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Pr ol ogue

Departures

Li nes of soldiers nmarched al ong the ridge. The baggage train had been
broken into two segnents, the first of which was now departing with the
wounded and the dead who would be cremated with honors back in Krondor.
Cl ouds of dust rose fromthe trail as wheels rolled and boots tranped
toward home, the fine powder mxing with the acrid snoke from canpfires
as they were extinguished. The rising sun streaned through the haze,
orange and pale gold, lances of color in an otherw se gray norning. In
the di stance birds sang, ignoring the aftermath of battle.

Arutha, Prince of Krondor and ruler of the Western Real m of the Ki ngdom

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ray...%20E.%20Feist%20-%20Return%20to%20Krondor.txt (3 of 194) [10/16/2004 4:50:06 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/Raymond%20E. %20Fei st%20-%20Return%20t0%20K rondor .txt

of the Isles, sat on his horse, taking a nonent to enjoy the ngjesty of
the sunrise and the serenade of the birds as he watched his nen heading
hone. The fighting had been bl essedly short but bl oody, and while
casualties were lighter than anticipated, he still hated to | ose even
one solider under his comand. He let the beauty of the vista before him
soothe his frustration and regret for a few nonents.

Arutha still resenmbled the youthful man who had cone to the throne of
Krondor ten years before, though lines around his eyes and a snal
scattering of gray through his otherwi se black | hair reveal ed the tol
rul ership had taken on him For those who knew himwell, he was stil
much the same man, a conpetent administrator, mlitary genius, and
fiercely duty-bound man who woul d surrender his own |ife without
question to save the | owest soldier under his conmand.

H s gaze went fromwagon to wagon, as if sonehow willing hinself to see
t he wounded nmen inside, as if he could communicate to them his sense of
gratitude for a job well done. Those closest to Arutha knew he paid a
silent price, pain kept within, for each injury done a man who served
Krondor and the Ki ngdom

Arut ha pushed aside his regrets and considered the victory. The eneny
had been in full retreat for two days, a relatively small force of dark
el ves. A nuch | arger force had been prevented fromreaching the D mwod
when a rift machine had been destroyed by Arutha s two squires, Janes
and Locklear. It had cost the |ife of a nagician naned Patrus, but his
sacrifice had allowed the invaders to fall prey to their own interna
conflicts. Del ekhan, the woul d-be conqueror, had di ed beside Gorath, a
nmor edhel chieftain who had proven as honorable and worthy a being as
Arut ha had ever net, while they struggled to seize control of the

Li festone. Arutha cursed the existence of that nysterious and ancient
artifact under the abandoned city of Sethanon, and wondered if its
mystery woul d ever be understood, its danger renpved, in his lifetine.

Del ekhan's son Miraeulf had died froma dagger thrust home by Narab,
once an ally of Delekhan. As agreed to by Narab, the retreating noredhe
weren't being harassed by Kingdom forces as |long as they were heading
straight north. Orders had been dispatched to all ow the noredhel safe
passage hone as |long as they kept mnpving.

2 The Kingdom forces in the D mwod were now dispersing to their various
garrisons, the mpjority returning to the west, and sone headi ng back
north to the border baronies. They would start noving later in the
nmor ni ng. The previously secret garrison north of Sethanon would be noved
to anot her |ocation and reprovisioned.

Sunl i ght began to bathe Arutha as the norning m st burned off, |eaving
only the snoke and dust to cloud the air. The day was al ready grow ng
hot, and the cold of the previous winter was fading frommenory. Arutha
kept his distress deep inside as he considered the | atest assault upon
the tranquillity of his Kingdom

Arut ha had taken the Tsurani nmgicians at face value after the end of
the Riftwar. For nearly ten years they had been free to cone and go

bet ween worlds, via several magic rifts. And now he felt a profound
sense of betrayal. He fully understood the rationale that had driven
Makal a, a Tsurani Great One, to attenpt to seize the Lifestone at

Set hanon, the belief that the Kingdom possessed a great weapon of
destruction, some engi ne of power that woul d give predom nance in war to
whoever held it. Had he been in Makala s place, with the same
suspi ci ons, he m ght have acted in the same way. But even so, he could
not trust the Tsurani to be |oose in the Kingdom and that neant an end
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to al nost a decade of trade and exchange. Arutha pushed aside worry as
to how he woul d effect the changes he nust make, but he knew t hat
eventual ly he would have to sit down with his advisors and fashion a
pl an that woul d ensure future security for the Kingdom And he knew

al nrost no one woul d be pleased at the changes he woul d nake.

Arut ha gl anced to his right and saw two very fatigued young nen sitting
astride their horses. He permtted hinself one of

3 his infrequent smiles, a bare upturning of the sides of his nouth,
whi ch served to soften the often sonber expression on his still-youthfu
face. "Tired, gentlenen? " he asked.

James, senior squire to the Prince, returned his ruler s gaze from eyes
surrounded by dark circles. Janes, and his conpani on Squire Lockl ear,
had ridden a punishing ride, abetted by magi ¢ herbs which had kept them
awake and alert for days in the saddle. The after-effects of the

prol onged use of the draught was to unleash all the pent-up fatigue and
body-ache on the young nen at once. Both had slept through the night,
upon cushions in Arutha s tent, but had awakened tired and bone-weary.
Sunmoni ng up his usual brazen wit, Janmes said, "No, sire, we always | ook
like this when we wake. Usually you don t see us until after our norning
coffee. " Arutha l|aughed. "I see none of your charms have faded, squire.
" A short man with dark hair and beard wal ked over to where the Prince
and his conpanions sat astride their horses.

"Good norning, H ghness, sai d Pug, as he bowed.

Arutha returned a polite nod and said, "Pug, do you return to Krondor
with us? " Pug s expression reveal ed concern. "Not straight away,

H ghness. There are matters | nust investigate at Stardock. The
activities of the Tsurani Great Ones involved with this |ast attenpt at

Set hanon cause ne great concern. | need to ensure that they were the
only nmagicians involved, and that those who still reside at ny Acadeny
are free of any guilt. " Arutha | ooked at the retreati ng wagons agai n as

he said, "W do need to talk about the role played by the Tsurani in
your Acadeny, Pug. But not here. "

4 Pug nodded agreenent. Even though everyone within earshot was privy to
the secret of the Lifestone which sat beneath the city of Sethanon, it
was wise to talk only in private. And Pug al so knew that Arutha had
grave concerns about the betrayal by the Tsurani mmgi ci an Makal a whi ch
had led to this last battle between the Prince s arny and an invadi ng
army of noredhel warriors. He expected that Arutha would insist on far
nmore stringent controls over who and what came through the rift the
magi ¢ gateway between M dkemi a and the Tsurani honeworl d of Kel ewan

"W will, H ghness. First, | nmust see to the safety of Katala and
Gami na. "

"1 understand your concerns, said the Prince. Pug s daughter Ganmi na
had been abducted and transported by magic to a distant world in order
to lure himaway from M dkenia while the Tsurani nmgician attenpted to
sei ze the Lifestone.

Pug said, "I nust nake sure that | am never again nade vul nerabl e
because of a famly menber. " He | ooked knowi ngly at the Prince. "There
s nothing | can do about WIlliam but | can ensure that Gam na and
Katal a are safe at Stardock. "

"Wlliamis a soldier, so by the nature of his craft he is at risk
Then Arutha smiled at Pug. "But he s as safe as a soldier can be,
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surrounded by six conpani es of the Royal Krondorian Househol d Guard.
Anyone attenpting to blackmail you through Wlliamw Il find him
difficult to reach. " Pug s expression showed he didn t approve. "He
coul d have been so nuch nore. " His look silently inplored Arutha to do
sonmething. "He still can. It s not too late for himto return to
Stardock with ne.

Arut ha regarded the magici an. He understood Pug s frustration and his
parental desire to see his son back with his famly

5 But his tone left no confusion as to his willingness to intercede on
Pug s behalf. "I know you two have had your differences about his
choice, Pug, but I |l leave it for you to work out at your own |eisure.
As | told you when you first objected to Wlliamconming into ny service,
he s a royal cousin by adoption and a free man of age, so there was no
reason for nme to refuse his request. " Before Pug could voi ce another
obj ection, he raised his hand. "Not even as a favor to you. His tone
softened. "Besides, he s got the makings of a better than average
soldier. Quite a knack, actually, according to ny swordmaster. " Arutha
changed the subject. "Did Own return hone? " Own Bel ef ote, youngest
son of the Baron of Tinobns, had proven a valuable ally to Janes and
Lockl ear in the recent struggle.

"At first light. He said he nust mend fences with his father. " Arutha
nmoti oned toward Lockl ear, though he kept his eyes on Pug. "I have
sonething for you. " Wen Locklear failed to respond to the gesture,
Arutha shifted his gaze to Locklear. "Squire, the document? " Lockl ear
had been on the verge of falling asleep in the saddl e but he snapped to
attention as the Prince s voice penetrated his muzzy thoughts. He noved
his horse to where Pug stood and handed a parchnent down to him

Arutha said, "Over ny signature and seal, this names you the fina
authority over all issues of magic as they affect the Western Real m
He smiled slightly. "I should have no trouble convincing H's Majesty to
ratify this for the entire Kingdom You ve had our ear in this area for
years, Pug, but this gives you authority if you ever find yourself
having to deal with another noble or King s officer w thout ne at your
shoul der. It names you official magician of the court of Krondor. "

6 "My thanks, Highness, " said Pug. He seened about to speak, but
hesi t at ed.

Arut ha cocked his head to one side. "There s a but here, isnt there? "

"But | need remain at Stardock with my famly. There s much work to be
done and ny attention there precludes ne fromserving in Krondor,
Arutha. " Arutha sighed slightly. "Understood. But that still |eaves me
without a magician in court, if youre unwilling to take residency in
the pal ace. "

"l could send Kulgan back to nag at you, said Pug with a snile.

"No, nmy fornmer teacher is too quick to forget rank and scold ne in front
of my court. It s bad for norale. " 'Wiose? " asked Jimry under his
br eat h.

Arutha didn t ook at the squire, but said, "M ne, of course. To Pug he
said, "Seriously, the betrayal of Mkala shows me the wi sdom ny father
enpl oyed by having an advisor on matters of magic close to hand. Kul gan
s earned his retirenent. So, if not you or young Omwyn, who then? " Pug
thought for a nonent and said, "I have one student who m ght be just the
person to advise you in the future. There is one problem " 'Wat woul d
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that be? " asked Arutha.

"She s Keshian. " Arutha said, "That s two problenms. " Pug sml ed.
"Knowi ng your sister and wife, | would have thought a wonman s advice
wouldn t be alien to H s Hi ghness. " Arutha nodded. "It s not. But many
inmy court would find it... difficult. " Pug said, "I ve never noticed

you to be overly concerned with the opinions of others when your m nd
was set, Arutha. " The Prince said, "Times change, Pug. And men get
older. " He was silent for a mnute as he watched anot her contingent of
his army break canp and start to nmove out. Then he turned to face Pug,
one eyebrow rai sed in question. "But Keshian? "

"No one will accuse her of allying herself with this or that faction in

court, " said Pug.
Arut ha chuckl ed. "I hope you re joking. "
"No, | mnot. She s unusually gifted despite her youth; she s cultured

and educated, reads and wites several |anguages, and has a remarkabl e
grasp of magic, which is exactly what you need in an advi sor. Most
importantly, she s the only one anong ny students who can understand the
consequences of magic in a political context, as she s had court
training in Kesh. She s fromthe Jal -Pur and understands how thi ngs
stand in the west, as well. " Arutha seened to consider this for a | ong

monent, then said, "Come to Krondor when you can and tell me nore. | m
not saying | will not finally agree to your choice, but |I need nore
convincing before | do. " Arutha smiled his half-smile and turned his
horse around. "Still, the expression on the faces of the nobles in court

when a woman from Kesh wal ks in nmight be worth whatever risk she brings.

"I will vouch for her; | give ny word on it, sai d Pug.

Arut ha | ooked back over his shoulder. "You re very serious about this,
aren t you? "

"Very. Jazhara is sonmeone | would entrust nmy famly s lives to. She is
only a few years older than WIlliam and has been with us at Stardock for
al most seven years, so | ve known her a third of her life. She can be
trusted. "

8 Arutha said, "That counts for nuch. A great deal actually. So, conme to
Krondor when you will, and we will discuss this at length. " He bade Pug
good-bye, then turned to Janes and Locklear. "Gentlenen, we have a | ong
ride ahead. " Locklear could barely conceal his pain at the thought of
nmore tine in the saddle, albeit at a |less furious pace than a few days
earlier.

"A monent, if Your Hi ghness pernmits. | would speak to Duke Pug, sai d

Janes.
Arut ha waved his perm ssion as he and Lockl ear rode forward.

When the Prince was out of earshot, Pug said, "Wuat is it, Jimy? "
"When are you going to tell hinP " 'Wat? " asked Pug.

Despite his crushing fatigue, James managed one of his famliar grins.
"That the girl you re sending is the great-niece of Lord Hazara-Khan of
the Jal-Pur. " Pug suppressed a chuckle. "I thought | d save that for a
nmore propitious nmonent. " Then his expression changed to one of
curiosity. "How did you know that? "

"l have nmy own sources. Arutha suspects that Lord Hazara-Khan is
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i nvol ved with Keshian intelligence in the west which he alnpst certainly
is, fromwhat | can find out. Anyway, Arutha is considering howto
counter Keshian intelligence with an organi zati on of his own but you
didn t hear that from ne.

Pug nodded. "Understood. "

"And as | have anbitions, | count it a wise thing to keep current on
these matters. "

"So you were shooping? " 9 "Sonething |ike that, said Janmes with a
shrug. "And there just can t be that many nobl e-born Keshi an wonen from
the Jal - Pur named Jazhara. " Pug | aughed. "You will go far, Jimmy, if
sonmeone doesn t hang you first. " Janmes seened to shed his fatigue as he
returned the laugh. "You re not the first to say that, Pug. "

"I will get around to nentioning the relationship, in the future.
Waving to Arutha and Lockl ear, Pug said, "You d better catch up
Noddi ng as he turned his horse, Janes said, 'You re right. Good day, ny
| ord duke. ™"

"Good day, squire. " Janes put heels to his horse s sides and the ani nal
cantered after Arutha and Locklear. He overtook Lockl ear as Arutha noved
to confer with Knight-Marshal Gardan about the ongoi ng di spersal of the

army.

As Janes rode up next to him Locklear asked, "What was that about? "

"Just a question for Duke Pug. Lockl ear yawned and said, "I could
sleep for a week. " Arutha overhead the remark as he rejoi ned them and
said, "You can rest for a full night in Krondor when we get back
squire. Then you | eave for the north. "

"North, sire? " 'You cane back from Tyr-Sog w thout |eave, although I
grant your reasons were good ones. Now the risk has subsided, you nust
return to Baron Muyiet s court and fulfill the ternms of your service
there. " Locklear closed his eyes as if in pain. Then he opened them and
said, "I thought ..." 10 "... you d worned your way out of that

bani shrent, " supplied Janes under his breath.

Arutha, taking pity on the exhausted youth, said, "Serve Myiet well,
and | may order you back to Krondor early. If you stay out of trouble.
Lockl ear nodded wi thout coment, as Arutha put heels to his horse and
rode ahead.

James said, "Well, you can sleep in a warmbed in the palace for a night
before you | eave. 'What about you? " asked Locklear. "Don t you have
some unfini shed business in Krondor? " James closed his eyes for a
monent as if thinking made himtired, then said, "Yes, there s a bit of
trouble with the Guild of Thieves. But nothing for you to be bothered
with. Nothing I can t handle by nyself. " Locklear snorted and said

not hing. He was too tired to think of a jibe.

James said, "Yes, after this nasty business with the Tsurani and
nmor edhel , ny business with the thieves in Krondor will seemdull by

conparison. " Locklear |ooked at his friend and saw that James s mnd
was al ready turning to whatever problens were caused by the Myckers the
@Quild of Thieves. And with a chilling certainty, Locklear knew that his

friend was naking |light of sonething serious, for Janes had the death
mark on himfor leaving the GQuild to serve the Prince.

And, he sensed, there was sonething nore. Then Locklear realized, with
James, there was al ways somet hi ng nore.
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11 ONE
Escape The sounds of pursuit echoed through the dark tunnels.

Limm was nearly out of breath fromattenpting to evade those detern ned
to kill him The young thief prayed to Ban-ath, God of Thieves, that
those who foll owed were not as know edgeabl e about the sewers of Krondor
as he was. He knew he could not outrun themor fight them his only hope
was to outwit them

The boy knew that panic was the eneny, and he struggl ed agai nst the
terrible fear that threatened to reduce himto a frightened child,
clinging to anything that might provide warm confort while he huddled in
t he shadows, waiting for the nen who would kill him He paused for a
monent at an intersection of two |arge channels and then took off to the
left, feeling his way through the gl oom of the deep sewers, his only
illumnation a small, shuttered |antern. He kept the sliding w ndow
closed to the narrowest setting, for he needed only the slightest I|ight
to know which way to go. There were sections of the sewer in which |ight
filtered down from above, through culverts, gratings, broken street
stones, and other interstices. Alittle light went a |long way to guide
hi m t hrough the stinking byways under the city. But there were

12 al so areas of total darkness, where he would be as blind as one born
wi t hout eyes.

He reached a narrowi ng of the sewer, where the circunference of the
circular tunnel grew snaller, serving to slowthe flow of sewage through
this area. Limmthought of it as a "dant, of sorts. He ducked to avoid
hitting his head on the smaller opening, his bare feet splashing through
the filthy water which collected at the end of the |larger sewer unti

the | evel rose up enough to funnel down the rough and rusty narrow pipe.

Spreading his legs, Limmnoved in a rocking nmotion, his feet high up on
the side of the circular passage, for he knew that in less than ten feet
a nasty outfall sent waste to a huge channel twenty feet below Hard
calluses kept the jagged build-up of sedinent on the stonework from
slicing open his soles. The boy shuttered the lantern as he intersected
a tunnel with long lines of sight; he knew exactly where he was and was
fearful of even the snallest |ight being seen by his pursuers. He noved
by touch around a corner and entered the next passage. It was hundreds
of feet long, and even the faintest spark would be visible fromone end
to the other.

Hurrying as best he could in this awkward fashion, he felt the tug of
air as the water fell below himfroma hole in the pipe he was in,

spl ashing noisily. Several other nearby outfalls also enptied in this
area, known as "the Well" to the |ocal thieves. The sound of all the

spl ashing water echoed in the small pipe, making its exact source
difficult to locate, so he proceeded slowy. This was a place in which a
si x-inch m sjudgment could send himfalling to his death.

Reaching a point another ten feet further, Linmmencountered a grate,
al nrost bunping into it, so focused was he on the sound of those who cane
behi nd. He crouched, naking

13 hinself as snmall a target as possible, in case a nirrored tight was
shone into the tunnel
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Wthin nonents he heard voices, at first only the sound of
i ndi stingui shabl e words. Then he heard a nan say, can't have gone too
far. He s just a kid. "

"He's seen us, said the | eader, and the boy knew full well who the
speaker was. He had the inmage of that man and those who served him
etched in his nenory, though he had only glinpsed themfor a few seconds
before turning and fleeing. He didn t know the man s nanme, but he knew
his nature. The boy had |ived anong such nen all his life, though he had
known only a few who mi ght be this dangerous.

Li mrm had no illusions about his own abilities; he knew he coul d never
confront such nen. He was often full of bravado, but it was a fal se
courage designed to convince those who were stronger that he was just a
little nore trouble to dispose of than he was in actuality. His
willingness to | ook death in the eye had saved the boy s neck on nore
than one occasion; but he was al so nobody s fool: Limmknew that these
men wouldn t give himthe tine to even try a bluff. They would kill him
wi t hout hesitation, because he could link themto a horrible crine.

Looki ng around, the young fugitive saw a trickle of water com ng from
above. Risking detection, he briefly shone the barest |ight he could
manage above him The top of the grating didn t reach the roof of the
tunnel, and just the other side of the grate was a passageway runni ng
upwar d.

Wthout hesitation the youth clinbed up on the grate and pushed his free
arm t hrough, experience showing himhow likely it was that he might pass
through such a tiny passage. Praying to Ban-ath that he hadn t grown too
much since the last time he had tried such a stunt, Linm pushed upward
and

14 turned. H's head went first. Twisting it slightly, he thrust his face
forward between the top bar and the stones above. Practice had taught
himthat his ears woul d suffer less if not bent backwards as he tried to
pull his head through. A rising sense of urgency battled the pain he
felt, as he sensed his pursuers closing in. Yet the pain fromhis cheeks
as he slowy pressed through the gap grew nore intense. He tasted the
salty, iron tang of blood and sweat and he continued to wiggle his head
through the gap. Tears flowed freely, yet he held his silence as he
cruelly scraped both ears, one against stone and the ot her against
filthy iron. For an instant panic threatened to rise up and overwhel m

hi mas i mages of him hanging helpless in the grate while his pursuers
raced to seize himplayed vividly in his inagination.

Then his head was past the top bar. He easily snaked his armthrough,
and he noved his shoul der. Hoping he wouldn t have to dislocate his
joints to get through, the young thief continued. He got his shoul ders
through and, by exhaling, his chest followed. He held the lantern in his
trailing armand realized it wouldn t fit through the gap

Taking a deep breath, the boy let it fall as he twisted the rest of his
body t hrough. He was now on the other side of the grate, clinging to it
like a | adder as the lantern clattered onto the stones.

"He s in there!" cane a shout fromclose by and a light shone into the
t unnel

Li mm hel d hi nmsel f poi sed for a nonment, and | ooked up. The hol e above him
was barely visible in the faint light hurrying toward him He shoved
upwar d, sl apping his pal ns against the tunnel walls, keeping his feet
firmy on the grate. He pressed hard with both hands on the sides of the
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vertical shaft. He

15 needed solid hand- hol ds before he pushed off the grate. He felt
around and got his fingers into a deep seam between two stones on one
side and had just found another when he felt something touch his bare
f oot .

Instantly he pushed off with his feet, and heard a voice cursing. "Dam
all sewer rats!" Another voice said, "W can t get through there!"

"But nmy blade can!" Summoning all his strength the young thief pulled
himself up into the shaft, and in a dangerous nove, released his hold on
the top of the grate, dropped his hands to his side, and pushed upward.
He sl apped his pal n8 backwards and braced his back against the wall of
the chimey, and pulled his feet up, jamr ng them acrobatically agai nst
the far wall. He heard the scrape of steel on iron as sonmeone shoved a
sword through the grating. Limmknew that had he hesitated, he would
have been inpal ed on the point of that |ong bl ade.

A voi ce swore and said, "He vanished up that chimey!" Another voice
said, "He s got to come out sonewhere on the |evel above!" For an
instant Limmcould feel the shirt on his back nove as the naterial

sli pped against the wall and his bare feet skidded on the sliny stones.
He pressed harder with his feet and prayed he could hold his position
After an instant of downward novenent, he stopped.

"He s gone!" shouted one of the nen who had been chasing him "If he was
going to fall, he d have been out of there by now" The boy recogni zed
the voice of the | eader. "Head back up to the next |evel and spread out!
There s a bonus for whoever kills him | want that rat dead before
nmorning!" 16 Linm noved upward, one hand, one foot, another hand,

anot her foot, by inches, slipping dowmn an inch for every two he gai ned.
It was slow going and his nuscles cried out for a pause, but he pressed
on. A cool whiff of air from above told himhe was close to the next

| evel of the sewers. He prayed it was a | arge enough pipe to navigate,
as he had no desire to attenpt another passage downward and back through
that grate.

Reaching the Iip of the shaft, he paused, took a deep breath and turned,
snhatching at the edge. One hand slipped on sonething thick and sticky,
but the other hand held firm Never one for bathing, neverthel ess he

| ooked forward to scrubbing this nuck off and finding clean clothing.

Hanging in the silence, the boy waited. He knew it was possible that the
men who had pursued himmi ght appear in a few nonents. He |istened.

I mpul sive by nature, the boy had cone to |l earn the dangers of acting
rashly in dangerous situations. Seven boys had cone to Mdther s, the
Mockers safe haven, at roughly the sanme tine, within a few weeks of one
anot her. The other six were now dead. Two had died by accident: falling
fromthe rooftops. Three had been hanged as common thieves during
crack-downs by the Prince s magistrates. The |ast boy had died the
previous night, at the hands of the nmen who now sought Limm and it was
his murder the young thief had wi tnessed.

The boy let his racing heart calmand his straining |lungs recover. He
pull ed hinself up and into the |arge pipe, and noved off in the
darkness, a hand on the right wall. He knew he coul d negoti ate nost of
the tunnel s hereabout blindfol ded, but he also knew it only took one
wong turn or mssing a
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17 side tunnel in passing to becone conpletely lost. There was a centra
cistern in this quarter of the city, and know ng where he was in
relationship to it provided Limmwi th a navigational aid as good as any
map, but only if he kept his wits about himand concentrated.

He inched along, listening to the distant sound of gurgling water,
turning his head this way and that to ensure he was hearing the sound
com ng down the sewer and not a fal se echo bouncing of f nearby stones.
Wi |l e he nmoved blindly, he thought about the nadness that had come to
the city in recent weeks.

At first it had seened like a mnor problem a new rival gang, |ike

others that had shown up fromtine to tine. Usually a visit fromthe
Mockers bashers, or a tip to the sheriffs nen, and the probl em went

away.

This time, it had been different.

A new gang showed up on the docks, a |arge nunber of Keshian thugs anong
them That alone wasn t worth notice; Krondor was a major port of trade
with Kesh. What nade this group unusual was their indifference to the
threat posed by the Mdckers. They acted in a provocative fashion, openly
moving cargo into and out of the city, bribing officials and daring the
Mockers to interfere with them They seemed to be inviting a
confrontation.

At |last the Mockers had acted, and it had been a disaster. Eleven of the
nost feared bashers the enforcers anong the Guild of Thi eves had been
lured into a warehouse at the end of a sem -deserted dock. They had been
trapped inside and the building set afire, killing all eleven. Fromthat
monent on, warfare had erupted deep in Krondor s underworl d.

18 The Mockers had been driven to ground, and the invaders, working for
sonmeone known only as the Crawl er, had al so suffered, as the Prince of
Krondor had acted to restore order to his city.

Runor had it sone nen dressed as N ght hawks nenbers of the Guild of
Assassi ns had been seen weeks before in the sewer, bait to bring the
Prince s army in after them wth the final destruction of the Mckers
as the apparent goal. It was a foregone conclusion that had the Prince s
guard entered the sewers in sufficient nunmbers, everyone found down

bel ow the streets assassins, false N ghthawks, or Myckers all would be
routed out or captured. It was a clever plan, but it had cone to naught.

Squire Janes, once Jimmy the Hand of the Myckers, had foiled that ruse,
before vanishing into the night on a mssion for the Prince. Then the
Prince had nmustered his arny and noved out and again the Crawl er had
struck.

Since then, the two sides had stayed hol ed up, the Myckers at Mther s,
their well-disguised headquarters, and the Craw er s nmen at an unknown
hi deout in the north docks area. Those sent to pinpoint the exact

| ocation of the Craw er s headquarters failed to return.

The sewers had becone a no-nman s land, with few daring to come and go
unl ess driven by the greatest need. Linmwould now be Iying | ow, safe at
Mot her s, save for two things: a terrible runor, and a nessage from an
old friend. Either the runor or the message al one woul d have nade Limm
huddl e in a corner at the Myckers hideout, but the conbination of the
two had forced himto act.

Mockers had few friends; the loyalty between thieves was rarely
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engendered by affection or comity, but froma greater

19 distrust of those outside the Guild and fear of one another. Strength
or wit earned one a place in the Brotherhood of Thieves.

But occasionally a friendship was struck, a bond deeper than conmon
need, and those few friends were worth a bit nore risk. Linmmcounted
fewer than a handful of people for whom he woul d take any risk, |et

al one at such a high price should he be caught, but two of themwere in
need now, and had to be told of the runor.

Somet hi ng noved in the darkness ahead and Limm froze. He waited,
listening for anything out of the ordinary. The sewer was far from
silent, with a constant background noi se made up of the distant runble
of water rushing through the large culvert below that took the city s
refuse out past the harbor nmouth, a thousand drips, the scrabble of rats
and other vermin and their squeaky chal |l enges.

Wshing he had a light of any sort, Limmwaited. Patience in one his age
was rare outside the Mockers, but a rash thief was a dead thief. Linmm
earned his keep in the Mdxckers by being among the nost adroit

pi ckpockets in Krondor, and his ability to calmy nove anong the throng
in the market or down the busy streets without attracting attention had
set himhigh in the | eadership s estimation. Mst boys his age were

still working the streets in packs, urchins who provided distraction
whil e other Mockers lifted goods fromcarts, or deflected attention from
a fleeing thief.

Limm s patience was rewarded, as the faint echo of a boot nopving on
stone reached him A short distance ahead, two large culverts joined in
a wade. He woul d have to cross through the slowy-flowi ng sewage to
reach the other side.

It was a good place to wait, thought the boy thief. The sound

20 of him noving through the water would al ert anyone nearby and they d
be on himlike hounds on a hare.

Li mm consi dered his options. There was no way around that intersection
He could return the way he came, but that woul d cost himhours of noving
t hrough the dangerous sewers under the city. He could avoid crossing the
transverse sewer by skirting around the corner, hugging the wall to
avoi d being seen, and noving down that passage to his right. He would
have to trust that darkness would shelter himand he could remain silent
enough to avoid detection. Once away fromthe intersection, he could be
safely on his way.

Li nm crept along, gingerly placing one foot ahead of the other, so as to
not di sl odge anything or step on an object that m ght betray his

wher eabouts. Fighting the inpulse to hurry, he kept his breathing under
control and willed hinmself to keep noving.

Step by step he approached the intersection of the two passages, and as

he reached the corner at which he would turn, he heard another sound. A

smal | scrape of metal against stone, as if a scabbard or sword bl ade had
ever-so-lightly touched a wall. He froze.

Even in the dark, Limmkept his eyes closed. He didn t know why, but
shutting his eyes hel ped his other senses. He had wondered at this in
the past, and finally stopped trying to figure out why it was so. He
just knew that if he spent any energy trying to see, even in the pitch
bl ack, his hearing and sense of touch suffered.
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After a long, silent, motionless period, Limmheard a rush of water
headi ng toward him Someone, a shopkeeper or city worker, must have
purged a cistern or opened one of the smaller sluices that fed the
sewer. The slight noise was the

21 only mask he needed to resune noving, and he was quickly around the
corner.

Limm hurried, still cautious but now feeling the need to put sone

di stance between hinsel f and whoever guarded the intersection behind
him He silently counted his steps and when one hundred had passed he
opened his eyes.

As he expected, ahead was a faint dot of l|ight, which he knew was a
reflection com ng down froman open grating in the Wst Mrket Square
There wasn t enough light by which to see well, but it was a point of
ref erence and confirned what he al ready knew about his whereabouts.

He noved qui ckly and reached the crossway that ran parallel to the one
he had been travelling before encountering the silent guard. He eased
into the foul sewage and crossed the now noving stream of refuse,
reachi ng the opposite wal kway wi thout nmaking nuch sound.

Li nrm was quickly up and on his way again. He knew where his friends were
hol ed up and knew that it was a relatively safe place, but given the
time and circunstances, nothing was truly safe any nore. What had once
been called the other Thieves H ghway, the rooftops of Krondor, was now
as much an open war zone as the sewers. The citizens of the city of
Krondor night be blissfully ignorant of this silent warfare above their
heads and below their feet, but Limmknew that if he didn t encounter
the Crawm er s nen along the way, he risked the Prince s soldiers, or

mur derers posi ng as N ghthawks. No man unknown to hi mwas trustworthy,
and a few whom he knew by name could be trusted only so far these days.

Li mm st opped and felt the wall to his left. Despite noving by his own
silent count, he discovered with satisfaction that he had been | ess than
a foot off estimating the whereabouts of the

22 iron rungs in the wall. He started to clinb. Still blind, he felt

hi nsel f enter a stone chi mey, and quickly knew he was at the floor of a
cellar. He reached up and felt the latch. An experinental tug showed it
to be bolted fromthe other side

He knocked: twice rapidly, then a pause, then tw ce again, another pause
and a final, single knock. He waited, counting to ten, then repeated the
pattern in reverse order, one knock, pause, two knocks, pause, and two
again. The bolt slid open

The trap swung upward, but the room above was as dark as the sewer
bel ow. Whoever was waiting preferred to wait unseen

As Limmcleared the floor of the room rough hands haul ed hi mthrough,
the trap shutting quickly behind him A fem nine voice whispered, 'Wat
are you doing here? " Limmsat down heavily upon the stone floor,
fatigue sweeping over him "Running for ny life, " he said softly.
Catching his breath, he continued. "I saw Sweet Jackie killed | ast

night. Ugly basher working for the Crawler. " He snapped his fingers.
"Cracked his neck like you d break a chicken s, while his mates stood
wat ching. Didn t even give Jackie a chance to beg or say a prayer,

not hing. Just put himout of the way like a cockroach. " He was close to
weeping as he told themand as relief at being relatively safe for the
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first time in hours washed over him "But that s not the worst of it. "
Alantern was |it by a large nman with a gray beard. Hi s narrow gaze
communi cat ed vol umes: Linm had better have conpelling reasons for
violating a trust and coming to this hideout. "Wat else? " he asked.

"The Upright Man is dead. " Ethan Graves, one-tine | eader of the Mockers
bashers, for a tine a brother of the Order of Ishap, and now fugitive
from

23 every court of justice in the Kingdom took a nonent to accept the
news.

The wonman, nanmed Kat, was half her conpanion s age, and an old friend to
Li mm She asked, "How? "

"Murdered, is the runor, said Limm "No one is saying for certain, but

it s held without doubt he s dead. " Graves sat down at a snall table,

testing the construction of the small wooden chair with his large frane.

"How woul d anyone know? " he asked rhetorically. "No one knows who he is
was.

Limm said, "Here s what | know. The Daymaster was still working when |
came to Mother s last night, and he was holed up in the back with Mck
G ffen, Reg devrise, and Phil the Fingers.

Graves and Kat exchanged gl ances. Those nanmed were the npbst senior
thieves in the Mckers. G ffen had succeeded Graves as | eader of the
bashers, devrise oversaw those who burgled and fenced goods, and Phil
was i n charge of pickpockets, smash-and-grab gangs, and the urchins who
ran the streets of Krondor.

Li mm conti nued. "The Ni ghtnnaster never showed. Wrd went out and we
started | ooking for him Just before dawn, we heard they found the

Ni ght master floating in the sewers near the dock. H s head was all
bashed in. " Kat al nost gasped. "No one would dare touch him G aves
said, "No one in the know. But soneone who didn t care about the Myckers
wath would. "

"Here s the dicey part, " said Limm "The Daynmaster says the N ghtnaster
was supposed to neet with the Upright Man. Now, as | understand things,
if the Upright Man is supposed to neet with you, and you don t show, he
s got ways of

24 sending word to the Daymaster or Nightnaster. Well, no word was
heard. So the Daymaster sends one of the boys, Timry Bascolm if you
remenber him" they nodded " and Timry turns up dead an hour |ater.

