the horse for awhile, to cool her out, then to rub
her down and feed her.

He returned in time to see men back at their normal
posts, but noticed that every man had aweapon closeto
hand and many looked on edge. As he walked by, he
quietly said, Takeit easy,’ or 'Relax. You'll know soon
enough if theré's going to betrouble.’

Stll, it wasapanfully dow twenty minutes until the

firgt of the Saaur hoveinto view. Erik sudied them, for
he had been too busy staying divethelast time he saw
them mounted to study them carefully. Roo cameto
gtand beside him and said, That's some sight.’

‘Say what you will about the greenskins, but they

know how to St those impossible mounts of theirs!'

The Saaur rode with long legs and easy sedts, asif they
had spent their lives on horseback. Each rider had a short
bow dung acrossthe back of hissaddle, and Erik said a



Silent prayer that the company they had faced before had
tried to charge them rather than stand off and shoot.
Mogt of them carried round shields, made of hide over
wood, marked with symbols alien to Erik. The leader
wore aplume of horsehair dyed bluetied up inalarge
obsdianring, affixed to ameta skullcap. The others
wore smple metd hemsthat had large flaring sdesand
bar-nasals. When the last riders came into view, Erik
quickly counted. There were twenty of them, followed by
abaggage train of four more horses.

When they reached the camp, they halted and the

leader shouted, "Where is Nahoot?

His accent was thick and he tended to roar, but he

could be understood. De Loungville, wearing ahelm that
covered his eyes, moved to the other side of the bridge.
'What isit? he shouted.

'What have you to report?

Cdishad thought on this and had instructed every

man, save the new recruits from Nahoot's company, in

what was coming next. 'We were ambushed by some

men trying to come down this road. We routed them and
chased them back up into the mountains.’

'What!' roared the Saaur leader. 'Y ou were told to send
amessenger if you found any of thosetrying to leave the
mountains.

'We sent one!" shouted de Loungville, trying hisbest to
sound angry. ‘Are you claiming he never reached you?

'l clam nothing, human,’ shouted the angry Saaur.
'When did this happen?

'Lessthan aweek ago!’

'A week!" The Saaur shouted something in hisown
language and half his company started up thetrail. The
leader said, 'We need provisions. You will leave and
return to the host. | am not pleased.’



'Well, you can bet I'm not pleased you went and lost

my runner,' shouted de Loungville. 'I'm going to make
sure General Fadawah hears of thig!'

'And imps of the evening will cometo have sex with

you because you are so lovely,' snapped back the officer.
Erik suddenly relaxed. if the Saaur was going to fight, he
wouldn't be trading insultswith de Loungvillewhile
dismounting. Whoever this officer was, he had accepted
that de Loungville was Nahoot and was content to trade
insultswith him while the two companies changed
places.

'Any trouble with the Gilani?

'No," grunted the Saaur officer. 'Our riders have chased
thelittle hairy humans back into the mountainsto the
north of here. Theride will be so quiet you may deepin
the saddle.’ He moved onto the bridge and his huge
horsesweight madeit creak alarmingly, but it held even
if it did how under theload. Heled hisanimd into camp
without noticing. Erik gave aslent prayer of thanks that
it held. And he was pleased he wasn't going to be around
to seeif the bridge held after repeated Saaur use.

De Loungville shouted, ‘Bresk camp! | want every man
mounted and ready to ride in ten minutes!'

Erik hurried, for like every man there, he knew the
longer they were around the Saaur, the better the chance
someone would let something dip that would Sart a
fight. He hurried to his tent, with Roo beside him, and
found Biggo and L uis aready setting about bresking
things down. 'Roo,’ said Erik, 'grab my kit. I'm going to
keep an eye on Nahoot's men.’

Roo spared Erik any barb about ducking work, and
sad, 'I'l take care of it.'

Erik moved to where the twenty men from Nahoot's
company waited and saw they were muttering among

themsalves. Not giving them any chanceto decide they



might be better off turning Cdlisin to the Saaur, he
shouted, 'Get over to those horses and start bringing
them up! | want thefirst six for the officers. Then Sart
bringing them up to thefirgt tent, then the second, and
thethird, until every other man hasamount. Then get
your own gear together and get mounted. Understood!”
Histone, asloud and ferocious as he could makeiit,
imparted the proper message: the last wasn't aquestion,
it was acommand.

The twenty men moved quickly, severd. saying, 'Y es,
Corpord,' asthey half walked, half ran to the remounts.

De Loungville showed up lessthan aminute later and
sad,’

Where are the newcomers?

Erik pointed. 'I've got them bringing up the horsesfor
the others, and I'll keep an eye on them.’

De Loungville nodded. 'Good.' He turned without
another word and rejoined Calis and Greylock.

The Saaur commander was busy pulling arall off the
back of one of the baggage horses, and Erik turned to
watch Nahoot's band. The twenty newcomers were
hurrying with the mounts, doing their best to remain
orderly, while around them the compound was abuzz
with activity. Erik hurried to where histhree tentmates
were breaking down their equipment, and Roo threw
him hisbundle. 'Did yoursfirs," he said.

Erik smiled and said, 'Thanks,' as he grabbed his
saddle and then ran back to where the newcomers were
leading horses. He sdlected one and quickly tacked it
up, then stowed hisroll behind the saddle and
mounted.

Herode briskly at atrot down the line, asthe compound
seemed to melt away. Tents were folded, some merdly
forced into the small packsthat carried them,



and stacked up to be tied on the back of abaggage
animd. The palisades had aready been cleared of stakes,
which were now being stored away' on abaggage horse.
Men werein their saddles and getting in line before the
last of the horses were brought up by Nahoot's men.
Theonly things they were leaving behind for the Saaur
were the moat, the bridge and gate, and some cookfires.
Erik watched as the Saaur camp went up. Ten large
circular tents, fashioned from what looked like cane or
wooden poles bent over into asemicircle, and covered
with hide, were erected. They were so smdl that he
wondered how the Ssaur managed to get insde. He
elected not to ask to see, and turned his attention to the
last men.

The newcomers were ragged in getting themselves organized
, but at last they were ready to ride. Erik moved

aside as Calis gave the order to leave, and watched as the
men rode past him. He aso watched the Saaur commanDer
keeping his eye on the departing humans.

There was something in those red and white eyes that
seemed suspicious - at least, Erik thought that the case,
but then suddenly the commander waved good-bye. Erik
found his own hand raised in a parting gesture before he

thought better of it. He turned his mount and took his
placeaslagtinline.

As he passed over the bridge they were leaving behind
for the Saaur, he thought, 'How odd. Like old friends
bidding each other good journey.'

They passed down from the foothills overlooking the

Plain of Djams, entering grasdands patrolled by Saaur
companies. Whatever € se might have occupied the invaders,
acompany of mercenarieswearing emerad

armbands riding calmly toward the heart of the army



wasn't a cause for concern.

Severd timesthey passed camps or signs of camps.
Cdisjudged the Saaur and their dlieswere il sweeping
the arearegularly, perhapsto keep the Gilani at bay, or
perhaps to guard againgt others seeking to hinder the
southern conquest.

They rode for aweek without incident until they came
to their first mgor staging point, a motte-and-bailey
construction large enough to house severd hundred men
and horses. A lookout in the tower high atop the

motte called down and there was a squad of Saaur waiting
for them at acheckpoint ahundred yards before the
gate.

Without preamble, the lead Saaur shouted, 'Orders?
'Wereto rgoin the hogt, said Calis evenly.

'What company?

'Nahoot's Grand Company," answered de Loungville.
Thelead Saaur fixed de Loungville with asteady gaze
and said, "You look different.’

Keeping hisvoice rough, de Loungville said, 'Y ou

spend your evenings Sitting up in those bloody damn hills
chilling your backside for awhile and see how different
you look.'

The Saaur tensed, asif thiswasn't the answer he
expected, but Dawar, one of the men from Nahoot's
company, said, 'Let us get by, Murtag. We don't have
timefor your games!

The Saaur turned and said, 'Y ou | know, Dawar. |
should cleave you both for your bad manners.’

Dawar said, Then who would you have | €eft to chesat at
knucklebones?

Therewas along silence, -then suddenly the Saaur
named Murtag let out abray that sounded like aleather

thong being drawn through a drumhead. He said, 'Pass,



whoreson, but you must camp outside the moat. We are
crowded ingde. When you come to game tonight, bring
plenty of gold.'

After they had ridden away from the checkpoint, Erik
urged his horse up to Dawar's Side and said, 'What was
that noise?

The mercenary shook hishead and said, That'stheir
ideaof laughter, if you can believeit. Murtag'sabully of
sorts, but it'sal bluster. Oh, he could cut you in two if he
had amind, but he'd rather have you trembling and
pissing your pants, or insulting him back. It'sthe indifferent
onesthat get on his nerves. I've gambled with him
enough to know. After he's had some drink, he's pretty
good company, for alizard. Knows some funny stories.”
Erik smiled. 'Y ou've earned abonus.’

A calculating look crossed Dawar'sface. 'Y ou and me
should talk later, Corpord.'

'After the horses are bedded,’ answered Erik.

Erik made hisway quickly to where de Loungville and
Cdlisrode, leaning over in his saddle so he could speak
quietly to de Loungville. 'l told Dawar he earned a
bonus!'

De Loungvillesad, 'Then you can pay it

Calis motioned for the company to fan out on the east
sde of the moat, near another company of men, who
ignored their arrival. He turned his horse around and
sad, 'What isit?

"Y oung von Darkmoor hereis giving away your money.’
Erik explained and Cdis said, 'What's troubling you?
'Hewas too quick and easy to bluff us past the Saaur.

| don't trust him. | remember he was pretty quick to end the
fight, aswell, dmog. .

'Asif hewanted to be captured? finished Cdis.

De Loungvillegrinned, and Erik sad, 'What isit?
"Those twenty we kept with us. Erik, answered Cdlis,



‘aren't the men we felt most ableto trust.'

De Loungville said, They're the ones we most need to
keep an eyeon.’

Erik sat back in his saddle and stared open-mouthed for
amoment, then shook hishead. I'm anidiot.’

'No,' said Cdlis, 'but you've alot to learn about the less
obvious Sde of warcraft. The twenty men we kept dl had
answersthat came abit too fast and easy for mercenaries. |
think this Emerald Queen has agents sprinkled

throughout her army. All twenty aren't agents, I'm sure.
but I'm amost certain one or two are, maybe more. So we
keep the most likely close by

"Trusting bunch,’ offered de Loungville. 'Now, look.

Y ou and a couple of men you trust, say Biggo and Jadow,
keep close to those men, don't let too many of them off
duty at any onetime, and keep an eye on where they
wander. if any of them head into that fortress, | want one
of you dong.' He reached indgde histunic and pulled out
aheavy purse. 'We lost some gold on the baggage train,
but | kept mogt of it." He opened the pouch and handed a
dozen smdl coinsto Erik. 'Pass some of thisaround so
that if any one of those twenty lads wantsto step into the
fort for adrink, you'l bethefdlow to buy it for them.
Understand?

Erik nodded. 'I'll make sure no more than four of them
arefreeto causetrouble at atime.' He turned his horse,
put hedlsto itsflanks, and rode back down toward the end
of theline.

Cdissad, 'He'srounding out nicdly.'

DeLoungvillesaid, 'Aw, he's still not nearly half mean
enough, but I'll fix that.'

Cdissmiled dightly and turned back to oversee the
making of the camp.

Erik walked the perimeter of the camp, keeping an eye



out for anything out of the ordinary. With thefortress at
their back, Cdis had ordered no rampart and trench dug.
The men set up their tents quickly and saw to their
stores. and began to settlein for the night.

Ashemoved dong, Erik noticed that the eight men
from Nahoot's company that he had put to guarding the
remountswere at their posts, talking in pairs, but
otherwise where they should be. Four others were
bedded down, or at least had been ten minutes before
when he had passed their tent. Jadow was watching that
group. Four others were working commissary duty. That
left four unaccounted for, and if Biggo was doing as
ordered, he was close to them.