"So the Daymaster heads out with a bunch of bashers and an hour | ater
they come runni ng back to Mother s and hol e up. Nobody s saying
anyt hi ng, but word spreads: the Upright Man s gone.

Graves was silent for a mnute, then said, "He nust be dead. There s no
ot her explanation for this. "

"And there are bully boys to make a strong nan faint chasing through the
sewers, last night, so Jackie and | figure the hunt is on and our best
bet is tolie |ow sonewhere. W got run to ground |ast night near Five
Points " both Kat and Graves knew the region of the city sewers by that
nane " so after they killed Jackie, | figured ny best bet was to get
here, with you.

Graves said, "You want to | eave Krondor? " The boy said, "If you Il take
me. There s a war on, for truth, and I mthe last of ny band alive. If
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the Upright Man is dead, all bets are off. You know the rules. If the
Upright Man isn t here, it s every man for hinself and make what dea

you can.

Graves nodded. "I know the rules. " His voice | acked the rough,
commandi ng edge Limm had cone to know as a boy in the Mdckers, when
Graves was first among the bashers. Still, G aves had saved Li nm severa

times, fromfreebooting thugs and the Prince's nen alike. Linmwould do
what ever G aves sai d.

After a nonment of reflection, Graves spoke. "You stay here, boy. No one
in the Guild knows you ve hel ped Kat and ne, and the truth is, I mfond
of you. You were always a good lad, as far as that goes. Too full of
yoursel f but what boy isn t at

25 times? " He shook his head in regret. "Qut there it Il be every hand
agai nst us Mockers, Prince s men, or the Cramer s. | ve got a few
friends left, but if the blood is running in the sewers, who knows how
long I can count on then? "

"But everyone el se thinks you ve escaped!" objected Limm "Just ne and

Jacki e knew, 'cause you told us so we could fetch you food. Those notes
you sent out, to the Tenple, and some of your friends, to that nagician
you traveled with..." He waved his hand as if trying to recall the nane.

"Own, " Graves supplied.

"Omwn, " repeated Limm "Wbrd spread through the city you d fled to
Kesh. | know at | east a dozen bashers were sent outside the walls to
track you down.

Graves nodded. "And an equal nunber of nmonks fromthe Tenple, too, |
warrant. " He sighed. "That was the plan. Lie |l ow here while they | ooked
for us out there. " Kat, who had remained silent throughout, said, "It
was a good plan, Graves. " Linm nodded.

Graves said, "I figured another week or ten days, and they d cone back
each thinking sonme other had just mssed sight of us, then we d walk
down to the docks one night, get on a ship, and sail off to Durbin, just
anot her nmerchant and his daughter. "

"Wfel" said Kat, angrily.
Li mm gri nned.

Graves shrugged and spread his hands in a sign of surrender. "Young
wife, " he said.

She put her arms around his neck and said, "Wfe, " softly.

Limm said, "Well, you play the parts well enough, but right now getting
to the docks is no small order. " He glanced around

26 the cellar. 'Wat about just going out the door, up there? " He
pointed to the ceiling.

G aves said, "Sealed off. That s why | built this place as a hideout.
The buil ding upstairs is abandoned, roof beans coll apsed. The nman who
owned it died, so it belongs to the Prince for back taxes. Fixing up old
buildings is not very high on the Prince s list of things to do, it
seens.

Li mm nodded i n approval of the scheme. "Well, how | ong do you think we
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shoul d stay? "

"You, said Graves, rising, "are staying in the Kingdom You re young
enough to make sonething of yourself, boy. Get off the dodgy path and
find a master. Apprentice in a craft or become a serving man.

"Honest work? " said Limm as he junped to his feet. "Wen did a Mocker
seek honest work? " Graves pointed a finger at him "Jimy did. "

"Jimy the Hand, " agreed Kat. "He found honest worKk.

"He saved the Prince s lifel" objected Limm "He was nade a nmenber of
the court. And there s a death mark on his head! He couldn t return to
the Mockers if he begged. " Graves said, "If the Upright Man is dead,
that mark is erased. " Softly Linm asked, "Wat should | do? " Graves
said, "Lie low for a while, until things get quiet, then | eave the city.
There s a man named Tuscobar, once a trader from Rodez. He has a shop in
a town called Biscart, tw days fast walk up the coast. He owes ne a
favor. He also has no sons, so there is no one to apprentice for him o
there and ask himto take you to service. If he objects, just tell him
"Graves clears all debts if you do this. He Il understand what it neans.

"What does he do? " asked Limm

27 "He sells cloth. He nakes a good living, as he sells to nobles for
t hei r daught ers.

Li mm s expressi on showed he was | ess than taken with the notion. "I d
rather go to Durbin and take my chances with you. What are you going to
do there? "

"Turn honest,
open an inn.

said Graves. "I have sonme gold. Kat and | are going to

"An inn, " said Linm his eyes alight. "I like inns. He got down on

his knees in an overly dramatic pleading. "Let ne cone! Please! | can do
many things in an inn. | can tend fires, and show custoners to their
roons. | can haul water and | can mark the best purses for cutting.

"An honest inn, said G aves.

Sone of the enthusiasmleft Limms expression. "In Durbin? Well, if you
say so.

Kat said, "W re going to have a baby. W want himto grow up honest.

Li mm was speechl ess. He sat in w de-eyed astoni shnent. Finally, he said,
"A baby? Are you daft? " G aves exhibited a wy smile and Kat s brown
eyes narrowed as she said, "Wat s daft about a baby? " Limm said,
"Nothing, | guess, if you re a farmer or a baker or someone who can
expect a fair chance at living to old age. But for a Mycker..." He let
the thought go unfini shed.

Graves said, "Wiat s the clock? W ve been cut off fromsunlight so | ong
I have no sense of it.

"It s nearly mdnight, said Limm "Wy? "

"Wth the Upright Man dead, or even just the runor of it, things will be

happeni ng. Ships that woul d ot herwi se have stayed in Krondor will be
| eavi ng the docks before the norning tide. "
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28 Limm fixed Graves with a questioning | ook. "You know sonething? "

G aves stood up fromthe small chair and said, "I know | ots of things,
boy. " Limmjunped to his feet. "Please take me with you. You re the
only friends | ve got, and if the Upright Man s dead, who knows who |
come torule in his place. If it s that Craw er, nost of us are dead
anyway, and even if it s one of our own, who s to say what nmy life is
worth? " Graves and Kat understood. The peace within the Mckers was

i mposed fromthe top down, and it woul d never be m staken for
friendship. Ad grudges would surface and old scores would be settl ed.
More than one Mocker woul d die not knowi ng for which past transgression
he was paying the ultimate penalty. G aves sighed in resignation. "Very
well. Not rmuch for you here, |I Il grant, and another pair of eyes and
nimbl e fingers mght prove worthwhile. " He glanced at Kat, who nodded
silently.

"VWhat s the plan? "

"W need to be at the docks before the dawn. There s a ship there, a
Quegan trader, the Stella Maris. The captain is an ol d busi ness

acquai ntance of mine. He was lying low, claimng a refit was needed,
against the tinme when we coul d snuggl e oursel ves out of here. He Il sai
for Durbin as soon as we board. " Kat said, "Lots of ships will be

| eaving on the norning tide, so another won t cause too nuch notice.
Li mm | ook excited. "Wen do we head to the docks? "

"An hour before dawn. It Il still be dark enough for us to stay in
shadows, but enough of the town will be awake and about so we won't t
attract much attention. "

29 Kat smiled. "W Il be a famly. " Limms narrow young face took on a
sour expression. "Mdther? " Kat was barely ten years older than Linmm so
she said, "Big sister. " Linmsaid, "W have one problem though.
Graves nodded. "Getting to the street. " Linmsat back, for he knew t hat
there could be no plan, ruse, or providential mracle that woul d get
them safely to the docks. They would sinply have to | eave this hideout
and risk a short wal k through a dark tunnel which m ght house a dozen
murderers or sewer rats. And they woul dn t know which until they left.

Li nm was suddenly tired and said, "I think | Il sleep for a bit. "
"Good idea, " agreed Graves. "There s a pallet over there you can use
We |l wake you when it s tinme to go. " Limmnoved to the indicated

corner and |lay down. Kat whispered, "What are the odds? "

"Bad, " adnmitted her lover. "W ve got to get the boy sone cl othing.
Dirty boys are nothing unusual at the dock. But not that dirty. " Trying
to nuster sonme optinmism he said, "Still, if the Upright Man is dead,

there may be enough chaos in the city that we can slip out wthout
attracting notice. "

"Any ot her choice? "

"Only one, admtted Graves, "but | won t use it unless we re caught.

"What is it? " Graves | ooked at the young girl for whom he had thrown
away everything and said, "I have one friend | eft, who gains nothing
fromny fall. If | nust, | Il send Linmto himbegging for help. "

30 "Who? " whispered Kat.

Graves closed his eyes as if admtting he mght seek help was hard for
one as self-reliant as hinself. "The only thief who can beg the Prince
of Krondor for nmy life. "
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"Jimy? " Gaves nodded. 'Jimy the Hand. " TWD
Krondor The colum rode toward the city.

Krondor was backlit by a late afternoon sun, dark towers rising against
a | enmon-yell ow sky. In the east, distant clouds turned rose and orange
agai nst a blue that seened to shimrer. The col um behind the Prince s
vanguard tightened up as they entered the southernnost city gate, the
one closest to the palace and barracks. Traffic in the area was nornal
for this tine of day: a few traders drove wagons into the city, while
farmers who d visited the city for the day were | eaving, starting their
honmewar d j our ney.

James pointed. "Not rmuch of a welconme, is it? " Locklear saw that a few
curious onl ookers were turning to watch the approachi ng conpany that was
escorting Arutha through the palace district. Oherw se they were
ignored by the citizenry, as they had been since entering the outer

reaches of Krondor. "I guess Arutha didn t send word we would arrive
today. "
"No, there s sonething else, " said Janes, his days of fatigue washing

away as curiosity took hold of him
Lockl ear | ooked at the faces of those on the street who stood

32 aside to let the Prince s conpany ride past, and saw anxiety. "You re
right, James. " The capital city of the Western Real m of the Ki ngdom of
the Isles was never silent. Even at the darkest hours before sunrise,
sounds could be heard fromall quarters. There was a pulse to any city,
and Krondor had one that was as well known to Janes as his own
heartbeat. He could listen to its rhythm and understand what it was
saying: Something s wong. It was |ess than an hour before sundown, yet
the city was far nmore subdued than it shoul d be.

Lockl ear listened and knew what it was Janes was hearing, a nuted
quality, as if everyone was speaking a little nore softly than usual. A
shout froma teanster to his nmules was cut slightly short, lest it hang
too long in the air and attract notice. A nother s command for a child
to cone honme was short and sharp, followed by a | ow threatening warning
rat her than a top-of-the-voice shriek.

"What do you think is going on? " asked Lockl ear

Just ahead, Arutha spoke quietly to the two squires without | ooking
back. "W should find out in a nonent. " The young nen | ooked past their
ruler and saw a comrittee waiting for themat the pal ace gate. In the
forefront was Princess Anita, her smle edged with relief at seeing her
husband unharned before her. Still youthful despite ten years of

marri age and not her hood, her red hair was gathered up under a wi de white
hat, |ooking nore like a sailing ship set atop her head, thought Janes,
than anything else. But it was the current fashion, and one did not nake
jests at the expense of the Princess, especially not when her second
smle was directed at you

Janmes returned the Princess s welcomng smle and basked

33 for a nonent inits warmh. H's boyhood infatuation with Anita had
mat ured into a deep, abiding affection, and while she was too young to
be viewed as his surrogate nother, she served as surrogate ol der sister
with ease and hunor. And it was clear to all who knew them that she

vi ewed Janmes as the younger brother she never had. It went so far as the
Princess s children calling Janes "Uncle Jimy".
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At Anita s right stood twin boys, the Princes Borric and Erland,
jostling with one another, as if it were inpossible for the two

ni ne-year-olds to remain at rest even for a nonment. The red-headed | ads
were intelligent, Janmes knew, and undisciplined. Some day they would
nunber anong the nost powerful nobles in the Kingdom but at present
they were sinply fracti ous boys bored with having to act the part of
Princes and anxi ous to be off about whatever nischief they could find.
Directly before her nother stood the Princess El ena, four years younger
than the boys. Her features were as fine as her nmother s, but her
coloring was her father s, dark and intense. She beaned at the sight of
her father riding at the head of his Household Guard. Succunbing to

i mpul se, she pointed and said, "There s Daddy!" Arutha held up his hand
and ordered a halt. Wthout waiting for official greetings fromthe
Mast er of Cerenonies, he junped fromhis nount and hurried to his
famly. Enbracing his wife, he then turned his attention to his sons and
daught er.

James notioned with this chin toward the wel com ng guards and whi spered
to Locklear, "WIllie s on duty. " Wlliam Pug s son, was a cadet, a
young soon-to-be officer who presently was |l earning his trade. He
exchanged gl ances with Janes, giving the squire a tiny nod.

34 The order was given for the conpany to fall out, and Janes and
Lockl ear di smounted. Groonms hurried over and took away the tired nounts

Their duty required the squires to wait upon their Prince s need, so
they noved to stand at Arutha s right hand.

Anita gifted the young men with a warm greeting, then turned her
attention to Arutha. "I know | shouldn t worry. | know you Il al ways
come back to me. " Arutha s smile was both happy and tired. "Always. " A
smal | knot of court officials stood silently behind the royal fanmly,
and Arut ha nodded greetings. He saw by their expressions that he woul d
be needed in council before he would be permitted the pleasure of a | ong
visit with his famly. He noticed the Sheriff of Krondor in attendance,
and sighed. That could only mean grave problens in Krondor, for the
sheriff, while an inportant officer in the city, wasn t properly a
menber of Arutha s court. G ancing at Gardan, he said, "Mrshal, see
what the sheriff and the others want, and neet ne in ny private counci

chamber in a half hour. | will have this road-dirt off before | sit down
to another neeting. " He smled at Anita. "And | || steal a few m nutes
to speak with my wife and children. " He | eaned over and kissed Anita on

the cheek and said, "Take the children to our apartment. | Il be al ong
in a mnute, dearest. " Anita herded the children away, and Arutha
motioned to James and Locklear. "No rest for the w cked, boys. " Looking
over at the pal ace guard, he added, "Young WIlliamlooks as if he s

going to pop with news to share, so go find out what s on his mnd. | m
sure | Il be hearing a different version of the same tale fromny
officers in council. If something warrants sone snooping around in the

city, do it, and be back no I ater

35 than the end of the evening neal. Then he | ooked Janmes in the eyes
and said, You know what you nust do. Janmes nodded. As he | ed Lockl ear
away, Locklear said, "Wat does that nean? "

n \Mat ? n
"You know what you nust do? "
"Just sonething Arutha and | have been working on since you were sent

north to Tyr-Sog for..."
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"I know why | was bani shed to Tyr- Sog, Lockl ear said in a tired voice
"Too well, " he added, considering his immnent return to that cold and
Il onely town on the northern frontier.

Janmes signaled to the guardsman in charge of the trainees, who stood to
attention as he shouted, "Menbers of the court!" The cadets were already
at attention, but they seened to stiffen a bit nore as the two squires
appr oached.

Janmes nodded greeting to Swordmaster McWrth. "How are the cadets this
aft ernoon, swordmaster? "

"A worthless lot, squire, but one or two of them may survive to actually
be allowed to serve as an officer in nmy army!" Janes smled wyly at the
poi nted remark, given that he and the swordmaster had little affection
for one another. As a menber of Arutha s court, the young man was not
technically part of the arny, and trained with weapons with the Prince;
in fact, James was Arutha s favorite dueling partner as he was one of
the fewin the city as fast as Arutha with a blade. As a squire, he also
carried some rank, which neant that often he was put in charge of

sol diers who had trai ned under the swordnaster, and it galled the old
sol di er.

Still, thought Janes, McWrth was thorough in his job and the officers
he turned out, especially those who were chosen for the elite Roya
Househol d Guards, were fine soldiers, to

36 a man. In his travels, Janmes had seen the worst of the arny as well
as the best, and he had no doubt these were the anong the best in the
Western Real m

"l need to speak to the Prince s cousin when you re done with him
swordmaster. " The dour old soldier fixed James with a bal eful gaze for
an instant, and one nore time Janes was thankful he never had to endure
the swordmaster s supervision. McWrth turned and shouted, "Di sm ssed!
Cadet WIliam over here!"™ WIlliamcanme to stand before the swordnaster
whil e the other cadets headed back toward their quarters, and said,
"Sir"

"Menmber of the court desires your conpany, it seens. " He smled at
James and Lockl ear and said, "Good day to you, squires. " The other
cadets hurried off to their duties and McWrth said, "And when you re
done, | expect you to catch up with the rest of the cadets, else you |l
be tendi ng your equi pnent during ness, is that clear? "

"Sir!" replied Wlliamwi th a salute. The old swordnaster stal ked off
and WIIiam approached Lockl ear and Janes.

Janmes asked, "What s the news? "

"Lot s, said Wlliam He was a short man, though taller than his
father, with dark brown hair and eyes. The boyish cast to his features
had faded in the nonths since he had cone to serve in the Prince s arny
and his shoul ders had broadened. He was lethally effective with the
two- handed sword, a difficult weapon for nost soldiers to master, and

hi s horsemanshi p was consi dered exceptional. "I mto be comm ssioned
next week!"

"Congratul ations, " said Locklear. "I mto be exiled. " WIlliams eyes
narrowed. "Again? " Janes |aughed. "Still. Arutha appreciated his

reasons for
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37 returning without |eave, but decided it didnt warrant an early
reprieve fromthe icy north. " Frowning, Locklear said, "I depart for
Tyr-Sog again, tonorrow.

James said, "Something s funny in the city. What do you hear, WIllie? "
Only Arutha s famly, James, and Locklear called WIIliam by that

ni ckname, a famliarity he allowed no one else. WIlliamsaid, "Qdd
things. They keep us cadets busy and we don t get to m x nmuch with the
others in the garrison when we re not training, but you do hear this and
that. Seenms |ike an unusually high nunber of people in the city have
been turning up dead this | ast week. " Janes nodded. "That woul d expl ain
the sheriff waiting for the Prince. Lockl ear said, "He doesn t usually
do that sort of thing, now that you mention it. " James was lost in
thought a nmoment. He had crossed paths with Sheriff WIfred Means on
nmore than one occasi on when Janes had plied his trade as a thief. A few
times he had conme close to being the sheriffs guest in the Ad Town
Jail. The sheriff acknow edged Janes as the Prince s squire and treated
himw th the respect due his office; their relationship was a cold one
at best. Janes suddenly was visited with the i mage of a younger Wl fred
Means gl aring up at Janes as he bolted over the rooftops of the city,
the then constabl e s ginger-col ored nmustache al nost quivering with rage
at the boy s escape.

But the sheriff was stalwart in his duty, and tried to keep crine in
Krondor as much under control as possible. The city was an orderly one
by nost any neasure Janes coul d imagi ne, and unlike others who held the
of fice before him

38 Wlfred Means was not a man to take a bribe or barter a favor

For himto be waiting in person to speak to Arutha as soon as he
returned neant sonething grave had occurred, something the sheriff
judged required the Prince s imediate attention

"You get back to your duti es, sai d James absently to WIlliam "Locky
and | had better catch up with Arutha. " WIlliamsaid, "Wll, Locky, |
will bid you farewell, again, if you re off for the north in the
nmorning. " Locklear rolled his eyes theatrically, but took the proffered
hand and shook it. "Take care of this rascal, Wlliam | would hate to
see himget killed when | wasn t around to watch. "

"Sorry you re going to mss the comm ssioning, said WIIliam

James grinned. "Don t worry, WIllie. I Il find you a cel ebration, and
even without this knave s vaunted reputation as a | odestone for the
girls, we Il find us some pretty faces to | ook upon you in awe as you
sport your new badge of rank. " WIlliamcouldn t hel p blushing at that.
"Take care, Locky, " he said.

Lockl ear bid himfarewell, and as Wlliamran off to his duties Locklear
said, "Did you see that blush? | warrant the lad s never been with a

wonman.

Janmes el bowed his friend in the side. "Not everyone is as precocious as
you were, Locky. "

"But he s nearly twenty!" said Locklear in nock astoni shnent.

"He s a bright lad and fair to look at. | suspect things will have
changed by the tine you return, " said Janes.

"You think? "
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"Certainly, said James as they entered the palace. "I msure | can
find himan agreeable girl to bed himin the next five years.

39 Locklear s grin vanished. "Five years!" Wth wi de eyes he said, "You
don t think Arutha s going to keep ne up there for five years, do you? "
James | aughed at his friend s distress. As the two young nen hurried
along to their Prince s chanbers, Locklear threw an el bow at Janmes which
Janmes adroitly dodged and for an instant they were boys again.

James and Lockl ear reached Arutha s private council roomjust as the
Prince was approaching after his brief visit with his wife and children
He nmoved purposefully down the small hallway that connected his famly s
private apartnments with the council chanber and the formal court. Janes
hurried to fall in behind his liege lord, with Locklear one step after

A pair of court pages flanked the council chanber door, and one quickly
opened it so that Arutha mght enter

Arutha arrived to greetings from Master of Cerenpnies Brian de Lacy.
Standing at his right hand was his assistant, Housecarl Jerome. Jerome
and his supervisor bowed as one to the Prince; the housecarl gave a
fleeting nod of greeting to the two squires. Jeronme had been a nenber of
the conpany of squires with James and Lockl ear as boys, and Janmes had
been the first one to stand up to the ol der boy, who had been the
resident bully. Now Jerome was studying to succeed de Lacy as the man in
charge of the daily business of the court, and serving as the chief

adm ni strator of the pal ace while doing so, and Janmes was forced to
admit his fussy attention to detail made himideally suited for the job.

Arutha said, "I amvery tired and would Iike to join ny famly for an
early supper; let s save as nmuch as we may for formal court tonorrow
What cant wait? "

40 De Lacy nodded and then | ooked up. He noticed who was in the room and
said, "Shall we wait for the Knight-Marshal ? " Just then Gardan entered

"Apol ogi es, Highness. | wanted to nmake sure the nen were taking care of

their nounts and weapons before | joined you

Arutha s brow furrowed and his mouth turned up in a famliar half-smle.
"You re not a sergeant any nore, Gardan. You re the Knight-Marshal of
Krondor. You have others to ensure that the nen and animals are properly
billeted. " Gardan nodded in reply, then said, "That s sonething | w sh
to discuss with you. " He glanced at the nobles in the Prince s private
of fices and added, "But it will wait until after this evening s

busi ness. Highness? " Arutha indicated his agreenent.

De Lacy said, "Two conmuni ques from Great Kesh via courier arrived
during your absence, Highness, informng the crown of matters of snmall
urgency, yet they do require a fornmal response.

Arut ha waved them over to James. "Leave them | |l read themtonight and
conpose a reply first thing in the norning. " De Lacy handed themto
James who tucked them under his armwi thout |ooking at them

The Master of Cerenonies |ooked at the sheriff, who stepped forward and
bowed. "H ghness, | fear | rnmust report a rash of black murders have been
done in your city during the time you ve been away.

The Prince was silent for a nonent as he consi dered these words, then he
sai d, "You speak then of sonething warranting ny personal attention?
Murder is not uncommon in our city. "

"l do, Hi ghness. Several nen of prom nence have been slain
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41 in their beds at night, throats cut while their w ves sl ept
undi st ur bed besi de them

Arut ha gl anced at Janmes and nodded slightly. Janes knew what the Prince
was t hinki ng: Ni ght hawks.

For nearly ten years the city had been untroubled by the Guild of Death.
The assassins who had been enpl oyed by Miurmandanus s agents had vani shed
at the end of the Riftwar. A few nonths ago runors about their return
had begun to circulate. Then they had suddenly reappeared in the

Ki ngdom James hinself had killed their current |eader, but was under no
illusion that the N ghthawks would just go away. If there was another
cell of themhere in Krondor, they already knew of the death of one
call ed Navon du Sandau, an erstwhile nerchant from Kenting Rush

Exposing his true identity had al nost gotten Janes killed in a duel, and
it was only by dint of hours spent practicing the sword with Arutha that
Janmes had prevail ed.

Looki ng troubl ed, Arutha asked the sheriff, "What have your nen
uncovered? "

"Not hi ng, Hi ghness. O sone of the victins, what you d expect: men with
enem es due to their prominence in their trade. But others were nen of
little significance except to their famlies. There is nothing of sense
about these nmurders. They seem ... random " Arutha sat back and wei ghed
what he had been told. His mnd turned furiously as he considered, then
di scarded options. Finally he said, "Randon? It nmay be we sinply do not
under stand what is behind the selection of victinms. Have your nen return
in the norning and question the famlies of the victinms, those who
worked with them their nei ghbors and anyone who may have seen them
prior to their deaths. There

42 may be sonme vital bit of informati on we are not seeing because we do
not know it is inportant. Send a scribe with your nmen to record the
conversations. In all of this we may discover sone connection between

those nurdered. " He sighed, fatigue evident in his features. "Return to
your post, sheriff. Join nme after norning court tonorrow and we ||
di scuss this business at length. I |l want your nen s reports by

t onorr ow eveni ng. The sheriff bowed and wi t hdrew.

Arutha turned to de Lacy. 'Wat else? "

"Not hi ng that cannot wait, Hi ghness. Arutha rose. "Court is dismssed
until the tenth hour of the day tomorrow. " De Lacy and Jerome left the
chanmber, and Arutha turned to Gardan and the squires. "Now, Gardan, what
is it you wished to speak with me about? "

"Hi ghness, | ve served your house since | was a boy. | ve been a soldier
and sergeant to your father, and a captain and marshal to you. It s tine
I returned hone to Crydee. | wish to retire. " Arutha nodded. "I see.
Can we speak of this over supper? " The Kni ght-Marshal said, "If you

wi sh. "

"I do. " Turning to the squires, Arutha said, "Locklear, you d best be
getting ready for your journey tonmorrow norning. | Il have trave
warrants and orders sent to your quarters. Leave with the dawn patrol to
Sarth. If | fail to see you before then, have a safe journey to Tyr- Sog.
" Locklear tried to keep his expression neutral as he answered, "Thank
you, Your Highness. " Arutha turned to Janes and said again, "You know
what to do
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Arut ha and Gardan turned toward the royal apartnents as the two squires
moved in the other direction. Wen they were

43 out of hearing distance, Locklear mnmicked the Prince: "You know what
to do. Al right: what is this all about?

James sighed and said, "It nmeans | don t get any sleep tonight. "

Lockl ear said, "Is this your way of telling ne it s none of ny business?
"Yes, " James answered. He said nothing nore as they noved to the wi ng
of the pal ace which housed their quarters. Reaching the door to Locklear
s room James said, "l probably won t see you before you | eave, also, so
take care not to get yourself killed. " Locklear shook hands, then
enbraced his best friend. "I Il try not to. " Janes grinned. "Good, then
with luck we Il see you at Mdsunmer s Festival, assum ng you don t do
anything to cause Arutha to keep you up there | onger than that. "

Lockl ear said, "I |l be good. "

"See that you are, i nstructed Janes.

He left his friend and hurried to his own quarters. Being a nenber of
the Prince s court nerited Janes a room of his own, but since he was
only a squire, it was a nodest one; a bed, a table for witing or eating
a solitary neal, and a doubl e door wooden wardrobe. Janes cl osed the
door to his room locking it behind him and undressed. He was wearing
travel clothing, but it was still too conspicuous for what he needed to
do. Opening his wardrobe, he noved aside a bundle of shirts in need of

| aundry, and beneath those he found what he was | ooking for. A dark gray
tunic and dark blue trousers, patched and nended and | ooking far dirtier
than they actually were. He dressed in those, pulled on his ol dest boots
and slipped a well-nmade but plain-1|ooking dagger into his boot-sheath.
Then once again

44 | ooking like a creature of the streets, he slipped out through the
door of his quarters, avoiding servants and guards as he nmade his way
down into the pal ace cellar.

Soon he was noving through a secret passage that connected the pal ace
with the city sewers, and as night fell on Krondor Jinmmy the Hand once
nore noved al ong the Thieves" Hi ghway.

The sun had set by the tinme Janes reached the transition point between
the sewer under the palace and the city sewer system The sky above
mght still be light for a while, but beneath the streets it was as dark
as night. During the day there were places in the sewer where
illumnation filtered down from above, tunnels close to the surface
where cul verts had broken through, others bel ow streets where m ssing
stones or open drains adnitted daylight.

But after sundown, the entire system was pitch-black, save for a few

|l ocations with Iight sources of their own, and only an expert could nove
through the maze of passages safely. Fromthe noment he left the pal ace,
James knew exactly where he was.

Wil e a nmenber of the Guild of Thieves, the Mckers, Janes had | earned
every trick of survival that harsh circunstance, opportunity, and keen
native intelligence had presented to him He noved silently to a stash
he had prepared and noved a false stone. It was fashioned fromcloth,
wood, and paint, and in light far brighter than any likely to ever be
present here, it would withstand inspection. He set the fal se stone down
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and retrieved a shuttered lantern fromthe stash. The hidey-hole held an
extra set of picks, as well as a number of itens unlikely to be wel cone
i nsi de the pal ace proper: sone

45 caustic agents, clinbing equi pnrent, and a few non-standard weapons.
a d habits died hard.

Janmes |it the lantern. He had never considered keeping a lantern in the
pal ace, for fear sonmeone m ght observe himmaking the transition between
the pal ace sewer and the one under the city. Guarding the secret of how
the pal ace coul d be reached through the sewers was paranount. Every
drawing on file in the palace, fromthe original keep through the | atest
expansi on, showed the two systens as entirely separate, just as the city
s sewer was divided fromthe one outside the city walls. But smnugglers
and t hieves had quickly rendered royal plans inaccurate, by creating
passages in and out of the city.

James trinmmed the wick, lit it, and closed the shutters until only a
tiny sliver of light shone, but it was enough for himto navigate his
way safely through the sewer. He could do it with no Iight, he knew, but
it would slow himdown to a painful near-crawl to have to feel his way
along the walls the entire way, and he had a good distance to trave
this night.

James did a quick check to insure he had | eft nothing exposed for anyone
to chance across. He considered the never-ending need for security which
created this odd paradox: the Royal Engineers spent a lot of tinme and
gold repairing the city s sewers and just as quickly the Myckers and

ot hers danaged themto have a furtive passage free of royal oversight.
James often was the one responsible for identifying a new breach.
Qccasionally he was guilty of hiding one, if it suited his purposes nore
than it conprom sed the pal ace s security.

Thinking that there was a great deal nore to being a responsible nenber
of the Prince s court than he had inmagi ned when he had first been put in
the conpany of squires, the fornmer thief hurried on toward his first
appoi nt nent .

46* * %

It was al nost dawn when Janes started | ooking for his last contact. The
squire was having troubl e keeping his concerns in check. The first three
i nformants he had sought were mi ssing. The docks were unnaturally
silent, devoid of even the boisterous noise usually nmarking the area s
inns and taverns. The poor quarter was clearly a no man s land, with
many of the Modckers" usual bolt-holes and accesses bl ocked off and

seal ed.

O the Mckers, Janes had seen nothing. That al one was not conpletely
unusual . He wasn t the only one adroit at traveling through the sewers
and streets unnoticed. But there was sonething different about this

ni ght. There were others who used the sewers. Beggars who weren t
Mockers had pl aces where they could sl eep unnol ested. Snuggl ers noved
cargo short distances fromsecret |andings built into the |arger
outflows into the harbor to basenents farther in the city. Wth such
activities canme noises: small, unnoticed unless one was trained to
recogni ze them for what they were, but usually they were there. Tonight
everything was silent. Only the nurnur of water, the scurrying of rats
and the occasional rattle of distant machi nery, waterwheels, punps, and
sl ui ce gates echoed through the tunnels.
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Anyone in the sewers was lying | ow, James knew. And that neant trouble.
Hi storically, in times of trouble, the Myckers woul d seal off sections
of the sewers, especially near the poor quarter, barring the passages to
Mockers" Rest, the place called "Mther s" by nenbers of the Guild of

Thi eves. Arned bashers would take up station and wait for the crisis to
pass. Ot hers not belonging to the guild would al so hole up until the
troubl e passed. CQutside those enclaves and safe areas, anyone in the
tunnels was fair gane. The last tine Janmes had renenbered such a
condition had been during the year followi ng the end of

47 the Riftwar, when Princess Anita had been injured and Arutha had
declared martial |aw

The nore he had travel ed through the sewers bel ow and the streets above,
the nore Janes was convinced sonmething equally dire had occurred while
he had been out of the city on the Prince s business. Janes | ooked
around to see that he was unwat ched and noved to the rear of the alley.

A pair of old wooden crates had been turned toward a brick wall to offer
sone shelter against the elenents. Inside that crate lay a still form A
swarm of flies took off as James noved the crate slightly. Before he
touched the man s | eg, Janes knew he wasn t sleeping. G ngerly he turned
over the still formof AOd Edwin, a one-tine sailor whose |ove of drink
had cost himhis livelihood, famly, and any shred of dignity. But,
Janmes thought, even a gutter-rat like Edwi n deserved better than having
his throat cut like a calf at slaughter

The thick, nearly-dried blood told Janes he had been nurdered earlier,
probably around dawn the day before. He was certain that his other

m ssing contacts had met a simlar fate. Either whoever was behind the
troubles in the city was killing indiscrimnately and Janmes s informants
had been exceedi ngly unfortunate or someone was met hodi cally murdering
of f Janes s agents in Krondor. Logic dictated the latter as the npst

i kely expl anation

James stood and | ooked skyward. The night was fading, as a gray |ight
fromthe east heral ded the dawn s approach. There was only one pl ace
| eft he might find answers without risking confronting the Mockers.

Janmes knew t hat sone agreenent between the Prince and Mdckers had been
reached years before when he had joi ned

48 Arutha s service, but he never knew the details. An understandi ng of
sorts had arisen between Janes and the Mdckers. He stayed out of their
way and they avoided him He came and went as he pleased in the sewers
and across the roofs of the city when he needed, and they | ooked the
other way. But at no time had he any illusion that he would be warmy
wel comed should he attenpt to return to Mockers" Rest. You were either a
Mocker or you weren t, he knew, and for nearly fourteen years he had not
been a Mdcker.

Janmes put aside concerns about braving a visit to Mbther s and turned
toward the one other place he mght find some news.

Janmes returned to the sewer and nade his way quickly to a spot below a

particular inn. It sat on the border between the poorest quarter of the
city and a slightly nore respectable district, one inhabited by worknen
and their famlies. A rank covering of slime hid a secret rel ease, and

once it was tripped, Janes felt a slight grinding as a section of stone
swung asi de.

The "stone" was made of plaster over heavy canvas, covering a narrow
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entryway to a short tunnel. Once inside the tunnel, with the secret door
cl osed behind him Janes opened the shutters of the lantern. He was

al nrost certain he knew of every trap along the short passage, but as the
key word was "al nost" he took great caution as he traversed the tunnel

At the far end he found a thick oaken door, on the other side of which
he knew rose a short flight of stairs leading to a cellar below an inn.
He inspected the | ock and when he was satisfied nothing had changed, he
picked it adroitly. Wen it clicked open, he pushed it gingerly aside
agai nst the possibility of a newtrap on the other side of

49 the door. Nothing happened and he quickly nounted the stairs.