Erik found Roo in histent, trying to get some deep. 'l
thought you had duty? said Erik, sitting down to pull off
his boots.

"| traded with Luis. He wanted to go into the fortress
and seeif there were any whores!'

The thought of women suddenly had Erik interested,

s0 he stopped pulling off his boots. 'Maybe | should
check up.'

Rolling over. Roo said deepily, 'Y ou do that.'

Erik quickly made hisway to Caliss command tent.
where hefound Cdisand de Loungvilletalking with
Greylock, who had somehow found a pipe and tabac.
Erik found the habit noxious, but had put up withit l
hislife; smoking was common enough in the taproom at
the Inn of the Pintail. though it was discouraged when

serious wine tasting was under way. For amoment, Erik
wondered what had become of the fancy flint and stedl
lighter he had possessed back home.

'What?asked de Loungville.
'I'm going into thefort,' said Erik, 'if that'sdl right. Luis



isinthere, and | think Biggo isthere, too.

De Loungville nodded. 'Keep dert, hesaid witha
dismissvewave.

Erik walked up the damp hillock upon which the fortress
had been erected, and made hisway dong the perimeter
until he reached the gate. It was till open and the

guards on duty were dmost adeep. A pair of Saaur, one
wesaring what Erik took to be an officer's mark on his
breastplate, were talking insde a hut at the gate, but they
ignored him ashewaked in-

De Loungville had called thefort a'classc’ motte-and-
bailey, and Erik wasfascinated by its congtruction. An
earthen hill had been raised up and atower built high
upon it. Around this hill and tower, alarge open area, the
bailey, had been |ft, with the buildings nestled againgt
thewall, sheltered by it. Suddenly it struck Erik thet this
isthe sort of construction Calis had undertaken at Weanat,
but on a much more modest scale. Thistower could house
a haf-dozen bowmen with little discomfort, on aplatform
thirty feet above the ground. A fifteen-foot-high log wall
had been erected around asmall village. complete with
wooden rampart and earthen reinforcement. An army
would have little trouble with such afortress, but most
sngle companies would have had more than enough
trouble to take such afortification.

ingde there were a hdf-dozen buildings, dl made of
wood and covered with daub made from dried mud and
straw. Smdller wattle-and-daub huts had sprung up
around the larger buildings, and afair-szed town had
evolved. Erik could see why the Saaur at the gate had
ordered them to remain outside; it was quite closeinside
thisfortress.

He heard laughing and MOV ed toward what he assumed
would be an inn, and once insde he knew he

had been correct. The room was dingy with smoke andpoor light, but the stench of ale, spilled wine, and



'human perspiration struck Erik like ablow. Suddenly he
was terribly homesick and wished to be nowhere so
much as back at theinn of the Pintail. He pushed down
the sudden surge of feding and made hisway to the
bar.

The barkeep, astout man with aflorid complexion,
sad, 'What'l it be?

'Got any good wine? asked Erik.

The man raised an eyebrow - everyone else seemed

to bedrinking ale or fortified spirits - but he nodded
and produced a dark bottle from benegth the counter.
The cork wasintact, so Erik hoped the bottle was fresh
and not resealed. Old wine tasted like vinegar mixed
with raisins, but you couldn't convince the average
tavern keeper he couldn't just stick the cork back in at
the end of aday and unscd it again the next and not
have his cusomers complain.

The barman produced a cup and poured. Erik sipped.
Thewine was sweseter than he would have liked, but
not as cloying as the dessert wines made to the north of
Y abon. Still, it was acceptable and he paid and indicated
the barkeep should leave the bottle.

He glanced around the room and saw Biggo on the far
Sde, trying to look inconspicuous and failing mightily.
Heleaned againg the wall, behind atable wherefive
men gamed with two Saaur. Thelizard men weretoo
largefor their chairs, but they hunkered down as best
they could and seemed intent upon the game. Erik
recognized the sound of knucklebones, asthey called
dice here, rattling across the table and the accompanying
shouts of the winners and groans of the

losrs.

After afew minutes, Dawar stood up and lft the
game. He came over to Erik and said, 'Got a minute?



Erik motioned to the barkeep for another cup and
filled it. Dawar spped and made aface. 'Nothing like
the wine from the grand vineyards of home, isit? he
sad.

'Where's home? asked Erik.

Dawar said, 'Far from here. Let'sgo outsidefor a
minute.

Erik picked up the bottle and let Dawar lead him outside
into the fresh, cold night air. The man looked one

way, then the other, and Sgnded for Erik to follow him
around the corner, into adark place next to thewall,
sheltered above by the palisades.

'Look, Corporal,’ began Dawar. 'Let's have an end to
the mummery. Y ou're the company Nahoot was sent to
keep from coming thisway.'

'What makes you think that? said Erik. 'Y ou'rethe
onesthat jumped us!

'l wasn't born thismorning,’ said the man with agrin.

'l know your Captain's not your Captain, but the
dender blond fellow is!

'What do you want?

'A way to get rich, said Dawar, agreedy glintin his
eye.

'How do you propose to do that? said Erik, moving
his hand dowly down to his sword.

'Look, | could maybe get myself agold coin or two for
telling Murtag you're not who you say you are, but
that'sagold coin or two, and then I'm back looking for
acompany tojoin.' He glanced around. 'But | don't like
what I'm seeing lately, with this grand conquest. Too
many men dying for too little gold. There's not going to
be much |eft of useto anyoneif it kegpson, don't you
see? So I'm thinking | might be a help to you and your
captain, but I'll want more than wages and found.'

'Y ou'll get ample chance for loot when we take



Maharta,'Erik said noncommittally.
Dawar took astep forward, lowering hisvoice. 'How

long do you think you can keep thisup? Y ou lot are not

like any company I've seen, and I've been around more
than mogt. Y ou talk funny and you have the look of ...

| don't know ... some sort of soldiers, without the
parade ground nonsense, but tough, like mercenaries.
But whatever you are, you're not what you want people
to think you are, and it ought to be worth something for
meto Stay quiet.’

'So that's why you covered for us at the gate?

'Sure. Most of uslook dike to the Saaur and Murtag's
pretty stupid - don't make that mistake about most
Saaur - which iswhy he's stuck out here running this
garrison and not with the main hogt. | figure | can turn
youinany time, but | thought I'd first giveyou a
chance to make me a better offer.’

'l don't know," Erik said. holding hiswine cup to his
lipswith hisleft hand, while hisright moved to the hilt
of hissword.

'Look, von Darkmoor, I'll stick with you until the end,
if the pay'sright. Now, why don't you talk this over
with Captain Calis-'

Suddenly afigure loomed up behind Dawar in the
darkness, and large hands reached around and gripped
him by the shoulders. They jerked him around, and as
he spun, they grabbed the back of hishead and his chin
and forced it in the opposite direction, and with aloud
crack, his neck was broken.

Erik had his sword out as Biggo stepped forward. 'We
found aspy," he whispered.

'How could you be sure? hissed Erik, his heart
pounding as he returned his sword to the scabbard.



I'm pretty sure no one's called you von Darkmoor
snce we met up with thislot, but I damn well know no
man's called the Captain by name since then.’ Erik
nodded. Strict orders had been passed not to mention
Calisby name. 'How would he know who you were?
Erik's heart sank. 'l didn't even notice.’

Biggo grinned inthefaint light. 'l won't tell.' He
picked up Dawar's body and hoisted it across his
shoulder.

'What are we going to do with him? asked Erik.
'Why, we're going to take him back to the camp. It
wouldn't be thefirst drunk carried out of here by his
friends, I'm certain.’

Erik nodded, picked up the fallen wine cups and
bottles, and motioned for Biggo to leave. Erik set the
cups and empty bottle down next to the door and
hurried after the large man.

For atense moment Erik expected achadlenge at the
gate, but as Biggo had predicted, the guards thought
nothing of one drunk cheerfully carrying another back
to the camp.

They rode out at firgt light. Erik had told de Loungville
and Cdis of the encounter with Dawar. They had disposed
of the body down in awash, not too far from

their campsite, making sure it was fully hidden by rocks.
There had been abrief discusson after that and Calis
had said whatever they choseto do, they'd do it far
from the Saaur and the other mercenaries.

The only attention they received asthey got ready to
depart was one Saaur warrior who came down to ask
what they were doing. De Loungville merely repeated
they had been ordered to rejoin the host and the warrior
grunted and returned to the fortress.

As Cdis had suggested, thisfortress was as much for



keeping deserters from heading south asit wasto keep

the main army's flanks free from attack.

SHADOW OF A DARK QUEEN 5l|

At noon, whilethe men rested and atetrail rations,
Cdlistold Erik to get five of the men from Nahoot's
company and bring them over to where he waited with
de Loungville. When they appeared, Cdis said, 'One of
your companions, Dawar, got into afight last night over
awhore. Got his neck broken. | don't want to see any

repest of that supidity.’

All five men looked baffled, but nodded and | eft.

Another group of five was brought up to Cdlis, then

another. At last the fina four men were fetched to Cdis

and he repeated the admonishment. Three of the men

looked blank, but one of them tensed at news of

Dawar's death and ingtantly Cdlis had his dagger out at

the man'sthroat.

DeLoungvillesad, Takethem away,' to Erik ashe

and Cdis, with Greylock, led the man away to be questioned.

AsErik escorted the two men back down theline,
severd of the men asked what was going on. Erik said,
"We caught another spy.'

A moment later ascream cut through the air, from
behind asmall rise some distance away. Erik looked
over while the scream lingered, and when it ceased, he
let out his bregth.

Then it sarted up again, and Erik found every man
looking off & theridge. A few minutes|ater, de
Loungville, Cdlis, and Greylock returned, dl with grim
expressons. De Loungvillelooked around and quietly

said, 'Get them mounted, Erik. We have alot of ground



to cover and littletimeto doiit.’
Erik turned. "Y ou heard the sergeant, Mount

up,
Men scrambled and Erik found the sudden

motion areease. The sound of the spy dying under
torture had set his nerves on edge and made him
angry. The sudden movement seemed to lift that anger
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from him, or at least give him aplaceto focusit.
Soon the column was moving, heading toward the
main army of the Saaur and the assault on Maharta.

T
TWENTY-THREE

Ondaught

Erik blinked.
Acrid smokefilled theair for miles, making it. difficult
to see any distance. Stinging wind carried the smell of

charred wood and other less aromatic victims of the



widespread fires.

Nakor rode back to where Erik brought up the rear.
'Bad. Very bad, he commented.

Erik sad, 'l haven't seen alot that wasn't bad in the

last week.'

They had been traveling for more than four weeks,
heading across the plain toward the host surrounding
Maharta. Asthey approached the site of battle, the area
began to teem with al manner of passersby: patrolsfrom
theinvading host, smal companies of mercenarieswho
had decided to quit the city rather than fight - they
tended to give Caliss company awide berth, though two
had chanced a parley. When it was clear that Calis wasn't
interested in afight, both companies had agreed to share
acamp, and news.

The news was sobering. Lanada had fallen by

treachery. No one was certain how, but someone had
managed to convince the Priest-King to send his host
north, leaving the city under the care of only asmal
company. The leader of that company had proved to be
an agent for the Emerald Queen, and he had opened the
gates of the city to ahost of Saaur riding in from the
southwest. The population had gone to deep one night
after agrand parade. The Priest-King's war elephants,
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with their razor-capped tusks and iron spikesringing
their legs, had lumbered out the gate, the howdahs

on their backsfilled with archersready to rain death
down on theinvaders. At their Sde had marched the



Roya Immortds, the Rg of Mahartas private army of
drug-induced maniacs, each man capable of feats of
strength and bravery no sane man could achieve. The
Immortal's had been promised great glory and a better
lifewhen reborn if they died in the service of the Rg.
The next morning the city wasin the hands of the

Saaur and the populace awoke to the sounds of wailing
astheinvadersturned each household out, herding
everyone, to the last man, woman, and child, to the
central plaza, to hear the Priest-King. He had been
marched out under guard and had informed the citizenry
that they were now subject to the rule of the

Emerald Queen. He and his cadre of priests were taken
back into the palace and never heard from again.