At the top of the stairs, he entered the dark cellar, thick with barrels
and sacks. He noved through the naze of stores and clinbed the wooden
steps up to the main floor of the building, opening into a pantry,

behi nd the kitchen. He opened the door

A young worman s screamsplit the air and a nmonent |ater a crossbow bolt
fl ew through the space James had occupi ed the instant before. The young
man rolled on the floor as the bolt splintered the wooden door and Janes
came to his feet with his hands held pal mout as he said, "Easy, Lucas!
It s ne!" The innkeeper, a former soldier in his youth, was hal fway
around the kitchen, the crossbow set aside as he was drawi ng his sword.
He had grabbed the crossbow and fired through the door, across the

ki tchen, upon hearing the scream He hesitated a nonent, then returned
his sword to its scabbard as he conti nued noving toward Janes.

He circled around a butcher s block. "You idiot!" he hissed, as if
afraid to raise his voice. "You trying to get yourself killed? "

"Honestly, no, sai d James as he stood up

"Dressed |ike that, sneaking at ny cellar door, howd |I knowit was you?
You shoul d have sent word you were comng that way, or waited an hour
and cone in the front door |ike an honest nan.

"Well, | am an honest nan, sai d James, noving fromthe kitchen, past
the bar and into the enpty common room He gl anced around, then sat down
in achair. "More or less. " Lucas gave hima half-smle. "Mre than
sonme. What brings you crawing around like a cat in the gutter? " Janes
gl anced over at the young girl who had followed him

50 and Lucas into the commons. She had regai ned her conposure as the
intruder was revealed to be a friend of the innkeeper. "Sorry to startle
you. " She took a breath and said, "Well, you did a good job of it.
She stood upright, and her high color fromthe fright put her fair
conplexion in contrast to her dark hair. She appeared to be in her late
teens or early twenties.

Janmes asked, "The new barmai d? "

"My daughter, Talia. " Janes sat back. "Lucas, you don t have a
daughter. " The proprietor of The Rai nbow Parrot sat down opposite Janes
and said, "Run to the kitchen and see nothing s burning, Talia. " 'Yes,
father, " she said, |eaving.

"l have a daughter, Lucas said to Janes. "Wen her nother died | sent
her to live with nmy brother on his farm near Tannerbrook. " Janes
smiled. "Didn t want her to grow up in this place? " Lucas sighed. "No.
It gets rough in here. " Feigning innocence, Janes said, "Wy, Lucas. |
never noticed. " Pointing an accusatory finger in his direction, Lucas
said, "Far |ess savory characters than you have graced that chair, Jimmy
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the Hand. " James held up his hands as if surrendering. "I |l concede as
much. " He gl anced toward the kitchen door as if sonehow seei ng through
it. "But she doesn t sound like any farmgirl | ve heard before, Lucas

Lucas sat back, ran his bony hand through his gray-shot hair. His
angul ar face showed irritation at having to explain. "She studied with a
sisterhood in a nearby abbey for nore hours

51 than she mil ked cows. She can read, wite, and do suns. She s a smart
| ass. " Janmes nodded in appreciation. "Laudable. Though |I doubt your
average customer will appreciate those qualities as nmuch as ... the nore
obvi ous ones.

Lucas s expression darkened. "She s a good girl, Janmes. She s going to
marry a proper nan, not some scruffy... well, you know the type. | |l
have a dowy set by and ..." He dropped his Voice so as not to be heard
in the kitchen. "Janes, you re the only one I know who knows sone proper
| ads, being in the palace and all. At |east since Laurie ran off and got
hi nsel f nanmed duke in Sal ador. Can you arrange for ny girl to neet the
right kind of boy? She s been back in the city only a few days and
already | feel as green as a rawrecruit on his first day of training.

"Wth her brothers dead in the war, she s all | ve got. " He gl anced
around the wel |l -tended but rough conmon room and said, "I want her to
have nore than this. " James grinned. "I know. | ||l see what | can do. |

Il bring a couple of the nore likely fellows down for a drink and |et
nature take its course

"But not Locklear!" said Lucas. "You keep him away.

James | aughed. "No worries. He s probably riding out the gate this very
m nute, heading for a long tour of duty in Tyr-Sog. " Talia cane back
into the roomand said, "Everything is ready, father. "

"That s a good lass, " he replied. "Qpen the door, then, and | et anyone
in who s waiting for breakfast. " As she noved off, Lucas said to Janes,
"Al'l right then. You didn t get yourself alnbst killed sneaking in from
the sewers to gossip about ny girl and the boys in court. Wat brings
you here before sunrise? " Janes s face lost any hint of hunor. "There s
a war underway in the sewers, Lucas. And soneone s killed sone friends
of mine. What s going on? " Lucas sat back and nodded. "I knew you d
conme asking one of these days. | thought it would be sooner

"I just got back into the city last night. | was off with the Prince..
doi ng sonme things. " Lucas said, "Wll, Arutha would do well to | ook
closer to hone for trouble, for he has heaps of it here free for the
asking. | don t know the truth of it, but according to the runmors nen
are killing freely in the sewers and along the waterfront. Citizens and
Mockers alike are dying. | hear of Keshians setting up shops in
bui | di ngs once owned by Ki ngdom nmerchants, and new bully gangs worKki ng
al ong the docks. No one knows what s going on, save the Myckers who have
gone to ground and are hiding out. | ve not seen one in a week. Mst of
my regulars cone |later and | eave earlier, wanting to be hone safe before
dark. "

"Who s behind it, Lucas? " asked James.

Lucas | ooked around, as if afraid sone invisible agency m ght overhear
him Softly he said, "Someone calling hinself the Cramer. " Janmes sat
back. "Way am | not surprised? " he nuttered

THREE
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Reception Janmes waited.

A court page knocked upon the door, his youthful expression neutral as
befitted a lad of twelve stationed just outside the royal apartments. An
answering voice bid Janes enter, and he waited as two pages pushed open
the ornate wooden doors. Inside, the Prince took breakfast with his
famly, the fractious twi ns poking at one another while attenpting to
avoi d parental notice. A scolding |look fromtheir nother indicated their
failure and they went back to a pretense of nodel behavior. The little
Princess was happily singing a song of her own naking while she

pur poseful |y put spoon to a bow of hot breakfast nush.

Princess Anita snmiled at Janes as he presented hinself to the famly and
bowed. "Qur squire finally appears, " said Arutha dryly. "I trust we re
not inconveni encing you this norning? " Janes sniled back at the

Princess as he straightened, then turned to the Prince and said, "I was
dressed in a quite inappropriate fashion for a nmeal with the roya
fam |y, Highness. | amsorry to be so tardy. " Arutha indicated for

Janmes to stand at his right hand, where

54 he was expected to wait on his ruler s pleasure unless out on sone
errand or another. Janmes did so and took a noment to rest in the gl ow of
the only thing in his life that felt like famly to him

The Prince of Krondor and his squire enjoyed a relationship that was
eccentric and unique. At tines they were conrades as nuch as nmaster and
servant, while at other tinmes their bond was al nost brotherly. Yet there
was al ways this one thing between them Janes never forgot that Arutha
was his Prince and he was Arutha s | oyal servant.

"You | ook tired, observed the Prince.

"It s been a long tinme since | enjoyed the confort of a warm bed and a

good night s sleep, sir, " James replied. "Last night included. "

"Well, was it worth it? " James said, "lIn one way, very nuch. In
another, no. " G@ancing at his wife and children, Arutha | ooked at Janes
and softly said, "Do we need to speak in private? " Janmes said, "I judge
it inappropriate table conversation, if that s the answer you seek,

H ghness. " Arutha said, "Retire to ny private office and wait. | wll

join you in a few m nutes. James did as he was told and wal ked the
short distance to Arutha s private office. Inside he found it as it

al ways was, ordered and clean. He eased his fatigued body into a chair
near the Prince s witing desk and sat back

James | urched awake as Arutha entered a short while later. "Sl eeping? "
asked the Prince with anusenent as Janes cane to his feet.

"It was a very long and tiring ride honme, Highness, followed by another
ni ght without sleep. "

55 Arut ha waved Janmes back into his chair and said, "Relax a bit while
you tal k, but dont nod off again. "

"Sire,
nm ssi ng.

said James as he sat. "Three of ny informants have gone

Arut ha nodded. "From what the good sheriff tells me, we have a rash of
killings here in Krondor again, and this tinme it |ooks as if there s no
pattern. But the di sappearance of your informants tells us sonmeone knows
more about us than we do about him and doesn t want us inproving our
know edge. " Janes said, "l dont see any pattern either.
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"Not yet, " said the Prince. There was a knock at the door, and Arutha
called out, "A monent. " To Janes he said, "That would be Gardan with
his retirement docunents. "

"He is leaving, then? " asked Janes.

Arut ha nodded. "I msorry to see himgo, but he s earned his rest. He |
go honme to Crydee and spend his |ast years with his grandchildren, and
can t think of a better fate for any man. And | suspect he s correct in
his accusation that | dont |leave himnmuch to do, really. He suggests
appoi nt sonmeone with administrative talents to the post rather than a
mlitary man as long as | insist on personally supervising the arny. And
this conversation stays in this room " James nodded silently.

Pointing to the door, Arutha said, "Let Gardan in on your way out. Then
go to your room and get some sleep. You re excused fromcourt duty this
mor ni ng. You have a busy eveni ng ahead of you. "

"More scouting the city? " asked Janes.

Arutha said, "No, ny wife s arranged a honeconing ball, and you nust
attend. " Janes rolled his eyes heavenward. "Couldn t | go crawl around
in the sewers sonme nore? " Arutha | aughed. "No. You Il stand and | ook

interested as rich nmerchants inpress you with tales of their fisca
heroics, and their vapid daughters try to entice you with their margina
charns. That s a royal conmmand. " He fingered a docunent upon his desk
"And we have word of an eastern nobl e headed our way for an unexpected

visit. So we nust be ready to entertain as well. And nurder in the
streets does so take the joy out of things, don t you agree? " he added
dryly.

"Yes, Hi ghness. James opened the door and adnmitted Gardan, who nodded
a greeting. After Gardan entered the room Janes left, closing the door
behi nd him

The court was nearly enpty. In a few nonents, de Lacy and Jeronme woul d
admt nobles, nerchants, and other petitioners to the great hall. Wth a
nod of courtesy to the two nmen, Janes hurried out of another side door
and started back toward his quarters. He m ght not look forward to

anot her of Princess Anita s galas, but he did hear his bed singing a
siren call to himright now The |ast few weeks in the north, especially
al nrost a week-1ong horseback ride abetted by nystical herbs to ward off
fatigue, had taken its toll.

As he reached the corner of two halls, he found a page and instructed
the youth to awaken hi mone hour before the supper bell rang. Janes
reached his room went inside, and within mnutes was fast asleep

The nusi cians struck up a tune and Arutha turned to his wi fe and bowed.
Less formal than the royal court in Rillanon, the Prince s court in
Krondor was no | ess bound by traditions.

57 One such was that no one began dancing before the Prince and
Princess.

Arut ha was an adept dancer. That didn t surprise Janes. No one could be
as ni nbl e when wheeling a sword as the Prince of Krondor and not have a
superb sense of balance and exquisite timng. And the dances were
sinpl e. Janes had heard that the court dances in Rillanon were conpl ex,
very formal things, while here in the far nmore rustic west the court
dances were simlar to those perforned by farners and townspeopl e

t hr oughout the VWESTERN Realm just executed with a bit nore restraint
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and | ess noi se.

James wat ched Arutha and Anita nod as one to the nusic nmaster. He held
up his bow and nodded to his nusicians, a collection of stringed
instruments, a pair of percussionists, and three nen playing flutes of
various sizes. A sprightly tune was struck up and Anita stepped away
from Arutha, while holding his hand, and executed a twirling turn, which
caused her ornate gown to flare out. She ducked skillfully under his
arm and Janes thought it was a good thing those silly large white hats
the |l adies wore this season were consi dered daywear only. He consi dered
it inprobable she could have got under Arutha s arm wi thout knocking it
of f.

The t hought struck him as anusing and he smiled. Jerone, standing nearby
sai d, "Sonething funny, James? "

James's smle vanished. Vie had never |iked Jerone, that distaste going
back to their first encounter when Janes had arrived in court. After
Jeronme s first and last attenpt to bully him James had knocked down the
ol der boy, informing himpointedly that he was Prince Arutha s persona
squire and not about to be bullied by anyone. Janes had enphasi zed the
message with the point of a dagger Jeronme s own deftly picked off his
belt without Jerone noticing, and the nessage had never needed to be

r epeat ed.

Jerome had remai ned wary of James fromthat day on, though he had
occasionally tried to bully the younger squires. Since beconing de Lacy

s apprentice, and in all Iikelihood the next Mster of Cerenonies,
Jerome had outgrown his bullying behavior, and a polite truce had arisen
bet ween hi nsel f and James. James still considered hima fussy prig, but

judged him far |ess obnoxious than he had been as a boy. And at tinmes he
was even useful

James said, "Just an odd thought about fashion. Jerone let a slight
smle showitself before turning sonber once nore. He did not pursue the
remark, but his slight change of expression indicated he appreciated
Janes s observation.

The court was at its lavish best, with every guest adorned in the height
of Krondorian fashion. Janes found these annual shifts in taste odd and

occasional ly ridicul ous, but bore up under themstoically. This year the
guards unifornms had been changed, at the Princess s request, as the old

gray tabards were now considered too dull.

The honor guard along the walls wore |ight brown tunics sonewhere

bet ween copper and gold marked with a bl ack eagl e soaring over the peak
of a nmountain. Janes wasn t sure he liked the break with tradition, but
noticed the Prince s scarlet mantle of office still bore the old crest.

Anot her group of guests arrived and filtered into the ballroom Leaning
toward Jerone, Janes quietly asked, "The usual guests? " Jeronme nodded
"Local nobles, rich merchants, a few soldiers of rank who have earned
our Prince s favor. "

"Any Keshians? " asked Janes.

59 "A few, " said Jerone. "Traders. He gl anced over at Janes and
asked, "Or did you have some particul ar Keshians in mnd? " James shook
his head a little as the dance came to a close. "No, but I wish I did.
If Jerome was curious about the remark, he didn t showit. James had
come to admire his reticence, as a great deal of a Master of Cerempny s
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time was spend dealing with idiots, many of them powerful and rich. The
ability not to hear things convincingly was a skill Janes felt he | acked
and needed to cultivate.

A bit of a bustle at the far end of the hall began as the first dance
ended. Arutha bowed to Anita and offered his hand, which she took, to
escort her back to the dais.

From the opposite end of the hall cane the boom ng crack of de Lacy s
staff of office striking the floor heralding the arrival of someone of

note. De Lacy s old, but still strong, voice carried the hall, as he
i ntoned, "Your Hi ghnesses, Lord Radswi|, Duke of O asko!" Janmes said,
"Radswi | of O asko? " Jerone whi spered, "Pronounced Rads-vil, you

i gnoramus. One of the Eastern Kingdons a duchy, actually. Looking with
nmock di sdain at James he said, "Study the map, ny friend. The nan s the
younger brother of the Grand Duke Vaclav, and uncle to the Prince of
Aranor. " Dropping his voice even |ower, Jerone said, "Wich neans he s
a cousin to the King of Roldem " A stir spread through the room as
those who had occupi ed the dance floor parted to allow a |arge nan and
his retinue to cross to where Arutha and Anita were just sitting down.
Janes studied the man and didn t |ike what he saw.

The duke was a bruiser, Janes could tell, despite his fine

60 raiment. A large velvet hat of dark maroon, |ooking |ike an oversized
beret, dropped off to one shoulder, a large silver brooch with a | ong
white feather sweeping back fromit. H's black jacket was tailored to
fit snugly, and Janes could see the massive shoul ders were not padded,
but nerely reinforced his inpression that Lord Radswil could easily hold
his own in the rougher inns of the city. Black |eggings and stockings
finished the ensenble, all of the finest nake. The sword at his side was
a rapier, much like the one Arutha wore, often used and a serious
weapon. The only difference was that Radswil s had a

sil ver - and- gol d- decor at ed bel | guard

At his left hand wal ked a young girl, perhaps fifteen or sixteen,
wearing a dress to rival the Princess s, though cut as daringly | ow as
nodesty permitted. James studi ed her face. She was pretty in a predatory
way, with the eyes of a hunter. For a brief nonent he gave thanks that
Lockl ear was gone fromthe court. Since they were boys, Janes had joked
that girls would get Locklear killed sone day, and this one | ooked about
as dangerous as any Janes had seen, despite her youth.

Then James felt eyes upon him and gl anced across. At Radswil s right
hand wal ked two young nen, about Janes s own age fromwhat he could
tell. The one closest to the duke | ooked |ike a younger version of
Radswi | , heavy set, powerful of stature and full of confidence. The one
farthest fromthe duke bore enough of a resenblance to be a younger
brother, but he was | eaner and his eyes had a nenacing cast as he fixed
t hem upon Janes. He was studying Janes as Janmes had been studying the
party, and intuitively Janes knew what that young man was doi ng; he was
pi cking out potential enemies in court. James felt a chill run down his
back as the duke bowed before Arutha

61 Jerone, now acting the part of his office as assistant to the Master
of Cerenoni es, stepped forward and said, "Your Hi ghnesses, may | present
Radswi |, Lord Steznichia, Duke of O asko. " Arutha said, 'Wlcone to our
court, my lord. Your arrival catches us somewhat unprepared. W thought
you would arrive later in the week. " The duke bowed. "Apol ogies, Your
Hi ghness, " he said in a deep voice, his speech only slightly accented.
"W caught favorable wi nds from Opardum and arrived in Sal ador a week
before we were schedul ed. Rather than |inger, we pressed on
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I trust we have caused Your Hi ghnesses no undue inconveni ence? " Arutha
shook his head. "Not at all. W just lack a fitting wel come, that is
all. " The duke sniled and Janmes felt no warnth fromthat expression
The man was polished and his education was obvi ous, but at heart there
was that braw er Janes had recogni zed at once. "I msorry, H ghness,
assuned the gala tonight was to welcome us. " Anita s face froze for a
monent, then the duke turned to her and said, "H ghness, | jest. The
matter is one of scant inportance. W call only out of courtesy to your
of fice and your husband s. W are bound for the Keshian port of Durbin.
Fromthere we will venture into the Troll hone Muntains, where we
understand the hunting is both plentiful and exotic. Any small gesture
of hospitality on your part is a boon beyond our expectation. " Janes
saw Jerome go slightly rigid. The fussy ex-squire was a stickler for
protocol and the duke had managed to brush asi de an apol ogy from Arut ha
and return an insult, w thout nmaking

62 it obvious. This nan obviously felt no tinorousness being in the
presence of a Prince.

Anita had been court bred and knew the intricacies of court manners. She
knew t hat anything she said in response to the slight would only worsen
her situation socially. She nerely inclined her head and said, "I

suspect the subtleties of the east are | ost upon us here in the west.
Woul d you present your conpanions? " The duke bowed and turned to the
younger of the two nmen. "Your Hi ghness, nmay | present my nephew, His

H ghness, Viadic, son of my brother the Archduke, heir to the throne and
Crown Prince of O asko, Prince of the House of Roldem by blood. " On cue
the young man stepped forward and bowed in greeting to the Prince and
Princess of Krondor. Then the duke said, "And this is Kazanmr, ny son
and heir to ny house, also Prince of the House of Roldem by blood. " The
ot her son bowed effortlessly, with exactly the proper deference for one
of his rank before Prince Arutha. Snoothly, the duke turned and said,
"And this is ny daughter, Paulina, Princess of the House of Rol dem by

bl ood. " Arutha nodded greeting. "You are all welcone in Krondor. " He
made a small gesture to Jerone, who hurried off to ready guest
apartnments for the duke and his entourage. Janmes was again forced to
concede that Jerone was good at what he did. He had no doubt the roons
woul d be aired, with wine and other refreshnments on hand, and a squad of
pages ready to do the duke s bidding.

Arutha said, 'We are celebrating a safe return fromtroubles to the

north. You are npst welcone to remain for the gala. " The duke sm | ed.
"My thanks. Fromthe reports and gossip we heard al ong the way from
Sal ador to Krondor, | suspect the

63 troubles were not trivial. A gala is nost appropriate to celebrate a
Prince s safe return.

"I amtired fromthe journey, however, and will beg your forgiveness and
retire. The children, perhaps, mnight enjoy sonme nusic and revelry after
our long journey. " Janes realized this was not an option, but an
instruction. The two youngsters turned to their father and bowed, while
the Crown Prince nerely | ooked on for a nonent, then inclined his head.
Radswi | bowed to the Prince and withdrew before Arutha had tinme to do
nmore than wave agreenent. Master de Lacy intercepted the duke and his
retainers at the door and escorted themto the guest quarters.

Arutha turned to Janes and said, "Squire James, would you pl ease see
that our guests are refreshed? " James bowed and stepped down the dais
and presented hinmself to the duke s children with a courtly bow. Keenly
aware the introduction of the three youngsters reveal ed the O askans
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formality in matters of rank, Janes said, "Prince Viadic, Princess,
Prince, may | offer you refreshnents? " Vladic studied James a noment,
his dark eyes narrowi ng slightly, then he nodded.

Wth as deft a novenent as Janes had seen, he found hinmself with the
Princess Paulina s armthrough his, before he had even had the chance to
offer his hand, a far nore courteous gesture. The famliarity al npst
caught him off guard. "Tell me, squire, " said Paulina, as they noved
toward the | arge table where refreshments were offered, "how do you cone
to serve the Prince, personally? " Janes was struck by two things at
once. There was sonet hing about her, a scent, perhaps an exotic perfune,
that caused his blood to race. He suddenly experienced a fierce desire.
And

64 that in turn caused what Janes had |ong called his "bunp of trouble"
to start bothering him Paulina was a pretty enough girl many woul d even
say beautiful and easily one of the nobst attractive at the gala, but
James was long used to the wiles of wonen and she was not so
extraordinarily attractive that he should find hinself being so
irresistibly drawmn to her

He glared at the two young nmen, saw what he took to be a slight sense of
amusenment in Kazamir s expression, and a mask of neutrality in Vladic.

Forcing his attention back to her question, he replied, "I was granted
my office for service to the crown. " Ever so slightly she drew away.
"Ch? " she said. If a single world could convey vol umes of neaning, hers
di d.

Janmes smled his nost charmng smle and said, "Yes. You wouldn t know,
of course, being fromso distant a | and. Before coming to the Prince s
service, | was a thief. " It took a nmassive application of will power on
the Princess s part not to push herself away from Janes. Her frozen
smle | ooked al nost painful as she said, "Really? " while behind her,
Kazam r suppressed a | augh. Even Vladic betrayed a slight upturn of his
mout h, the hint of a smle.

Just then Janmes spied WIliam who had been stationed by the table of
refreshnents, and said, "Allow nme to introduce soneone to you,
H ghnesses. " He signaled for the young cadet to approach and when

WIlliamdid, Janmes said, "Highnesses, | have the honor of presenting
W1 liam condom son of the duke of Stardock and cousin to our Prince. He
s about to be commissioned Knight-Lieutenant in the Prince s arny. " He

qui ckly named hi s conpanions in order of rank

Instantly the Princess s manner changed once nore and again she was the
vi vaci ous charnmer. WIlliams col or rose and

65 now Janes was convinced there was sonething nore to this Princess
than her nore obvi ous physical gifts. "Perhaps the cadet could show ne
sone of the palace, while you entertain ny brother and cousin, Squire
Janmes? " Janes gl anced at Swordmaster McWrth, who stood near the dais
and with a nod of his head comunicated the need for Wlliamto act as
host to the visiting nobility. The old swordnaster s expression turned
slightly sour, but he nodded and James said, "WIlliam | msure the
Princess would love to see the tapestry gallery and Princess Anita s
gardens. " As smpoothly as an eel slipping through water, the Princess
di sengaged herself fromJanes s arm and attached herself to WIIiam
"And what shall | call you, young knight? " asked the Princess.

"WIIl, Your Highness. My friends call ne WIl. " As Wlliamled the
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Princess off toward the tapestry hall, Janmes indicated the food and wi ne
to Prince Viadic, then Prince Kazamir. The Crown Prince took a goblet of
wi ne and sipped it. "Very good, " he said. "Darkmoor? " Janes nodded. "I
beli eve so. Mst of our best wines cone fromthere. "

"You re not having any? " Janmes snmiled. "I mon duty. Kazam r nodded.
"l understand. By the way, you handl ed that very deftly. Not nany young
men woul d give up ny sister s conpany so easily. "

"I can well believe it, sai d James. "There s sonething about her..

VI adi ¢ studied James a nonent, again appraising him and Janes coul d not
hel p but feel again that he was being sized up as a possi bl e opponent.
VI adic said, "You re perceptive, squire.

66 My cousin has a need to be adnired by a great nany nen. She enpl oys
addi ti onal suppl enents to augnent her natural appeal. "

"Ah, " said Janmes. "Magic. A charmor a potion? "

"Her left hand. A ring purchased froma worman who dabbles in such

trinkets in our honeland. | fear this need for nmale attention that
drives Paulina will eventually create difficulties for her future
husband. "

"Then she should either marry a nman with great skills as a swordsman, or
one with great patience. " Viadic nodded, as he slipped his wi ne. He
then took a small slice of nelon froma platter and nibbled at it, his
expression every so slightly indicating satisfaction with the fruit.
"The court here in the west is a refreshing change fromsone of the

envi ronments we ve di scovered east of Salador. " James nodded. "l have
no doubt. West of Malac s Cross things are very different. | ve not
spent nmuch tinme in the east, but it is ..

"More civilized? " provided Kazamr.

James smled. "I was about to say older, but if you prefer civilized, |
Il concede the point. " Mladic smled, and for the first tine since they
met Janmes sensed the young man was letting his guard down a tiny bit.
"Well, it s a function of perspective, | warrant. Qur nations are very
old, while this Western Realmis relatively young. In O asko, we haven t
seen an elf or goblin in centuries. There are six other states of sone
size between the far northern | ands and O asko. "

"El ves are interesting,
to last me a lifetine.

replied James. "And | ve seen enough goblins

67 "I hear they re not terribly bright, but that they nake good hunti ng,
" ventured Kazamr.

"Well, if you re interested in hunting sonmething that carries a sword or
bow, | guess. " James shrugged. "I mcity bred and have little
experience with hunting. | don t understand the appeal of the sport.

"I't livens up an otherwise dull life, " said VI adic.

James grinned. "I ve never found life to be dull, so | suppose that s
why. "

"You re a lucky man, then, " said Kazamr. "W have our wars, often
enough, but other than that, there s little to occupy a nman who craves
excitenent. " Vladic said, "My cousin is |like nost of our nobles, and
seeks glory in overt fashion. But the skills of arms, the sword and bow,
the chal l enge of the hunt, those are secondary in inportance to that. "
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He pointed to where Arutha was |istening to sonething bei ng whispered
into his ear by one of the local nobles. "He seeks office, or a suitable
husband for a daughter or an ally agai nst an enemny, or sonething from
your monarch. Intrigue is a way of life in my father s court. " Janes

| aughed. "That s Squire Randol ph of Silverstown. | think he s trying to
convince the Prince to get one of his pesky neighbors to nove his cattle
off Silverstown s neadows. " Kazamir barked a rough sounding |augh. "A
very small intrigue, then, cousin. " Vladic |ooked slightly nettled to
be nocked so, but said nothing.

"Are you staying long in Krondor? " asked Janes.

Kazam r shrugged. "Father has planned this as a tour of the west, so
expect we ||l stay a few days before noving on. He wishes to hunt the
Trol | homes, where it is runored

68 great boars reside, as well as wild trolls and even, if true,
dragons. " Janes could barely contain his anusenent. "Having spied a
dragon mnysel f, may | suggest that only a nmadman woul d go | ooking for
one? " Kazamir s expression darkened. "A madman? " Janes quickly spread
hi s hands in an apol ogetic gesture. "A jest, and obviously a poor one.
It is just that dragons are everything you ve heard of and nore. If you
hunt one, take an arny with you. " Kazanir s expression softened
slightly, but Janmes couldn t be certain the offense had been mitigated.
He continued, "Even trolls are to be avoi ded unl ess you absol utely nust
face one. The lowand trolls nay be barely nore than wild animals, but
they are nore dangerous than any lion or bear you night hunt, for they
are nore cunning, and they hunt in groups of two or nore. Their nountain
ki n have | anguage and use weapons. You go hunting them be assured they
Il be hunting you right back. "

"Interesting, " was all that Viadic said. Then he added, "How is the
hunting in this region? " 'Yes, " said Kazamir w th sudden interest.

"Li ons, perhaps? " James shrugged. "If you go north, up into the
foothills of the Calastius Muntains, you |l find a good popul ati on of
game. Coser to the King s Hghway it s scarce, but once you get high
into the hills there s anple deer, elk, bear, and big | eopards.
Qccasionally a wvern comes down fromthe northern nountains and that s
as much dragon as | d be willing to face. "

"If we stay for nore than a few days, would you be able to arrange a
trip into those nountains? " asked W adi c.

69 Janes nodded. "I Il speak to the housecarl; he can arrange with the
hunt mast er and swordmaster to provi de gui des and nen-at-arns. You could
travel out for a day and reach sone very rough terrain, where gane is
still plentiful. " Vladic | ooked pleased, as did his cousin. "Good. |
will speak with ny uncle tonorrow and, depending on his plans, perhaps
will prevail upon himto depart the day after on such a journey. "
Kazamr s smle broadened a bit. "I suspect, however, you d better also
contrive sonme distraction for ny sister while we re gone

James s frown brought forth a |laugh from Kazanir. The squire said, "I
think I will prevail upon Princess Anita to fashion that distraction. I
suspect nost of the young nmen in the court m ght be faced with some
difficulties given the duty to attend your sister. "

"Yet you felt no difficulty in turning her over to that young cadet,
observed Kazamr in a guarded tone.

James | eaned over and | owered his voice in a conspiratorial fashion
"Young WII lacks ... experience. No matter how attractive your sister,
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she woul d have to initiate anything . beyond an awkward flirtation, |
think. And if | many judge of such things, | doubt she will. " Kazamr
sl apped Janes on the shoul der and | aughed. ' You may be rural, Janes, but
your grasp of certain subtleties is not. Yes, ny sister is out seeking a
wel | - connect ed husband. She will not |essen her chances of such by any
idle dalliance. Her husband will expect her unsullied on their wedding
night, and she will be. But she will nmake sone young nmen very unhappy
until that time cones.

G ven James s background, his view of such issues was far

70 less critical; he had known too many wonmen while a boy, and as a man
who enjoyed the pl easures of the bed, to think nuch of the notion that
men had di fferent standards fromwonen. Still, he had net enough nen,
nobl e and common, who felt differently that he appreciated the

preval ence of that attitude

"G ven her use of... enhancenents to her charns, doesn t this nake
things difficult back hone? "

"Most nen in Oasko are terrified of her father, " said Vladic, putting
down his now enpty goblet of wine and refusing a refill by one of the
servants. "In ny honel and few would dare his wath. " Janes shrugged and

nodded his head in agreenment. "Seenms a wise course were | a citizen of
your nation; the duke appears a nost formn dable man

Kazamir s smle vanished. "As all would do well to note, Janes. Janes
was certain that remark was nore directed at Viadic than at hinself.
Then Kazanmir s smile returned. "Still, it is tenpting for nen of ny
nation to pursue a prize like ny sister. " Janmes blinked in confusion
"Prize? "

"As | ve nmentioned, we are adventuresone, in O asko. Hunting women ranks
as high as hunting cave bears. "

"An interesting way to put it, " said Janes as neutrally as possible. "I
think ny friend Locklear would fit right in. "

"He pursues wonen? "

"I ncessantly, sai d Janes.

"Then | woul d suggest he be a well-practiced swordsman, of fered

VI adi c.

"That he is, but why? " Kazamr answered. "Because in nmy honel and a
young nman i s expected to have as many wonen as he nmight, while it is

7 also his duty to defend the honor of his sister with his blade should
anot her man offend her. " Janes grinned. "So you have a lot of duels in
O asko. " Vladic returned the grin with a nod. "Constantly. " Janes
said, "Fortunately, my friend Locklear is on his way north to serve

al ong the border for quite sonme tinme. We will be spared the spectacle of
you having to skewer himearly one chilly norning. | prefer to sleep in,
gi ven the chance. "

"As do |I," said the Crowmn Prince. "Gven the length of the journey " he
gl anced around the room" and the unlikelihood that | have tine unti
the end of the gala to nmeet a receptive wonman of rank, | think |I shal
retire. " Kazamr glanced around the room and then said, "I concur.

think a warm bed is nore wel come than drink and dalliance tonight.
Instantly James notioned for a page and when the youth approached, he
instructed himto escort Princes Vladic and Kazamir to the guest

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ray...%20E.%20Feist%20-%20Return%20to%20Krondor.txt (38 of 194) [10/16/2004 4:50:06 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/Raymond%20E. %20Fei st%20-%20Return%20t0%20K rondor .txt
apartnments. He bid them both good night and then returned to the dais.

The nusi ci ans pl ayed on. As soon as he was again at Arutha s side, Janes
heard the Prince s voice under the nmusic. "Wat do you think about this
visit? " Janes spoke in tones just |oud enough for the Prince to hear.

"I think it s odd. On the surface, it appears that the duke is |ooking
for a suitable marriage of state for his daughter while indul ging

hi nsel f in sone local hunting. "

"On the surface, " repeated Arutha, his gaze still on the dancers.

"As there are few sons of suitable rank in this part of the Ki ngdom
wel |, none over the age often, anyway that reason barely holds up under
scrutiny. "

72 "\What ot her reason do you i magi ne? "

"Well, the son says they want to hunt dragons and trolls out in the
Trol Il home, but | find that a bit difficult to fathom W fought trolls
near Rommey just a few weeks ago, and | msure we |eft enough of them
behind to entertain the duke and his conpanions for a lifetinme. As for
hunti ng dragons, even the dwarves don t go | ooking for them They wait
until they show up, then turn the entire community out to fight them
No, the duke nay be crazy enough to really want to hunt dragons and
trolls, but that s not his reason for comng west. | suspect the rea
reason for this journey will be found in Durbin. "

"What could he want in Durbin? There are twenty major Keshian ports he
could reach in the east. " Janes shrugged. "If we knew what it was he

was seeking in Durbin, we would know why he s Iying. " Arutha gl anced

over at James. "You suspect sonething. " He turned his attention back

toward the dance fl oor.

James nodded. "But nothing | can give voice to. Just a vague sense that
this all ties together, these murders, the di sappearance of citizens,
the arrival of this outland noble. "

"If you discover the whole of the parts, let nme know. Janmes said, "You

Il be the first. "

"Did you sleep? "

"Earlier? Yes, sai d James, know ng what was comi ng next.

Arut ha said, "Good, then you know what to do. " Janes nodded, bowed to
the Prince, crossed to bowto the Princess, then renoved hinself from
the hall. As he left, he signaled for a page to follow. The young man

fell into step behind him

James hurried toward the tapestry roomand found it enpty. He quickly
moved on to the Princess s garden and found a

73 very flushed WIliam standing next to the Princess Paulina, obviously
reduced to little nore than a near babbling fool as the girl held
tightly to his arm chatting about the flowers.