The host of Lanada that had been sent north to face

an army aready behind them returned under orders
from the Priet-King's Generd of the Army, who
handed over command to General Fadawah, then
joined hislord in the paace. Rumorsflew through the
city, ranging from the Priest-King, hisministersand
generals being quickly executed to them being eaten by
the Saaur.

Onething was clear, this conquest was coming to a
head. With Lanadas downfal anear certainty, Generd
Fadawah had held back atoken force at his position
north of the city and sent the entire bulk of thehostina
circling move around Lanada and down the far sde of
the river to Maharta. They had moved out only days
after Caliss company had deserted.

The benefit to the Queen's army had been a swift
strike south with dmaost no opposition. The detriment
had been finding themsalves on the wrong side of the
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river. Now the northern element from lanadawas
moving down the main road between the two cities
while engineers were throwing temporary bridges across
the river some miles north of the mouth.

Erik looked at the blackened landscape; somelocas
had fired the dry winter grassto avoid being captured by

the Saaur, he judged, for the brush fires had been

started in severa places. Only acold rain had prevented
amgor conflagration on the plain.

Erik reflected on the cold westher and redlized it was
after midsummer back home. By thetimethey |eft
Maharta, if they left Maharta, it would be nearly ayear
since he had fled Darkmoor.

One benefit to Caliss company from the swift
mobilization of Fadawah's host southward was that

most of theinvading army wasin the grip of turmoil

and confusion. Moving closer to the front was surprisingly
easy.

A day earlier an officer had tried to demand passes

from Calis, who had said smply, 'Nobody gave us anything
on paper. We were told to move to the front.’

The officer had been totdly baffled and smply waved
them past the checkpoint.

Now they were at the crest of arise overlooking the

river valey below, where the Vedraemptied into the
Blue Sea. Erik squinted at the scene below.

Mahartawas a city of white stone and plaster, bright

in the summer sun, now reduced to grey by weeks of
falling ash. it spread acrosstwo main idands, while severd
suburbs had arisen on smdler idandsin the ddta
Themain city was surrounded by ahighwal onthe
northwest, north, and northeast, while the remaining
sections were flanked by river, harbor, or sea. Severd
estuaries and inlets provided avariety of anchoragesin



the deep channd of theriver aswell as aong the coadt.

Sprinkled across numerousidands were villages, aild on
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the western shore of theriver, alarge suburb with its
owvnwall.

Nakor peered at the distant city. Things move closeto
afinish!

'How can you tell ? asked Erik.

Nakor shrugged. 'See the garrison on thissde?

Erik shook his head. 'No. There's too much smoke.’
Nakor pointed. 'Look, there, at theriver and sea,
wherethey join in the deta. There were many bridges
there - you can see blackened foundations where they
were burned - and some villages on the smdler idands,
but there, on this shore, there's a good-sized town, with
itsownwal.'

Erik squinted againg the smoke and fading sunlight

and saw aspot of light grey against the darker water.
Studying it, he thought it might be awalled town, but he
couldn't be certain. 'l think | seeit.’

"That isthe western precinct of Maharta. it isill
holding.

Erik said, "Y our eyes must be as sharp asthe Captain's.’
'‘Maybe, but | think it'sthat | know what to look for.'
'What are we going to do? asked Erik.

'l don't know,' said Nakor. 'l think Calis knows, but
then, maybe he doesn't. | do know that we need to be
over there.' He pointed at the far sde of theriver.

Erik looked at the massive host marshaled dong the
riverbank and said, That seemsto he everyone's problem,
Nakor.'



'What?

'‘Being over there." Erik pointed northward and said,
"They say there are bridges being built ten miles north of
here. If so, why is everyone marshaded down here near
the coast? They can't be thinking of swimming across,
can they?

‘Difficult swim," Nakor admitted. 'Doulbt that's, what
they're going to do. But | expect they have aplan.’
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‘A plan, Erik said, shaking his head dubioudy as he
remembered what Greylock had told him about battle
plans and theredlities of war. He sghed. 'All we haveto
do isgo through thisarmy, crosstheriver, and get the
defendersto open the gate for us.’

- Therésdways away, said thelittle man with agrin.
Erik again shook his head in uncertainty asthe order

to move down into the waiting host was given, and

suddenly hefdt very much likeamouseinvading a
ca'slair.

If the outlying fringes of the host were confused, the
heart of the army was gtrictly under control. Calis
noticed severd heavily manned checkpoints and veered
away from them, and twice had to improvise explanations
for provost officersriding patrol. He claimed to

be confused about which campsite he needed to locate,
and said he was among those who were going to befirst
across.

Both times the officers assumed that no one would be
lying to be thefirst acrossthe river, so in both casesthey
merely waved Cdisaong. But asthey skirted around
the centra position of the army, they got some sense of



how thingslay.

A large hill was centrd to the host, with the Queen's
pavilion atop it. Around that tent were the officers tents
and rank upon rank of Saaur guard, with Pantathian
combat troops arrayed behind them. Then came a series
of tents used by Pantathian priests. The air was so thick
with their magic it reeked, claimed Nakor. Then the
bulk of the army radiated outward like spokes of a
whedl.

DeLoungvillesad, 'lt'sapity thereé's not another

army lurking about in the grass nearby. Theselads are
s0 bound to conquer theré's nothing remotely defensive
about thisplace.’
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Erik knew little of warcraft, but after months of working
hard to create defensible encampments, even he

could seethis: there were mgjor flawsin the disposition
of thisarmy. They must be planning on launching the
attack soon ' 'he observed.

'Why do you say that? asked Cdlis.

'Greylock, what's that word you told me, for supply?
‘Logidics.’

‘That'sthe one. Thelogisticsare dl wrong. Look at
where they've got their horses. Each company hasthem
picketed nearby, but there's no easy way to get water to
them from theriver. Thisisgoing to beamessin aday
or two.'

Calis nodded, but said nothing, as he looked around.
DeLoungvillesaid, 'Y oureright. Thishost can't say
here another week without amgjor blowup. Either men

are going to get Sck, start fighting, or run out of food



and-haveto eat their horses. They can't tay here much
longer.

Cdissad, There,' ashe pointed.

Erik looked to see a narrow peninsulaof sandy

ground, near theriver's edge, sheltered by tall grasses.
They rode down along incline, through some rocky
gullies carved out by rain, and down to a sandy stretch,
then back up asmall rise, and at |ast reached the indicated
area.

Erik jumped from his horse and knelt near the water's
edge. He cupped somein his hand and found it brackish
and sdty. They cant drink this!'

'l know,' said Cdlis. 'Form ateam and haul water

down from upriver to give the horses something to
drink." Looking around as the sun began to s&t, he said,

'We're not staying here very long.’

Camp was quickly made and Erik saw toiit that the
e ghteen remaining men from Nahoot's company were
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adways under surveillance. They were not certain exactly
what had happened to Dawar and the other man, but

they knew it had been fatal and it was clear they didn't
wish to meet agmilar fate. De Loungyville had remarked
there might be another agent among them, but if there

was, Erik was forced to concede he was far more clever a
disguising his nature, for not one of those men tried
anything suspicious. Still, Erik billeted them closest to the

river, with his own men and the horses on one side of
them and the river on the other.
Roo came and found Erik as he was checking to seethe

horses werefit. 'Captain wants you over there.' He



pointed to where Calis sood with de Loungville, Nakor,
Greylock, and Hatonis.

Reaching the mound on which they stood, Erik heard
Nakor saying, threetimes. | think thereis something
strange here!

Cdissad. That's awell-defended position

'No," interrupted Nakor. 'Look closaly. Thewallsare
good, yes, but thereis no way to bring in reinforcements,
yet the man said they were facing fresh soldiers every
time they assaulted thewadlls. Threetimesin oneday.'
DeLoungvillesaid, '‘Camp gossip.'

'‘Maybe,' said Nakor. 'Maybe not. If true, thenthereisa
way from that place' - he pointed toward the small
western precinct of the city on thisside of theriver - 'to
over there. He then pointed to the distant lights of
Maharta. 'It might be why they tried so hard to teke it last
week. If not for away in, why not leaveit and let them
Sarve?

De Loungville scratched his chin. 'Maybe they don't
want trouble at their back.'

‘Bah!" said Nakor. 'Doesthisarmy look likeit'sworried
about trouble? Thisarmy istrouble. Trouble soon if they
don't get acrossthat river. Soon therelll be no food..
Bad . . 'Heturned to Erik. 'What was that word?
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ril

Logidics

'Bad logistics. Baggage train dl strung out from here up
to Lanada. Men pissing into the river upstream, and soon
men downriver get belly flux and bad runs. Horse dung
everywhere up to your knees. Men don't get food, men
fight. It'ssmple. They takethis precinct' - hemade a
diving motion - 'and take tunnel under river, then U



p

into city.’

-there was that tunnel under the Serpent River

before,’ conceded Cdlis.

Hatonis said, 'But there's lots of bedrock under the City
of the Serpent River. Our clans dug those tunnelsover a
period of two hundred years because of the storms of
summer, the monsoons. Y ou can't safely crossthe bridges
when the seas are high and the wind is that strong.’

"They get big storms here in Maharta? asked Nakor.

'Y es," admitted the clansman. ‘But | don't know what
the ground around hereislike!

'Doesn't matter,' said Nakor. 'A good builder, hell find
away.'

‘Certainly adwarf would know away," said Greylock.
Cdisshowed asmdl flash of irritation. 'Whatever. We
take arisk of getting killed no matter what we do. That's
not the point. It'swasteful getting killed to get into acity
that has no way out, and we don't know thereisaway
out of the Western Prednct. We know that acrossthe
river isMaharta, and we don't know if theré'satunne
onthissde’

'What if | go and find one? said Nakor.

Calis shook hishead. 'l don't have any ideahow you
plan on getting in there, but the answer isno. | want
every man ready to move out a midnight.

'Word's been passed there's some sort of celebration on
tonight. The Pantathians and Saaur are making some sort
of battle magic, then tomorrow the northern eements
are supposed to hit the city.’
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Nakor scratched his head. There are some men building
bridges north of the main camp, but they are not



finished. Why this? And what tricks do the serpent men
haveto get thisarmy acrossthat river? They've been
conjuring something dl day long.'

'l don't know," answered Cdis, 'but | plan on every
man being on the other sde when the sun'sup.’ He
turned to Erik. "That's your job. Those men from

Nahoot's company.'

Suddenly Erik's somach tightened. He knew what
Caliswas about to say. 'Yes?

'Put them around the horses and give them thisto
drink." He handed Erik alarge wineskin that d oshed.
‘Nakor's closed it so they'll be unconsciousfor a
while'

Erik felt himsdf grin ashetook the skin. 'For a
minute. ..

'If Nakor hadn't given methisdrug, | would havetold
you to kill them," Cdlisfinished. 'Now seetoiit.’

Erik turned away, again chilled and, for areason he

couldn't put any nameto, feding shame.

The camp rang with dien sounds, music from distant
lands, screams of joy and pain, and laughter, swearing,
and, most of dl, drums.

Saaur warriors pounded on large wooden drums
stretched with hide. The sound echoed acrossthe river
like thunder, and rang in the ears like the blood's own
pulse. Bloody rites had concluded and now warriors
readied themsdves for the mornings battle.

Horns blared and bells rang, and on and on pounded
the drums.

Hatonis and his men stood near the horses, and Erik
quickly saw thet al eighteen of Nahoot's men were unconscious.
He knew that had any avoided the drug's

effect hewasto kill them.
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Erik returned to Calis and reported, 'All eighteen are
truly adeep.’

Prgji said, 'lIf they can deep through that racket, they
areindeed sensdessmen.’

Calis stuck out his hand. '‘Good-bye, old friends.’