"Ahem " said Janes.

The relief on Wlliams face was abundantly clear as Janmes bowed to the
Princess. "H ghness, this page will escort you to your quarters. Your
father and brother have turned in for the night. "

"But it s early, said the girl with a pout.
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"If you prefer, he |l escort you back to the gala. But Cadet WIlliams
presence is required el sewhere. " She seened about to object, but Janes
said, "By the Prince s orders. She frowned, then forced herself to
smle as she turned and said to WIlliam "Thank you for being my guide.
It is a pity things ended prematurely. Perhaps we Il have tine to
continue |ater during our visit? "

"M m | ady, Wl liamstuttered.

Janmes was seized by a rush of desire as the girl passed close to him
whil e he bowed. As she retreated, the feeling faded.

James turned to find WIIliamblinking, obviously confused, and asked,

"Are you all right, Wlly? "

"I don t know, he replied, still blinking. "Wile we were together,
I don t know how to explain what | felt. But now that she s gone ..

"Magic, " said Janes.
"Magic? "

"She enpl oys magi c, according to her brother,
her charns. "

sai d Janmes. "To heighten

"I find that difficult to believe, " said WIIliam

"What an odd thing for soneone raised on an island of magicians to say,
" observed Janes as WIIiam blushed. "Believe

74 it. " He put his hand on the young soldier s arm "I ve got to take
care of sone business for Arutha, and you |l ook |ike you could use a
drink. "

"I think | could, " said Wlliam "but | have to return to the Cadets
Quarters. "

"Not if you cone with ne, sai d Janes.

"How does Arutha s business involve nme getting an ale? " Janes grinned.
"l have to poke around a few places, and the cover story of being out
with a friend junping fromtavern to inn is just the thing. " Sighing in
resignation and trying hard not to i magi ne Swordmaster McWrth s
reaction to whatever plan Janes had in mnd, Wlliamfell in beside his
friend and they | eft the garden.

FOUR

Surprises WIlliamkept his eyes forward.

He knew his every novenent was being closely scrutinized by Swordnaster
MW rth. The old sol dier had always paid slightly nore attention to
WIlliams progress over the |last year than with the other cadets, but
with his conmission set for the end of this week, it seenmed lately that
every single gesture and word was bei ng eval uat ed.

Wlliamtried to attribute it to his having been an exceptional student,
per haps the best swordsman with the | ong two-handed sword in the
garrison, as well as a proficient student of tactics and strategy. He

al so considered that his odd situation of being a royal cousin by
adoption m ght have contributed to his being a "special project” of the
swordmaster s. But no matter how he tried to please the old teacher
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these | ast few days, there was al ways sonething lacking in his efforts.
Either a thrust was a hair s breadth too | ow during sword practice, or
his decision to reinforce a position in field training was a bit
premature. WIliamwondered briefly if the swordmaster had sonething
agai nst him personally, but then pushed aside the thought as McWrth
came to stand before him In a friendly tone, the old soldier said,
"Late night, cadet? "

76 Wlliamstill felt sand in his eyes fromtoo little sleep, but he
tried to will aside any shred of fatigue that clung to his bones. "Sir!
Late enough, swordnaster!" he said as briskly as he coul d.

"Tired, cadet? "
"No, swordmaster!"

"Good, " said McWrth, raising his voice so that the conpany of cadets
could hear him "because today we re going on an exercise. Sone very bad
men have surrounded the village of Tratadon and we nust ride very fast
and rescue the daughters of Tratadon fromthe clutches of these evi
men. " Again, he |ooked at WIliam and added, "O course these
particul ar bad nen are garrison regulars who would | ove to enbarrass a
bunch of fuzzy-cheeked cadets, so just make sure they re di sappoi nted.
As one, the cadets shouted, "Yes, swordmaster!"

"Swords and saddles in fifteen mnutes!" cried the swordnaster

Wlliamwas off at a run with his conpani ons and stole a quick glance up
to the pal ace wing where he suspected his friend Janmes was stil

sl eeping. He was on the verge of a silent curse when he renenbered that
Janmes hadn t forced himto stay at the Rainbow Parrot, and that the
girl, Talia, was very attractive. He really liked the way she sniled at
hi m

The thought was fleeting; for once he reached the arnmory to collect his
armor and weapons, he got too busy to think of anything but the com ng
exer ci se.

James gl anced down at the courtyard where the cadets were scurrying
toward the arnory to be fitted out for the day s exercise. He had forced
hinself to remain awake whil e reading the day s schedul e and knew t hat
WIlliamand the others had a grueling day ahead of them Tratadon was a
ten-hour forced

77 march and the squad sent out to play the part of bandits the night
before would be well and firmy dug in. MWrth was maki ng sure his |ads
knew exactly the sort of trouble they were nost likely to encounter in
their work.

"Squire? " came a soft voice, gently preventing Janes s reverie from
slipping into a fatigued doze. 'Yes? " James replied to the young page,
forcing hinmself to wakeful ness.

"H's Highness waits in his private office. James nodded, forcing aside
the warm fatigue that made himfeel |ike sleeping every tine he stopped
movi ng. As they reached the side door to Arutha s office, another page
opened the door so that Janes could march in without slow ng his pace.

Arutha sat at his desk. He indicated two nmugs and a | arge pot and said,
"Pl ease. " Janmes poured and was greeted by the aroma of dark, Keshian
coffee. As he added a single spoonful of honey to the Prince s nug, he
said, "To think | couldn t stand coffee a few years ago. Now | wonder
how one gets through the nmorning without it. " Arutha nodded as he took
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the offered nmug. "Or chocha. " Janes shrugged at nmention of the Tsuran
nmor ni ng beverage. "Never developed a taste for it. Too bitter and spicy.
" Arutha waved Janes to a chair and said, "I ve got court in fifteen

m nutes, but you re not attending today. | need you to do two things,
one trivial, one not so.

James nodded but said not hi ng.

Arut ha continued. "Duke Radswil and his famly wish to hunt. You will
instruct our huntmaster to ready a party to acconpany the Prince of
O asko to the mountains for a day s hunting the day after tonorrow

78 "That s the trivial, " suggested Janes.

Arut ha nodded. "Find your mssing agents if possible, and see if you can
di scover the source of all this mayhemin our city. That will involve a
rat her delicate sort of diplomacy on your part, for you nust first begin
at the city jail with a social call on Sheriff Mans. "

"Now do | get to find out why he was waiting for us when we got back to
Krondor? " Arutha regarded his young friend with an appraising | ook

"You haven t ferreted out that gossip by now? " Janmes stifled a yawn. "I
ve been too busy. " Arutha drained his nug and stood. James stood as
well. "We have some problens between the City Watch and the sheriffs
men. The sheriff was here conplaining in part about Guard Captain Guruth
s soldiers, especially the squad over in the poor quarter. "

"Ah, " said Janes. "A jurisdictional dispute.

"Something like that. Traditionally the Gty Guard concerns itself wth
keepi ng the security of the city, while the constables of the sheriffs
office are nore concerned with crinmes, but lately the two have been
clashing over trivial issues. There s always been a little rivalry, but
now it s getting out of hand. "

"VWhat would you like me to do, Hi ghness? " As Arutha noved toward the
door opening into the great hall, he said, "I want it stopped before it
turns into open braw ing between constabl es and guardsnmen. See if you
can devise a way in which both sides turn their attention to the murders
in Krondor and stop this wangling. " Arutha left his private office for
mor ni ng court, and James standing al one.

James lingered for a nonent, savoring the last gulp of warmcoffee, then
turned and headed for the outside hallway. He

79 had a lot to do, and as usual, not nuch tine in which to do it.

Krondor early in the norning was James s favorite place and tinme. As he
|l eft the pal ace he was once nore struck by the vibrancy of the Prince s
city. The sun had risen in the east an hour earlier and already the city
was teeming with activity. Wagons were rolling toward the gates to neet
arriving or departing caravans, or toward the docks to pick up cargo
delivered by ships in the harbor. The stream of workmen al ready about
their jobs was increased by nmerchants on their way to open shops,
custoners headi ng toward t hose shops, and a thousand other citizens and
visitors.

A breeze off the harbor carried the salt tang of the ocean and Janes

breat hed deeply, feeling revived. By noon the day s warnth woul d revea
every decaying fruit rind, neat scrap, discarded bone, and | ess savory
by- product of human occupation. James had been city born and bred, and
the stench of a warm day near the tanneries and dyers, or the pungency
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of the cattle pens and poultry yards, was taken for granted, fading into
t he background so that it went npstly unnoticed. But the absence of such
stench was certainly appreciated.

He took another deep breath in gratitude as an ox cart trundl ed past,
and at that nonent, one of the oxen displayed his kind s tendency for
flatulence, relieving hinself with an heroic di scharge. Janes s nose
wrinkl ed and he hurried away fromthe spot, knowi ng that the gods sense
of hunmor was nean-spirited, and denonstrated thousands of tinmes a day in
m nor human m sery and i nconveni ence. Had it happened to soneone el se,
he woul d judge the monent highly comic.

James hurried through the Royal Market, which wasn t truly

80 a royal venue, but naned such because it was the market closest to
the pal ace. The hawkers already had their wares on di splay and shoppers
were making their way around the stalls, inspecting the goods offered
for sale.

He nmoved down High Street, avoiding the jamof wagons and carts at
several intersections. Idly he thought that one good use of the
constabl es would be to stand at the intersections sorting out the
traffic ness in the norning. By nidday things would have died down a
bit, but right now there were at |east half a dozen fights brew ng as
teansters, farmers, and delivery nmen all shouted insults at each other.

James ducked through the heavy press of citizens and travelers and
reached the next corner to find that a fight had erupted. Two wagons had
obvi ously becone tangl ed when a cart had overturned, causing a horse to
shy, back up, then flip over its wagon. Two city constables were
hurrying across and just as Janes reached the scene, soneone shoved him
asi de shouting, "Make way!" Janes staggered into a young wonan who was
carrying a basket of grain, which was dunped in the street when she

fell. She shrieked angry demands for repaynent. He obliged with a
muttered apol ogy, and turned to defend hinself fromthe next stupid
t hug.

It turned out to be Captain Guruth, commander of the City Guard. He was
a burly man with a bl ack beard, dark eyes, and a deep voice with a
natural ly threatening tone, which was used effectively as he roared,
"What is going on? " Instantly the onl ookers qui etened, but the two
conbatants continued their fisticuffs. Two guardsnen hurried past their
captain and set to with spear butts just as the constables arrived to

Il end a hand. Quickly the two struggling nmen were subdued

8r and the captain turned once, surveying the crowed. "Everyone! GCet
about your business or we Il find a place for you in the pal ace
dungeon!" Quickly the crowd di spersed and Guruth turned to Janes.
"Squire? " he said, his tone indicating he expected an expl anation for
James s presence at the scene of this altercation

Janmes was feeling set-upon, what with being shoved aside by the
guardsnen, and being addressed in that particular tone, as if he were an
intruder in the city of his birth. "I mon the Prince s business, " he
sai d, dusting hinmself off.

The captain offered a gruff |augh, deep and short, then said, "Well
then, you d best be about it, while | sort out this ness. "

"Actually, ny m ssion concerns yourself and the sheriff. If you d be so
kind as to acconpany me to his office, " said James, wal ki ng away
wi t hout seeing if the captain foll owed.
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James heard the captain issue orders for his nen to let the constables
take care of the matter and to fall in. The sound of boots on stone in
regular rhythmtold James that the captain and his nen were cl ose

behi nd. He picked up the pace slightly, ensuring that the captain and
his men woul d have to step lively to keep up with him The sheriffs

of fice was not too far fromthe scene of the altercation, near the Add
Mar ket Squar e.

The office served as the entrance into the city jail, which was bel ow
ground, a |large basenent divided by bars and doors, nmking eight cells,
two |l arge ones, and six cells used to isolate prisoners fromthe genera
jail population. At alnost any tinme of the day or night, half a dozen
drunks, petty thieves, braw ers, and other troubl emakers woul d be found
| ocked up, waiting the pleasure of the Prince s magistrate.

The two fl oors above were occupied with living quarters for

82 the deputies who did not have famlies in the city. Sheriff WIlfred
Means | ooked up froma table he used as a desk and said, "Captain,
squire, " with a polite nod of his head. "To what do | owe the pleasure?
" The expression on his face showed it was anything but a pleasure. The
conflicts between the City Watch and the City Guard had created enough
friction between the sheriff and the captain to keep things chilly

bet ween them and Means had absolutely no use for Janes.

That attitude went back to James s boyhood, when Jinmy the Hand was a
thorn in the side of the city s constables. No matter what rank Janes
achi eved, he was certain the sheriff would al ways consider hima thief
at heart, and as such, suspect.

Janes qui ckly di scarded several different approaches to reconciling the
conflict. Arutha had told himwhat to do, but left howto do it up to
Janmes. One thing about both the captain and sheriff, Janes conceded to
hi nsel f: both were honorable nmen, so he decided it was best to approach
themdirectly.

"W have a problem gentlenen, sai d Janes.

The captain and sheriff exchanged gl ances and each nade it clear to the
ot her neither knew what was conming next. "Problen? " asked the captain.

"Because you both have overl apping, but different areas of authority in
the city, each of you may |l ack certain informati on the other possesses.
But | msure you know that lately there has been an unusually high
nunber of nurders in the city. " The sheriff snorted. "The very reason
came to neet the Prince when he returned, squire, " he said with a note
of deri sion.

83 Janes let the tone go by. "His Highness, he said, "is concerned
that there is nore to this spate of nmurders than may at first be
apparent.

Captain GQuruth said, "That hardly seens |ikely. The body count is high,
but there seens no apparent connection. " The sheriff again let his
feelings show. "You re a soldier, Quruth. Your lads are fine in a
donnybr ook, but none of them has the knack for sniffing around and
finding out things. That s what the City Watch does best. " Janes barely
contai ned an expl osive |laugh. There were snitches in the enploy of the
City Watch, but they were often paid by the Mdckers to give fal se

i nformati on, and anyone who was truly in their pay was likely to turn up
floating in the bay.
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James said, "I do not know what Hi s Hi ghness has said to each of you
regarding his nost recent activities in confronting the Brotherhood of
the Dark Path and the N ght hawks. "

"N ght hawks!" Guruth shouted. He swore an oath, then said, "They re like
weeds in a garden. | thought we had destroyed themten years ago when we
burned down the House of WIllows!" Janes realized then sonething he had
forgotten. Guruth had been a young soldier, probably a sergeant or

| i eutenant when Arutha and Janes had |l ed a squad of soldiers that had
destroyed the N ghthawks headquarters in Krondor, the basenent bel ow one
of the finest brothels in the city. There they had found a noredhel, and
there they had witnessed the power of the dark el ves w zard-Kking,

Mur mandanus, for every N ghthawk who had been slain had risen fromthe
dead to fight anew.

Those who had struggled in the cellar bel ow the House of WIIows that
ni ght and survived woul d never forget that fight.

84 Many of those who had entered the sewers below the city to seek out
that nest had died in the flanes of that battle.

Guruth | ooked at Janes and said, "You know what | nean, squire. Janes
nodded. 'Yes, | remenber. " Sighing, James said, "But as we |earned on
the road to Arnmengar, and again at Kenting Rush, the Ni ghthawks are
nunerous and as soon as you destroy one nest, another springs up
sonewhere el se. " The sheriff said, "So we ve assassins |oose in the
city, then? " He had not been in that struggle ten years before, but he
had heard enough details to regard James and Guruth with a nodi cum of
respect.

Janmes said, "It appears likely, though no one who s reported a nurder
has specifically stated seeing a N ghthawk. "

"No surprise there, " admtted the sheriff. "They don t usually want to
be seen. Lots of folks think they use magic. "

"Not far fromthe truth, " said Janes. "At |east when they were in

| eague wi th Murnandanus they had those Bl ack Slayers with themat tines,
and they were certainly using dark powers. " The Bl ack Sl ayers had been
magi cal guards of Murnmandamus. What Janes renenbered npost about them was
that they were very difficult to kill. Janmes shrugged. "But the lot we
di sposed of over in Kenting Rush |ast nonth had no magi cians in | eague
with them fromwhat we found. And they all died |like nortal nen. '
@Quruth gave Janes a half-smle and said, "But you burned the bodies
anyway.

James returned the snmile and said, "W did, indeed. No point taking
chances. "

"VWhat does the Prince require of us? " asked the sheriff, now convinced
there were dire matters at hand.

James had no specific instructions, but now that he had the captain and
the sheriff considering a common eneny, he decided it would serve to
make peace between them "H s Hi ghness is concerned about the
possibility of these N ghthawks being agents of a foreign power. Janes
| ooked at the captain. "It would do well for you to renove your nmen from
inside the city and concentrate on the gates and step up patrols in the
nei ghboring villages and in the foul bourgh. Double the guards at the
city gates and inspect any wagon, cart or pack animal if it |ooks

suspi cious. And any man or group of nmen who can t properly identify
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thensel ves and their reason for com ng to Krondor should be held and
interrogated. " To the sheriff, he said, "Wth all the captain's nen
outside the wall, you Il have to step up your patrols inside the city.
And you need to send half a dozen nen to help the custons office inspect
cargo and passengers coming into the city by sea. " In less than a

m nute, Janes had created enough work to have every constabl e and
guardsman in the city cursing the day he was born. But Janmes knew that,
as busy as both conpanies would be, they d have little tinme to wangle
over who had jurisdiction over every altercation they encountered.

James made a nental note to stop at the Custons Ofice and let the staff
know t here were six constables comng to help theminspect cargo and
passengers. He said, "Mdre instructions will be sent to you as the
Prince sees fit. " The captain asked, "Anything el se, squire? "

"No, captain, but I do need to speak to the sheriff alone for a nonent.

"Then | Il be on ny way. | need to post a new duty roster and instruct
the guards they |l be operating outside the city for

86 the tine being.
left the office.

He gave Janes and the sheriff a casual salute, and

The sheriff | ooked at Janes expectantly. "Squire? " he asked after the
captain left.

"You nmentioned to the captain that your constables were able to sniff
around, so | mwondering: is one of your |ads particularly talented when
it comes to getting information on what s going on in the city? " Means
| eaned back, stroking a nustache that was no | onger ginger, but gray

streaked with white. His hair still had some brown in it, but it too was
mostly gray and white. Yet the sheriffs eyes showed he had | ost nothing
where it counted: he could still lay a trap for a thief and he was stil

a dangerous nman with either sword or bludgeon. Finally he said, "There s
young Jonat han. He s about as good at getting a snitch to talk as | ve

seen. " Janmes said, "No disrespect, sheriff, but can you trust hin®
H story being what it is, and all that. " The sheriff said, "No offense,
squire. | understand what you nean. " The N ght hawks had proven adept at

infiltrating the arny and even the palace in the past. "You can trust
the lad. He s my youngest son

"Well, then, " said Janes with a grin, "I guess | can. |Is he here? "
"No, he s off duty until dusk. Shall | have himcone find you at the
pal ace? "

"Pl ease. | shoul d be back before the changing of the guard at sundown.

Have himcome to the Knight-Marshal s office. If | mnot there, | Il
| eave word where he can find nme. "

"May | ask what you need one of ny constables for, squire? " Janes
grinned. "Qur past differences have kept us from

87 working together, sheriff. | intend to renedy that. Then the grin
faded. "I ve seen enough black rmurder in ny days to last a hundred
lifetimes. | d like to find out what s behind all these seem ngly random
deaths and put an end to them " The sheriff nodded and nade a
noncommttal grunt. "If you say so, squire. " Janmes bid the sheriff good
day and left. He took his tinme wandering the city, and tried to | ook

i nconspi cuous as he kept an eye out for his nissing agents. He paid a
visit to the Custonms O fice at the dock and told the senior clerk that
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hal f a dozen constables would be arriving soon to lend a hand in

i nspecting cargo and passengers. He made it clear he was |ess concerned
with the cargo than he was the passengers; smuggling, while a serious
crime, was little nore than a nui sance when conpared to nurder. The
seni or custons agent nodded absently, and Janmes was certain that he
woul d have to return in a day or two to see if the required changes had
been made. O all the things he had inmagined as a boy riches, power, and
fame he had not for an instant inagi ned the bureaucracy that cane with
such things.

James continued his tour of the city, poking around here and there,
trying discreetly to uncover the whereabouts of his agents if they stil
lived. One or two of themmight be lying | ow, he knew, but three nissing
and one murdered neant al nost certainly nost of them if not all, were
now dead. The inplications of that possibility, that someone knew who
they were, and by extension that they were working for the Prince s
squire, was a possibility he chose not to dwell on

As ni ght approached, clouds rolled in off the Bitter Sea, and Krondor
was qui ckly plunged into darkness. Feels nore |like fog

88 than rain, James thought vaguely as he hurried back toward the
pal ace. And a nasty fog at that.

If morning was his favorite tinme of the day, |ate afternoon and early
evening were his least. The streets were crowded with tired citizens and
visitors, people who had | abored all day were now hurrying to shops to
make purchases before closing time. Those inclined toward heavy drinking
were al ready swaggering loudly down the thoroughfares, and the | ess
savory popul ace of the city was now energi ng as darkness fell.

Once he had nunbered anong those now venturing out of their daytine

hi deouts, the denizens of the night who preyed on the honest and

har dwor ki ng, when they weren t preying upon one another. If he had a
wit fromthe N ghtnaster of the Mockers, none in that ragged

br ot herhood woul d trouble him and even those who were not part of the
@Quild of Thieves left himalone, as the protection of the Myckers was
not something to be brushed aside |lightly.

Now he was the Prince s nan, and while that provided himwith a
different kind of protection, he knew it shielded himnot at all wth
t hose who once counted themsel ves his brethren. James had betrayed his
oath to the Mdckers in order to warn the Prince of the N ghthawks
attenpt on his life, and in doing so he had comritted treason agai nst
the Guild. Janes was vague on the details, but sonmehow Arutha had
purchased or bartered for his life, and had taken himinto the roya
househol d. Despite that miracle, Janmes was under no illusions. Wile
still being on good terns with many i ndividual Myckers, he knew the
Quild itself had the death mark on him As a means of avoiding conflict
with the Prince, the Mdckers ignored the mark, and viewed James with
polite tolerance, no nore. He still cane

89 and went in the sewers and upon the rooftops when need be, but should
he be seen as a threat to the Mdyckers, they would exercise the death
mark in an instant.

James grew tired of trying to navigate the press of people in the
central city, and decided to take a shortcut through sonme backstreets to
the palace. If he was quick, he would reach the palace in tine to cadge
a bite to eat fromthe kitchen staff, then get to the Knight-Mrshal s
of fice before Jonathan Means arrived. The absence of any agents in the
city had Janes concerned nore than he cared to let on and if Jonathan s
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sni tches knew anyt hing, he mght be able to ferret it out using the
sheriffs son.

James ducked between two buil di ngs, through a space too narrow to be
rightly called an alley, and hurried to the next street over. Wending
his way through the press of the crowd, he reached the other side of the
street and entered a proper alley.

The buil dings on both sides were two stories tall, so it was as if he
had entered a dark crevasse. It was a long, filthy passage, but one

whi ch woul d enpty out on to a street only a block fromthe harbor. That
woul d ead himon a quick route paralleling the waterfront, and take him
to the harbor gate into the royal conpound outside the pal ace.

He turned onto Chandler Row, the nane for this section of the road that
woul d take him back to the pal ace, when he suddenly knew he was bei ng
foll owed. Someone had cone out of the alley behind him

James knew better than to | ook back, but he itched to get a glinpse of
his pursuer. He paused for a brief instant to glance into a shop w ndow
and heard his pursuer stop as well. In the distorted reflection of the
gl ass, he couldn t nake out who m ght be following him The few people
who passed by were

90 fisherfol k, net-nmenders, dock workers, and the other types one would
expect to see near the docks, and James prayed he m ght catch sigh of a
const abl e before he went too much farther

Janmes had just passed his |last opportunity to cut across to another
street. He noved quickly, then suddenly slowed his pace, listening to
whoever followed him

There were two of them he felt certain. There were enough gaps of
relative silence as they noved al ong that he could pick out his pursuers
from anongst those who passed in the other direction

Janmes spied an al e-house, The Wunded Leopard. He broke into a jogging
run, as if he was | ate neeting soneone, and headed straight for the
door.

Once inside, he blinked at the snmoke-filled room The chi mey flue hadn
t been cleaned in a while, and several of the patrons were snoki ng pipes
or tabac cigars. Janes had never developed a taste for the habit and
wonder ed how anyone di d.

He hurried to the bar and pushed hinmsel f between two sailors, who both
muttered, but noved to give himroom The one on Janes s right was a

mol e-faced fell ow whose dark eyes hinted at danger, while the one on the
left was a huge brute, easily as | arge as Kni ght-Marshal Gardan. Janes

| ooked forward. "Al e, please!" he demanded of the barkeep

The man had a face like a well-worn shoe, and the bags beneath his eyes
made himlook as if he was on the verge of sleeping on his feet. He
nodded as he filled a stoneware nug and set it on the bar before Janes.
James paid himand took a sip. It was too warmand too bitter, but he
made a pretense of drinking it.

The door opened and Janes knew at | east one of his pursuers

91 was entering. He chanced a quick glinpse of two nen, both dressed in
common workers garb, as they stood blinking in the snoky air, trying to
find Janes.
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"I did not, " Janes said loudly to the large sailor who stood on his
left.

The man turned and | ooked down atjanes and said, "Wat? " It was obvi ous
he was drunk and ill tenpered.

"I wasn t the one who said it, " Janes replied

"Said what? " asked the man, now interested.
"He said it. " Janes pointed toward the door. "Hi mand his friend.

"Said what? " demanded the drunk, nowirritated by a conversation he was
having difficulty foll ow ng.

"I didnt say you were the drunken son of a poxy Keshian whore. " The
man grabbed Janmes by the tunic and said, "Wat did you call me? "

"I didnt call you a drunken son of a poxy Keshian whore, i nsi sted
James. Pointing at the door, he said, "They did. " Wth a bellow the
sailor was off, heading right at the two men who had been foll ow ng
James. James turned to the dangerous-looking man on his right and said,
"You shoul d have heard what they said about you. " The man just grinned
and said, "If you want me to keep those two off your neck, squire, it Il
cost you.

James sighed. "You know nme? "
"l ve been around, young Jimry the Hand. "

"How nmuch? "

"For you, fifty golden sovereigns.

"For that nuch | d want you to take themon a |ong journey. How nmuch for
ten mnutes? "

92 "Ten. "

"Done, " said Janes as a shout and crash came from behind. Men were now
nmovi ng away fromthe conbatants and a chair went flying across the bar,
smashi ng several bottles behind the barkeep

Despite his sleepy appearance, the barman was spry enough to vault the
bar with one hand, a truncheon clutched tightly in the other. "W |
have none of that here!" he shout ed.

James dug ten gold coins fromhis purse and laid themon the bar. The
slight man scooped them up and pulled out a dagger, turning to face
whoever m ght cone his way.

James didn t hesitate. He took his |ead fromthe barkeep and vaulted the
bar in the other direction. He hurried to a rear door and ducked into a
storeroom Years of living in the city provided Janes with a reliable
map of Krondor in his head. He knew there would be no alley at the back,
rather a yard with a gate opening onto the harborside.

He hurried through the storage area, past a door which opened to the
kitchen, and through a door into the ale-house s rear yard. Twenty feet
away a | arge doubl e gate beckoned. Janes sprinted to it and lifted a

| arge wooden bar fromthe two iron brackets that supported it, letting
it drop near his feet. He stepped over it, pushed open the gate, and was
met by a gloved fist which struck himhard across the jaw.
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Janmes s eyes rolled up into his head as he fell to the cobbl estones.

93 FI VE
Secrets Janes stirred.

H's left tenple throbbed he nust have struck the obbles when he fell as
did the right side of his face. He tried to nove and his head pounded.
Hs wists were bound behind him and he was blindfol ded.

A deep voice said, "Ah, the lad stirs. Rough hands propped hi m upri ght
on the floor and the deep voice asked, "A drink? " Janes s voice sounded
oddly high-pitched in his own ears as he said, 'Yes, please. " Soneone
el se in the room |l aughed, saying, "Polite one, aint he? " and was
shushed into silence.

The original speaker said, "Get himsome water. James waited a nonment,
until someone pressed a water cup against his |lips. He sipped slowy,
wetting his throat and buying seconds to gather his wits. The fog in
James s head slowy lifted

"Feeling better? " asked the deep voi ce.

Janmes took a deep breath and said, 'Yes, Walter. Though you coul d have
gotten my attention in a gentler manner than smacking nme in the head.

94 The deep voice chuckled. "I told you he d tunble to this, you twts.
Let s get the blindfold off him " James blinked as his vision returned,
and he saw three nen standing over himin what could only be a basenent.
Large barrels and crates were stacked agai nst the wi ndowl ess wall, and
several large piles of goods were covered with dusty canvas. The man
with the deep voice said, "How you been, Jimy? "

"Fair enough, Walter, until about... what? An hour ago? " Walter picked
James up by the shoulders and turned him He pulled off the ties that
had restricted his hands and said, "Sorry about that, but you were
getting difficult to keep up with. "

"If you wanted to talk, Walter, there are other ways.

The man named Walter gl anced at his conpanions. "Things aren t the way
they once was, Jimy. Lots of troubles in the city. " Walter Blont was
one of the Mdckers nore effective bashers, trained by Ethan Graves. He
was normally a man of even tenper who went about his work in a
journeyman fashion, w thout anger or spite. He had a plain round face,
and a thatch of black hair now shot through with gray.

Janmes took a nonment and | ooked at Blont s conpanions. Both | ooked the
part of Quild bashers: thick necks, heavy shoulders and legs like tree
trunks. Either one would probably be able to break a nan s skull with a
bare fist. Neither man | ooked particularly bright, but James knew | ooks
coul d be deceptive. Both nen were unfanmliar to him but he was certain
that these were not the two nmen who were follow ng himwhen he went into
the al e-house. "Those weren t your nmen who were tailing me? "

"No, " said Walter. "They were so fixed on followi ng you, they didn t
notice we were following them " He grinned, his crooked yell ow teeth
maki ng hi m | ook even nore nenacing than when
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95 he didnt smile. "There are all sorts of new gangs in Krondor these
days. Bashers and strong-arns arrive every week by ship and caravan
Soneone s building up a serious arny.

James sat down on a crate and said, "Start at the beginning, Walter.
Wal ter sat down on another crate and rubbed his chin, thinking. "Mstly,
it started a few nonths ago. You heard of this bloke they call the

Crawl er? " Janmes nodded, then wi shed he hadn t as his head throbbed.

"Well, we ve been running up against his nmen on and off for nonths now
At first they were just pesky. Then things got nasty. " Walter gl anced
at his conpanions. "W re about all that s |eft of the bashers. A few

ni ghts ago, soneone broke into Mother s "

"Someone got to Mbther s without being stopped? " interrupted Janes in
amazenent .

"Took out each of the sentries as they came, hard and fast and no tine
for dawdling. Me and Josh and Henry here was out and about, and we got
junped in the sewers. W got the best of the four |lads who tried to take
us out. " He waved to the man on his left. 'josh got a dagger scraped
across his ribs for his troubles, and Henry had to sew up nmy shoul der
with a sail maker s needle and sonme thread. We found Mdther s in ruins
and have been lying | ow since then. " The man naned Henry added, "It s a
war out there, squire. The sewers are worse than any battlefield | ve
seen. "

"Sol dier? " asked Janes.

"Once, " said Henry. "Long tine back
"l ve got to stop doing that. "

Janmes nodded again, and wi nced.

96 "Sorry about the bash, but you re such a slippery lad, it was the
only way | knew to get you here, " said Walter.

James grinaced. His head was going to hurt for a while. "You could have
sent me a note. "

"Hardly; and besides, we re not traveling too nmuch by the usual routes,
what with the cut-throats and assassins haunting the sewers. "

"Assassi ns? " asked Janes. "N ght hawks? "

"Maybe. Didn t see no black outfits |ike they was wearing before, " said
Walter, "but these boys was nean and didn t play at killing. "
"They s very serious on the subject, " said Henry. Walter nodded. "W ve

dodged them because al nost no one knows of this place. It was a bit of a
ganbl e going up after you, but one of the beggar |ads who s been
smuggl i ng us food saw you out and about today and said you were com ng
this way, so we took a chance. Tinme was you could have travel ed the
entire city and have no one catch sight of you. " Janes grinned
ruefully, "I still can, but these days | have little reason to hide.
work for the Prince, renenber? "

"That s to the heart of it, then. W need help. "
"Who, the Mockers? "
"What s left of them " Walter said grimy.

"VWhat s the Upright Man propose? " James knew that Walter woul d never
presunme to speak for the Mockers without the | eader s pernission. Walter
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must be his nessenger of |ast resort.

The three men exchanged gl ances, and Walter said, "You haven t heard,
then? "

"Heard what? "
"Rurmor is the Upright Man is dead. "

97 James sat back and let out a slow breath. "That puts paid to a | ot of
things, doesnt it? " Walter shrugged. "You don t get where he did

wi t hout naking |lots of enem es. Soneone s hoisting a tankard in
celebration if it s true, that s a fact. "

"Who s running the Mockers? "

"No one, " said Walter. "We re probably all that s left of the bashers.
Maybe there are one or two other lads lying low like us. Mst of them

di ed when Mdther s was hit. They killed everyone, Jimmy. They killed the
pi ckpockets and the beggars, the whores and the street boys. "

"They nurdered the street boys? " James said in disbelief.

"I think | saw young Limmand two or three others dodgi ng down a cul vert
|ater that night but | cant be sure it was them | didn t investigate
because they was on the run fromhalf a dozen nen. Maybe they got away,
but anyone who wasn t fast enough to dodge out of there, or |ucky enough
to have been sonmewhere el se when they hit, was killed. Wrd spread fast
and those that could got out of the city or went to ground. " Henry
added, "These weren t dock-brawlers did this, squire, or even bashers
|ike us. These were killers, who didn t even give you a nonent to think
or speak or ask what was what. They were cutting throats and dropping
everyone nen, wonen, children on one side of the building before those
on the other side even knew there was a fight. It s been a fair couple
of nights of hunt or be hunted in the sewers, | can tell you. W ve been
hi di ng here since then. " Janes glanced around. "This is the snugglers
hi deout ? "

"You ve been here before? " asked Walter

"A couple of times, when we were working with Trevor Hull and his gang.
Back when Bas-Tyra was regent. "

98 "I remenber, " said Walter. "Even npbst of the Mockers don t know how
to find it, and since the spot above where the old mll burned down s
been paved over with that newroad, it s inpossible to find from above.

"Anything in those crates to eat? "

"If thereis, it s long since turned, answered the man naned Josh

"This place hasn t been used since Hull turned Prince s nan and started
sailing for the Crown. " Janes | ooked around. "How many others do you
think know of this place? " Walter shrugged. "Not nmany. Assum ng any of
themlived after the raid. Hull s nen did nost of the slippin in and
out, and just a few of us in the bashers. "

"Then let s keep this our little secret. " Janes stood and his knees
wobbl ed. Putting his hand on the wall, he steadied hinself and said,
"What of the clock? "

"An hour after sundown, or thereabouts, answered Henry. "Damn, sai d
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Janmes. "I have to get back to the palace, and you ve put nme tw ce the
di stance | was when | started. "

"Best get up to the watch station two streets over, and get some guards
to go back with you to the pal ace. "

"That will take too long, " said Janes. "Besides, | know a way that will
get ne within a block of the palace w thout anyone seeing ne. " Walter
smled, for the first tinme. "Well, there was always that about you, wasn

t there? You could find ways around no one el se could. That s why you
were always able to take those extra little jobs without the N ghtmaster
s wit. " James returned the snmle. "Me, work w thout perm ssion from
the Nightmaster? " he said with nock gravity. "Wat,

99 and risk you and your lads finding ne and roughing ne up? | would
never do that. "

"Well, it s good to see you ve kept your hunor, said Henry, as he
| ooked fromJosh to Walter. Then he | ooked at Janes. "VWhat are we to do?

"Stay here. | |l try to be back before the norning with sone food and
drink for you. "

"Why woul d you do that? " asked Josh

"Because you asked,
for ne. "

answered Janes. "And, as of now, you re working

"But our oath to the Mockers began Josh

isonly valid if there are Mockers, finished Janmes. He started

wal king to the wall farthest fromthe sewer entrance. "If, by sone
mracle of fate, the Upright Man returns, you |l not be bound by ne. |
know what it is to break oath with him Few survive. But if he doesn t
turn up, well, | ve got sonething you can do to earn your keep and stay
on the good side of the law "

"CGood side of the |law? " asked Josh.

"Fancy that, remar ked Henry.

Janmes pointed his finger at each man in turn. "You need all the friends
you can get, and right now | nay be the only one you have. " Walter
nodded once. "You ve got the right of that, Jimmny. "

"It s Squire James, from now on.

"Yes, squire. | see, answered Walter

James felt along the wall until he found what he was | ooking for. He
tripped a latch and a door, fashioned to |ook |ike a random cluster of
stones in the wall, creaked open

"I didnt know that was there!" said Walter.

"Few do, James replied. As he was about to enter, he added, 100 "Look,
if I mnot back in a couple of days, assune the worst and you re on you
own. In that case, | suggest you find the sheriff and tell himwhat you
know. Means is a tough boot, but he s fair. "

"Don t know about the fair part, but | Il grant you tough, " said
Walter. "We Il think about that if we have to. " Janmes nodded, and went
through the door. He pulled it closed behind himand felt along in the
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utter darkness. He knew it was only one hundred steps up an inclined
passage to a trap that had been laid into the floor of what had once
been a root cellar in the house next to the burned-out mll. Fortunately
for Janes, that part of the house hadn t been paved over, and was
shi el ded from curious eyes by heavy weeds and brush

Once he was above ground, he noved through the darkness, avoiding the

| arger thoroughfares as he nade his way toward the palace district. He
reached the city gate just north of the palace itself, and hurried

t hrough, passing a surprised-|ooking guard who recogni zed hi m and who
appeared about to ask a question, though Janes didn t linger to hear it.

James reached the small square, which served to separate the pal ace
proper fromthe city, and hurried toward the gate. The two guardsnen on
duty seemed about to order himto halt when they recognized him One
said, "Squire James? |s there trouble? "

" Al ways, answer ed Janes, signaling for the gate to be opened. One of
the soldiers hurried to accormmpdate him and Janes swept past him
wi t hout anot her comment.

Janmes reached the top of the steps to the pal ace and waved over the
first page he spied. "Carry word to the Prince that | have returned and
will join himas soon as | can nmake nyself presentable. "

101 The page wrinkled his nose at the sewer arona that trailed Janes
i ke a pal pabl e mi asma, then renenbered his court training. "Squire!" he
acknow edged, and hurried off as quickly as he coul d.

James alnost ran to his room stripping off his clothing. He d take a
conplete bath later, but for the tine being the best he could manage was
a quick wash with a cloth dipped in the water basin.

Ten nminutes later, Janmes energed fromhis quarters, to find the sane
page had return fromthe Prince. "Squire!" said the young boy. "His

H ghness says he will await you in his offices. " Janes hurried to
Arutha s offices, knocked, and entered when bidden. I|nside, Janes found
a very unconfortable | ooking young nman in a city constable s uniform
standi ng near the door, while the Prince sat behind his desk

"This young fell ow was | ooking for you, " said Arutha, indicating the
constable with a nod of his head. "Wen no one could find you, Gardan
sent himto ne. The constable said you were due to neet himon some
matter the sheriff and you deened inportant. He was sonewhat distressed
you were not where you agreed to be. " Janes snmiled and said, "As well
he mght, for I was being held against ny will. " Arutha s face remai ned
i npassi ve but there was a slight hint of amusenent in his voice as he
said, "It appears you saved me the difficulty of ordering out the guard
to rescue you.

"My captors and | came to an agreenent. " Arutha indicated he should
sit. Before he did, Janes |ooked at the young man and said, 'You re
Jonat han Means? "

"Yes, squire, answered the young constable. He was perhaps

102 the sane age as WIlliam yet there was al ready evident about hima
toughness that James knew well fromyears of dodging city constables. In
the presence of the Prince he mght appear to be an awkward boy, but in
a brawl Jonathan Means could hold his own, Janes was certain.

Arutha said, "I |l listen to your tale of escape later. Wat | need to
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know is, what is going onin nmy city? " James said, "Nothing good. As
Jonat han and the ot her constabl es can no doubt testify, there s been a
rash of killings lately that appear to nmake no sense. As you observed,
these killings seemrandom but | think the pattern is there. W re just
not seeing it. "

"You have sone sense of things, though, right? " asked Arutha.

James nodded. "The Crawler. It appears he has nmade another bid to

di sl odge the Mockers, and fromwhat | saw and heard, he nay have
acconpl i shed that goal. " Arutha nused aloud. "Does it matter if one
band of thugs and pi ckpockets supplants another? People will still be
bul l'i ed and robbed. "

"Setting aside my famliarity with the Mckers and friendship for nany
of them still, there is a difference. The Mockers are thieves. They
conme in a variety of forns, fromthose who will deftly cut your purse
fromyour belt w thout disturbing your rumnations on which silk scarf
to buy in the market, to those who will sinply bang you over the head as
you stagger home after too much ale. They nunber beggars, street boys,
whores, and those who, l|ike nyself once, are adept at entering honmes and
steal i ng what ever has val ue wit hout awakeni ng the occupants. But they re
not killers. "

"I ve heard otherw se, " said Arutha. 103 "Ch, fromtine to tine a
basher will hit soneone too hard, or soneone will awake and find a thief
in the home. A struggle will ensue and soneone gets stuck with a dagger,
but the intent is never to kill. The Upright Man was very specific in
that; nurder brings down far nore attention than he wanted for the
Mockers. " Arutha considered his one | ong-ago contact with the man he
suspected was the Upright Man. His instinct told himJames was right.
"What about this Craw er and his nmen? " Janes considered his words a
monent, then said to Jonathan, "Did the sheriff tell you why | asked you
to the pal ace? "

"No, he just said you d requested a constable cone to the pal ace and
was the one.

"l asked himfor soneone who had a knack for getting information out of
fol ks without having to hold their feet to the fire. " For the first
time since entering the office, the young nman ventured a slight smle.
"I ve a snitch or two who trust ne.

James regarded the young man for a | ong nonent, then cane to a decision

"I mgoing to need help, Highness. | ve got Jonathan s father and
Captain GQuruth sorted out for a while on who is in charge of which area
of the city. "

"Good, " said Arutha

Janmes went on to describe what he had seen as he had explored the city,
and went into sone detail about the two nmen who had foll owed hi mbefore
Walter had snared him and then into Walter s description of the nen who
had rai ded Mother s. "So if | mgoing to do Your H ghness any good out
there, | mgoing to need nore nmen |ike Jonathan and Walter and his
mates. | mgoing to need ny own conpany of nen. "

104 "A conpany? " Arutha s expression darkened slightly. "Squires hardly

ever comrand compani es, Janes. " Janes grinned. "Well, if you renenber,
it was just a few weeks back | was commandi ng the entire garrison at
North Warden. " Arutha returned Janes s grin with his own half-smile

"Well, | cant argue with that.
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"Per haps conpany is the wong word. That would be too many nen, in any
event, but | do need nen |ike Jonathan here, nen who won t be out of
pl ace when they re seen here and there, but who are working for ne.

"I's that all right? " Jonathan asked of the Prince. "Your Hi ghness? " he
added qui ckly.

Arutha said, "It s all right, if | say it is. Your father doesn t need
to know the specifics of any work you do for the Crown, just that
occasionally you Il be called away fromyour usual duties to help out on
sonme security issues. " Janes said, "I think naybe a dozen nmen or so,

perhaps even a worman or two if they re the right kind.
"What kind is that? " asked Arutha.

"Smart, tough, able to take care of thenselves, and loyal. " Arutha
said, "Loyal to you? " Janes was silent for a long tine before he
answered. "Sone of the people | mgoing to need don t put nuch stock in
loyalty to the Crown, Highness. Personal |oyalty and personal oaths are
nore tangible to them There are nen who woul d swear to serve nme, whom |
could trust with ny life, but whom| wouldn t trust to stand fast if
they were only bound by an oath to the nation. It nay not be ideal, but
that s the way it is. " Arutha nodded. "You know | ve been toying with
the idea of an intelligence service to match wits with the Keshi ans.

105 More than once the king and | have di scussed the difficulties of
relying on paid informants and runor-nongers. No natter what their
anbassador says before our court, Kesh is always casting her eyes
northward, dreaning of retaking the ancient province of Bosania as well
as the Vale of Dreanms. " James sniled. "And whatever el se they can get
their hands on.

Arut ha nodded. "What concerns me nost, at this nonment, is the report of
the destruction of the Mckers, for if we link that to your
confrontation with the Crawm er s agents in Silden, and the apparent |ink
between the Crawl er and the Ni ghthawks at Kenting Rush, | can only cone
to one concl usi on.

"What s that? "

"There s sonething very big underway. And we ve only glinpsed snall
portions of that sonething. " James nodded. "I amafraid it might be
sonet hing al ong those lines. | had thought we d finished at last with
the Ni ghthawks after killing their |eader at Cavell Keep. "

"l suspect we |l find he was but one of nany | eaders, Janes, " said
Arut ha absently. "In all the years since we first faced the N ghthawks,
one thing has nagged at nme and until this moment | didn t realize what
it was. "

"What is it? " askedjanes, exchanging a gl ance w thjonat han
Arutha said, "There are too many assassins.

James didnt follow H's brow furrowed and he cocked his head slightly.
"Too many? " Arutha stood and Janes did as well. The Prince occasionally
paced when he spoke and James wouldn t presume to be informal wth

Jonat han in the room

"Assassins are enployed for a variety of purposes,
first is extortion: they send a note demandi ng a

began Arutha. "The
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106 fee for not killing you and if you fail to conply, they nurder you
The second is that they are enployed to renove soneone as an act of
revenge, profit, or for political advantage. " 'You ve forgotten a third
reason, " said Janes.

Arut ha waved his hand in dismissal. "No | haven t. | mruling out
religious fanaticismbecause the Tenple of Lins-Kragma di savowed
thensel ves fromany contact with these N ght-hawks years ago, and the
Templ e of Cuis-Wa have their own particul ar brand of nurders, and these
mur ders have none of the earmarks of a ritual Blood Hunt. " Janes
flushed slightly. Arutha was rarely not conpletely prepared in any

di scourse. "l stand corrected. " Arutha said, "If profit were the
motive, then we d have been alerted to at |east one or two threats by
concerned citizens. So we Il rule that out. That |eaves nurder for gain.

"But whose gain? "

"Exactly. Wiy kill randomcitizens and attenpt to obliterate the
Mockers? " Janes paused because he realized the question wasn t
rhetorical. Arutha wanted his opinion. After a nonent, he said, "I have
no theory on the randomcitizens who, as we already suspect, are
probably not as random as they appear. As to the latter, the only reason
to obliterate the Mockers is either to displace themor keep themfrom
observing sonething. " Arutha pointed at Janes. "Exactly. 'Wich is nore
likely? " James sighed with fatigue. "Displacing them | guess. I|f
secrecy were the goal, you d hardly go about it by nurdering dozens of
thi eves, whores, urchins, and thugs. You d just go sonewhere very qui et
and see that it stays quiet. There are dozens of places in the woods and
mount ai ns nearby you could use as a base, within a few days ride of the
city where no one

107 woul d notice even a | arge company of men. No, for themto want the
Mockers out of the sewers, they want to take over control of crime in
the city. "

"I agree, " said Arutha. "Now, how do you reconcile this business with
what we ve seen of the N ghthawks so far? " Janes fought off a yawn. "I
dont. It seens they work for the Crawer, yet it appears they have
their own purpose.

Arut ha nodded. "Renenber those fal se N ghthawks Locklear found in the
sewers when he brought Gorath to the palace? " Janmes said, "I heard the
story. "

"Did we ever establish who they were working for? " James shrugged.
"They were dead, so Locky didnt think to ask them and at the tinme |
assuned they were working for those who were trying to keep Gorath from
reaching the palace. Now |l mnore of a mind that they were trying to get
you to send your arny into the sewers

"Ei ther way, they wanted the N ghthawks to get the blame, " said Arutha
"l have a theory. Suppose the Ni ghthawks may have worked for the Craw er
when it suited their purpose, perhaps to further some agenda of their
own, or sinply to underwite their own needs? After all, keeping nen fed
and arned in hideouts around the Kingdomisn t done cheaply. Suppose the
Crawl er became fearful of them for sonme reason? Then it would nmake
perfect sense that he would attenpt to attach blane to them for nuch of
what he and his band of cut-throats were attenpting in Krondor. " Janes
said, "So we can sumup by saying that there s nore than one band of
nmurderers running around the city? These N ghthawks and anot her band of
killers-for-hire? "
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"Apparently, replied Arutha. "But it s nore like a small arny of
mercenaries if the nunmbers we ve encountered so far are any

108 indication. " Arutha sat again. "I want you to take Jonathan here
under your wing and start setting up an information gathering network. |
will not tell you howto do it, but I will caution you to pick only
peopl e who are smart enough not to be caught out working for you and

| oyal enough not to sell you out for a pouch of gold. I will underwite
the costs and you only have to report direct to ne.

To Jonat han, Arutha said, "Tell your father you |l be working for ne
fromtime to tinme, but not the specifics, and tell himthat if you | eave
your post or do not show up for your assigned watch, it s at my order. "

"Sire, " said the young man, nodding. He ventured a slight smle. "He
won t like it, but he Il do as ordered by Your H ghness. " Looking at
James, Arutha said, "You have your conpany of men, squire. " Janes

grinned. "Now can | get something to eat and a night s sleep? "

"Yes, but in the norning I want you about your business. " As he noved
toward the door, Janes said, "How are our guests from O asko doi ng? "
Arutha said, "I msending the duke and his brood on a hunting trip up to
the mountains. We || be shed of themfor a week or so, then we Il have
one nore gala and wave good-bye to themas they sail off to Durbin. "
James bowed. "Hi ghness. " As he reached the door, Arutha said, "Before
forget, be here early tonorrow. W re conm ssioning the cadet officers
and it will be a formal norning court. " Janes kept his grin frozen in
pl ace, but inwardly he groaned. By the tine he finished eating and

bat hing, that would | eave

109 less than five hours before he had to be up again.

Jonat han bowed to the Prince and followed the squire fromthe office. As
James stood aside for a page to close the door, he said to Jonathan,

"Come to the kitchen and we || eat together. That way we can tal k and
can steal an extra half-hour s sleep. " Wth a snall smle, the young
constable fell in beside Janes, and they hurried toward the kitchen

SI X Confusion Trunpets sounded in the courtyard. Arutha led his court
officials to the bal cony overl ooki ng marshaling yard. As he took his

pl ace at the very edge, Swordmaster McWrth saluted and turned to order
the cadets to attention

Arut ha paused, then said, "Today you young nmen are being awarded your

of fices and spurs. You will be privileged to add the title '"knight to
what ever rank you gain. It is an ancient title, its origins lost in the
msts of history and lore. It is held that the original band of knights
wer e conpani ons to one of the Kingdoms earliest rulers, a small conpany
of those pledged to defend the crown with their |ives.

"So it is with you, today. Unlike soldiers sworn to the service of their
liege lord, your oath is to the crown. You are obliged to show deference
to any noble of this land, and if possible to aid himwhen called upon,
but forempst your duty lies to the King in the east, and to ny office in
the west. " Janmes sniled slightly. As long as he had known Arutha, he
had never known the Prince to claimpersonally what he felt was rightly
due the office he held. Oher nen would have said, 'To me in the west,
but not Arut ha.

111 The Prince continued. "Today, sone of you will be dispatched to
garrisons along the frontier, or to join households of nobles who are in
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need of young officers to serve until their own sons are of an age to
command. A few of you nay rise to the rank of swordnaster in those
househol ds, or return to Krondor when those sons are grown. O hers of
you will be assigned to the castles of the border |ords, and sone of you
wWill remain in Krondor. But where you serve is of secondary inportance.

"What you have chosen to do is serve the nation, and her people, no
matter where you are. Never |ose sight of that. You may gain rank and
privil eges over your life, but that rank and those privil eges are not
rewards. They are, rather, the nmeans by which you may further serve the
Ki ngdom " Arutha paused, then said, "In the war with the Tsurani, what
has becone known as the Riftwar, we faced a foe with whomwe are now at
peace. But the struggle was terrible and |ong, for those that faced us
on the battlefield were nmen with honor, dedicated to service. W net
themwi th the sane dedication, and that was the salvation of our nation
" Arut ha paused, then said, "I am pleased to wel cone you to the service
of the Kingdom young officers. " He nodded to McWrth who said, "At the
sound of your name, cone forward and accept your spurs. " He then called
the first name, and the first cadet stepped forward. Two pages stood
close by to quickly affix the spurs to the boots of each cadet. Eleven
young officers were quickly sworn to service and given their ranks.
WIlliamwas the | ast of these

To Arutha s right stood Knight-Marshal Gardan, in his last official act
before resigning his office. He started issuing orders. Four of the
cadets were heading north, to the border barons.

112 Five were being dispatched to various garrisons and households in
the west. Two were to renmain in Krondor. WIIliamwas one of those.

James caught a slight fromm fromWIIliamwhen this was announced, and
wondered at the displeasure. Krondor was the best duty station in the
Western Realm both for amenities and political advancenent. It might be
different in the Eastern Realm where constant battles with pesky

nei ghbors close to the nation s capital could bring one favor fromthe
crown, but in the west all advancenment and political favors started and
ended in Krondor.

Arutha turned to Janes and said, "You have business in the city, |
bel i eve? "

Janmes nodded. "Anpl e business. Wen shall | return? "

As he headed back inside to his offices, Arutha said, "Wen you have
somet hing inportant to tell me. You re no |longer senior squire. "

James al nost stunbl ed. "Hi ghness? "

Arutha turned fromthe courtyard and gave Janes a slight snile. He left
the bal cony and entered the pal ace as Janes followed. "No reflection on
you, squire, but | ve had you running around the countryside so nmuch of

| ate, Master de Lacy and Jeronme both conplain bitterly they have to nmake
up for those tasks you re not present to undertake. So, while you re to
remai n ny personal squire, we ||l el evate soneone else to the rank of

seni or. Besides, spending your days overseeing a squad of boys m ght
seema little tame after commanding a garrison. "

James snmiled. "Annoying is the better choice of words.

Arut ha | aughed, one of his rare displays of mirth. "Annoying it is. One
| ast task, though, before you dash off. The Duke of O asko s party
| eaves at first light tonorrow for their hunt. For
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113 reasons | don t understand, they ve requested that Lieutenant
Wl liam be assigned to the guard. "

Janes s brow furrowed. "Paulina? "

Arut ha reached his desk and sat. He waved across the roomto de Lacy
that he shoul d open the door and admit those waiting upon the Prince to
conduct the day s business. "The Princess, yes. She is to acconpany her
father and the Princes on the hunt. Wy? "

"She s looking for a rich or powerful husband.

"The son of a duke, in other words.

James nodded. "Though | don t think anyone has told her that the Duke

Pug is a bit of an... odd duke by nbst people s standards. "
"But well-connected, " added Arutha.
James grinned. "Well, there is that. Still, | think | d better spend a

little tinme today preparing Wlliamfor his duties.

Arut ha | ooked from Janes to the door as the first group of supplicants
was escorted in by Master de Lacy. "I dont want to know, " the Prince
said to Janmes. "You know what nust be done, so go do it.

"Yes, sire, said James as left the Prince s offices. He hurried to the
mar shal ing yard, intent on catching MWrth and WIlliambefore the newy
commi ssi oned Li eutenant was assigned a patrol down to the Vale of Dreans
or through the bandit-infested scrub grass and woodl ands between Krondor
and Land s End. Then be would go hunt up young Jonat han Means and start
bui |l di ng his network of agents.

Janmes found Wlliamin the Cadets Quarters, clearing out his gear from
the small| footlocker that had been the repository of his entire wardrobe
and ot her personal bel ongings for the

114 last six nonths. McWrth was overseeing the departure of the newy
naned kni ghts, and his nanner was changed. He | ooked upon the young nen
as a father woul d upon his children, thought James. Then he realized
that in a few weeks anot her company of nobl e sons, ranking Ki ngdom
officers and a few promi sing young soldiers would cone to Krondor and
once again the old soldier would be a tyrant who coul d never be pl eased.

Wl liam | ooked up and before Janes coul d speak, he said, "Krondor! Why?

James said, "I have no idea, but any other nan in your position would be
doi ng handsprings of joy. Here s where careers are nmade, WIIl. "

WIlliam | ooked as if he was about to say sonething, but he held silent

for a moment. "I have to nove this over to the arnory.

James knew that s where young bachel or officers had small, private
quarters. "I Il give you a hand. "

W liam nodded, his expression still dark. It would have taken himonly

two trips to carry all his personal belongings to the arnory, but he
wel coned the help. WIliam strapped on his sword, which was the only
itemused in training he would take with him and picked up a bundl e of
cl ot hing, which he handed to Janes. He then picked up a second bundl e
with two pair of boots, a great cloak, and two books, and nodded to
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Janmes to | ead on.

Janes turned and wal ked to the door, passing Swordnaster McWrth. As
Wl liamreached the door he paused and said, "Swordmaster? "

MWrth said, "Yes, lieutenant? " H's voice was cal m and even

115 Janmes turned and saw Wlliams surprised expression and realized
that it hadn t sunk in yet that he was now an officer and McWrth wasn t
going to be yelling at himany nore. Wlliamhesitated and then said, "I
just wished to thank you for all you ve taught ne. | hope | |l not

di sappoint you in the future. "

MW rth smiled and said, "Son, if there had been the slinmest chance of
you di sappointing nme in the future, you never woul d have been awarded
those spurs. " He pointed to WIlliams boots where two new silver spurs
adorned his heels. "You Il do fine. Now, hurry up and get your things
over to the arnory before the other lieutenants see you hauling your own
kit in and start giving you grief over not having one of the pages or
soldiers carry it over for you

James stood notionless for a noment, then | aughed. Suddenly Wl iam
realized that as a knight-lieutenant in the garrison, he could have
ordered a page or one of the soldiers to fetch his kit for him Then
MWrth turned to James and said, "Or you, squire, about being Wlliams
dog-robber. Get along now, the two of you. "

"Yes, swordnmster, sai d Janes.

WIlliamhurried along. "Were did that termcome fron?

"Fromwhat | hear, in ancient tines knights weren t so prosperous and
their squires had to be clever in where they got their next neal for
their masters.

WIlliamgrinned. "Should | nmake you ny squire, squire?

Janes returned the grin with a nock frown. "I d pay a gold sovereign to
see you acconplish that trick, sire, " he said, sarcastically. "If you
re certain you wi sh a personal squire, | can see if one of the |less

gi fted pages woul d consider a career with al nost no opportunity for
advancement. And

116 | d be interested to see where you get the funds to pay him

They reached the arnory and hurried though the | arge doors, past racks
of swords, shields, pole arns, and other weapons. In the rear of the
arnory they could hear the noises fromthe smth as he repaired weapons
blunted by soldiers in practice. They reached the stairs at the rear of
the building and clinbed themto the upper floor. WIlIliam put down his
clothing on the floor and | ooked around. "That room | ooks unoccupi ed,
he said, pointing to an open door

Janmes said, "I Il save you a drubbing. You re supposed to wait for the
nmost seni or bachel or knight to assign you a room " He pointed to the
apparently enpty room "That roomis alnost certain to belong to Captain
Treggar. "

Wl liamgrinmaced. Captain Treggar was a hunorl ess young man who
according to gossip nmust have been an exceptional soldier to have hung
on to his post despite being a bully and prone to petty rages. He al so
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was considered to be unusually clever to have | asted as |ong as he had
at the garrison with Gardan in charge of the mlitary.

A few nminutes |ater newy appoi nted Knight-Lieutenant Gordon O Donal d,
youngest son of the Earl of Mallow Haven, topped the stairs, carrying
his bundle. "Free roon? " he asked.

Wlliamsaid, "W wait for Treggar

Gordon dunped his kit right where he stood. "And isnt that the end to a
perfect day. " Hs voice carried a hint of the lilt common to the
Kennararch people fromthe foothills of the Peaks of Tranquility. He was
a broad-shoul dered young man, slightly taller than WIlIliam and Janes,

wi th sandy bl ond hair and blue eyes. H's conpl exion was fair, so he was
constantly sunburned and freckl ed.

117 Wlliam said, "You both seema little sour for having just received
the best post in the west. "

"The west, " echoed Gordon. "My father, | mbetting, asked the Prince to
keep me here and out of trouble. My brothers were both killed in war,

Mal colmat the fight with the Tsurani at the end of the Riftwar, the one
up in the Gray Tower Mountains, and Patrick at Sethanon. | mthe
youngest, and Father is trying to keep ne alive until | inherit.

"Staying alive is a worthy undertaking, said James with nock gravity.

"Wl |l and good for those of you born here, squire, but a man gets little
chance for pronotion in the west. "

James frowned. "Correct nme if | mwong, but you re going to be an earl
some day. Wiy woul d you worry about pronotion? "

Cordon said, "W re a little earldomat Mllow Haven, and battlefield
honors count for much in the east. You ve got your goblins and Brothers
of the Dark Path and all out here, but in the east we re constantly
baggi ng away at the Eastern Kingdonms or Kesh. Advancenent is fast, and
you need all the advantages you can when arranging state marriages. "

James and WIlliam|ooked at each other and grinned. In unison they said,
"It sagrl!"

Janes said to Gordon, "Wio is she? "

Gordon s sunburned face couldn t hide the blush as he said, "My Lord of
Deep Taunton s daughter, Rebecca. She s the daughter of a duke, and if |
have a prayer of winning her, | nust return home w th enough glory
around ny shoul ders to blind the king. "

James shrugged. "Well, it may have been once true that you

118 couldn t find a decent war in the west, but that s not been true
since | ve been in Krondor. "

WIlliamsaid, "At least you re in the best place in the west for
advancenent. "

Foot steps coul d be heard from bel ow as a dozen pair of heavy boots
wal ked toward the door. "Pick up your gear, " suggested Janes.

A nmonent | ater a dark head appeared, followed by a broad pair of
shoul ders as Kni ght-Captain Treggar plodded up the stairs. He was
foll owed by the other unnarried knights. Wen he saw the two new
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lieutenants waiting for him he frowned. Wien he saw Janes, his
expression turned to one of open distaste. "What s this, then? " he
asked.

WIlliamsaid, "Waiting to be assigned roons, captain.

The other lieutenants continued to come up the stairs until the hall was
full. Several whispered and a couple shrugged. Janes recogni zed they
were waiting for Treggar to act. The expected hazing of the

new y-appoi nted kni ghts wasn t proceedi ng as pl anned.

Treggar was about to speak, when Janes said, "The Prince is anxious to
get Knight-Lieutenant Wlliamsettled in, as he has a special nission
for him

What ever Treggar was about to say went unsaid. Instead he pointed and
said, "End of the hall. W re short of roonms, so you two will have to
doubl e up until someone marries or is reassigned. "

"Yes, captain, " said Gordon, noving through the press of officers.

Wl liam said, "Thank you, captain, and fol | owed.

James said, "I Il wait for you here, |ieutenant.

"OFf your usual beaten path, aren t you squire? | hear that

119 you re far nore often found in the sewers than the pal ace,
observed Treggar

James stared at the captain for a noment. He had deep, dark eyes, and
there was not hing but anger and contenpt in his gaze. H s heavy brow

al ways seenmed knit in concentration except when he was on public display
bef ore the Kni ght-Marshal or the Prince. It was runored that nore than
one younger officer and dozens of the pal ace garrison had been invited
out to a beating after nightfall for displeasing Treggar. At last, in a
pl easant voice, James said, "I go wherever ny Prince requires. " He was
tenpted to chall enge Treggar, but years of dealing with bullies as a boy
told Janmes this wasn t a fight he could win. Enbarrassing the captain in
front of the other young officers would turn dislike into hatred, and
what ever el se he m ght be, Treggar was an inportant nenber of the pal ace
garrison. Besides, he would nmost |ikely take out any slight, imagined or
ot herwi se, on Gordon and WIIiam

Seei ng that whatever fun planned for the new officers was not going to
happen, the other officers drifted off to their own roons or down the
stairs to their duty stations. After a nonment, Gordon and WIIiam
appear ed.

WIlliam | ooked at Janes. "What s the m ssion, Janes? "

Treggar turned and snarl ed, "Wen you address a nenber of the court,
lieutenant, you will use his title. " He paused, then added, "No matter
who he m ght be. "

Wl liamsaid, "Yes, captain. To Janes he said, "Wat s the nission

squire? "

James said, "You re to take an escort of a dozen nen and acconpany H s
H ghness s guests on a hunting trip. Report to the huntnaster with the
escort an hour before dawn. "

"Yes, squire
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120 Looking at Treggar, Janes said, "Cone see ne before you retire
tonight, lieutenant. | may have sone last-mnute instructions for you

Wlliamsaid, "Yes, squire. "

Janmes turned and departed quickly. He knew not hing woul d be gai ned by
lingering, save to contribute to Treggar s foul mood. He would likely
find something for Wlliamto do before nightfall that would either
enbarrass or somehow puni sh the young nan for robbing Treggar of his
fun. Janmes knew bullies. Eventually WIIliam and Gordon woul d have to
come to their own ternms with Treggar.

Crossing the courtyard, Janmes considered that WIliamwas a tough enough
|l ad. He could handle hinself. James suspected that Gordon m ght turn out
to be as tough in his own way, too. Besides, Treggar had been a bachel or
officer a long tine and knew precisely what he could and couldn t get
away with in the bachelor officers ness. Being Head of Mess had
privileges, but it had responsibilities as well, and had Treggar been
truly abusive Gardan woul d have renoved hima long time ago. One thing
James knew about Arutha and his knight-marshal: there was no detail so
trivial that it escaped their notice for too |l ong. Problenms were quickly
uncovered and dealt wth.

Passing through the gate, Janes considered his first stop as a guard
waved a casual salute to him Then Janes stopped. He had left by the
western gate of the pal ace, once the nain entrance, but now used nostly
for cerenonial arrivals, processions fromthe city, holy day rites, and
the like, while nost of the commrerce of the pal ace now was conducted via
the harbor gate and the eastern gate.

A great house sat on the opposite side of the square that narked the
west ern boundary of the pal ace grounds. Between

121 the house and the gate stood a fountain, npodest in size, but ancient
and consi dered sonething of a |andmark, for it had been the first in the
city constructed by the order of one of the early princes. Janes studied
the house. It was a large building, the massive exterior prom sing many

interior roons. And to the best of his know edge, it had been abandoned

for years. Janes corrected hinself; it wasn t abandoned, but unoccupi ed.
Fromtime to tine some activity could be detected around the building, a
fresh coat of paint on wood trimor the iron gate, or repairs to stones

in the outer wall. But now it was clear someone was preparing the

buil ding to be occupi ed.

"What s going on? " he asked a guard at the gate, nodding toward the
house.

"Don t know. Been wagons com ng and goi ng since yesterday, squire.

"That house has been closed up as long as | can renenber, said the
guard standing on the other side of the gate. "Don t know even who owns
it. "

James said, "It s owned by the Tenple of Ishap

Both cast hima glance, but neither asked how he knew. James made a
habit of knowi ng things about the city and neither guard doubted his
wor d.

"They usually keep to thensel ves, James half nuttered. "I wonder what

this is about? "
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Bot h guards knew the question was rhetorical and kept silent, as Janes
turned his attention fromthe new arrival across the street to an old
probl em the N ghthawks.

James energed from between two buildings, his clothing far |ess
fashi onabl e than what he had worn when he had | eft the pal ace. He had
several stashes around the city where he had

122 secreted clothing, weapons, and noney, against a nultitude of
possi bl e needs. Blending into the conmon rabble was common necessity for
the Prince s squire.

Janmes noved through the midday press in the nmerchants section of the
city, near where it unofficially turned into the Poor Quarter. No one
could point to any map or charter that defined the city s districts in
such a fashion, but all who lived in Krondor knew where the market
section ended and the docksi de began, where Harborside becane Fi shtown
and how the other unofficial precincts were arrayed. And know ng where
one district ended and another began was vital to one s health and
safety, James knew.

He crossed the nondescript street that separated the merchants and Poor
quarters, and as he entered the latter, the streets seenmed to shrink, to
narrow, to confine. Buildings rose up on both sides, |eaving barely
enough room for a cart to pass between, keeping themin gl oom except
when the sun was at its zenith.

James s posture and wal k didn t change as he noved into his old haunts,
but his awareness did. The streets of the poor quarter in the daytine
were al nost as busy as the other sections of the city, but they were far
nor e dangerous. The dangers were | ess obvious than at night, but they
were potentially nore lethal for their subtlety. Wthin nonents Janes
sensed the disquiet that pernmeated the district. A ances were nore
furtive than usual, people noved just a bit nore hurriedly than was the
norm Voice were hushed and strangers were watched cl osely. The killings
were making a suspicious popul ati on even | ess trusting.

James turned into an even narrower path, an alley with an occasi ona
door or a wooden stairway to a second story entrance

123 above. Near the end of the alley he saw a hunched-over figure
securing itens to a two-wheel ed pony cart. The door that had been his
i nt ended destinati on was open

James drew his dagger and held it so it was hidden behind his wist. A
quick flip would bring it into play if needed.

Reaching striking distance to the figure he stopped and said, "Sophia? "

The figure turned and drew herself to her full height and Janes rel axed.
The woman was gray-haired with just enough dark brown to show the
original color of her youth. She held one hand in what James knew was a
war di ng position. A noment |ater, she relaxed and said, "Jimmy. You just
about scared what few years | have left out of nme. "

James wal ked over to the pony cart and then gl anced at the open door
"Leaving? "

"As soon as | tie down this last bundle. "
"\Where are you bound? "

"I dont know, and I mnot sure | want anyone in Krondor know ng where
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I and, Jimmy. "

James studied the woman s face. Never a pretty woman her features had
rightly been called horsey in her youth Sophia possessed a strength in
her bearing and a strong body that made her striking, and had won her a
fair share of |overs over the years, nen of wealth as often as not. But
Sophia s trade in spells, charnms and magi c potions had gained her a life

that was ultimately solitary, save for a fewtrusted friends, like
Janes.
James nodded at her remark. "If you want to vanish, | understand, but I

would Iike to know why if | may? "

"You ve heard of the killings; | dont have to ask. You wouldn t be the
Prince s man and not know.