First Prgi, then Vga, then Hatonis took it and shook.
They and the eight remaining men from their companies
would make their way up theriver, trying to

position themselves to get acrosstheriver over one of
the northern bridges while the main band attacked. In
the confusion of battle they were going to try to dip
away and head east, making for the City of the Serpent
River. Whatever occurred in the coming days, eventually
the City of the Serpent River would have to face the
Emerald Queen's might. Hatonis would ready the clans;
once they had been nomads, like their cousinsthe
Jeshandi, and if need be, they would roam the hills near
the city again, striking a the hogt, then fleeing into the
high forests. For Hatonis knew that this struggle would
be settled far from his native city and more than mere
strength of arms was needed.

The night was dark, as swift clouds from the ocean
blew in to the shore, keeping the moons light masked.
Only those of especialy good vision might notice someone
moving aong theriver's edge from any distance

avay.

Nakor sniffed the air. 'Rain coming, | think. Tomorrow,
amog certainly.'

Cdismotioned and Erik turned and sgnded thefirst
company into thewater. The plan wassmple: svim



across the swift-running but shalow deltato one of the
tiny idands near the city wal and look for away to
climb the southern breskwater and dip along atop it
into the greater harbor. They would till strikefor the
southernmost quarter of the harbor, the shipbuilders
eduary. That small firth fed off the main river and
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joined with the larger harbor, to form anatural launch

~t for ships. Cdlis had completeintelligence from
agentswho had been on this continent for years, but he
knew little about the harbor beyond that. It had never
occurred to anyone e se that the Emerald Queen might
need anavy until Roo brought it up.

After the burning of the shipbuilding facilities, the

plan was still smple: steal aboat and sail up the coast to

the City of the Serpent River. Erik thought, not for the
firgt time, that Smple didn't mean easy.

Thewater was chilly, but Erik quickly got used to it.
The men had wrapped their swords, shields, and armor
for quiet, and some of the men had abandoned their
heavier arms so asto be able to swim better.

The path taken brought them periloudy close to both
apicket of the Emerad Queen's host and lookoutsin
the suburb fortification. Torches on the walls showed
clearly that the ruckus from the Queen's camp had
aerted the garrison that something was up. Erik hoped
they were dl watching the fights on the top of the hill
and not the rocky shore below their walls.

Every man in the company was a competent svimme.
Those that hadn't had the knack had been trained

at the camp outside of Krondor. But when they reached
the distant spot that marked their first meeting point, a



smal sandy idand in the mouth of theriver, three men
were missing. A quick head count showed thirty-two
men on that idand, exposed to view save for sometall
grass and one lonetree. Cdis signaled back into the
water and Erik waited until everyone elsewasin before
taking onelook around for the three missing men, then
he followed after the others.

The channdl degpened and the current got stronger as
they neared the city, and the water tasted saltier. A
cough, sputter, and splash nearby were followed by a
choking sound, and Erik knew someone elsewasin

I
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trouble. He swam toward the sound of splashing inthe
darkness, but as he reached the spot only silence met
him. He glanced around in the gloom, then listened, and
findly started swimming toward the distant shore.
Suddenly he skinned his knee and found he was
clambering across an underwater idet. Then he was suddenly
sucked downward and pulled back into a deeper,

swifter current, and struggling to keep his head above
water.

Hisarmor weighed him down and Erik had to will

himsalf to keep his head above water. He had trained

for hoursto swim with his sword and shield on his back,
but nothing in training had prepared him for thisnightmare
of laboring through awet inky darkness.

His chest burned and hisarmsfet leaden and he had

to force himsdlf to move forward. Lift onearm and

throw it forward, and kick, lift the other and kick. He
moved forward, with no idea how far he had come and
how far he had |eft to go.



Then he heard a change in the sound before him and
redlized it was water |gpping againgt rocks. More, he
heard men quietly coughing, curaing, and blowing
water from their noses. He lashed out with hislast
vestige of strength and hit arock facefirgt.

Red light exploded behind Erik's eyes, then collgpsed
into abal that receded away from himin atunnd of
inky blackness.

Erik choked, spewed water from his mouth and nose,
then vomited. He turned over and struck his head
againg alargerock. Roo's voice sounded in his ear.

'Don't! You'll knock your wits out of your silly head

again. Liedill"
Erik hurt. Hisbody felt like one large cramp and he
had never felt so foul in hislife. 'Y ou drank alot of

ocean,’' said Biggo, nearby. 'If | hadn't been standing on
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the rock you swam into, | don't know if we'd have
found you to pull you out."

‘Thanks," said Erik weskly. His earsrang, and hisface
ached, and hisnose hurt, and generally he wasn't certain
hewas glad to be dive.

Cdlis came and said, 'Can you move?

Erik stood, wobbly, and said, 'Of course." As much as

he might liketo sit for awhile, he knew that the
dternative to moving was being left behind.

Erik looked around. Then his eyes narrowed and he
counted. Thirteen men stood on the rocks. Looking at
faces, he turned to Biggo and said, 'Luis?

'Out there,' said Biggo, with an inclination of his head



toward theriver.

‘Sweet gods,' said Erik. Thirty-two men had gone into
theriver, and only thirteen had made it across.

Sho Pi was nearby and he said, 'Perhaps some of them
are washed up at different places on the shore.'

Erik nodded. But he knew it was more likely they
were swept out to sea or drowned in theriver.

Erik saw they were out on thetip of the southern
harbor breakwater, along finger of rocks built up to
prevent tidd flow interfering with shipping inthe

harbor. Calis motioned and each man fell into line. They
moved carefully dong the heavy rocks piled high to
form the breskwater. In the darkness the footing was
dangerous. After about ahaf hour of moving dowly,
they reached aflat road formed acrossthe top of the
stones. Nakor whispered, They must pack dirt on it so
they can bring more rocks out in wagonsif they need to
repair the breskwater after astorm.’

Calis nodded and motioned for silence. He pointed to
atiny light in the distance. Therewasasmadl building
located afew hundred yards ahead, where the stone
breakwater turned into a proper jetty. It was certain to
be defended.
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Glancing toward the harbor mouth, Erik felt his
stomach contract. 'Captain!* he whispered.

'I've seen,’ came the answer.

Erik looked back and saw the others had followed his
gaze and were now looking at the harbor. Three ships
had been sunk in the harbor mouth, to ensure no
radersfrom theinvading fleet could enter the harbor;
and, nestled like chicks againgt amother hen, aflatilla
of ships hugged the docks. But none of them looked to



be of shallow enough draft to get past the hulks blocking
the harbor.

The pair of guardsin the waich building were

vigilantly watching acrosstheriver, so they weretaken
without knowing that Calis had dipped up behind.
Using only hishands, Cdis quickly disabled both men
and lowered them to thefloor of the hut.

Motioning for the men to gather around, Cdissaid,
‘Theordersare smple.

'Wewait until the sounds of battlein the morning.

The Emerald Queen may try to dip some small boats
around the jetty, so there may be afew defenders heading
thisway, but most of the city'sarmy will be on the
northern walls, protecting the landward side of the city.
Then we move straight up thisjetty, head off |eft toward
the shipbuilders estuary, and fire everything in sght. If
anyonetriesto stop you, kill him.

"Then we head back to the main docks, steal a boat of
asshdlow draft aswe can find, and try to get out of this
mess. If you can't get back to the harbor, try to get out
of the city on the northeastern side, and make overland
to the City of the Serpent River.' He glanced from face
to face. 'It's every man for himsdlf, lads. No oneisto
linger for acomrade. if no one gets back to Krondor,
then thishas dl been for naught. if most of usare going
to die, let'smake it worth something.' |

Grim nods of agreement werethe only reply he
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received. The men took what shelter they could around
the small hut and waited.

Erik shivered. He dozed, but the throbbing in hishead
made deep impossible. He couldn't believe how tired he



fet. And the throbbing in hisnose drained him like no
pain he had known before.

'It's broken,' said Roo.

'What? said Erik, turning and discovering hisfriend

could be seen in the predawn gloom.

'Y our nose. It'samess. Want meto reset it?

Erik knew he should say no, but he smply nodded.
Roo had been through enough street fights to know
what he was doing. Roo put his hands on either side of
Erik's nose and, with a swift move, pushed the pieces
into place.

The pain shot through Erik's head like hot iron spikes.
Hiseyeswatered and he thought he would faint; then
suddenly the pain drained away. The throbbing that had
bothered him dl night lessened, and he fdt asif hisface
might not fal off,~after all.

‘Thanks,' he said, wiping away tears.

A loud roar precluded any reply. It was asif the skies
parted and athousand dragons vented their rage. There
came ahollow rush of sound like creation'slargest
waterfdl echoing through agorge, and awind sprang
up from the far shore.

'Oh, my,' said Nakor. 'Thisis some trick!"
Acrosstheriver agiant light of brilliant white, edged

in pale green, sprang up and arched acrosstheriver,
dowly spreading and fanning out asit climbed into the
sky. Men and Saaur riders moved tentatively upon it,
then kicked their balky mounts forward. The horses
moved dowly, following therisng bridge of light.
Nakor said, 'Now we know why they massed near the
mouth of theriver across from Maharta- why no
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bridges. They're using the priests spellsto get the army
across.'

Cdissad, 'Weleave now!"

He rose and moved down the jetty. They reached the
main dock areawithout incident, ignored by those on
the dock, who were transfixed by the sight of therising
bridge in the sky acrosstheriver. Erik forced himsdf to
pay attention to hisleader, and pushed more than one
man after Cdlis.

They ran through a series of narrow streets, dong a
thin neck of land, between bodies of water. Erik had no
sense of where hewas, but he thought he might find his
way back the way they had come.

Then they were moving left, down amgor boulevard.

A company of horsemen dashed padt, dressed in white
tunics and trousers, with red turbans and black vests.
Another man smilarly dressed reined in next to Calisa
moment later and shouted, "Where are you going?

'We have our orders!’ Cdis shouted back. The estuary
isat risk!"

The man seemed confused by the answer, but the
incredible sight of abridge of light rising acrosstheriver
unnerved him enough that he accepted Cadiss story and
rode on.

They reached another street, which crossed the top of
the one they were on, and Erik hated. Ahead wasadry
dock. It loomed high into the sky, and upon it was the
ked of agreat ship pulled up for hull scraping. The
wooden frame stretched back for what Erik judged afull
four hundred feet, and the rear of the ship protruded
out beyond that. He looked beyond it and saw the estuary,
amighty lake adjacent to the main harbor. The

estuary was ringed by congtruction yardslikethis, forming
anearly perfect three-quarter circle around it. Either
end was more than aquarter mile off. f



De Loungville said, "Take some men and go that way.'
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He pointed off to theright. 'Go to the far end, and Start
burning everything in Sight as you come back. Try to get
back to the harbor. But remember, it's every man for
himself!" At thelast, he reached out and put his hand on
Erik'sarm and squeezed briefly, then he was off running
to the left.

Erik said, "Y ou three," indicating Roo, Sho P, and
Nakor, the men nearest him, ‘come with me.’

Aseran, hishead thundered, and he tried to ignore
the pain. His knees were wobbly, but his heart pounded
and his nerves were taut, and after afew moments he
felt hishead clear a bit.

Riders came speeding past, heading back the way
Erik's men had come. He barely got out of the way of
one man, who seemed willing to ride him down rather
than control his horse. The expression on the guard's
facetold Erik thiswas no movement of soldiers under
orders, but men put to flight by terror.

Glancing skyward, Erik couldn't blame the men. The
bridge now reached a quarter of the way acrossthe
river, and upon it sood thousands of Saaur, their battle
cries carrying across the distance like athunder ped
without end.

Erik rounded a bend and saw two shipyards beyond
where he stood. To Sho P, the nearest man, he said,
'Get down there and fire everything. Nakor, help him.’
Erik grabbed Roo and moved to the hut before
another gigantic cradle of wood. This one was empty.