124 "You re fearful of joining that departed conpany? "

She nodded. Adjusting her blue dress and fetching a black shaw off the
top of the cart, she noved to close the door to her small room "What
may not have caught your attention is that nost of those who are not
menbers of the Myckers, renpved for reasons you re no doubt nore
famliar with than I, were practitioners of the art. "

"Magi ci ans? " asked Janes, suddenly keenly interested in what the worman
had to say.

"Five to the best of nmy know edge. Mst of their nanes woul d be unknown
to you, for they practiced in private. W re not as public a bunch as
those down in Stardock, Jimy. Some of us prefer a quiet livelihood.

"And ot hers? "

"Practice crafts which might not be | ooked upon with favor by those in
power .

"Black arts? "

"Nothing so sinister, but let s say a nmerchant wants a conpetitor s
cargo of grain to rot before shipnment, or a ganbler needs an edge in a
big game. There are those who practice such arts as will provide what is
needed. "

"For a price, observed Janes.

Sophi a nodded. "Someone is elimnating magicians in Krondor, Janes. "
James gl anced around. "How nmany others are there? "

Sophia said, "Help ne turn this around. | should have pointed it that
way before | |oaded it. "

James hel ped the woman turn the cart around, and watched as she knelt
between the twin stalls of the wagon and pi cked them up. He knew better
than to offer to hel p; Sophia was as independent-nmi nded a woman as he
had ever encountered,

125 and he had known several. 'You ought to get a small horse or pony to
pull that thing. "

"I cant afford one, " she answered as she started to pull all her
wor | dl y possessions out of the alley.

"I can.., loan you the funds for a horse, Sophia. You were always kind
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to a rude street boy.

She smled and years fell away from her face. "You were never rude.
Gonoxi ous, yes, but never rude. " Then her snile vanished. "I d just
have to feed the beast, but thanks for the offer. "

As they reached the corner Sophia halted and said, "But | should be
aski ng you what brought you to ny door. "

Janes | aughed. "Actually, it was a mnor nagical problem " He expl ained
about the Princess Paulina s anulet and its effect, and finished by

saying, "If nmy young friend is to be spending tine in her conpany,

think it would be to his benefit if he had sone neans of resisting her
charnms. "

Sophi a chuckl ed at the play on words. "Charms. | like that. Well, | have

somet hing that may hel p your friend. She put down the stalls and went
to the rear of the cart. She pulled up the tie-down cover she had just

fastened and said, "Wsh you said sonmething before | did this, " and
reached in. She pulled out a small bag and rummaged through it. "I have
an effective potion, but that will only last for a few hours. " She held

up a small ring. "But this mght do. It was sinply fashioned, of a
gray-silver netal and was adorned with a single dull red seni-precious
st one.

She handed it to Janmes. "It protects the wearer froma variety of mnor
enchantments and spells. Likely the sort of thing the young | ady
enpl oys. It s usel ess agai nst anything of substance, but at the least it
will keep the girl s effects confined to what nature gave her. "

126 Janes took the ring. "Thanks. Wat do | owe you? "

"For you, she said, "nothing. She refastened her tie-downs.

James said, "Wy the sudden generosity? "

"You ve done ne a favor or two in the past, Jimmy. Let s call it a
parting gift. " She picked up the stalls again and pulled her cart out
of the alley and into the street that would eventually | ead them out of
the Poor Quarter.

James dodged aside as two boys hurried past. For a monent he wondered if
it had been a slash and grab, with one cutting his purse and the ot her
trying to grab it, then he realized they were just city boys running for
the pure joy of it.

James patted his purse to ensure it was indeed where he had left it, and
then he untied it fromhis belt. Tucking the bag under the cover on the
wagon, he said, "Then let ne return a parting gift. You Il need sone
coins to set yourself up wherever you land. "

She sm | ed, her blue eyes bright. "You re a friend, Jimmy.

"When you think it s safe, |let me know where you ve | anded, Sophi a.

She said, "I wll,
the eastern gate.

and, leaving him took the najor road that led to

James wat ched her vanish into the press of the city and then turned back
toward the pal ace. Whatever el se he did this afternoon, he needed to
return for a short chat with the Prince.

He still had little idea what was behind the seem ngly random nurders of
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citizens in Krondor, but the fact that many of them were practitioners
of magic was too inportant not to bring to Arutha s attention at once.
The afternoon sun burned hot, yet James felt a chill creeping into his
bones.

127 SEVEN Anmbush The horses whi nni ed.

Wl liam gl anced around. He was al ready tense from having the
responsibility of his first command, even though he was acconpani ed by a
wel | - seasoned sergeant and twenty veteran sol diers. Captain Treggar,
even though a bully in the young officers ness, had taken WIIliam aside
and said, "If you want to |l ook stupid in front of the men, give orders.
If you want to |l ook |ike you know what you re doing, just tell Sergeant
Matt hews what you want. "

Despite his dislike for the man, WIlliam had taken the advice to heart
and so far had | ooked |i ke he knew what he was doi ng. The sun was near
the m d- heaven, so WIlliam said, "Sergeant!"

"Sir!" cane the pronpt reply.

"Find us a likely place to take the nidday neal.

They were traveling along a road that was wending its way up into the
forested foothills north of Krondor. WIlliamwas alert, but not overly
worried, as this area was considered relatively pacified. An occasiona
gang of robbers m ght harass travelers, but no group of sufficient size
to attack a score of nounted soldiers had been reported in the region
for nmonths. There

128 were areas farther up the coast that were difficult to keep under
control, but this area had been selected as nuch for the safety of the
Prince s guests as for the abundance of gane.

The sergeant, a weatherbeaten old veteran nanmed Matthews with
surprisingly vivid blue eyes and nearly white hair, said, "There s an
inn around that bend, sir. | wouldn t suggest nobility spend the night
in such a place, but for a mdday neal, it should do. "

"Send word ahead we re coning, said WIIliam

"Aye, sir. "

A soldier, spurred his horse on Matthews conmmand and by the time the
procession reached the inn, all was ready for them It was a nodest
two-story building with a chimey produci ng a healthy anpbunt of snoke.
The sign over the door showed a |arge tree under which slept a man with
a travel bag. Matthews turned to Wlliamand said, "It s called The Tree
and Traveler, sir.

The i nnkeeper was waiting for them The soldier had obviously told the
man that visitors of rank were approaching, for w thout knowi ng who they
were, the man was bowi ng and scraping to everyone as they stopped before
hi s door.

The Duke of O asko disnpbunted fromhis horse and a servant quickly had
his hand out to help Princess Paulina dismunt from her horse. She had
insisted on wearing breeches and riding astride, and she ignored the

hel ping hand, junping ninbly to the ground. "I mstarving!" she
announced to everyone. To the innkeeper she said, "What is today s fare?
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The man bowed, "M | ady, we have a side of venison on the spit, cooked to

a turn. | have gane hens roasting and they will be finished within the
hal f-hour. | have a hard cheese and fresh bread, apples and other fresh
fruits, as well as dried. | have

129 freshly-caught fish in the kitchen, but it is not yet cooked. If you
wi sh, | can have it "

The duke interrupted. "The venison will do, as will the hens. But first,
ale. | amthirsty as well as fami shed. "

Wl liam gave orders for the soldiers to secure the baggage horses, and
instructed Matthews to have the men water the horses, before taking
their own ease. As he turned to join the guests inside, he said, "I Il
have sone fresh fruit and ale sent out for the nen. "

Matt hews nodded. "Thank you, |ieutenant.

W liam knew the nmen had eaten well enough that norning and this was far
froma canpai gn march supplied with dried neats and hardtack, but it was
a gesture that would be appreciated. He foll owed the nobles into the
inn. It was a sinple establishnent, with two large rectangular tables in
the center of the room two small round tables in the corners on the
right, a flight of stairs along the left wall |eading to the second
story, and a nodest bar along the back wall, next to what was obvi ously
a kitchen door. A large hearth dom nated the right wall. Mst of the
cooki ng was done there, it appeared, since a worman cane hurrying from
the kitchen to add sonething to the large kettle that sat simrering near
the fire. A side of venison was being turned by a boy who sat in

wi de- eyed anmzenent at the rare sight of the nobles.

W liam gl anced around the room and saw two nen sitting at one of the
round tables. Neither appeared arned, so Wlliams first judgnment was
that they were no threat. One was an ol der man, his hair nearly gone
fromhis pate, leaving himwith a long fringe of gray hair that hung to
his shoul ders. Hi s nose was a huge hawk s beak, but it was hardly

noti ceabl e because of his eyes. There was sonethi ng conpel ling about

t hem

130 WIlliamthought his clothing to be of fine weave, if |ess than

fashi onabl e. Hi s conpanion wore a sinple gray robe, with a hood thrown
back. He was either a nonk, priest, or a magician of some kind, WIIliam
t hought. Most people would not come to that conclusion, but then nost
peopl e hadn t spent their boyhood growi ng up on an island full of
magi ci ans. He deci ded he needed to re-evaluate their threat potential

He | ooked over to see the innkeeper fawning over the duke and his party,
so rather than take his seat at the foot of the table, WIIliam crossed
to the two nen and said, 'Your business here? "

The robed man gl anced up and seeing that it was an officer of the Prince
s guard who spoke, sinply said, "We re just travelers, sir. "

W1 liam sensed somet hing pass between the nen and for a nmonent suspected
m ndspeech. WIlliamcould speak with animals, a talent he had possessed
since birth, though he found it of marginal use. Only Fantus, his father
s pet firedrake, had the intelligence to discuss anything beyond food
and ot her basic concepts. Wen it came to human nagic, WIIliamwas an
observer, but he had observed enough to be sensitive to it. "My prince
has inportant guests in the realm and it is my duty to see to their

wel | -bei ng. From where are you traveling and what is your destination? "
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The man with the conmpelling eyes said, "I amtraveling to the coast, a
village called Hal den Head. | am coning fromthe east.
The other man said, "I am bound to Krondor, sir. | cone from Eggley. "

"So you just happened to decide to share a neal ? "

131 The robed nman said, "A chance neeting. W are exchangi ng gossip
about the places to which each of us is bound. "

"Your nanes? "

"l am Jaqui n Medosa, " answered the man WIIliamthought nmight be a
magi ci an.
"My nane is Sidi, " said the other

WIlliam | ooked at himfor a |long monent. There was sonet hi ng vaguel y
troubling about him Yet the two nmen were eating peacefully and

bot hering no one. "Thank you for your cooperation, " he said. Wthout
further comment he returned to the duke s table.

Food and al e were being placed before the guests, and WIliam signal ed
the i nnkeeper and asked that ale and fresh fruit be sent out to the

sol diers. Wen that was done, he set about enjoying his own |unch. But

t hroughout the neal he couldn t help but glance fromtine to tine to the
corner table, where the two nmen sat | ost in deep conversation. He was
sure that on at |least two occasions the man called Sidi had gl anced his
way.

The Princess asked WIlliama question and he turned to answer. After a
little banter, he said a silent thanks to Janes for providing himwth
his ring, for he found the girl mldly attractive and occasionally
irritating now, as opposed to the overwhel ming desire he had felt upon
first neeting her. Paulina appeared to be unaware of his lack of ardor
and she continued to chatter as if he was under her spell. Wen he had
fini shed answering her question, WIlliam|ooked in the corner and saw
that the two nen were gone.

It was near evening when they arrived at the canp. Trackers from Krondor
had gone ahead and had scouted the area for

132 a likely canpsite as well as the location of nearby gane. The
servants qui ckly unl oaded the baggage train and erected tents for the
duke and his famly.

WIlliamand his nen woul d sl eep under the sky, with snall service tents
avai | abl e should the weather turn inclenment. As the sun sank in the
west, servants hurriedly prepared the evening neal while WIIliam sent
the trackers out for a quick sweep of the area and posted sentries.
There was little danger in this area, but even a newy conm ssioned
knight-lieutenant wouldn t risk the lives of visiting dignitaries by not
taki ng every precaution.

Matt hews oversaw the watches and made sure those not standing watch ate
and tended their equipnent. In the field it was the rule that each man
was responsible for his nount, so even though | ackeys had acconpani ed
the hunting expedition, each soldier inspected his own horse before
turning in.

Wlliamjoined the duke s famly in his quarters nore a pavilion than a
tent in which a table | arge enough to acconmbpdate si x people had been
set out with food and wi ne. The duke invited himto join themfor supper
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with a wave of his hand.
"What have the trackers found? " he asked.

Wlliamreplied, "Gane signs to the northeast, Your Gace. El k and deer
and a sow bear with a cub. "

The duke finished chewing on a quarter hen, and tossed the bones aside.
Wl liamwas thankful the man had no hounds with him The habit of
feedi ng dogs at the table had been one his nother had never allowed, and
as a result WIlliamhad also grown up with an aversion to having dogs
under the table. The servants woul d renove the bones before the duke
retired. "Wn t take a sow bear until the cub is weaned. Depletes the

133 game population if you dont let the little ones get out on their
own. What else? "

"Maybe a big cat, answered WIIiam

At that the duke seened pl eased. "Can your trackers tell what kind? "

WIlliamsaid, "Not sure, mlord. Usually we have cougars. They re bold
and think nothing of coming into villages at night to make free with
sheep or chickens. "

"l know t he cat, interrupted the duke. "W/Ily, but other than that, not
much of a challenge once you have themtreed. Wat else? "

"Some true |lions occasionally wander up fromthe southeast, though we
al nrost al ways get word | ong before we see them Young nmales w thout a
pride, usually. "

"Good trophy ani mal

"And once in a great while we get |eopards.

"Now there s worthy gane, " said the duke. "If one s in a tree above
you, that s where he wants to be. "

"Perhaps by nmorning | |l have new intelligence. The bal ance of the
meal went by slowy, as the duke and his son spoke of past hunts,
reliving each triunph. Paulina spent her time staring absently into the
di stance or attenpting to flirt with WIlliam who responded politely to
her banter. Prince M adic seenmed content to stay silently lost in his
own t houghts.

When t he di shes had been renoved by the servants, WIIiam excused
hinsel f fromthe duke s presence, citing his need to oversee the
di sposition of the canp. The duke nodded and waved hi m away.

W liamfound Sergeant Matthews and asked, "How stand things? "
134 "Quiet, sir, " answered the sergeant.
"I mturning in. Wake ne for the last watch. "

"You re taking a watch, sir? " asked Matthews in a neutral voice.

Wl liamknew that many officers |eft the managenent of the watches to
their sergeants. "I prefer nmy sergeants get a hal fway decent night s
sleep on the march, " he answered, as if this wasn t his first command.
"Turn in after the second watch and have the senior guardsman wake ne.

"Sir, " said Matthews as WIIliam noved toward the spot set aside for his
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groundcl oth and covers. He knew the sergeant was just as likely to

i gnore the conmmand and continue to ensure each watch-change went w thout
a hitch. Still, as with sending out fruit and ale for the trail-weary
sol diers, the gesture woul d be appreci at ed.

Wlliamturned in, and for once was glad for his training under McWrth,
for he had sl ept enough upon the ground atop a thin quilted mat, with a
heavy wool en bl anket over him that once he | ay down he was quickly

asl eep.

WIlliams eyes opened and he was awake wi thout hesitation and hal f way
standi ng before he realized what had wakened him It was no sound, no

al arm nor shout, but rather a feeling. Then he knew what it was. The
horses were disturbed to the point at which his mnd was hearing them as
if they were shouting. In another nonent they would be whinnying. He
hurried to where the horses where staked out. They were all standing

qui etly, heads erect, ears twitching, nostrils flared as they tested the
air.

Wl liamnever liked talking with horses. Their ninds were odd, divided.
135 What is it? Wlliamsaid with his mnd to the nearest horse.

Hunter! cane the answer, with an i nage of sonething noving silently
through the forest nearby. Snell hunter!

Wl liamglanced upwind in the direction fromwhich a scent woul d cone.
Man? he asked.

The response was confusing. Sone of the horses seenmed to agree while
others sent inpressions of a cat-like creature.

"Sonmet hing wong, sir? " asked Matthews at Wlliams shoulder. "I don t
know, " he answered quietly. "Sonething s got the horses spooked.

"Maybe a wol fjack hunting? "

Rat her than share his unusual ability with the sergeant, WIIliamjust
nodded. "Maybe, but there s sonething close enough that the horses are

Before he could finish the thought, the horses started whinnyi ng and
trying to pull up the stakes.

Matthews cried out, "Alarmi 'Ware the canp!" WIIliamhad his sword out
as sonething big and dark seened to fly by, close to the ground, but it
was past himbefore he realized it was not a bird of any sort, but a
swift four-legged creature. It bounded into darkness next to trees on
the edge of the canp, then appeared again in silhouette against the
canpfire for a brief instant, before vanishing into the night.

"Dam ne!" said Matthews. "It s a black | eopard!" Men were scranbling
for weapons and the Duke of O asko and his son came fromtheir tents,
weapons at the ready. By the time WIlliamreached them word of the big
cat had al ready reached the duke.

"That s a bold kitty, what? " said the duke with a grin. "N ce

136 of himto |let us know he s in the woods.
asked, "Wat of the clock? "

He gl anced around and

Wl liam glanced at the sergeant, who answered, "Three hours to sunrise,
Your Grace. "
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"CGood, " said the duke. "Let s eat and then at dawn let s track that big
bastard. "

WIlliamsaid, 'Yes, Your G ace.

The duke returned to his tent and Wlliaminstructed the sergeant to
order the norning neal prepared early. He had no doubt that by the tine
the sun crested the eastern peaks they would be at |east an hour al ong
the trail of that cat.

As the canmp turned to the day s preparation, WIIliam watched the edge of
the woods, trying to peer into the gloom As the bustle in the canp grew
in volune, he couldn t help the feeling that, somewhere nearby, that

| eopard wat ched.

The duke returned a few minutes later, rubbing his hands in
anticipation. "Let s eat, to strengthen us for the day to cone,
|ieutenant. "

"Yes, Your G ace,
woods.

said Wlliam tearing his eyes away fromthe nurky

As they wal ked toward the duke s tent, he said, "Damed accommpdati ng of
that beast to |l et us know he s nearby, what? You d soon as think he was
daring us to cone after him

Wl liam said nothing, but his thoughts matched the duke s, and he was
nowhere near as enthralled by the notion.

M st rolled through the trees as the duke, his nephew, son and daughter
nmoved silently through the woods. They were followed at a discreet

di stance by Wlliamand his squad of six soldiers. Bringing up the rear
were bearers and servants. WIlliamwas i npressed by the O askan
nobility; their hunting

137 skills were very evident. They noved with such stealth that in
conpari son the experienced sol di ers sounded noi sy and untrained to
WIlliam s ear.

A tracker fromthe garrison of Pathfinders at Krondor |ed the way,
indicating | eopard signs. Wlliamused his nental gifts to search out
any hint of the cat s whereabouts, but he kept com ng up bl ank. He
sensed the small animals nearby, the red squirrels and chi pnunks hidi ng
out of sight, even caught an inpression or two of the curious rodents
thoughts. Big hunters! they seenmed to say. Danger!

The qui et of the woods was unnerving. Sone ani mal sounds woul d usually
be heard in the distance, but those sounds were absent. The only noise
was an occasional plop as noisture gathered on the branches above and
fell to the ground below, or the faint novenment of the other nen nearby.

Wth each step, WIliams apprehension grew. Another twenty yards into
t he woods and he whispered to the men behind, "I mnoving up with the
duke. C ose up behind the servants. "

"Sir, " whispered the soldier.

W liam pi cked up the pace and quickly overtook the servants. He noticed
the servants who carried the duke s ferocious arsenal of hunting weapons
and his other equipnent | ooked uneasy. He closed up behind the Princess,
who wal ked a few paces behind her brother. In the gl oomahead, WIlIliam
coul d see the duke as a faint formin the haze, Prince Madic half a
dozen paces behind, Kazamir an equal interval after him WIIliam saw
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that the gl oomwas deepening, and his internal alarm sounded. The
Pat hfi nder at the side of the duke was | ooking around, as if he could no
| onger see the animal s spoor

138 Just as the duke held up his armfor a halt, WIliamwas noving
forward, pulling out his sword. The duke had his bow at the ready, and
was peering ahead into the gloom as if trying to see into it by wll
al one. Suddenly a novenent hi gh above the duke s head alerted WIIliam
and he shouted, "It s a trap! Above you. "

The duke acted wi thout hesitation, dodging to one side as a |large bl ack
shape pounced from above, launching itself froma heavy branch a few
feet above the duke s head. Prince Vladic let fly with one arrow, which
split the space occupied an instant before by the big cat. The | eopard
hit the ground and spun, |ashing out with one huge paw, raking the duke
across the shoul der as he fell away.

The cat gathered itself to spring as Wlliamreached Kazanmir s side. The
duke s son let fly with an arrow which barely m ssed his cousin s back
as it sped past Vladic and struck at the cat s feet.

WIlliam|eapt to defend the duke as the | eopard | aunched itself. His

bl ade cut the air, and he felt it rake the cat s side as it sprang. The
ani mal screaned, and rather than attack the duke it bounded into the
woods, as nore arrows flew at it.

Wl liam bent over the duke, who pushed away a hel pi ng hand. "After it!"
he shout ed.

"Your Grace, no!"
The duke yelled, "Get out of the way, boy!" and shoved WIIliam asi de.

W liam grabbed the duke s arm sw nging himaround in a half circle.
The duke s eyes widened and he said, 'You dare!"

"Sir, you re wounded,
comng a mle away.

shouted Wlliam "That creature will snell you

139 "I ve been hunting cats since before your birth, boy! Let go of ny
arm "

But Wlliamheld tight as the duke s son, daughter and nephew reached
them with the servants and sol diers closing quickly. "Your Gace, that
was no cat. "

"What ? " said the duke.

"I't was not a | eopard.

"I saw it!" said the duke, struggling with WIIliam

"I't may have | ooked like a | eopard, Your Gace, but it was not.

"What was it then? " asked Prince VI adic.

"A magi ci an,
magi ci an. "

said Wlliam releasing the duke s arm "A | esser path
He put up his sword.

"A magi ci an? " asked Paulina. "How can you be sure? "
WIlliamsaid, "As you know cats, mlady, | know magicians. Trust nme.

"A shapeshifter? " asked Kazamr
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W1 liam nodded. "Leopard totem And a powerful one to be able to shape
hinmself |ike that. "

"He did cone into canp as if he knew what he was doi ng, Father, "
observed Paul i na.

"He wanted you to go after him said WIlliam "He was hunting you. "
He pointed to the Pathfinder who stood a short distance away. "He was
first on the trail, but the nmagician |et himpass and tried to break
your back. "

"Break my back? "

"He leapt so as to land high on your back. It would have crushed your
spi ne. The fact you noved when | shouted saved Your Grace froma painfu
death. "

The Pat hfinder said, "It s truth, Your Grace. Had he | anded on you, you
d be dead. "

140 "The claws as he departed were his way of making sure you foll owed,
" said WIIliam

"Then | shall oblige him | Il hunt himin turn, " said the duke,
ignoring the blood that was dripping fromthe cuts in his shoul der

"No, Your Grace, " said WIlliam He notioned to Sergeant Matthews. ' Your
pl easure is hunting, but when it cones to hunting crimnals, that s ny
duty. " To Matthews he said, "Escort the duke back to his tent and see
to his wounds. | want a dozen men up here, arned and ready. " To the

Pat hfi nder he said, "See if you can pick up his trail, but be wary.
Remenber, this is a man you re hunting, not an animal. "

The Pat hfinder gave a nod and headed up the forest track.

The duke seenmed on the verge of starting a second argunment when Prince
VI adic said, "Cone, Uncle. Let s tend to those wounds, then we || see
about this hunting of nmgicians. "

W liam saw the duke study the trail, then give WIlliama | ong,

apprai sing look. Wth a nod of agreenment, he turned and started the slow
return to the camp. A short tine later, a dozen men, arned and ready,
appeared, and WIlliam signaled the way. Softly he said, "W look for an
ambush, either froma nman or a cat, and we won t know which until he
strikes. Keep your interval on the trail. "

Wlliamled the way, each man waiting a nonent before follow ng the nan
in front of him One by one they noved off into the nisty woods.

H gh above the sun shone, but deep in the woods there was nothi ng but

gloom "It s queer, " whispered the Pathfinder. "It shouldn t be this
dark. "
Wl liam nodded. "It s as if..." He paused. He knew what this

141 spell was, but had no nane for it. Despite having grown up on the

Isle of Stardock, WIIliamhad had no interest in the study of nmagic a
fact which had driven a wedge between WIliamand his father, Pug but

some know edge had stuck to the young man. "It s a darkness spell, to

make things gl oony so the caster can work his way past..." Suddenly he
stood erect and shouted, "Back to the canp!"
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"He s circled us? "

"It s the duke he wants!" shouted WIlliam turning to run past the
sol di er behind him The others quickly followed. "At the double!"

The nen set off at a quick trot. Wth no need for silence, they nade
quick time of the distance back to the point of the first attack

Wl liamheld up his hand and they paused to catch their breath for a
m nute, then they were off again.

For slow passing mnutes, the only sound WIIliam heard was heavy boots
poundi ng on the soil of the forest floor, the clanking of arnor and
weapons, and the | abored breathing of the men. No one spoke as if they
were conserving their energy, knowi ng a fight might await themat the
end of their run.

Wlliamwas the first to hear the struggle. As they approached the canmp
the sounds of battle rang out. He had a dozen nmen with him so eight

sol diers and Sergeant Matthews had remained in canmp with the servants
and bearers. Kazamir and the Prince would nean el even abl e-bodi ed
fighters, and WIlliamwas certain the duke could still give a good
account of hinself despite his wounds. WIliamcursed his own stupidity.
He had broken a cardinal rule of warfare: in the presence of an eneny,
never split your forces unless by doing so you gain a clear and obvious
advant age.

142 He had thought he faced one nmmgici an. He was obviously w ong.

Snarl s and cat-screans sounded anong the clash of weapons and WIIiam
caught sight of the first cat as they cane into canp. It was a | arge

| eopard, but spotted, not black like the magician in his cat form As
Wlliamran at it, he sent his thoughts toward it, Run! Bad! Danger! But
his mind hit a barrier, a nystic wall which kept his thoughts from
reaching the cat s mind, and prevented himfromhearing the cat s
thoughts. Instead, the leopard snarled in rage and | eapt at him

WIlliams two-handed sword cane up and he took the creature in the
chest, letting its own monentumcarry it past him then turned and | et
the creature fall off the point of his sword. The ani mal how ed and
flailed with its claws at the air, then lay twitching until it died.

There were nen in the canp as well as animals. Three nen stood near the
center of the canp, each wearing a robe and carrying a large staff. Two
seened to be in a trance, and WIlliamwas certain they were directing
the hal f-dozen |l arge | eopards he could see and however nmany ot hers he
couldn t while the third robed man stood guard over them WII|iam nade
straight for the alert magician.

Refusing to be diverted fromhis purpose, Wlliamdidn t see those nen
trapped in pairs and threes facing snarling animals who were working in
concert with one another, fierce hunters now gifted with human-ai ded
intelligence as they tried to pull down any sol di er whose attentions
wavered for an instant.

The magi cian saw Wl liamcom ng at a run and raised his staff, pointing
it at the young officer. WIliam prepared to dodge to the side, but

wi t hout knowi ng what spell was com ng he had no neans to judge his

tim ng.

143 Pain suddenly struck himin waves, and behind himhe could hear the
sol diers scream WIIliam staggered a step, then realized that while he
hurt fromhis toenails to his hair, he could still nove. The mmgici an
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who pointed his staff at himregarded himw th al arm when he didn t

fall. Eyes wi de, the nmgician dropped his staff and pulled a dagger from
his belt, |eaping toward the staggering young lieutenant with an
ani mal -1i ke snarl of anger.

WIlliamhad only to raise his sword, and as he had with the | eopard, the
poi nt took the attacker in the chest. But rather than swing to one side,
Wl liampushed with all his strength and the magician practically ran
upon the blade. H s eyes bul ged and he dropped his dagger, then his eyes
rolled up into his skull and he died.

Wlliamlet himfall and yanked his blade free. He turned and saw his
conpani ons lying on the ground, tw tching in agony.

Around himsnarling animals and screaming nmen told Wlliamhe had little
time. He raised his sword and struck the nearest standing nagician, the
one he had met in the inn, who had naned hinmself Jaquin Medosa. Wien his
bl ade struck, it was like hitting an oak tree, and the man staggered but
didnt fall. WIliamwas not anazed, for he had seen what nmagic coul d
acconplish all his life, and he knew his foe was enpowered by nore than
mere sinew and bone. Sone mmgi ci ans who | ooked frail could nuster the
strength to lift a horse, or resist sword bl ows and arrow points.

For an instant, the nman s concentration turned to WIlliam but before he
could marshal his resources against WIlliam the young officer struck
anot her blow with his sword, severing the man s armfrom his body. He
screamed and fell over, blood spurting fromhis shoulder. Wthout nercy,
WIIliam

144 ended his life with the point of his blade in the man's throat.

The | ast nmagician al so died quickly, and suddenly the tone of conbat
changed around him The aninmals sounds of rage now turned to those of
terror. Even with the spell broken, the cats would continue to fight.
"Back away fromthe | eopards!" WIIliam shouted. They were no | ess
dangerous for being free of the enchantnent, and WIIiam knew nmen m ght
suffer nmore if he couldn t quickly drive the cats off.

He cl osed his eyes and conjured an image, an enraged male lion, and

i magi ned a roar of challenge, defying the | eopard to enter its
territory. No normal |eopard would challenge an adult male lion if given
a chance to flee

Instantly | eopards began to flee the scene. Men shouted and while sone
sounds of struggle continued for a few nonments | onger, soon the canp was
qui et .

W liam shouted, "Sergeant Matthews!"

"Sir, " came the weak reply. The sergeant hove into view, his left arm
shredded from cl aw-wounds and pouring bl ood.

"Get yourself seen to, then report, said WIIliam

Duke Radswi| and his son energed fromtheir tent, both covered in bl ood.
"Are you all right, Your Gace? "

The duke nodded, |ooking around. "All these dammed cats. It doesn t make
sense. Leopards are solitary hunters "

Kazam r went pale and said, "Look!"

WIlliam | ooked at the three nmagicians he had killed and saw that their
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bodies were transforming. He and the others were w tnessing what few
mortals ever saw. a nmagician returning to its totemform The second
magi cian WIlliamhad killed, the one who had been surprisingly powerful,
was a huge bl ack

145 leopard. Wlliaminspected it and said, "This was the one that raked
you, Your G ace. "

"How can you tell? " asked the duke, as pale as his son. "This is where
I wounded it before, " said Wlliam pointing to a mark on its left
side. He then showed the severed arm "And this is where | cut off his
arm This was the man at the inn yesterday, Jaquin Medosa. "

Prince Viadic, with considerably fewer wounds than his uncle and cousin,
st epped from behind and said, "I recognized him also. "

" You survived, said Wlliamw th obvious relief. Vladic said, "MW
uncl e and cousin are heroes. They overturned the table and we fought
frombehind it. | fear they took serious wounds protecting mne.

"The Princess? " asked WIIliam

"She was behind nme, " said Mladic. "She s recovering in the tent.

Wl liam surveyed the damage. "How nany cats? "

"At | east a dozen, said a soldier. "Maybe nore, sir. W |i am shook
his head. "Sunmon Totem It s a rare and powerful magic. Those who tried
to kill you, Your Gace, enploy nen of great prowess. Only a few can do
what these three did. "

The duke said, "You flatter ne, |ieutenant. These nen didn t cone here
to kill ne. "

Wlliamsaid, "Sir? "

VI adi ¢ said, "They cane here to kill ne. They could have killed nmy uncle
easily but they ignored himto conme straight at ne.

Wl liamdidn t understand.
The duke, wi ncing fromhis wounds said, "I think | can

146 explain: had you not sent ne back to canp, | would have been on the
trail with you and your nen when the | eopards struck this canp. Al nost
certainly everyone here would have died. | can explain at greater length
after | get these wounds dressed, but the short answer is that soneone
wants the Crown Prince of O asko dead. And they want hi m dead on your
prince's doorstep.

Wlliamfelt a cold chill in the pit of his stonach. Soneone was not
trying to kill a noble froma nei ghboring ki ngdom soneone was trying to
start a war.

147 ElI GHT Attack Servants rushed forward.

Wlliamsignaled to Matthews to sweep the perineter around the inn
before darkness, while the servants hurried inside with the duke and his
famly. Followi ng the magicians attack, W/IIliamhad quickly taken stock
of the situation, cone to several realizations, and made a deci sion

The first realization was that two or three very powerful magicians had
orchestrated an assault that had been planned and executed with
pai nst aki ng care. Which meant they had known the duke was coming. Wth a

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ray...%20E.%20Feist%20-%20Return%20t0%20Krondor.txt (78 of 194) [10/16/2004 4:50:07 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/Raymond%20E. %20Fei st%20-%20Return%20t0%20K rondor .txt

sinking feeling, WIlliamwondered if there was a spy in the pal ace, or
if it had sinply been a case of someone observing the party | eaving the
city and sending word ahead by nmgi cal neans. He w shed Janes was here,
for that sort of plotting was nore his province. Wlliamjust didn t
have the tenperanment to consider every possible turn and twist of a
plot. His forte was battle: tactics and strategy, |ogistics and
resupply, defense and assault.

The other realization was that he had | ost seven of his twenty men,
along with half the servants. By all accounts at |east two dozen |arge
cats had struck sinultaneously, the result being a dozen nen dead before
they recogni zed the attack for what

148 it was. Only Prince Mladic s quick wits had saved the duke, Paulina
and Kazamir. He had overturned the table, ordered the others to crouch
behind it, and killed everything that tried to cone over the top

O her details were confused. Sonme of the servants reported seeing nen
anong the cats, dressed in black, while others made no nmention of it.
Duke Radswi |, Kazamr, Paulina and Prince Vladic all reported they had
seen no bl ack-cl ad men.

W1 liam had deci ded the duke was too injured to ride all the way back to
Krondor, so he decided to send riders to the city, while waiting at the
inn for relief. He asked for a healer to be dispatched with additiona
guardsnen. Sergeant Matthews had nmanaged to staunch the bl ood flow from
the duke s shoul der wound with a well-fashioned field bandage, but it
was still seeping, and the duke was weakeni ng.

Princess Paulina seenmed in need of some sort of help, but WIIliamwas at
a loss as to what to do. She sat silently, w de-eyed, |ooking nmore |ike
a frightened child than a young seductress.

Ni ght was upon them and WIlliamhurriedly inspected the nen and horses.
They were well provisioned and arnmed, but of the eleven remaining

sol diers he had sent three to the city three were wounded. Wth the two
Princes, he had a dozen abl e-bodied nen to defend the inn shoul d anot her
attack be nounted. He couldn t depend on the innkeeper and his famly.
Non- conbatants could be nore of a hindrance than a help in this

si tuation.

WIlliams mind was raci ng when he finished with the inspection and
started back toward the inn. Al he knew of magi c was what he had grown
up exposed to at Stardock: an

149 organi zed society of magic users who agreed in principle to study
and share know edge.