The door to the building was barred. He quickly made
hisway around it and found asingle window. Looking

in, he saw no sgns of habitation. Using hisshidd, Erik
smashed the window, and said, ‘Now put your Sizeto
good use' He boosted his smdll friend through the
window.

Roo hurried and opened the door and Erik said, 'Anything

tobum?
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,Some parchment and atorch. Got any flint?

Erik reached into his bet pouch and pulled out some
flint. Roo took it and his dagger and struck a spark on
the torch, then nursed asmall fireinto life.

When it was burning, he pushed it down into the pile

of parchment, until it caught; then they hurried out of
the hut. Erik led Roo down to the base of the cradle,
and saw apile of old wood scraps. He gathered them by
the base and had Roo set them dight. They burned
dowly, with dark smoke, but at last agood-sized fire
was started.

Erik glanced around and saw alittle smoke from the
far end of the estuary, but no sign of any mgjor fires. He
motioned to Roo to come aong and they made their
way to the next establishment, and found it guarded by
ashipbuilder and hisfamily. Three men of middleyears,
aswell asfour sonsin their teens, stood reedy to fight.
They were armed with hammers and pry bars.

'Stand aside," said Erik.

'What do you mean to do? demanded the oldest man
there.

'l hate saying thisto any master of craft, but I'm putting



the torch to your shop. That cradle and your tools
goaswdl.'

The man's eyes narrowed and he said, 'Over my cold
body.

Erik sad, 'Look, | do not want to fight you, but no
oneisgoing to build shipsfor the Emerad Queen. Do
you understand?

'Man, it'sdl | havel' said the builder.

Erik pointed with his sword to the distant bridge of
white and green moving dowly toward them and sad,
"They will take dl you have. They will rgpe your
women and kill you, or make you daves and force you
to build shipsfor them, and they will sall themto my
home and kill me and mine!'
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"What would you have us do? the builder demanded,
asmuch apleaasachalenge.

,Teke aboat and sail away, friend,’ said Erik. 'Get
your sons and daughters and get away while you sill
have time. Go to the City of the Serpent River and hold
there aslong as you can, but if you don't leave now, |
will kill youif I must

Biggo and two other men came running up behind

Erik, and the sght of five armed men proved too much
for the shipbuilder. He nodded and said, 'We need an
hour.'

Erik shook hishead. 'l can give you five minutes,

then | sart burning.' He saw asmall sailing boat
anchored in the estuary. 'l sthat yours?

'No, it'smy neighbor's.’

"Then ed it, and go.’

Erik motioned for the men to spread out, and as Biggo



passed, one of the sons shouted, 'No, Father! I'll not let
them bum our home!'

Before Biggo could turn, the young man struck him

from behind with apry bar, bringing it Sraight across
the large man's neck. Erik cried, 'No!" but was too

late. The loud crack told him Biggo's neck had been
broken.

Roo charged the young man, bashing him in the face
with hisshield, knocking him backwardsinto his
brothers and uncles. The young man lost the pry bar,
which clattered away across the stones, and Erik looked
down at the motionlessform of Biggo.

The shipwright and hisfamily sood motionless as Roo
stood over the boy, his sword poised to end hislife. Erik
stepped over and grabbed hisfriend, pulling him away.
'Why? he demanded, as he leaned over the now terrorized
youth. Grabbing him by the tunic, helifted him

by main force with one arm, until he was nose to nose

with him. -fell mewhy." he screamed into hisface.
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The boy's face contorted with terror. Then Erik heard
awoman'svoice say, 'Don't hurt him.'

Erik turned and saw awoman, who stood with tears
streaming down her face, 'Hes my only son.’

Erik shouted, 'He killed my friend! Why shouldn't |
kill him now?

'He'sdl | have, said the woman.

Erik felt the anger drain away. He pushed the boy
toward his mother and said, 'Go."' The boy took a half



step, then Erik screamed, 'Now!"

Turning to Roo, hesad, ' Bumital!’

Roo carried atorch and hurried into the home of the
family, who stood watching helplesdy. Erik said, 'Get
to that boat and sail away. Otherwise you will all

die’

The father nodded and led his band away, and Erik
kndlt by Biggo. Rolling the big man over, he saw his
eyeswide. Suddenly he heard laughter and turned to
find Nakor standing behind. 'He looks surprised.’

Erik suddenly heard himsdlf laugh, for it wastrue. No
anger, or pain, but amazement was etched on the face
of thebig man.

Erik stood. ‘I wonder if the Goddess of Desth is everything
Biggo expected her to be." Then heturned and

saw Roo emerging from the building, smoke coming
through the door after him.

'‘Comeon,’ Erik said. "We're dmost out of time!'

Roo looked across the distant river and saw the bridge
was now arching upward toward the midpoint of the
river. Sounds of battle, screams and the dash of arms,
rang from the north, and Erik knew thewall was likely
breached or would be soon as the defendersranin
terror from the magic of the Emerald Queen and her
amy.

From thefar end of the estuary, clouds of smoke rose,

herading the work done by Calis and his company. Sho
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Pi and two other men raced to the next building and set
it ablaze, while Erik and Roo went down a series of

stone stepsto alow assembly point, a series of wooden



sheds on arocky point. These they quickly started burn

ing. Nakor hurried ahead.

Reaching the quayside, they discovered the fire had
gpread to the other side of the street and was growing in
strength. Erik ran dong until he came to the next construction
Ste and Sarted setting fires.

As he moved back toward the main street, Erik
noticed aflood of people running aong, many carrying
bundles, and he knew the enemy was somewhereinside
the city. Roo tugged on Erik's deeve and he said,
'What?

Roo pointed and said, 'It's the Captain!’

Through the gathering press of men and women, Erik
caught sight of Calis, Nakor, and de Loungville. Then
they were swallowed up by the crowd.

'Head for the harbor!" Erik called out, in case any
other of hisband was nearby.

He and Roo made their way as best they could, Erik
using hisbulk and strength to push through the throng,
Roo staying close behind him. Helost sight of the
others.

Down asde street they overlook de Loungville.
'Where's the Captain? shouted Erik.

'‘Somewhere ahead up there.’

Erik noticed de Loungville had picked up acut to his
arm, and had hastily wrapped it. 'Y ou dl right?
DeLoungvillesad, 'T'll livefor the next few

minutes!

'Where's everyone going? shouted Roo.

'Same place we are,' answered de Loungyville. 'The
docks. The city'sabout to fal and everyoneisgoing to
be looking for aboat. Weve just got to get one before

anyonedse!’
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Roo glanced over his shoulder. ‘At least we got the
shipyards ablaze!

DeLoungvillesaid, ‘At least we did that."

Thenit sarted torain.

TWENTY-FOUR

Escape

Erik turned.

-thefired!’

"What do you expect usto do? the sergeant asked as
increasing numbers of people swarmed by him.
Suddenly Cdis appeared, forcing hisway back to
where the two of them stood. Then Nakor and Sho Pi
were a hisside. 'We have to go back!" shouted thelittle
man.

"What can we do? demanded de Loungville.

'We haveto keep the firesburning,’ said Nakor. Asif to
taunt them, therain increased in urgency, turning froma
light sprinkle to amore ingstent tattoo. 'If we get them
hot enough, only the worst sorm will put them out.’
Calisnodded. They started moving toward thefires,

and Erik looked around for Roo. In the faint hope he
could be heard over thedin, Erik shouted in the King's
Tongue, 'Back to the estuary! Back to thefires!'
Whatever dse might be taking placein the city, there



was afull-scaeriot brewing near the waterfront. Soldiers
sent to keep order werejoining in the generd run for the
ships. That the harbor mouth was now jammed by the
hulks and only shallow-draft boats could manageto dip
out seemed to be of no concern to the citizenry of
Maharta

Ships crewstried their best to fend off citizens seeking
ahaven, and severd captainsraised sail to put some
distance between the docks and their craft. A half-dozen

horsemen rode furioudy down the street, and men and
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women screamed as they attempted to get out of the
way.

Erik shouted, 'Get the horses!' and as the lead animal
shied at the press of humanity beforeit, Erik legped and
took ahold on thearm of therider, catching him off
guard. Erik found surprising strength as he yanked the
man from his saddle, given how besat-up hefelt. With
one crushing blow, he knocked the man unconscious,
throwing him to the ground. It was probably a desth
sentence, as the crowd would trample the man, but Erik
had no sympathy for someone who would ride down
women and children to make good his own escape.
The horsg's eyes were white with fear and its nodirils
flared. It tried to back up and felt the horse behind, and
without hesitation it kicked out. The flying hooves
caught an innocent trader carrying hislast haf-dozen
jarsof vauable unguents, sending them flying through
the air to smash on the stones as the stout man was



knocked amost sensaless. Erik spared a moment to grab
the man and haul him to hisfeet with one hand while
gripping hard on the horse's reins with the other. He
shouted at the merchant, 'Stay on your feet, man. If you
fdl, youdie'

The man nodded, and Erik let him go, having no more
time to spend. He mounted and saw that Calisand the
others had followed his example, save for Nakor, who
was being attacked by the one remaining rider. Erik
kicked hard at the flank of hisanimal, and the frightened
gelding legped forward. Erik's sure hands guided him
through the pressto where Nakor struggled to avoid
being skewered by a scimitar. Erik took out his own blade
and with a single roundhouse blow took the rider out of
hissaddle.

Nakor sprang to the now-empty saddle and said,

"Thank you. | grabbed the reins before | thought of how |
wasto get himto give up hishorse!’
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Erik urged hisanimal past Nakor's and took off up the
dreet after Cdisand de Loungville. The two remaining
riders seemed content to let them keep the horses aslong
asthey were alowed to keep their own, and did not try to
interfere with their passng.

The bulk of the horses parted the swarming maob that

would have swept away men on foot. Once they were
back on the street leading to the fires, the crowd thinned
out. The rain was steady, and as they rounded a corner
aongsde the estuary, they saw the fires were beginning to
abate.

Eric kept as close to the flames as possible, asthere he

hed the least trouble passing the throng running through



the street. The horse continued to shy from the flames, but
Erik'sfirm seat and short reins kept the anima under
control.

At the end of the estuary, where thefirst fire was s, the
large ship's cradle and hull were dmost completely intact,
save for some scorching, and the once brisk fire was now
guttering. Erik saw an abandoned house across the street
and rode there. Legping from the saddle, he swatted the
horse on the rump, sending it away.

Running insde the house, Erik found furnishings

turned every which way. Looters, perhaps, thought Erik,
or afamily desperate to clear out their few vauables
before the fire reached them. He grabbed achair and ran
across the broad strest, to the top of the jetty that overlooked
the fire and tossed the wooden chair into the

flames below. He made severa quick trips acrosstherainy
street and every loose piece of furniture madeitsway into
thefire. As Nakor predicted, once reaching a certain heet,
thefire grew, despite the rain, which seemed to be leveling
off a asteady drizzle rather than a serious downpour.

In the next house, Erik found more loose flammables

and threw theminto the growing fire. At last hefdt

certain the cradle and hull would stay dight, but ashe
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looked down the quayside, his heart sank. Hiswasthe
only fire burning strongly enough to withstand therain,

and there was only so much one man could do.

He hurried to the next fire, which was dmost extinguished,
and found a store acrossthe Street. Thelarge

wooden doors had been forced open, one hanging from a
sngle hinge whilethe other lay on the street. Erik picked



up the one door and carried it to the edge of the street
overlooking the shipyard below. He tossed the wooden
door asfar ashe could and it sailed down to land on the
edge of the sputtering flames. If anything, it banked the
fireeven more.

Erik swore as he hurried back to the shop. The front of
the store was dmost intact; whoever had pried open the
doors had taken onelook and run off. The storewas a
chandlery, with nothing of valueto alooter. Erik hurried
through and in the rear he found yards of sail. More, he
found scaling pitch in barrels. He quickly rolled one out
through the ruined storefront, and across the Street.
There he picked up the barrel. He threw it so it landed
squardly on the flames. The barrd struck with a satisfying
crack and quickly the pitch began to bum. Erik took a
step away and then afountain of flame sprang skyward.
Nakor ran up and said, 'What did you find? That was a
good ‘whoosh'"!"