But he had heard stories, often fromyoung students, which he had taken
as wild tales of immgination, stories of dark practices and secret
rites, conducted by those serving evil powers. For every magici an who
had cone to Stardock to be part of something great and wonderful, others
had stayed away because of their own distrust, but some had renai ned
apart because of their own dark anbitions.

Some of the stories told of magicians who sold dark potions and evi
talismans to those needing dark arts, and others who served nad gods.
Many of the rites whi spered about were bl oody and vile, and until this
afternoon, WIliam had di scounted those stories as being of the sane
cloth as tales told around the canpfire to scare children

But now he had no doubt sonme of them nust be true He found hinself

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ray...%20E.%20Feist%20-%20Return%20t0%20Krondor.txt (79 of 194) [10/16/2004 4:50:07 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/Raymond%20E. %20Fei st%20-%20Return%20t0%20K rondor .txt

inside the inn, lost in thoughts of nagic. Bringing hinself back to the
present, he realized two of his soldiers held the man naned Sidi under
guard. WIIliam asked, "Wxy are you still here? "

The hawk- beaked ol der nman said, "The innkeeper said a well-known trader
is due in tonorrow. | thought it safer to travel north w th hi munder
the protection of his guards rather than risk the road al one. " @ ancing
at the marks of battle and the servants tending the wounded, he added,
"It seems ny instincts were correct. "

Wlliamfelt a hot flush of suspicion and said, "That nman you dined with
yest erday, the one who called hinself Jaquin Medosa, attacked us. "

If the man knew of the attack he feigned surprise with conviction. "He
was a bandit? "

150 "No, a mmgician. And he had friends. "

Sidi said, "I thought as nmuch. He spoke in passing of sone sort of power
he served, but | thought he was trying to inpress ne so | night
volunteer to pay for his neal. " Shaking his head, Sidi said, "He hardly

| ooked the part of a bandit.

W liam concl uded he had no reason to suspect this man of having a hand
in the attack. Had he, it was unlikely he would be sitting idly around
the inn.

Sidi said, "You were fortunate, lieutenant. | know a little about magic
fromny travels and without wards and other protections, even a little
magi ¢ can be very deadly. "

Wl liamheld up his hand, showi ng the ring Janes had given him "This

saved ny life. | wre it for a conpletely different reason, but it
warded a spell cast at nme just enough to permt ne to kill the
magi ci ans. "

He studied Sidi s face for a reaction to the news of the magicians
death, but all Sidi said was, "Magicians? Mre than one? "

W1 liam nodded, but only said, "They all died. "

"Very fortunate, indeed.

A servant cane down the stairs and said, "Lieutenant, the duke s wound
is worsening. "

Wlliamstarted for the stairs, but found Sidi s restraining hand on his
arm "Allow ne to come with you. | have some nodest healing skills. "

WIliamhesitated, then nodded.

"l have sonme nedicines in ny travel bag, in my room WIIiam notioned
for a soldier to acconpany Sidi and then hurried to the duke s room

It was the largest roomin the inn, but still small by any standard. The
duke lay in a bed, his face pale and

151 covered in perspiration. Sidi entered a nonment later with a big

| eat her satchel. Kazamr and Wl adi c watched as peopl e shuffled around
the roomto nmake enough space for the man to reach the duke s side. Sidi
set the bag on the bed next to the duke. He exam ned the wound and said,
"This is turning norbid. There is sonething working here that is not
natural . "
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Wlliamsaid in a | ow voice, "That whi ch wounded hi mwas not a natura
animal . "

Sidi paused as if considering and said, "In ny travels | have seen nagic
wounds that woul d not heal. Assassins use daggers with potions on them
and certain creatures also can rend flesh that will not heal afterwards.
My know edge of such things is scant, but | have a powder that may sl ow
the damage until you can get himto a tenple. "

"Talk to ne, man. | mnot dead yet, " said the duke.

"l apol ogize, sir, " said Sidi. "I know from seeing you yesterday to be
a man of sone rank. | fear | amtoo tinmd in addressing such an august
person.

"My Lord, Duke Radswil of O asko, this man is naned Sidi, and he says he
may help. "

"Do what you can, " said the duke, now | ooking paler by the minute. Then
he added, "Please. "

Sidi opened his bag and took out a pouch. "This will hurt, ny I|ord.

"Do what you nust.

The flesh around the wound was now white and puffed, and the wound
itself seeped blood mxed with a thin whitish fluid. It stank of
nmortification. Sidi opened the pouch and liberally sprinkled a green
powder over the wound. The duke sucked his breath between cl enched
teeth. Kazanir reached past WIlliam

152 and took his father s hand, and the duke gripped tight, tears
formng in his eyes and running down his face.

After a nonment he said weakly, "By the gods! That burns like a
cauterizing iron!"

Sidi nodded. "It is nmuch the sane, ny lord. The powder burns away
infection. It does not always work, but in the past it has hel ped.

The duke lay back and said, "I think I Il sleep now.

The room qui ckly enptied save for Kazanmir who stayed with his father
Vladic took WIliam aside as the others noved down the hail and stairs
to the floor below "Lieutenant, what is the situation? "

W liam decided that hol di ng nothing back woul d be the best course. "W
have a dozen swords, and this inn is defensible. Relief should arrive at
m d-norning tomorrow, and | ve asked for a healer to be sent with the
sol diers, so your uncle will nost |ikely survive. "

"Assuming we re alive when relief gets here. " He | ooked at WIliam and
said, 'You expect another attack? "

WIlliamtook a deep breath and let it out slowy. "I dont know what to
expect, so | mpreparing for the worst. "

"Tell nme about the attack. You said earlier you know of nagic. What do
you know? "

Wlliamsaid, "My father is the Duke of Stardock, and that is where
was raised. | ve seen a |lot and heard nmore. Those three who attacked us
nunbered at | east one, probably two very powerful magicians of the
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Lesser Path. The one who lured your uncle..." WIIiam paused, then
added, "Sone mmgicians swear to a totemcreature, in exchange for
certain abilities. One of those is the ability to take the creature s
shape. The longer the nmagician is in the animal guise the nore he thinks
l'i ke that

153 animal, so this is a dangerous thing to undertake. But the nore
powerful the magicians, the nore powerful the aninmal. That great black
| eopard totemtells us the man calling hinself Jaquin Medosa was a very

powerful practitioner of magic. | think there are those at Stardock,
perhaps my father, who mght know this man by anot her nane, for a
magi ci an of the Leopard Totemwho is that adept will have been heard of.

"Way woul d powerful magicians seek ny death? "

WIlliamsaid, "The reasons to kill a Prince are as nunerous as there are
anbitious nmen in your nation, Your H ghness. Any of those reasons could
be the notive. "

"An assassin? "

"I think so; it is the best explanation | can cone up with, unless you
have enenmies with close ties to magicians. There are others in Prince
Arutha s court who will be better inforned on that topic than nyself.
Al | can give you is speculation, and that is of little worth. "

The Prince had a distant |ook. "You ve given ne a great deal, already,
lieutenant. " Then he |l ooked WIlliamin the eyes. "But tonight? "

"If there were but three of them we are safe. Even had they survived,
they woul d be too exhausted to hunt us. Sunmmoning that nmany ani nal s of
the totemis a feat that requires days of recovery. That is why there
were two of them The third was there to protect those controlling the
animals. "

VI adi ¢ nodded. "How is it that you resisted his magic? "
WIlliamheld up his hand. "This ring protected ne. "

"A favorable talisman. But why do you wear it? "

WIlliamcouldn t avoid blushing. "Ah, actually, a friend gave it to ne
so | mght better resist your cousin s charns, and keep ny mnd on ny

duty. "

154 Vi adic gave Wlliama half-snmile and said, "You Il go far,
lieutenant. " He | ooked down the stairs and then said, "W need to eat.
| doubt we Il have a quiet night. "

"Why, Hi ghness? " asked WIliam as he foll owed.

"For those who undertook this el aborate anbush not to have a contingency
plan in case the first attack failed would be too nuch to hope for; we
just can t be that lucky. "

WIlliamsaid, "I agree, and wal ked down the steps, his nmind churning
with various different defense plans.

Wl liam had stationed men at every possible entrance to the building. He
had removed two nmen who had tended the horses, assuming that any in the
barn woul d be anbng the nost vul nerable. There were two soldiers at the
kitchen door, two at the mamin door. Both doors were barred with a stout
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oak tinber, though fromthe | ook of the iron fasteners on each side of
the mai n door, they would only stop a casual passer-by trying to open
the door; the iron was heavily rusted and one good shove woul d pop the
rivets that held theminto the wood. There were nmen at both the
downstairs wi ndows. Sergeant Matthews was upstairs standing guard
outsi de the duke s door, with another nman at the w ndow at the end of
the hail, overlooking the stabling area behind the inn

The remai ning six men slept under tables in the common room in their
armor wi th weapons beside them WIIliam had managed to sleep in arnor a
time or two during training, but reckoned he woul d never get the knack
of it, or have to be a great deal nore tired than he had been when he
last triedit.

He sat at the table where they had dined the day before, too keyed up
even to contenpl ate sleeping. He lost track of tinme, turning over the
day s events in his mnd a hundred tines. He

155 knew he coul d not have handl ed things better, yet felt as if he had
sonmehow failed in his duty. A noble of a neighboring nation |ay abed
upstairs at grave risk, nmen had died, and he had barely avoi ded | osing
everything. He was certain Captain Treggar woul d have sonething to say
to him

H s mnd wandered and he started to doze where he sat when a npvement
besi de himcaused himto start awake. It was the man Sidi, who said, "I
didn t nmean to disturb you, |ieutenant.

"That s all right. | need to stay alert.
"I'f they come, it will be soon. Dawn is but two hours away.

The stranger was correct. Just before dawn was when nmen were the nost
sl uggi sh and nost commanders took advantage of that know edge when they
coul d.

Wl liamstudied the strange man in the gloom the rooms darkness cut by
only one snmall candle. "What do you do, if |I may ask? "

"I live in a small village inland fromthe town of Hal den Head, up near
Wdow s Point. "

Wl liam knew of the area, though he had only travel ed through there
once. "Rough country. "

"It can be, but it suits ny needs.

"And they would be? "

The man shrugged. "I trade. Items, gens, rare ninerals, sometines
know edge. There are men and other creatures, goblins and trolls, who
are willing to sell me things in exchange for other goods | have. "

WIlliamsaid sharply, 'You wouldn t be runni ng weapons, would you? "
Sidi said, "I have other items trolls and goblins val ue.

One does not have to deal in contraband to trade with them

WIlliamsighed. "I msorry to be so distrustful, but under the
circunstances "I understand. | was eating with the man who attacked your
party. | do dabble in trade that nmany woul d | ook upon with suspicion. "

WIlliamstared at the door as if expecting soneone to break in any
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instant. "Are they com ng? " he asked absently.

Sidi said, "W shall know shortly. '

They waited in silence.

M nutes dragged by, then one of the sentries said, "Lieutenant!"

"What ? " asked WIliam standing up and drawi ng his sword.

"Movenent, outside, said the guard

WIlliamlistened. For nonents he couldn t hear any sounds out of the
ordinary, then he heard it. Soneone or sonething was creeping around the
inn, probably inspecting the w ndows.

Abruptly, the sound of running feet came from outside, then the door
expl oded inward with a | oud crash. There was no need to shout alarm as
men rolled out fromunder the tables beneath which they had slept,
weapons in hand.

Four nen had used a large log as a ram and dropped it as they surged
forward. Weaponl ess, they hurled thenselves at Wlliam Sidi and two
other sentries, allow ng four arned men behind themto enter the room

Wl liamkicked an attacker in the groin and cut the man behind himas he
turned toward Sidi. Sidi brandi shed a dagger and was faci ng down a man
who was in the process of drawi ng out a curved sword.

Noi se fromupstairs told Wlliamthat Matthews was securing

157 the duke s room and getting ready for the two who were now rushing
up the stairs.

The arnmed nen proved to be far nore difficult foes than the four who had
first conme through the door. Wlliams nmen had di sposed of the latter
qui ckly, but the arnmed nen were advancing warily.

Each attacker was attired in black, with a | oose head-covering that |eft
only the eyes exposed. They wore baggy pants that were gathered at the
ankl e, tucked into | ow black boots. Their black shirts were tightly
fastened at the neck and wists, and their weapons had all been

bl ackened. Wl liam shouted, "Cl ear the door in case there are archers
out si de!"

The man facing WIlliam]lashed out with his curved bl ade, and WIIiam
took it on his own two-handed sword. The clang of netal upon netal rang
out all over the room Hi s attacker slashed fromthe other side and
Wlliamrealized he was being measured. Wlliamintentionally let his
guard | ower, anticipating that when the third testing bl ow cane, it
woul d be followed by a furious slash that was intended to cut above his
bl ade and take hi macross the chest.

Instead the man s eyes wi dened in shock as WIlliams swordpoint took him
in the chest. Early on in his training Wlliamhad realized that nost
swordsnen consi der the | ongsword a sl ashing weapon and don t anticipate
the danger fromthe point. He had devel oped that skill as nmuch as
possi bl e, often using the sword as other nen used the broadsword or
rapier. As nore than one instructor had said, the slash wounds, but the
thrust kills.

The fallen man had barely hit the floor when WIlliamsaw two nen in
bl ack hurrying up the stairs. He sped after them and found them
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struggling with Matthews and two guar dsnen.

158 Wlliamfelled one frombehind, while the other killed the soldier
next to Matthews.

Mat t hews nmanaged to cut the attacker, who ignored any pain and spun to
push the sergeant into Wlliam Tangled for a nonment, they saw the nman
hurl hinsel f against the door to the duke s room

The door crashed i nward, causing splinters to fly through the air |ike
tiny mssiles. A screamsounded fromthe roomnext to the duke s.

"The Princess!" WIlliamshouted to Matthews as he hal f - pushed,

hal f-poi nted the sergeant toward the duke s room WIlIliamraised his
foot and ki cked hard against the door to Paulina s room The shock ran
straight up his leg to his hip, but the door gave way, sw nging inward.

Paul ina sat cowering in the corner, her fists before her face as the
wooden shutters of her wi ndow splintered and fell away. Another

bl ack-clad warrior was entering fromoutside. Wlliamraced forward,
hol ding his sword with both hands, |eveled like a | ance.

The man di ed soundl essly.

WIlliamknelt next to the Princess, who | ooked at himin horror. "Are
you all right? " he shouted, as if his loud voice m ght reach past the
f ear.

She stared at himand shook her head slightly. He took that to nean she
was unhurt. Wthout any idea how things fared in the rest of the inn, he
could only say, "Don t nove. Stay right here until soneone cones to
fetch you. "

He hurried next door to find Vladic, Kazanmir and Matthews standi ng over
two dead assassins. The duke lay hal f-conscious, staring up at his son
and nephew, as if confused as to who they were.

159 Seeing no i medi ate danger, WIIliam said, "Sergeant, come with mne.

They hurried down the stairs and found three guardsnen |ying dead on the
floor, with five black-clad warriors stretched out beside them Sounds
of struggle cane fromthe kitchen and Wl liam said, "Sergeant, guard the
stairs, " and he raced into the kitchen

Dead bodies littered the floor, anmobng themthe innkeeper, his wife, and
the serving girl. Two soldiers, obviously wounded, had one |ast invader
cornered. He stood with his back to the wall, a curved sword in his
right hand, a dagger in his left. "Keep himalive!" shouted WIIiam

Seei ng no escape, the man reached up with the dagger and with one quick
nmotion cut his own throat.

The two soldiers and WIliam stepped back, astonished at the act.
WIlliamhesitated, then knelt next to the man. Hi s eyes were staring
upward, and what life in themfled in noments as the bl ood gushed from
hi s neck.

"Fanatics!" said one of the soldiers, holding his sword in his left hand
while his right hung Iinply.

Wlliamsat back on his heels. "Yes, fanatics, he sai d.

The other solder, holding his bleeding side with a bl eeding hand said,
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"Li eutenant, what were they? N ghthawks? "

"I dont think so, " said Wlliam He had an idea what they were, but
t hought better of saying anything to the nmen. He stood and said, "Let s
get this place as secure as we can.

The two nen nodded and one tried a salute, but WIliamwaved it off.
"Get yoursel f bandaged. "

Wl liaminspected the kitchen. Besides the bodies of the innkeeper, his
wi fe and the serving-girl, three nore assassins

160 |l ay dead, as did the two guardsnmen he had stationed there
originally.

Wl liamstuck his head out of the door that opened onto the stabling
yard and saw the sky to the east was |ightening. He heard the horses
snort in the stable and counted hinself fortunate that he hadn t put nen
needl essly in the stable. Two or three less nmen in the inn and they

m ght not have survived

WIlliamreturned to the commbn room and | ooked around. "Soneone s
mssing, " he said to Matthews. "Were s Sidi? "

"Vani shed during the fight, sai d one of the soldiers. "Faced one of
the killers with a dagger and when | killed the man trying to kill him
he runs off into the night w thout so much as a thank you. "

W liam nodded. "G ven the circunstances, | don t blane him Maybe he |
cone back. " WIliamdoubted it. Fromwhat he had said, the man skated
al ong the edge of the law and with this many dead, there was bound to be
too nmuch royal scrutiny for himto welcone it. WIliam| ooked at
Mat t hews. "How do we stand? "

"There are five nmen still living, and you and I, sir.
"Sun s coming up. | think we re safe until reinforcenments arrive

"I Il see to the nen, sir. You could use sone rest.

W I 1liam nodded, then stood. "W all could use sonme rest. " He started to
pul | bodies out of the inn and then said, "Sergeant, | want these
assassins searched. " He was alnost certain they d find nothing but
swords and daggers, no personal itens, jewelry, or anything el se that

nm ght reveal who they were

As Matthews set about tending the nen, WIlliamwent to the first
attacker outside. He knelt next to the body and

161 renpoved the head covering. He then pried open the nmouth and saw the
man s tongue had been cut.

W liam sat back on his heels and shook his head. Looking toward the
south, he said to hinself "Wat are Keshian assassins doing trying to
kill a Prince of O asko? "

162 NI NE
Deci si ons Arut ha frowned

He stood to one side of the Duke of O asko s bed and watched as a priest
of the Order of Prandur exam ned the duke.

The priest was new to Arutha s service, having been selected by his
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order to serve for a year as Arutha s spiritual advisor. The position
rotated through the various najor tenples in the city, each sending an
advi sor for a year s termthough sone chose not to and this year it was
Fat her Bel son.

The sl ender, bl ack-bearded cleric stood up, his purple and scarlet robes
shimering with reflected torchlight, and turned to the Prince. "There
is infection and something el se, a magical elenent that keeps the wound
fromhealing properly. " Then, looking at Wlliam the priest said, "The
powder you saw sprinkl ed upon the wound was green, you say? "

"Yes, Father, " WIlliamreplied.

He had returned to the palace | ess than an hour ago, bone-tired and
filthy. Wen relief under Captain Treggar had arrived at the inn at
dawn, the heal er who had acconpani ed the relief colum had pronounced
the duke s condition beyond his ability to i nprove, and urged Captain
Treggar to return

163 the duke to Krondor as quickly as possible. The captain had utilized
a wagon out behind the inn to carry the duke and his famly, and while
the inn s wagon was being nmade ready to carry the duke and his famly,
Wl liam had made his report. Treggar had said nothing to himafter that,
save direct orders regarding the return to Krondor.

Wlliamwaited silently while the priest again exam ned the duke. "I
have magic that will burn out the contami nation, " he said to Kazamr
who stood at his father s bedside. "But |ike nbst nagic practiced by ny
tenmple, there is little in it that is gentle. "

"WIIl it work? " asked the young Prince, obviously worried but trying to
hide it.
"Yes, but it will |eave a scar.

"My father has many scars. Do what you nust to save his life

Bel son nodded. "Hi ghness, | will need a brazier and a cl ean bl ade t hat
may heat. "

Arutha called for the required itens, and nodded at Janes.

Janes notioned to WIlliamand said, "Cone with ne.

WIlliamfoll owed Janes fromthe duke s bedchanber and when they were
outside, James said, "You did well, WIlly. "

Wl liam| ooked at James in open-nouthed astonishment. "Well? According
to whon®? "

James grinned. "According to Captain Treggar. He says the fact you
managed to keep half your conpany alive and, nore inportantly, kept the
duke s fanmly alive, was comendable. "

Wl liamsighed. "I thought | was going to be cashiered right out of the
army. It doesnt feel like |I did nmuch comendable. Al | can think about
is the nen who died. "

Janmes said, "I dont want to sound |like the old veteran, but

164 | ve seen enough warfare in nmy life to know that you || probably
never get past that. Just keep in mind that you re a soldier and your
line of work isnt known to have a long |ife-expectancy. Now, cone

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ray...%20E.%20Feist%20-%20Return%20t0%20Krondor.txt (87 of 194) [10/16/2004 4:50:07 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/Raymond%20E. %20Fei st%20-%20Return%20t0%20K rondor .txt

al ong.

"VWhere are we going? "

"The Prince s office.
"Like this? " asked Wlliam indicating his dirty appearance.

James smiled. "Remenber, | ve craw ed through sewers with Hi s Hi ghness.
Ri ght now, expedi ence outwei ghs fastidi ousness.

They reached the entrance to the Prince s private chanbers, and one of
the pages flanking the portal opened it. Janmes led Wlliaminto the
Prince s receiving room

Princess Anita and the twins were waiting. "Cousin WIllie!" shouted
Borric, followed an instant later by Erland. The boys junped up from
where they had been sitting as their nother read a story to them and
hurried over to inspect the young sol di er

"You ve been in a battle!" shouted Erland. "Qutstanding!"

Wl liamgave the nine-year-old a frowm. "Not if you d been there. W
| ost sone good nen.

That calnmed the twins down a little. "Did you kill anyone? " asked
Borric.
W1 liam nodded, |ooking regretful. "I did. "

Anita rose and said, "Janes, you and WIlliamrefresh yourselves unti
Arutha gets here. " She indicated a washbasin that had been placed on a
table in the corner. "I || deposit these two thugs el sewhere. "

"Aw, not her, began Erl and.

Anita held up a finger to her lips for silence. "Business of the

165 court. You can annoy Janmes and WIIliam at supper
two young nmen she said, "You will conme? "

Looking at the

Janmes nodded. "Unl ess your husband has other plans for us, of course.

Wlliamhurried to the washbasin and attenpted to clean hinself as nuch
as possible. A page appeared with a clean tabard, and he stripped off
hi s bl ood-covered one. He washed his face, hands, and the back of his
neck, not wishing to sit at the royal table Iooking as if he had just
come from a sl aughterhouse. He was toweling off his face and hands when
Prince Arutha wal ked in. "The duke will live, " he said w thout
preanble. Wth a wave of his hand he indicated that the two young mnen
should sit on the divan vacated by his wi fe and sons.

They sat and Arutha said, "Fromeverything that has occurred in the |ast
two weeks, | can see that we face as big a danger to the sovereignty of
our realmas we did fromthe noredhel recently.

"We have unchecked nmurders in our streets, a war between crimna
factions, someone methodically killing magicians in our city, magicians
attenpting to assassinate visiting nobility, and a band of Keshian
lzmalis operating far north of our border with Geat Kesh. " Arutha sat
back. "In sum we have as out-of-control a situation as | can renenber.

James said nothing, and when WIlliam | ooked at him gave the young man a
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slight shake of the head, indicating that the Prince was not to be
guestioned or interrupted.

After a nonent of silence, Arutha said, "Janmes, | have a conm ssion for
you. "

Janes smled. "Another? "

"No, the same, only nore clearly defined.
166 WIlliam sat notionless, expecting to be dism ssed at any nonent.

Arutha noticed the posture and said, "I assune ny wife has invited you
to sup with us? "

W 1iam nodded.

"Good, because you re to play a part in this as well.
"Me? " asked WIIliam

Arut ha gave his adopted cousin a faint snile. "You feel as if you ve
been derelict in your duty? "

W1 liam nodded agai n.

Arut ha said, "Losing nen under your conmmand is never easy. On your first
m ssion, it can be devastating. "

Wlliamfelt tears threatening, and blinked them back as relief flooded
over him "Thank you, sire, " he said softly.

Arut ha paused for another |ong nmoment, then said, "Wat is said here,
now, stays in this room

Bot h young nmen nodded.

"Janmes, for two years you ve been flirting with the idea of setting up
an intelligence corps.

James sai d not hi ng.

"I want you to stop flirting and start building in earnest. Young
WIlliamhere will help you.

"Me, Highness? "

Arutha | ooked at WIlliam "The |longer you stay in Krondor, the nore you
will come to understand that trust is a rare commodity to the throne.
There are those, of course, who swear loyalty with every fiber of their
bei ng, but their own natures make them untrustworthy, since they harbor
ment al reservations even they are unaware of until the noment of crisis
comes. You have shown your nettle over the last two days, and besides,
you re Pug s son. "

167 WIlliam s expression darkened a bit despite his attenpt to keep a
neutral facade. "Sire? " he asked, tentatively.

"I know you ve had difficulties with your father, about taking service
with me. You can be certain he and | had words over this several tines.
My point is, Pug has a particular loyalty to this famly and nation. He
has experienced things you and | can only imagine, yet he works for a
greater good. Had you been a man | could not trust, | would have | earned
of that long before you cane to Krondor
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"Besides, " finished Arutha, "as one of the younger officers, you wll
be |l ast anong those suspected of any special rank within this court.

Janes said, "And | ?"

Arut ha | ooked at Janes. "Publicly, you will continue for a while with
the rank of squire, but we both know you abuse that limt on your
authority with regularity and i nvoke ny nane whenever you feel that will
make a difference. "

James just grinned.

"Eventual ly, if you and Lockl ear manage to live, | Il pronote both of
you to baronets, but while you probably have earned that rank half a
dozen tinmes over in the last few years, that pronotion would only serve
to call nore attention to you should | award it now. Those nen who tried
to apprehend you a few days ago have ne concerned. "

Janmes nodded. "As they do ne. And given that sone of mny informants were
anong the dead, | shall have to give sonme thought to how | recruit their
repl acenents. "

' Young Deputy Means can hel p. What you must do is to recruit a few no
more than five people who know you by name and face. Those nust be the
ones who work to bring in informants and agents. | shall also have to
send you to every

168 city in the Kingdom and eventually, abroad, so that a true network
can be established. It will take years. " He rose and the two young nen
followed suit. "But for the tinme being, let s see if you can set up a
bit of an intelligence service here in Krondor w thout getting yourself
killed. "

"l ve avoided it so far, Janmes said with confidence

"Which is why you get the task, nmy young future duke.

James grinned at the old joke between them "Are you going to name ne
Duke of Krondor sone day? "

"Perhaps. If | don t hang you first, " Arutha said, |leading themto the
dining area. "Though if we get this network to the state | w sh, one
that will counter Kesh s, then | suspect you |l end up in Rillanon. The

east is where we need intelligence, in many ways, nore than we need it
here. " lgnoring protocol, Arutha pushed open the doors hinself.

Seei ng the door open fromthe other side, the two pages inside the
dining roomhurried to pull out the Prince s chair. WIlliamtook his
pl ace at the foot of the table, next to James. He gl anced over to see
how James was taking all of this and saw the young squire was already
| ost in thought about the task before him

Arutha said, "W Il continue this discussion |ater. " He turned his
attention to his wife and children

Princess El ena seened content to sing quietly to her doll, which had
been propped up next to her dinner plate, and occasionally she informnmed
Janmes and Wlliamthat the doll was not enjoying supper, nostly because
she didn t like the behavior of the two boys next to her

James nodded to WIliam and whi spered, "Even noney says the doll is
abducted before the nmeal is over.
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Sizing up the mschievous Princes Borric and Erl and,

169 Wlliamsaid, "No wager. " Supper passed quietly and pl easantly,
with Anita asking WIlliam questions that led himto tell of his mssion
wi thout vivid details that mght disturb the children

After supper, Arutha rose and notioned to the two young nmen to follow
hi m back to his office. As they left the dining area, and agai n passed
through the private chanber, from behind them cane an outraged screech
fromthe Princess, followed by, "Mumry! Borric s got ny dolly!"

James shrugged and said, "So | was off, she made it through the neal
Wlliamsmled. "Barely. "
When they reached Arutha s office door, Janmes opened it for him

The Prince swept through the door and Wl Iliam foll owed when Janes
mot i oned hi m ahead. Janmes cl osed the door and joined WIliambefore the

desk.

Arut ha waved for themto sit and said, "I ve given this a lot of

t hought, Janes, and as much as | know you d love to be given a free rein
on this, | want you to report to nme on every proposed agent you want to
recruit. "

James nodded. "That will slow us down, Hi ghness.

"I know, but | d rather not | ose agents down the road for haste at the

outset. | would prefer you to be circunspect and find us reliable
people. "
James said, "I ve been thinking about this as well, Hi ghness. Wat if we

set up two sets of agents? "
"What s your neaning? "

"What if | line up some snitches and a coupl e of dockworkers, the sort
of blokes | enployed before, as if | were replacing those who were
killed or fled, while at the sane tine | was quietly setting up a rea
ring of agents? "

170 "Sounds pl ausi bl e, but you realize those you recruit nore openly are
likely to be punished for the deeds of your real agents, don t you? "

James said, "I know. But this isn t a gane, Highness. People are dying
right now, and those who willingly take the Crowmn s gold for being
i nvol ved in such business should know the risks involved. | don t want

to set up anyone to be a decoy, and if | mjust funble-fingered enough
in setting up nmy snitches and bully-boys, and they re just inept enough
to nmake our enem es think them harm ess, perhaps they won t be asked to
pay the price for our other work. "

Arutha said, "I dont like it, but there are many things associated with
this crowmm | dont like. "

Wlliamsat silently, and Arutha | ooked at him "Do you understand? "
"Sir? "

"I mean, do you understand about doing distasteful things, even
repul sive things, in the name of duty? "
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Wlliamwas silent for a | ong nonent, then he answered. "Sire, | ve
learned a lot in the | ast year about what it nmeans to bear arns.
Training was half of it. Killing men was nost of the other half. But

wat chi ng conrades, nen whose safety had been entrusted to ne ... | think

| under st and.

"Good, because you re the only junior officer I can trust fully, beyond
even the normal oath of loyalty to the Crown. Your father never traded
on his adoption into the famly he never needed to but it was a nost
solemm gift by my father to honor a boy he thought dead, whom he had
come to regard as worthy of bearing our famly name.

"The children call you Cousin Wllie, with affection, but it s nore than
a sinple courtesy: you are a condoin. If the

171 responsibility that cones with that name hasn t dawned upon you yet,
nowis the time for it to do so. "

W liam sat back, conprehension dawning on him "It hadn t, Hi ghness.
But | think it s beginning to. "

"CGood, " said Arutha with a half-smle. "I have no doubt James wil |
accel erate your understanding if he doesn t get you killed first. "

"What should | do, Hi ghness? " asked WIIliam

"Study, learn, listen, train, do your job. But fromtinme to time Janes
will pull you fromyour regular duties and you Il aid himin whatever
task he requires. As your time here passes, WIlliam | want you to get
to know every man in the command, and in your mind mark those who you
think can be trusted with special duties. The Household Guard has been a
cerenoni al command of late. It s tine to change that. | will eventually
make it clear that nmy personal guards are the elite of this comrand, but
not quite yet. To do so at this time would send a signal to whoever is
behind all the mayhemin ny city. "

Arut ha sat back, forned a tent with his fingers and flexed themfor a
monent, the only nervous gesture Janes had ever seen himnake. After a
monent of reflection, he said, "W have anple proof of agencies in our
real m doing mschief. W do not know if we face one or nmany foes. The
Ni ght hawks? Are they related to those |Izmalis? Wiy woul d they nount so
frantic an attack? Had they noved with nore precision, | suspect you
woul d not be here, WIlliam "

W1 liam nodded in agreenent.

"And of course, Arut ha continued, "why kill magicians? "

James said, "It would be nice if either Pug or Kul gan was here. "
Arut ha nodded absently. "Pug wants to send nme a new court

172 magician. After that affair with Makala and the Tsurani G eat Ones,
and now this busi ness of shape-changers and nurdering magicians..." He
sighed. "I think Pug is correct and I will send himword to have this
Keshian girl sent here. "

WIlliams eyes w dened. "Jazhara!"
Arutha said, "Yes. "

"But she s
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Arutha interrupted. "I know. She s the great niece of Lord Hazara-Khan
" dancing at Janmes. "Who is, | suspect, your opposite in the Court of
G eat Kesh. "

James said, "You flatter me. It will take ne a decade to put together

agents as cleverly as he has.

To Wlliam Arutha said, "You object to her com ng here? "

"No ... it s just that | m... surprised, H ghness. "
n W]y? n
WIlliams eyes shifted a nonent, then he said, "Well, she s a Keshi an,

and connected to the nost influential famly in the north of the enpire.
And. ., she s young.

Arutha had to laugh. "And you and Janes are anci ent veterans? "

WIlliamblushed. "No ... it s just that all nmy life | ve been surrounded
by magi ci ans, many of whom are elderly men of great experience. | mjust

"Just what? " asked the Prince.

"Surprised that she s ny father s choice, that s all. " Arutha reflected
on that. "Wy? "

"There are ol der, nore experienced nagicians at Stardock. "
" \Mo? "

"Who? " echoed WIIiam

"Who, " repeated Arutha, "would you suggest is a nmore appropriate
choi ce? "
173 Wlliamsaid, "I... well... there are several. " H's nind raced and

he did a quick inventory of the mmgicians at Stardock who m ght serve as
an advisor to the Prince of Krondor. He quickly realized that npbst were
either too caught up in their own area of study to performthe required
duties with any dedication, or they |l acked the social skills necessary
to be a harnonious addition to the court. After a nmonent, he said,
"Actually, | can t think of anyone. Korsh and Watoom are al so Keshi ans,
and they are too involved with the conduct of the Acadeny. Zol an Husbar
and Kulgan are too old. There are sone others, but Jazhara has both the
know edge of court politics and a firmgrasp of the nystic arts.

"Do you fear treachery? "

"No, " WIlliamsaid without hesitation. "Never that. If she swears an
oath of fealty to your crown, Hi ghness, she will serve with her life if
need be. "

"I thought as nuch. Arutha regarded Wlliamfor a nonent. "There s

sonething el se you re not telling me, but I Il let that pass for now "
To Janes he said, "I |l set up a special account for you to draw upon
for whatever you need in establishing this new network of agents. | want

a weekly report, even if the report is 'nothing happened this week. And
I wont like hearing that. "

James nodded. "There are three things we nust deal with as quickly as
possible. First, what is the relationship between the N ghthawks and the
Crawl er? Second, what is the purpose behind all the seeningly random
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deaths? And third, what is the significance of magicians being killed? "

Arut ha rose, and the young nmen quickly followed suit. "I nust pay a
visit to the Duke of O asko and his famly. You can add to that |ist why
a visiting lord of a friendly nation was set upon so far from hone. "

174 "Four things, " said Janes.

Arutha didnt wait for Janes to open the door, but just opened it
hinsel f as he said, "Be in court tonorrow norning, both of you. "

After the Prince had set off down the corridor, Wlliamturned to James
and said, "Did | make a total fool of nyself in there? "

"Not total, " replied Janes with a smle. "Wat s between this girl and
you? "
Wl liam | ooked dowmn at the ground and said, "It s a long story. "

"We have tine, so tell ne.