'Ritch, answered Erik. 'Insde.’ He turned and the little
man followed after. Nakor scurried around, looking at
everything he could find. He came away with severd
smaller kegs and put them aside out front, then hurried
insde. A moment later he came out, stooped over, pushing
abarrel as Erik was returning from putting a second
barrd on theflame.

Erik paused and turned to look at the western sky. The
bridge of light was nearing the gpex of itsarc, the Saaur
and mercenaries at the leading edge standing hundreds
of feet above the water.
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Nakor said, 'Wish | had atrick, boy. If | could make

that thing vanish' - he sngpped his fingers-'that would
be something, watching them dl fal into theriver.'



Erik got another barrel and side by sdethey rolled
them down the cobbles, toward the third builder's yard.
'Why doesn't some magician around herethink of that?
he asked, nearly panting from the exertion.

'Battle magicisdifficult, said Nakor as he pushed the

barrdl dong. 'Magician hasatrick. Another magician
countersthe trick. Third magician counters the second.
Fourth magician triesto help the second. They'redl
standing around trying to best one another and the army
comes along and chops them up. Very dangerous and not
many magicans Willing totry.

'Surpriseisthe thing.' He paused as he reached the

ramp leading down to the lower landing wherethe main
building of the shipyard was ablaze, and | et the barrd roll
away with aguiding kick. That trick there would be very
easy to counter, if you gave a powerful magician thetime
to study it. Lots of Pantathians working together on that
bridge. Lots of serpent priests concentrating together.
Very difficult. Easy to disrupt. Like unraveling abag. You
pull the right threed at the seam, and it dl fals gpart.’

Erik looked a him expectantly. Nakor grinned. 'l don't
know how. But Pug of Stardock or maybe some Tsurani
Great Onescould doit.'

Erik closed his eyesamoment, then said, 'Wdll, if

they're not going to show up to help, | guesswe haveto
doit ourselves. Comeon!’

Asthey ran back toward the chandler's, Nakor continued, '
But if Pug or some other powerful magician was

to try, the Emerald Queen has even more magicians
ready to burn himto acinder if he. . ." He stopped. 'l
have an idea!’

Erik halted, gasping for breath. 'What?

'Y ou go find the others. Tell them to stedl aboat here,
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in the estuary. Don't wait. Leave now. Get out of the
harbor fast. I'll take care of the fires!'

Erik said, 'Nakor, how?

‘Tell you later. Y ou gave me greeat ideal Now go! Leave
soon!’ The little man hurried back toward the chandler's,
and Erik took adeep breath and turned. Hewilled his
exhausted body into one more run and set off to look for
Cdisand the others.

At thefar end of the estuary, Erik found Calis, de
Loungville, and Sho P working hard at stoking afire.
Two dead guardsmen nearby told him someone had
objected.

Theranincreased in tempo and Erik found himself
soaked to the skin as he reached Calis. 'Nakor saysto get
U boat and leave, now.'

Cdissad, Therestoo much hereleft intact.

'He said to tell you hed take care of it. HE's thought up
U great trick.’

Instantly Calis dropped along board he was about to
toss on a sputtering bonfire and said, 'Did you see any
boats?

Erik shook his head. 'But | wasn't looking for any.'

They hurried back up the road until they cameto the
first stone stairway leading down to alower section of the
docks, where some smdl fires till smoldered. Therain
was tarting to fal in earnest, adrenching downpour that
obscured the mystic arch that now hung more than half
the way between the opposite bank and the city.

Peering through therain, Erik said, There's something
out there.’

He pointed. Cdlissaid, 'It's capsized.’

They moved dong the edge of the estuary, and more



than once thought they had seen something only to find
an overturned hull or smashed bow. Then Sho'P said,
"Therel Moored to a buoy!”
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Calistossed aside hisweapons and dove in. Erik took a
breath and |esped after him. Hefollowed his Captain by
the sound of splashing more than anything else. Each
stroke threatened to be hislast asfatigue and cold
seemed to leech whét little strength Erik had |eft.

But then he came dongside the craft. It wasafishing
smack, with a deep center compartment half-filled with
brineto keep thefish fresh. The single mast lay dong the
port gunnel, lashed in place. 'Any small-boat sailors?
asked Cdlis.

Half faling as he pulled himsdlf inside the boat, Erik

said, 'Just what | learned on the Revenge. I'm from the
mountains, remember.’

De Loungville peered insdethe sail locker. '‘No salls,
anyway.' He reached down aong the gunwale of the
boat and found two pairs of oars.

Calis sat down and took one pair and fit themin the
oarlocks, while de Loungville cut the boat free from the
mooring buoy. By thetime Cdis had taken athird pull,
de Loungville had unshipped the second set of oars and
was pulling dong intimewith Cdis.

Sho P found arudder and tiller and set them up, while
Erik sank deeper into the boat. He was soaked to his skin,
battered, and exhausted, but he dmost gave thanks for
being ableto smply st and not have to move.

'Anyone see Roo? asked Erik. 'Or Jadow or Natombi?
De Loungville shook his head. 'Where's Biggo?

'Dead,’ replied Erik.



Then de Loungville said, 'Find a bucket. Were going to
be swimming if we keep taking on water.'

Erik looked around and in abait box found alarge
wooden bucket. He stood there a moment, then asked,
'What do | do?

'Look for pools of weter, fill the bucket, and pour

it over the Sde,’ answered de Loungville. ‘It'scaled
bailing.
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Erik said, 'Oh, and knelt. The boat had a bilge grate,
and he saw water collecting under it. He moved the grate
and dipped the bucket, and filled it half full.

Water wasn't coming in savefor therain, and he didn't
have to work hard to keep the water contained in the
bilge. Erik looked ahead.

A shdlow flow out the south end of the estuary provided
adirect courseinto the river'smouth. Calis

shouted to Sho Pi, 'Steer that way. The degper channel
for the big ships leads into the main harbor. This smack
might be able to steer between the hulksin the harbor,
but | don't want to chanceit.'

Erik said, "With the chaosin the harbor, we would be
trading one messfor abigger one’

De Loungvillesaid, 'Just keep bailing.

Pug sat up, asastrange keening filled the air. it was the
dead of night at Stardock, and he had been adeep. He
pulled on hisrobe as the door to his deeping quarterswas
pushed open. Miranda, wearing avery short and sheer
deeping shift, sad, 'What isthat?

Pug said, 'An aarm. I've established wards throughout



Novindus, so | could keep track of what's going on down
there without risking caling too much attention to

myself.' Hewaved his hand and the sound ceased. 'The
city of Maharta'

They had come to share aquiet sense of each other

over the weeks Miranda had been staying with Pug. She
found it amusing that so many of the'mysteries surrounding
him were redly nothing more than deight of-

hand.

When he 'vanished, he was usually nearby, but keeping
out of sght. He used amagical gate to leave Stardock
and return to Sorcerer's Ide at will, and usualy appeared
there a night. Medswerewaiting for him, aswell ashis
laundry, much to Mirandas ddlight.
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Pug regarded the dark eyesthat studied him. 'What do
you intend to do? she asked. 'Go there?

'No," said Pug. 'There might be atrap. Come along. I've
got something interesting to show you.' Heled her out of
his persond quartersin the tower &t the center of the
keep of Stardock, and down the stairs.

'And why don't you put some clothes on? Y ou're quite
adigraction in that nothing you deepin.’

Miranda gave him ahdf-smile as she ducked into her
own quarters, grabbed a dress, and dipped it over her
head. Stockings, shoes, and the rest she'd worry about
leter.

She returned to the hal and followed Pug down the
stairs. She had sensed over the weeks they had been
together that Pug found her attractive, and on severa



occas ons had wondered about him in amore persona
way, but neither had broached the topic or acted upon it.
She had dept donein aroom closeto hisevery night
sncefollowing him to Stardock.

A drange sort of trust had built up between them, for
while Mirandarefused to reved much about hersdf, she
had a quick mind and fast wit and the same dry sense of
humor Pug had devel oped over the years. He had given
her the run of the place, and she had been in most of the
rooms, but not all. A few rooms were locked, and when
she asked about them, he said there were things he was
unwilling to share with anyone, and would change the
subject.

He made amotion with his hand as he approached one
such door, and it swung open without atouch. She
understood the principlesinvolved in the spell, but had
sensed nothing of magic when she had investigated the
door amonth earlier.

Inside the room was alarge assortment of scrying
devices. A round object lay beneath ablue velvet cover,
and as he removed this, she saw a perfect globe of crystal.
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"Thiswas alegacy from my teacher Kulgan, who died
Many years ago. It was fashioned by Althafain of Carse.’
She nodded in recognition of the name of the legendary
artificer of magic items. As he passed hishand over it, the
heart of crystd turned opague, amilk-white cloud forming
within the bal. With another pass of hishand, he

brought arosy,glow to the cloud within the orb. 'This
device gave him thefirg hint | had sometdent' - his
voicefdl low as he added -'avery long time ago.’



'What can it do?

'It'sasghting device, and the wonderful thing about it
isthat it is very subtle. Those being watched haveto be
very dert to senseitsuse.’ He sat on astool and motioned
for Mirandato sit nearby.

"The problem, though, isthat what makesit subtle
makesit very stupid. If you don't know what you're
looking for, it'sno help at all.

'Fortunately, | know where | placed each ward.' He
squinted alittle, and Mirandafet magic turning and

being adjusted as Pug said, 'L et's see what is happening in
Maharta. It must be midmorning there."

Hefocused hiswill, and the city of Mahartawas reveded
intheglass, asif viewed from the clouds by the

birds. it lay in smoke and cloudy darkness.

'What tripped your ward? asked NUranda

‘That'swhat I'mtryingto ... Here, | think.'

The point of view in the glass shifted, and acrossthe
river he saw abridge of light, and an army upon it. After
viewing it for amoment, Pug closed hiseyes.

He opened them again after amoment. 'Onething

about the Pantathians: there's little about them one

might cal refined. Unless| attacked them directly, there's
no possible way they could know | waswatching.'
'lsMahartagoing to fall? asked Miranda.

'It appears that's the case.' answered Pug.

'Calis?
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Pug sad, 'I'll try to find him.'

Pug closed hiseyes and the scenein the ball shifted,
and as he opened them again, the colors swirling in the
bal resolved themsdlvesinto animage. A smdl fishing
boat, rowed by two men and holding two others,



struggled through rough waters. Pug brought theimage
closer, and they could both see that the first man inthe
boat was Cdis, pulling with his more than human

strength against the choppy water.

Mirandasighed. 'l suppose helping himisout of the
question?

'Difficult, without |etting the Pantathians know where
weare. A few | could deal with. Those guarding that
bridge. . .

'l know," she said.

Pug looked at Miranda. 'Y ou're fond of him, aren't
you?

'Cdis? Shewasdlent for awhile. 'Inaway. He's
uniqueand | fed a... connection with him.'

Pug sat back, hisface amask. 'It'sbeen along time
sncel'vefdt that with anyone." Looking back into the
bdl, he said, 'We could attempt -'

Suddenly therewas aflash of orangelight in the ball.
Mirandasaid, 'What was that?

'What was that? shouted de Loungville as orange light
exploded at the docks.

They had been making steady headway against the
running tide as they crossed the boundary of the estuary
and entered the river proper. The windswere picking up
and therain increasing, to the point where Erik was
baling in earnest.

No one had spoken for awhile. Despite their effortsto
soke the fires before leaving, the rain had been defeating
them. Even the biggest fire was garting to diminish. And
whatever Nakor'sidea, it hadn't been manifested. Thena
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hum had sounded in the distance, followed amoment
later by abolt of white energy arcing down from th
bridge to strike the center of the shipyard.

A hugebdl of orangeflameclimbedintothea

followed by arisng column of black smoke. The sound o
the explosion had hurt their ears even at this distance

and amoment later ahot gust of air struck them likei
ginging blow.

'Keep rowing!' yelled Cdlis.

Erik bailed, but he looked over his shoulder, past Sho

Pi, who also looked back. ‘Look!" shouted Sho Pi asatiny
dart of blue light rose from the docks and struck at the
leading edge of the bridge of light.

Within seconds another massve bolt of energy rained

down on the harbor, exploding buildings and shedsinto
flame. Two previoudy intact shipsresting a anchor,
waiting to be hauled out for repair, caught fire asflames
touched their sails.

Now half the shipyard was aflame and hot enough,,
gpparently, for therain to havelittleimpact. Calisand de
Loungville pulled hard, and afew minuteslater another

blue bolt of light rose up and struck the bridge.
Thethird blast from above was as large asthefirst two
combined, and fully half the waterfront was engulfed in
fire. Suddenly de Loungvillelet out aharsh laugh.
'‘Nakor!" he said.

Even Cdlis couldnt hide his astonishment.

Erik sad, 'But he said he didn't have any magic that
would work against the bridge!'



De Loungville said, '‘But they don't know that!' He
jutted his chin at the bridge, starting its descent toward
Maharta. "Whatever he's doing, they think it's an attack,
and they're doing our work for us! They're going to bum
down haf thecity trying to fry thelittle maniac!'
Suddenly Erik started to laugh. He couldn't help himself.
Theimage of thelittle man dashing madly from
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place to place, somehow avoiding the terrible destruction
the Pantathians were throwing at him, was comic to
consder.

It'sanilluson, said Sho Fi. 'The serpent priestsare so
ready for combat, they don't trouble to look at what is
only anilluson. They act asif it werered.'

Another tiny blue bolt shot skyward and another

thundering response answered, and more of the city's
waterfront erupted in flame,

'Gods," said Erik in ahaf-whisper. 'How's he going to
get out of that?

Miranda squinted against the bright image in the ball.
'What isgoing on?

‘Someone has the Pantathians convinced they're

under attack, and they're spending agreat dedl of energy
trying to destroy whoever itis'

'‘Canwe help?

Pug said, Thereé'senough going onthat | think | can

dip something in to make merry hell for thisEmerad
Queen.' He closed hiseyes and Miranda felt power



flowing toward him. He moved hislipsdightly, and, like
music, the pitch of the energiesin the room shifted.
Miranda sat back to watch, and to wait.

Each time the flames grew and Erik was convinced Nakor

must finally be dead, another tiny blue bolt would strike
the bridge, and another globe of hell-firewould descend
on the city. The entire waterfront was now ablaze, from
the shipbuilders estuary to the main harbor. Asthey
took the river to the ocean, and rode the outgoing tide

past the harbor mouth, they could see mighty ships
burning &t the dockside. Erik tried not to imagine Roo
stuck on the docksin the midst of that fire and panic,
trapped with no way to escape but to jump into the
harbor.
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Asthey steered clear of the rocks, they began to
follow dong the long breskwater they had used to
enter the city. Movement caught Erik's eye and he said,
'What's that over there?

Intherain he could bardly see, but Calissaid, 'Some
of our men.'

Hetold Sho Pi to move closer, but pulled up short of
letting the boat get too close to the rocks. Eric looked
and saw three of the men who had been lost in the river
the night before. One looked serioudy injured, and the
other two waved franticaly.

Calis stood and shouted, 'Y ou've got to swim. We
can't risk coming any closer.’

The men nodded and one dipped into the water. The
other helped theinjured man in, and the two aided him



as he dowly swam to the boat.

one of the men was Jadow, and Erik wasglad to seea
familiar face. But of hisown company, only Sho P was
left. Roo and Luiswere not with these men. Neither was
Greylock.

As Cdlis sat down to start rowing once more, Erik
heard something. It wasfaint and distant but familiar.
'Wait!" he said, looking down the breskwater.

In the distance, atiny figure picked itsway adong the
rocks. Asit got closer, Erik fdt aweight lift from his
shoulders, for Roo was limping along toward them.
'Hey!" he shouted, waving his hand above his head.
Erik stood and waved back. 'We see you!" he shouted.
Roo came to the closest point he could, then jumped
feet firgt into the water. He thrashed through the water
and Erik was over the side before anyone could say
anything.

Near exhaustion amoment before, he gained renewed
grength from Roo's plight, and he struck out

through the water asif he had dl the strength he had
ever possessed. Reaching the smadler man, hetook him

by the shirt and half carried, haf dragged him back
through the water.

He pushed Roo into the boat, pulled himself up haf over
the gunwales, and let the others pull him aboard. Asheféll
into the bottom of the boat, Erik said, 'What kept you?
‘Some damn fool turned loose a horse that kicked me.
Damn near broke my leg."He sat up. 'l knew there was too
much going on near the harbor, so | figured if any of you
got out, you'd be coming thisway. So herel am.’
‘Smart,'said de Loungville as he and Calis began to row.
‘Now dart bailing.’

'What's bailing? said Roo.



Erik pointed to the bucket in the bottom of the boat.
-rakethat, fill it there' - he pointed at the bilge - 'then
dump it over theside’

I'minjured!" Roo protested.

Looking around the boat, where no man sat without a
scar, Erik said, 'My heart bleedsfor you. Bail!'
‘Natombi, Greylock? asked Erik.

Roo said, 'Natombi's dead. He was hit from behind by a
soldier whiletrying to get past another. | haven't seen
Greylock since we started back from the harbor.’
DeLoungvillesaid, Tak dl you want, but start bailing!'
Roo muttered under his breath, but he dipped the
bucket into the water gathering at the bottom of the boat
and lifted it to dump it over the side.

Power manifested in the air and asinging sound caused
every man to turn back toward the city. They had rowed
for nearly an hour and were well clear of the harbor
mouth, far enough away to have backed off the pace, and
now they were turning northeast, making aong the coast
to the City of the Serpent River.

The bridge of light was close to touching down and
armieswere now upon it from end to end. But this strange

keening, loud enough to cause the men in the boat to
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flinch, ranged over the landscape, and while they could
see nothing of those on the bridge, Erik imagined it must
be painful for those closetoit.

Then the bridge was gone.

'What? said Roo.

A thundering report sounded amoment later, and



then awarm wind washed over them, rocking the smack
againgt theroll of the,sea. Sho Pi said, 'Someone made
the bridge go away.'

De Loungville laughed. It was adirty, unpleasant

sound.

Erik looked a him and asked, 'What?

'l hope those Saaur on the bridge know how to swim.'
Jadow, hisbroad grin lighting up hisfacein the gloom,
said, 'As high asthat bridge was, man, | hope they know
how tofly.'

Roo winced. 'Must have been afew thousand of them
up there!'

"The more the better,’ said de Loungyville. 'Now, one of
you lads needs to take over for me." Suddenly hewas
failing forward into the boat.

Roo and Sho P! moved him, while Erik took his place.
'He was wounded in the arm,’ said Erik.

Sho P examined him. 'And inthe Sde. He'slost agreat
ded of blood.'

Jadow took thetiller and Cdis said, ‘| mean to row
until dawn, then well put in. That should put us ahead of
most of those fleeing up the coast, and maybe we can
find aplaceto lay up.'

Sho Pi stood up. 'Captain,’

what?

Pointing ahead, hesaid, 'l think | seeaship.’

Cdlis stopped rowing and turned to look. Looming up
out of the late afternoon darkness, awhite sail ' rose
againg dark thunderclouds.

'l hopethey're friendly,’ said Roo.
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After amoment, Cdisturned, and there was no masking
the broad grin on hisface. "Thank the godd! It'sthe



Ranger!'

'Oh, man, I'm going to kissthat Captain,’ said

Jadow.

'Shut up,’ said Roo. 'We want him to stop, not run
away.'

The otherslaughed. Then Cdissad, 'Start waving any

thing that will draw their attention.’

The men stood and started waving swords, trying to
catch the late afternoon sunlight, asfaint asit was, and
reflect it from the blade, or wave ashirt.

Then the ship sarted to turn and make its way toward
them. After aseemingly endlesstime, it came close
enough for aman in the bow to shout, 'Isthat you, Lord
Cdis?

'Get some help down here! I've got injured men.’

The ship dowed and sailors scrambled down and

hel ped get the injured aboard. The smack was l€ft to drift,
and once they were al on deck, the Captain came forward
and said, 'Good to seeyou again.'

Erik's eyes widened. 'Highness," he said.

Nicholas, Prince of Krondor, said, 'Here I'm just
‘Admird."™

'How did you convince the King to et you come?

asked Cdlis.

'As soon asthe Ranger returned with the intelligence
you'd sent back, | just told Borric | was going. Erland'sin
Krondor with Patrick, acting as his son's Regent, so we're
both where we want to be. I'll catch you up on court
politicslater. Right now let's get you below and into
somedry clothing.'

Cdlis nodded. 'We need to get far from here. And

there's much to speak of '

Nicholascaled out, 'Mr Williamg!'

*Aye, Sr?
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Miranda stretched. 'I'm thinking we need to travel .’
'Where?

‘Somewhere warm and plessant, with empty beaches.
Weve been locked up over these books for months now,
and we're no closer to finding the key to the puzzle!’
"There you are wrong, my dear,' said Pug. 'I've known
what the key isfor sometime. Thekey isMacrosthe
Black. The problem iswhereisthe bloody lock?
Miranda stood up and knedlt next to him. Putting her

arm around his shoulder in afamiliar gesture, she sad,
'Why don't we worry about that some other time. | need
arest. You do aswell.'

Pug laughed. 'l know just the place. Warm beaches,

few digtractions - if the cannibals don't notice you - and
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"Turn us around and set asmuch sail asshell carry.

We're making for home!"'

Aye, aye, dr!' camethereply.

Erik was certain he heard relief in thefirst mate's

voice. Salorsled Erik and the others below, and somewhere
between then and the next morning, Erik passed

out, and was undressed and put into awarm bunk by

Someone.

Miranda said, you took a chance.'

]Pug smiled. 'Not much of one, given the circumstances.
All' | didwasirritate them, redlly. The city was

dready thers!

'What next?

'Morewaiting, said Pug, and for an instant she saw his



chafing at the need to do so. 'When the Queen is ready to
make her next move, and she shows us how sheisgoing
to dispose of those thingsin her possession, then well
know what we must do next."

we can relax.’
'Good,' she said, kissing him lightly on the cheek. 'I'D
go get my things'
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As she left the room, Pug sat back and pondered this
strange woman. The light brush of her lipson his cheek
wasasmall gesture, but the touch lingered and he knew
it was an open invitation, if ademure one. He had not
found time to become involved with any woman since
hiswife had died, nearly thirty years before. He had

known lovers, but they had been companions or distractions.
Mirandawas possibly something else.

Suddenly he smiled and stood up as he considered that
alonely beach without distractions was the perfect place
to begin unraveling her mysteries. The northern great
archipelago would belovely thistime of the year, and
there were far more deserted idands than populated
ones.

As hereturned to his own quarters, Pug felt agpring in
his step he hadn't experienced since he was a boy, and
suddenly hefelt the troubles of the world were far away,
at leadt for alittlewnhile.

Erik looked at the whitecaps as the ship sped through the
ocean. Roo had caught him up on the gossip: Prince
Nicholas had come down from Krondor with the returning

Freeport Ranger and had taken personal command of



the situation. He had read the reports Calis had sent downriver
from hisfirst meeting with Hatonis, and had kept

himsdlf abreast of the enemy’'s movement. He had

kept Trenchard's Revenge anchored at the City of the Serpent
River and had come down the coast against the

possibility of Calisand his men having to flee that way.

They had been anchored in the harbor at Mahartafor a
month when agentsin the city got word to him of the

coming blockading of the harbor. He had raised anchor

and sailed out past askiff full of city guards and an angry
harbormaster, then sailed away from a pursuing cutter.

He had stayed out to seafor aweek, then returned to find

the harbor mouth sealed.
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Nicholas had then sailed up the coast for aday, keeping.
out of sight of the city againgt the possibility of enemy
ships coming up the coast. When he had seen the smoke
from thefirst battle, he had given the order to hug the
coadtline as closdly as safdly possible, to determine what
was occurring on the land. He had been sailing toward
the harbor for a better look when held spied the fishing
smack carrying the last of Caliss party.

De Loungville came up on deck, hisarm and ribs
bandaged, and came to stand next to Erik. ‘How goesiit?
Erik shrugged. 'Well enough. Everyonesresting. I'm

ill sore, but 'l live.!

DeLoungvillesaid, Y ou did wel back there!'

'l did what | could," answered Erik. "What do we do
next?

'We? said de Loungville. 'Nothing. We're going home.
It's back to the City of the Serpent River, give the Clan



Chieftains what we know in case Hatonis and Prgji don't
get there, then we pick up Trenchard's Revenge and head
back to Krondor.

'Once we're there, you're afree man.'

Erik said nothing for awhile until: That'sastrange
thought."

'What's a strange thought? asked Roo. limping as he
came up beside them. He yawned. 'Never thought I'd live
to seethe day I'd enjoy waking up on aship.’

'l wasjust saying,' said Erik, 'that theideaof being a
freemanisdrange.’

Roo said, 'l can till fed the noose around my neck. |
know it's not there, but | can fed it.'

Erik nodded.

DeLoungvillesaid, 'l was asking what you two were
planning next.'

Erik shrugged, but Roo said, Therésamerchant in
Krondor who has an ugly daughter. | plan on marrying
her and getting rich.’
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De Loungvillelaughed while Erik smiled and shook his
head in disbelief 'Helmut Grindle,' said Erik.

"That'sthe man,’ said Roo. 'l've got aplan that will
make merichinayear, two a the outsde.’
'What'sthat? said de Loungville.

Jf I tel you, and you tell someone e se, then therésno
advantage, isthere?

De Loungville seemed genuingly amused ashe sad, 'l

guess not.' He turned to Erik. 'And what about you?
Erik said, 'l don't know. I'm going back to Ravensburg,
to vist my mother. Then | don't know.'

I don't suppose it would hurt to let you boys know



theré'sabonus of gold in thisfor you.'

Erik smiled and Roo's eyeslit up.

De Loungville said, 'Enough for you to start up that
amithy.’

Erik said, That seemslikeafaint dream.’

De Loungvillesad, 'Wdll, it'salong voyage, and you
have alot of timeto think onit. But | have asuggestion.’
What? asked Erik.

"Thisbattlesjust one of many, nothing more. We cut
them and they're bleeding, but they're along way from
dead. Burning down the shipyards gained us afew years.
Cdisthinks maybefive, perhgps Sx, then the shipswill
gtart being built in earnest. Hatonis and the others

will runawar, irregulars griking a the lumber trains as
they caravan down the mountains and raiding the barges
on therivers; it'll dow them down, but sooner or later
the shipswill be built.

'Weve got agents al through the area, and well burn
afew of the shipsand cause them generd grief for a
while, but sooner or later. . '

"They will come,' finished Erik.

'Across the Endless Seg, right into the Bitter Sea, and to
the gates of Krondor.' He waved back toward Maharta,

out of dght but till fresh in their memory. 'Y ou think on
that happening to the Princes city.'

‘Not apretty thought,' admitted Roo.

'We've got alot of work to do, Cdisand 1. And | could
useacorpora.’

Roo grinned and Erik said, 'Corpora?

'Y ou've got aknack, son, even if you're not mean
enough. Hell, Charlie Foster was anice guy by anyone's
measure before | got my handson him. A couple of years

with me and you'll be spitting cobbler's nails and pissing



lightning!'

'Meinthearmy?

DeLoungvillesaid, 'Not just any army. Nicholasisgoing
to give Cdisamandate, sgned by the King. Weregoing to
rase up an army the likes of which no man has seen before.
WEII train them and drill them, and when we're
donewell havethefinest fighting menin history.'

Erik sad, 'I'm not sure.’

"Y ou think about it. It's an important job."

Erik sad, 'I'm alittle soured on killing right now,
Sergeant.’

De Loungvill€s voice dropped and he spoke firmly but
softly. That'swhy it'simportant and that's why you're
the right man for the job. We're going to train these men
to say dive!

He patted Erik once on the shoulder. ‘It'salong

voyage. Well have plenty of timeto talk. I'm going to
take arest now.’

Erik and Roo watched him leave and Roo said, 'Y ou're
going to take the job, aren't you?

'Probably,’ said Erik. 'l don't know that | want to be a
soldier therest of my life, but | do seem to havethe
knack, and there's something about knowing where |
belong that appealsto me, Roo. Back home | never felt
that way. | was dways 'the Baron's bastard,” or ' ,that

crazy woman'sson." He lgpsed into slence a moment,
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then said, 'In Calissarmy I'd just be Corporad Erik. He
smiled. '‘Besides, | have no amhbitionsto berich likeyou.'

Then I'll get rich enough for the both of us!'
Erik laughed and the two men stood quietly for a



while, smply relishing thefact of having survived to be
ableto plan afuture.
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Epilogue Reunion

Thetraveler squinted.

Atop anearby hillock afigure sat, playing athin reed
pipe... badly.

Thetraveler leaned on -a taff that compensated for his
limp, due,in the main to anasty sword wound to the
thigh that was only just now beginning to hed. He removed
hishat and ran hisfingersthrough hishair, and

the figure on the hill started waving.

Owen limped closer and at last said, ‘Nakor?
'Greylock!" said Nakor as he walked down the hill. The
road was heavily traveled as thousands fled the invaders,
making their way up the old coastal trading route toward
the distant City of the Serpent River.

The two men embraced and Nakor said, "Y ou didn't get
out with the others?

'l don't know who got out,' he said, using his saff so

he could ease himsdlf to the ground. Nakor squatted next
to him and put his pipe away in his ever-present shoulder
sack.

'Most didn't, said Nakor. 'l saw aboat and | think Calis
wasinit, pretty sure. And some others. Saw a ship, but
they were too far away to see me!'

‘SO someone's getting word back to the Princein
Krondor?

'Pretty sure,’ said Nakor with agrin.

'What are you doing now?

'l was practicing my flute and resting. I'm going to the
City of the Serpent River.'



'mind if | wak with you? asked Greylock. 'I'm afraid

I'm going to dow you down.'

‘That'sdl right,' said Nakor. 'I've got lots of time.'

"What happened to you? asked Greylock. 'l got caught
up in the crush when everyone was trying to get back to
the estuary. | got ahorse but got knocked off, then a
guardsman swung at me with asword before he ran off.’
He gestured to hisleg. 'l barely got out of the city when
the dtizens broke down the northeastern gate. Something
happened to the invaders and there weren't alot of

them around for awhile, so | got through. | hid for a
couple of days, until theleg healed enough for meto limp
aong," He massaged his siff leg. 'Don't know what
happened, back there, but something played fair havoc
with their invasion.’

,Pug of Stardock,' said Nakor. 'l think it was histrick.
He dumped them dl into theriver. It was grand. |
couldn't see much, though, as| wastrying to keep from

burning.’

'Y ou wereresponsiblefor dl that in the city?

'Most of it. A trick, redly. Got the Pantathiansto do the
work for me.’

'How did you get out of that holocaust?

'l found that tunndl | told Cdlis about, the onethat led

to the western precinct. | got past some rubble and some
guards, and when | reached the west Side of theriver,
most of the defenders had fled.'

Greylock said, 'Ingenious.’ Then he said, 'Wait a

minute. If you were on the other side of theriver, how did
you. . ." Pulling himsdlf up with the staff and ahand up
from Nakor, Greylock said, "Why don't you tell me about
it aswewalk?

Nakor grinned. 'Good. If we hurry we may reach the



City of the Serpent River before Cdlis and the others sall
home.'

"Y ou sure they got out aive?

'Ship | saw sail past afew days ago? said Nakor with a
grin, pointing out to sea. 'Fregport Ranger; if that was Calis
| saw in the boat, then they're dive, and they're heading
that way.' He pointed toward the northeast. 'City of the
Serpent River. They'll do sometalking with the clan

chiefs, make plans, do other things. They started walking. '
If we don't dawdle, we might get thereintime.

"Think we can steal some horses? asked Greylock.

Nakor only grinned in reply as he dug into his sack and
pulled out alarge round object. "Want an orange?

Aglaranna- Elf Queen in Elvandar

Alika- 'demon’ cook at Sorcerer'side

Althd - df in Elvandar

Avery, Rupert 'Roo' - boy from Ravensburg, companion
of Erik von Darkmoor; later prisoner; later member of

Cdiss company

Biggo - prisoner; later member of Erik's company

Cdis- hdf df, hdf human son of Aglarannaand Tomeas,
known as The Eagle of Krondor'; leader of amilitary

company
Culli - murdering mercenary

Dawar - mercenary in Nahoot's company

de Loungville, Robert 'Bobby’ - sergeant in Caliss

company

de Savona, Luis- prisoner; later member of Caliss company
Durany - mercenary in Caiss company



Ellia~ elven woman saved by Miranda
Embrisa- girl from Village Weanat
Esterbrook, Jacob - merchant in Krondor

Fadawah, General - Supreme Commander of the
Armies of the Emerald Queen

Finia~woman at Village Weanat

Foster, Charlic - guard corpord in Caliss company

Freida - Erik's mother

Gdain - df in Elvandar

Gapi - generd in Emeradd Queen'sarmy

Gert - old cronelcharcoa burner met by Erik and Roo
Goodwin, Billy - prisoner; later member of Calss company

Greylock, Owen - Swordmaster of Baron of Darkmoor;
later member of Caliss company
Grindle, Hmut - merchant

Handy, icrome - member of Caliss company

Jarwa - Sha-shahan of the Seven Nations of the Saaur
iatuk - son of Jarwa, heir and later Sha-shahan of the
urviving Saaur

Kaba - Shieldbearer to Jarwa
Kelka- corpora in Nahoot's company
Khali-shi - Novindus name for Death Goddess

Ldid - df in Elvandar

Lender, Sebastian - Litigator and Solicitor at Barret's
Coffee House in Krondor

Lims-Kragma- Desth Goddess



Macros the Black - legendary sorcerer; considered the
greatest practitioner of magic ever known

Marsten - sailor on Trenchard's Revenge

Mathilda - Baroness of Darkmoor

Milo - innkeeper & Inn of the Pintail in Ravensburg
miranda- mysteriousfriend to Calis

Monis - Jarwa's Shieldbearer

Mugaar - horse trader in Novindus

Murtag - Saaur warrior

Nakor the Isalani - strange companion of Cals
Nathan - new amith &t Inn of the Pintall in Ravensburg
Notombi - fortner Keshian Legionary, then prisoner;

later member of Caliss company

Pug - dso known as Milamber; magician of great power;
Consdered second only to Macrosthe Black in knowledge

Rian - one of Ziids mercenaries
Rosalyn - Milo's daughter
Ruthia - Goddess of Luck

Shati, Jadow - member of Caliss company

Shila- Saaur homeworld

Sho P - Isdani, former Monk of Dala; later prisoner;
later member of Caliss company

Taber - tavern keeper in LaMut

Tarinil - villager at Weanat

Tomas - consort of Aglaranna, father of Calis; wearer of
the Armor of Ashen-Shugar, last of the Dragon Lords
Tyndd - amith a Inn of the Fintall in Ravensburg



von Darkmoor, Erik - bastard son of the Baron von

Darkmoor; later prisoner; later mercenary in Caliss company

von Darkmoor, Manfred - youngest son of Otto; later

Baron
Erik, Stefan, and Manfred
von Darkmoor, Stefan - otto's e dest son

von Darkmoor, Otto -.Baron of Darkmoor; fatb,

Zila- treacherous mercenary leader