"Time? | have to report in.

"You al ready did, said James. "Treggar and the other officers wll
have been told you were with Arutha. From now on, when you re with nme or
the Prince, the others in the garrison will sinply know you re on
special duty. That s all. "

Wl liam sighed. "When | cane here, | really thought | d train and then
head off to sonme frontier outpost. "

James | aughed. "You re the Prince s cousin, even if only by adoption
You didn t imagine they d let any menmber of the family condoin rot away
at Hi ghcastle or Iron Pass, did you? "

"Well, | just never thought of nyself as a royal, that s all.

"Living on that island out in the mddle of that huge | ake, | can see
why you wouldn t. "

WIlliamyawned. "Well, even if | don t have to report in, |I could use
some sleep. "

"Not yet, " said Janes, throwing his armaround WIlliams shoul der. "W
have sone business to conduct. "

" Busi ness? Now? "

175 "Yes, " said James. "And besides, | want to hear all about you and
this Jazhara. "

Wl liamsaid nothing, but he rolled his eyes heavenward and silently
sai d, Wy ne?

Janmes opened the door into the noisy inn. WIlliamhad been telling him
the story of his relationship with the nagician sunmoned fromthe
i sl and.

"So, you see, it was really a silly boy thing, and she was very kind
about it, but it was very enbarrassing to say the least. | Il hardly
know what to say when she arrives.

"How ol d were you? "
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"Si xteen. "
James gl anced around the inn. "I think |I understand. You || appreciate
my view of such things is different. By that age | was very... famliar

with wonmen, in both the good and bad sense of 'famliar He noti oned

across the room "There s a table. "

Wl liamand James had to nmaneuver their way past several groups of nen
standing drinking at tall tables along the wall, and between | arger
round dining tables. Food could be seen here and there, but npbst of the
crowd seened to be intent on drinking ale, or the occasional goblet of
W ne.

As the two of them sat down, WIlliamsaid, "Wy are we here? "

James waved his hand around. "Partially, to see what we can see.
Wl liamfrowned, not having any idea of what Janes was tal ki ng about.
"And partially, sitting in your tiny roomw th that other young

|'i eutenant. .

"Gordon, " supplied WIIiam

"Yes, Gordon ... would probably do nothing to keep you from sonme bl ack
despair or another over your handling of the

176 m ssion which was quite good, no matter how you feel. And lastly..
"James waved his hand ... | promised Talia | d bring you back here.

"You what " he started to say, as Talia reached them "Janmes, WIIliam
how | ovely to see you. Wat is your pleasure? "

"Two al es, please, sai d Janes.

She turned and gave Wlliaman extra little smle as she left to fetch
their drinks.

"See, " said Janes.
"See what? "

"She likes you

WIlliamturned to watch her nove through the press of bodies in the
room "You think? "

"1 know. Janes | eaned across the table and gave Wlliams arma
brotherly squeeze, then sat back

"Trust me. She thinks you re a Prince.
"What? " said WIliam now confused. "You told her | was a Prince? "

Janes | aughed. "No, you stone-crowned idiot. A 'Prince of a fellow A
ni ce young nman. "

"Ch, " said WIlliam sitting back. Then he | ooked at Janes. "So you
really think she |likes me? "

James could barely contain hinmself as Talia returned with two fl agons.
Setting themdown, WIlliamadnmred the pretty girl for a brief instant,
then | ooked away as she said to him 'You ve not been avoiding ne, have
you, WIIl?2 "

W I liamglanced at her and saw that she was smling, and he returned the
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smle. "No, | was just on a ... mssion for the Prince.

"That s fine, " she said cheerfully, scooping up the coins Janes

177 put on the table for the ale and wal ki ng away.

Wl liamsipped his ale, then glanced at Janes. Before WIIliamcould
speak, Janes said, "She |likes you. "

"Ch, " WIlliamreplied, turning his attention back to the ale. Janes
chuckl ed. They sat in silence for a few m nutes, Janmes appearing to be
wat ching the crowd absently, but WIlliamnoticed that his eyes were
going fromone man to the next, as if nenorizing themor | ooking for
sonmet hing in those faces

At last, Janes said, "W need to |eave. Drink up. "
" W]y? "
Janes drained his ale and stood. "Now. "

Wl liamtook another sip, stood and foll owed Janes. As they edged
through the crowmd, Talia saw them | eaving and called to them "Don t be
strangers!”

Wl liamwaved, but Janes just hurried through the door.
Qutside the inn, Janes held up his hand and said, "Wait. "
"For what? "

"For that fellow there, "Janes said, pointing to a nman nearing a distant
corner, "to turn. "

The man turned the corner, and Janmes said, "Now Hurry.
"W re follow ng hinf "

"Brilliant.
"l mean, why? "

Janmes said, "Because a few days back he and a few of his friends were
following me. And | need to find out why. "

Wl liamsaid nothing, but reflexively his hand fell to the hilt of his
swor d.

178 TEN Revel ati on Janes gl anced around the corner

The nman he had seen | eave The Rai nbow Parrot was just ducking around the
far corner of the road. Janes held up his hand for Wlliamto wait. As
the squire expected, a nonent | ater the nan reappeared for a brief

i nstant, peeping around the corner to see if he was being followed.

"It s atrap, sai d Janes.
WIlliamdrew his sword. "Do we wal k away, or do we spring it? "

"Neither, " said James. "They know there are two of us, so they Il be
ready for you and that oversized cl eaver of yours. " He gl anced upward.
"How re your clinbing skills? "

"VWhat? " said WIIliamglancing upward. "Here? "
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"VWere else? " replied Janes as he followed the roof-line with his eye.
"Follow me, " he instructed, heading back the way they had cone.

Hal f a block away was an alley. "W don t have nuch tine, James sai d.
"They Il wait another two mnutes, then they Il figure we ve tunbled to
the trap. "

Janes found what he was | ooking for, a wooden stairway to an upper fl oor
door. He hurried up the steps, trying not to

179 make any nore noi se than necessary, and WIlliam foll owed cl ose
behind. To WIlliamthe noise of his own heavy boots on the wooden steps
was certainly I oud enough to wake those inside and warn whoever waited
hal f a bl ock away. Yet James seemed untroubled by it. He reached the
door at the top of the stairs and pointed up toward the overhangi ng
roof .

"G ve ne a boost, James whi sper ed.

WIlliamnmade a stirrup with his hands and |ifted Janes easily upward so
he was quickly sitting on the roof. Janmes turned and reached over to
help WIlliamup. "Hurry!" he whispered.

W1 liam grabbed Janmes s hand and came up easily. An instant |ater both
were nmoving, crouched Iow, toward the far edge. Janes again |ay down and
peered over the edge. He held up his hand and showed four fingers,

wi t hout taking his eyes off the nen bel ow

Wlliamdidn t risk |ooking over as Janes retreated
"Ever junmp off a roof before? "
"VWhat, twenty feet? "

"Sonmething like that. "

"Wth sonmething to break ny fall, yes

James grinned. "There are four possibilities down there.

He pulled out his sword and sat down on the edge of the roof. He slid
until he could grab the eaves with his left hand. He held hinself there
for an instant, cutting the distance fromhis feet to the ground by
nearly hal f, then pushed away and | anded feet-first on the shoul ders of
the rearnost man. The anbusher snashed into the ground, either dead or
unconsci ous, as Janes tucked and rolled across the hard cobbl es of the
street. Wlliamdidn t consider the bruises that nove would | eave, or
the splinters he would collect, as he attenpted to duplicate Janes s
feat.

180 Hi s hand nissed the roof, so rather than slowi ng down, WIliamfel
hard upon the next man bel ow, crushing his spine as they slanmed into
the street. WIlliams head swam for an instant, but while he gathered
his wits, training and reflex took over. He was sitting on a corpse;
wi t hout thought he got off and rolled over into a fighter s crouch.

As his faculties returned, WIlliamfound hinmself with his sword out,
point leveled at a frightened-1ooking man, who had his own sword at the
ready. James was engaged with another man who was either trying to
circle himto escape, or get into a better position to fight. The nman
James had | anded on | ay groaning on the cobbl es.
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WIlliams opponent, a stocky fellowwith the nuscles of a dockworker,
lunged with his sword. WIlliam even though still slightly dazed from
his fall, easily deflected the lunge and parried. He |l et the man slide
up on him then threw his shoulder into him knocking hi mback

The man staggered but recovered before WIlliamcould close. WIliam
blinked, trying to clear his vision, and when things cleared, he saw his
opponent dropping his sword and putting up his hands, pal ns outward.
James was standing behind him his sword firmy pressing against the man
s spine. "That s the lad, " said Janes. "No sense dying along with the
others, is there? "

The man said nothing. He made a small step forward as if he was trying
to escape, then threw hinself backward with all his weight, inpaling
hi msel f on James s sword

WIlliamwatched in shock. "What? "

James yanked | oose his sword and caught the man as he fell. He | ooked
into the man s eyes, and said, "Dead. "

" \My’? "

181 He reached inside the nan s tunic and pulled out an anulet. It was a
dark nmetal, with a relief hawk inscribed upon it.

"N ght hawks, " Janes said. "Again. " He | ooked around. "Wait here. "

Wl liamsaid nothing as Janes scurried off into the night. Tinme passed
slowy and WIIliam wondered what Janes could be doing. He held his sword
ready and waited. Just as he began to wonder if he should | eave and find
the city guards, Janes reappeared with a pair of city constables. "Here,
" he said, pointing to the bodies. "I want one of you to guard them and
another to hurry and get a wagon. Bring themto the palace. "

'Yes, squire, said a constable. He glanced at his conpani on, who
nodded, and turned and hurried off into the darkness.

"What now? " asked WIIiam

"Back to the pal ace, as soon as the wagon gets here.

W1 liam watched, suddenly overwhel ned by nunbing fatigue, as the
constabl e studied the fallen assassins. Janes was content to remain
silent, and Wlliamalso felt no need to speak. But deep inside, beneath
the uncertainty about his handling of the duke s safety, and the
enornity of what they were about to undertake, he wondered if he was
equal to the tasks being set before him Taking a deep breath, he

resol ved that, ready or not, he would do his best, and leave it to the
gods to judge his efforts worthy or not.

Arutha stood in the dark cellar as the four dead men were stripped and
exam ned closely by a pair of soldiers. James and WIIliam waited nearby,
wat chi ng.

Every article of clothing, weapon and personal item was exam ned for a
hi nt of where these nen cane from As expected, the search turned up
little. Each man had an identica

182 hawk anulet on a chain. Gher than weapons, a sinple ring on one

man, and a small pouch of gold coins on another, the nmen were anonynous.
Not hing hinted at their origins.
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Arutha pointed to one of the shirts and said, "G ve that to ne.

A sol dier brought it over and Arutha | ooked at it closely. "I wish | had
my wife s eye for garments, but | think this is a Keshian weave.

Janes said, "The boots!"

Arut ha waved and all the dead nmen s boots were brought over. Arutha,
Janmes and WIlliaminspected them and found several bootnmakers marks.

"l don t recognize these, " said Arutha. "So they re not Krondorian, | m
certain. "
James said, "I Il get pen and paper and copy these. By noon tonorrow |

Il know who these nmakers are.

Arut ha nodded and Janmes sent a page scurrying off. In less than five
m nutes he was back and he said, "Squire, | ve just been told they ve
been | ooking for you all evening. "

Arut ha gl anced over and said, "Who are 'they ?"
"Jail er Morgon, sire, and his nen.

Arutha indulged hinmself in a slight smle and said, "Why is the jailer
| ooking for you, Janmes? "

James said, "I Il go find out.
and said, "Do your best. "

He handed the pen and paper to WIIliam

Janes |l eft the exam nation of the dead men to the Prince and hurried

al ong after the page. They parted conpany when the page headed upstairs
to the main floor of the palace, while Janes turned and headed down
deeper into the dungeon. He reached the door to the jailer s snall

apart nent and knocked.

"Who is it? " cane the voice fromthe other side.

183 "Squire James. You sent for me? "

"Ch, yes, sai d the voice. The door opened and Morgon the Chiefjailer
| ooked out. He was dressed for bed in a gray flannel nightshirt. "Just
turning in, squire. | sent that boy to find you hours ago.

"I was out of the palace until a while ago. What can | do for you? "

The jailer said, "Nothing for ne, but there s a bl oke down in the

| ock-up clains he needs to talk to you. " Mdrgon was a narrow faced man
of advancing years, but his hair had stayed al nost uniformy black in
all the time James had lived at the palace. He cut it straight across
the forehead and down before the ears, so he | ooked as if he was wearing
a black hat with ear flaps. "Bit odd, if you ask me. He s been in

| ock-up for alnost three weeks now, and hasn t said a thing to anybody.
But his trial s tonorrow so suddenly he s shouting for you.

"Do you know his nane? "
"Didn t ask, " said Morgon, fighting off a yawn. "Should | have? "
"I Il go see who it is. W s on duty? "

"Sikes. He |l take you to him

"CGood ni ght, Mrgon. "
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"Ni ght, squire, said the jailer, closing the door.

James hurried down the small passage that led to the stairs down into
the deeper dungeon. The dungeon had two | evels. The upper |evel was
excavated so that narrow windows in the cells let in light, and through
whi ch courtyard hangi ngs could be watched by those in the death-cells.

The | ower |evel was pitch black. Here the pal ace dungeon was really a
vast gallery with four large netal cages in it, the bars running from
floor to ceiling. A cross forned by

184 two paths divided the cells fromone another. A torch at the foot of
the stairs at the end of one of the wal kways was the only source of
light for the entire vast dungeon. A solider stood beneath the torch and
turned as Janmes cane down the steps.

"Squire, " he said in greeting.
"Sonmeone | ooking for me down here? " asked Janes.

"Bl oke in the far cell. I Il take you there.

Janes followed as the soldier took the torch fromits wall hol der and
|l ed himpast the first two cells, both of which were enpty. The two far
cells were full of nen, nostly sleeping, and a few wonen huddl ed
together for nutual protection in the corners. These were the braw ers,
drunks and troubl emakers who were guilty of enough chronic | awbreaking
as to be facing the Prince s justice. Sone of the prisoners called out
questions, which Janes ignored.

The soldier led Janes to the far end of the cell and Janes saw the | arge
man waiting with his hands on the bars.

When he stopped before him James heard the man say, "G ad to see you,
Jimy. "

James said, "Ethan. | thought you |ong gone.

The former Abbot of Ishap, forner basher in the Myckers, said, "As did
I, but the gods have other plans for us. "

"“Us? "

Wth his chin he notioned over his shoulder. "I ve got Kat and Limmwi th
me. "

"When s your trial? "
"Tonorrow. "

"What s the charge? "

"Charges. Unlawful flight, resisting arrest, battery, rioting, and
probably treason as well. "

185

James turned to the guard and said, "Get themout of there and bring
themto ny quarters. "

"Squire? "

"l said get themout of there and bring themto ny quarters. Put mnen
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outside ny door until | send them back to you. "
The guard still seenmed uncertain.

"Whuld you like me to run up to annoy the Prince for his personal signed
order? "

The guard, |ike al nost everyone else in the garrison, knew the squire
could get the Prince s warrant if he needed to, so he thought better of
delaying the inevitable and said, "I Il get some of the boys to bring

themto you.
"See you upstairs, Ethan, " Janes said and left.

A short tine later there was a knock at the door of Janes s room
Graves, Kat and Li mm st ood before him shackled and cuffed in irons
"Renove the irons and wait outside, " ordered Janes.

"Yes, squire, answered the senior guard.

After the irons were off and the door closed, James indicated a tray he
had sent in before they got there, upon which was a pitcher of ale,
cheese, bread and cold beef. Limmdug in wthout hesitation. G aves

| oaded up a platter for hinmself and Kat while she filled two fl agons.

"Last | saw you, Ethan, you were going to get Kat and head for Kesh. "

G aves nodded. "That was the plan.
"\What happened? "

Graves said, "It took ne alnost a week to find Kat, and then set up the
nmove to Durbin. W were lying low, had a nice little place in the poor
quarter, waiting for the day our ship was heading out. Then the nurders
started. " He

186 | ooked at Linm and indicated the boy should continue the story.

Li mm said, "W ve been banging up against this Crawl er and his nen for a
whil e now, squire. You remenber |ast nonth when O d Donk turned up dead?

James nodded, even though he was vague as to who O d Donk had been and
when he had di ed.

"Then you nust have heard how some bashers were killed out at the docks?

James nodded, assuming that was related to what Walter Blont had told
hi m about the battle between his group and the Crawl er s nen.

"Wl then, when the Crawmer s nmen hit Mother s we all scattered. | d
been fetchin for Kat and Graves while they was hiding out, getting ready
to go to Kesh, and then the N ghtnmaster is killed. They find himfloatin
in the bay. The Daymaster got together with Mck G ffen, Reg devri se,
and Phil the Fingers and they went sonewhere, cone back saying the
Upright Man is dead, and next thing you know a war s on in the sewer.
Most of the boys are dead and all the bashers are too. " Linmm paused to
catch his breath, then carried on. "Graves and Kat and nme were heading
out to Kesh, playing the part of a proper famly, when we got caught up
inariot at the docks. You know the rest. "

James said, "There s just been a little too much killing around here for
my taste of late. " He filled themin on as nuch as he felt |ike
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sharing, |eaving out those details of recent events that he felt m ght
conprom se Ki ngdom security.

When Janes finished, Gaves said, "Those |zmali assassins don t surprise
me. | spied a couple of rough-1ooking Keshians down in the sewers, while
we were trying for the docks, before

187 we canme up and got ourselves tossed into jail. Needl ess to say, |
didn t confront themto find out what they were doing there. "

Limm chined in, "And sone of those who were killing the street boys were
Keshi ans. "

Janes silently wei ghed up how much he was confortable sharing with his
former conpatriots. Finally he asked, "Wy would they be killing
magi ci ans? "

Graves stopped chewing for a monent. Eyes w de, he swall owed, and said,
"The only reason | can think of has sonething to do with the Tenple of
Ishap. | may be a renegade of that order, but there are secrets | wll
not reveal. This has nothing to do with nmy duty to the tenple, but it
does with my duty to the gods. "

James said, "Wuld it have anything to do with the occupation of a house
across fromthe western gate of the palace? "

G aves said nothing, but there was a slight flicker in his eyes.

"Never m nd, said James. "Despite ny years, | ve seen enough of
priests and oaths to |l ast several lifetimes. | won t press. But any
i nsight you can provide about this rmurdering of magicians woul d be
deeply appreciated. "

"By you? "

James grinned. "By the Crown.

"Enough to get us out of that cell and on our way to G eat Kesh? "

"This very night if the Prince |ikes what he hears.

"Then take ne to the Prince, said G aves.

James nodded. To Kat and Limm he said, "Wait here. " Then he opened the
door and told the soldier outside to continue standing guard. He |ed
Graves back to where Arutha and WIlliamwere inspecting the four slain
nmen, presented G aves

188 and finished by saying, "He may have sone pieces of this puzzle. "
Arut ha said, "And they would be? "

"Saf e passage? " asked Graves of Janes.

"Saf e passage? " Arutha raised an eyebrow.

Janmes said, "A mnor nmatter of civil disorder which was schedul ed to be
resol ved tonorrow norning. "

"This norning, you nean, " said Arutha. "The sun is but three hours
away. " To Graves, Arutha said, "If you provide intelligence of suitable
worth, | think we can overl ook the matter of a minor braw. "

Janes said, "Mire like a small riot, but that s neither here nor there.
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Graves said, "Then know you, Hi ghness, that | was the nan once namned
Abbot of the Tenple of Ishap at Malac s Cross. | betrayed ny oaths and |
betrayed ny brothers and now | am consigned to the punishment of the
gods. "

Arut ha said, "The required value of your information just went up a
great deal, Abbot Graves. | know that nane, and by rights | should bind
you over to the tenple for its justice. "

Graves said, "Here is what | may say: there are forces about the | and,
dark agenci es which nmean you harmin ways you cannot fathom H ghness.
They nove in shadows and enpl oy those who may not even realize they are
in the service of these powers.

"A matter of great inport will occur soon. | think you know what it is
and why | may not speak nore of it. "

The Prince nodded. "Go on

"There are those who woul d benefit if things went awry with that matter.
It is not inmportant to those dark agencies that they succeed, only that
the tenples fail. "

189 "Are you asking me to warn the tenples? " asked Arutha.

Graves smled. "Hi ghness, nothing | have said to you is unknown to
anyone of rank in the Tenple of Ishap, or anbng the prelates of the
other orders. | mtrying to illustrate a point: your enenies nay appear
to be acting in a random even chaotic fashion, because they have no
goal, other than to create difficulties for you. "

Arutha said, "So far | ve heard nothing new.

"Then this is the part you don t know. There is an organi zati on overseen
by a man you know as the Crawler. He is attenpting to displace the
Mockers in Krondor, as well as take over crimnal activities in other
cities. His goals seemsinple: wealth and power. But to achi eve these
ends, he has allied hinself with others: the N ghthawks. " G aves paused
to gauge the Prince s reaction

"Continue, " said Arutha.

"It s an uneasy alliance, for the N ghthawks appear to have their own
agendas, including working for those dark agencies | spoke of before.
The Crawl er s nen were those driving the Mockers out of the city. The
Ni ght hawks have been killing nagicians"

"Do you know anything of the assault upon the Duke of O asko? "

"One hears runors, even in your dungeon. It is the result of a plot by
one or the other, the Crawer or the Nighthawks. If it s the Crawler, it
i s because the duke is seen as an inpedinment to his plans. If it is the
Ni ght hawks, it is because the duke s death serves those dark forces
speak of. "

"Do nmagi ci ans work for the Ni ghthawks? " asked Janes.

"Not that | ve heard of, but then they do not work for the Craw er
either. Thieves have little trust of those who practice

190 magic arts, as you know well, Jimry the Hand, " answered G aves.

Arutha smled at the nention of that nane. "James al so knows how to ask
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questions to ferret out the truth.

"So if we were to tell you that those who attenpted to take the duke s
life were magicians, and their target wasn t truly the duke, but the
Crown Prince, what say you then? "

Graves said, "Then a third agency must be invol ved. Perhaps those dark
forces are sending additional agents to insure their ends, regardl ess of
what the N ghthawks and the Craw er achieve. "

Arutha sighed in frustration. "Damm nme, but at tinmes |ike these | w sh
for an eneny in plain sight. "

"Hi ghness, said Graves, "1 think | can give you at |east one.

"What ? " asked Arutha.

Graves wal ked over to the nearest corpse. "A man in death doesn t al ways
resenble the man he was in life, but | knowthis one. H's nane, or at

| east how | knew him was Jendi. He was a raider fromthe Jal-Pur, and a
man wi th whom the Upri ght Man has done business in the past. He is a
murderer, a slaver, and a robber. " He |ooked at the Prince. "How did he
cone here? "

Janmes answered. "He was trying to arrange a conversation with ne,
agai nst ny wishes. "

Graves smled. "Any chat he had in mind was you telling himeverything
you have ever known and himlistening until he decided to kill you. "

Arutha said, "So you know this man. Wiom do you think he was working
for? "

"It is runpored that while Jendi was a comon thug, he

191 worked fromtine to tine with nore dangerous people: like the
Ni ght hawks. "
"How could that be? " asked Arutha. "I thought the Ni ght-hawks kept to

t hensel ves.

"Ch, they do, but they need contact with the outside world, and so they
use those they bribe or terrorize to loyalty. Sonmeone has to negotiate
on their behalf when it cones to killing for profit. "

"I thought if you wanted an assassin s services, you just |left the nane
of the victimsomewhere and they contacted you and naned a price, " said
James.

Graves said, "Yes, but soneone has to pick up that nanme and deliver the
price. They dont do it thenselves. "

Arutha said, "Do you know if there are Keshians anong the Ni ght hawks? "

Graves said, "They are a brotherhood w thout nation, H ghness. Bands of
assassins in the Kingdomcount |lzmali clans in the south as kin. "

Arutha said, "At least that puts the Keshian assassins in the sane pl ace
as the N ghthawks. "

"Literally, sai d Graves.

"What does that nean? "
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"I't means you are alnost certain to find your N ghthawks, both Ki ngdom
and Keshian, at a place within a week s ride of here. "

"Where? " asked Arutha. "Tell ne and your crines are pardoned and your
saf e passage guaranteed. "

Graves said, "To the south of Shandon Bay lies an old caravan trail, no
| onger used. Further south of that trail lies a range of hills, upon

whi ch once rested an ancient Keshian fortress. | only know of it because
that man " he pointed at the corpse

192 " spoke of it once in a drunken ranble. Sonme ancient map or another
may have its | ocation. But know this, the upper breastworks and towers
have | ong since fallen, and all that remains are the underground
tunnels. "

James said, "Sounds a lot like what they were using up at Cavell Keep

Graves continued. "They have water there; an ancient spring, and they
can trade for food at Land s End or Shamata with anonymty. It s close
enough to Krondor to strike at will, and unless you know what you re

| ooking for, you could ride past it and never know you d passed an
encl ave of murderers. "

Arutha turned to WIlliam who had been listening quietly, and said,
"Hurry to nmy quarters. Take as many nmen as you need, but | want you to
go through every ancient nap we have and | ook for any hint of that
Keshian fortress. "

Graves said, "Can you read Keshi an, boy? "
W I Iiam nodded. "I can

G aves said, "Then look for a place called 'Valley of Lost Men. From
there trace your finger to the east. If that fortress is on the map, it
m ght be called ' The Tonb of the Hopel ess. "

"I imagine it wasn t considered a choice ,duty station, James qui pped.

Graves said, "I don t know about that, but | do know that s what that
drunken rmurderer called it. Said the garrison had been left to die
defending it or sonme such legend. It s said to be haunted by the spirits
of soldiers, and bl ood drinkers and ot her such nonsense.

Janmes said, "If you d seen sone of the things we have concerning the
Ni ght hawks, Ethan, you d change your tune.

193 It s very disconcerting to kill one and then have to kill him al
over again a few nmnutes later. "

Graves nade a sign. "l said you were confronting dark agenci es,
H ghness, and | nean of the blackest sort. "

Arutha said, "We Il forgo your trial in the norning, Gaves, but you |
remain ny guest a while longer. If this tale of yours turns out to have
truth init, we |l get you on a ship for Durbin or Queg or to wherever

it is you wish to travel. Janes, take himback to his cell. "

Janes saluted. "Sire.

He | ed Graves out of the room and said, "That went well

Graves said, "If you say so, Jinmmy.
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"He didn t turn you over to the |shapians, and he didn t order you hung,
did he? "

Graves smled. "Wll, there is that.

They wal ked back to Janes s quarters, where they would fetch Li nm and
Kat and return to the dungeon below. Far fromconfortable, it was stil
one of the safest places in Krondor. If any place in Krondor could be
consi dered safe these days, Janes thought to hinself.

194 ELEVEN Stealth The Rai nbow Parrot was enpty.

At this hour of the norning, no one was drinking. James yelled out,
"Lucas!"

Wl liam gl anced around and was rewarded a nonment |ater when Talia
entered fromthe kitchen. "WIlliam" she said with obvious pleasure.

"Janes, " she added, her smle fading only slightly. "Father is hauling
refuse down to the river for dunping. He || be back any nmonent if you d
like to wait. "

WIlliamsmniled and said, "Thank you

James grabbed WIlliams el bow and stopped himfromsitting. "If | don t
m ss my guess, Talia needs to shop in the market this norning, don t
you, Talia? "

Her smle brightened as she said, "Wy, yes, as a matter of fact. | was
going to | eave as soon as Father returns. "

"Why don t you escort her to the market, WIlliam as | have sone private
matters to discuss with her father? "

WIlliamal nost fell over a chair getting around Janes to offer his arm
to Talia. "If you have no objection? " he asked.

She slipped her armthrough his gracefully and said, "No, | mpleased to
have the conmpany. " Looking at Janes, she said, "You don t mnd being
| eft alone, squire? "

195 Janes said, "No, a few minutes of peace will be welcone. " Her
expression turned qui zzi cal and he added quickly, "Things at the pal ace
have been very frantic of late, what with visiting nobles and all. "

Her sm |l e broadened. "Oh, yes. | heard an eastern noble was staying at
the palace. " Turning her back on James as she gazed up at WIlliam she
said, "You must tell ne all about it. "

From behi nd Talia, Janes shook his head slightly, indicating that

Wl liamnost certainly should not tell her all about it. He said, "I m
sure WIliamcan remenber what the | adies of the eastern courts were
wearing, Talia. "

WIlliamallowed hinself to be | ed outside, and Janmes sat down to wait
for Lucas. He didnt wait long, for as good as Talia s pronise, Lucas
appeared a few mnutes later, entering the inn fromthe rear door
"Talial" he shouted; then he saw Janes sitting al one.

"\Where s ny girl? "

"She s gone to market with Wlliam | told her | d watch the place unti
you returned. "

Lucas fixed Janmes with a bal eful |ook, and said, "You re up to
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sonet hing, Jimy. | ve known you too many years not to know that. What
isit? "

Janmes rose and canme to |l ean on the bar beside Lucas. "Something awkward,
Lucas. | wish to ask you a question, but | cant until | ve sworn you to
secrecy.

Lucas was silent for a nonment, rubbing his chin as he considered his
answer. "Can t rightly do that, until | know what s what. | ve got
obligations, as | msure you well know "

James knew wel | indeed. Lucas was one of few successful innkeepers in
Krondor who didn t have the patronage of a powerful noble, a guild, or
the Mockers. Over the years

196 he had managed to nmake several useful alliances, including
friendships with several highly-placed nobles in the Kingdom Janes he
knew from his dealings with the Mckers, yet Lucas had sonehow resisted
becom ng their tool, or com ng under their dom nation. There was

sonet hing very stubborn in the old nman s nature, and it was knhown

wi t hout saying that as soon as anyone tried to control him Lucas could
call upon other resources. Utimately, it was easier to work with Lucas
than to try to coerce him

James had rehearsed his speech several tinmes, and after taking a deep
breath, he began. "W both know the Myckers are no | onger a major force.
And we both know that soneone else this Crawer is trying to tie up al
the dodges and capers in Krondor. "

Lucas nodded.

"W al so know that, as far as anyone can judge, the Upright Man is dead.

Lucas smiled. "Don t be so quick. He s a cagey one. Mybe the Upright
Man s dead or maybe he s just lying low "

James said, "Perhaps, but if he s lying |low he s as good as dead,
because he s |l et the Mockers conme to a nmessy end. "

"Maybe, or maybe it just seens that way.

James grinned. "Anyone ever tell you you re a pain to talk to? "

"Yup, " said Lucas. "Not too many, though. "
"Look, | need ... well-placed friends. "
Lucas | aughed. "Well, start with the Prince of Krondor, boy. | cant

i magi ne anyone better placed than him

"I mean well-placed within Krondor. People who are in a position to hear
things. "

Lucas was silent as he wei ghed James s words carefully, then

197 he spoke: "Over the years | ve nmade it a business to be very hard of
hearing nost of the time, Jimy. It s why lots of people are confortable
doi ng business with me. There are themthat wants to nove cargo w thout
having to deal with the Prince s customs nen or the Myckers fences, and
I know t he occasi onal caravan driver heading inl and.

"There are those that need to speak to others who want to kill them on
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sight, and | can sonetines get themtogether without bl oodshed. Things
i ke that.

"But all that goes to naught if anyone thinks | ve turned snitch

James said, "I mnot |ooking for snitches, Lucas. | ve got enough of
those on every street corner. | need sonething nore, soneone | trust.
need good information, not runors or lies fashioned to earn sone
coppers. Mreover, | need soneone, after all is said and done, who is ny
man, no matter what he s telling other people. " He |ooked at Lucas and
said, "I think you understand what | msaying. "

Lucas was thoughtful for a nonment. Then he sighed and said, "Sorry, but
I could never be no man s spy, Jimy. That s too dodgy a path, even for

the likes of ne. " He noved away and went behind the bar. "But | |l tel
you this. | Il never work against the Crowmn. | was once a soldier and ny
boys died for the Kingdom So, you have ny word on that. And if | catch
a hint of anything like that, well, let s say I Il make sure you find

out quick. How s that? "

Janes said, "It |l have to do.

"Wuld you like an ale? "

James | aughed. "It s still alittle early for that. | Il just take ny
| eave. When Talia and Wlliamreturn, tell WIIl to return to the
garrison and report in, will you? "

198 Lucas said, "About that young fellow..
"Yes? "

"He s a good sort, right? "

James said, "Yes, he s a good sort.

Lucas nodded, then picked up a rag and started polishing his bar. 'just
that ... well, like | told you, Talia s all | ve got left. Want to see
she s done right by, if you see what | nean. "

"l see what you nean,
by her, Wlliamwll.

said James, grinning. "If any one will do right

Lucas gl anced up. "Father s a duke, you said? "
James | aughed and departed, wavi ng good-bye to Lucas.

Wliliamfelt flushed and a little giddy, and couldn t quite decide if he
was in love or just overtired. He d had nunerous conversations with his
parents on the subject of men and wonen and their relationships, as well
as hearing plenty of opinions fromthe acadeny students at Stardock as
he grew up. In many ways he was far nore acquainted with the theory of
ronmance than many young nen his age, but far |less practiced than nost.

As Talia chattered on about the current gossip, he tried to keep
interested, but his m nd wandered. He had known girls all his life,
starting with his adopted sister Ganma. But while he had had nmany femnal e
friends as a boy, he had only thought hinself in |ove once before.

He tried to push the image of Jazhara aside, and the nore he tried, the
nmore vivid she becane in his mnd. Four years older than WIlliam she
had conme to study at Stardock when he was el even years old. That had
been half a lifetinme ago, he realized.
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She had been al oof at first, a Keshian of noble birth who

199 had eventually put up with his childhood infatuation with good grace
and even, occasionally, flattered anusenent. Then the year before he

|l eft for Krondor, things had changed. He was no | onger an awkward boy,
but a strong and intelligent young man and for a brief time his interest
in her was returned. Their affair had been storny, intense, and
ultimately painful for WIliam

It had ended badly, and he was still unclear as to what had nade their
rel ati onship so rocky, and until he had | earned that she was bei ng sent
to Krondor he had thought he m ght never discover the reasons why she
had pushed hi m away. Now he consi dered the prospect of neeting her again
with dread and sonme excitenent.

"You re not |istening. Talia s voice penetrated his reverie.

"Sorry, " he said with a smle. "I haven t had nuch sl eep the past
coupl e of nights. " Wen she frowned, he quickly added, "Business of the
Cr own.

She smled and held onto his armas they approached the market. "Well

enjoy the sunshine and we Il just pretend the Prince and his business
are very far away. And promise nme you Il get a good night s sleep, all
right? "

"I Il see what | can do, Wlliamreplied. He | ooked at the young wonan
s profile as she stopped to inspect produce that had come into the city
t hat nor ni ng.

She pointed to a pile of |arge golden onions and said, "I |l take six of
t hose. "

Wil e she and the seller haggled a little, WIlIliamfound his thoughts
returning to the differences between Talia and Jazhara. Jazhara was
Keshi an, from desert stock, and darkly exotic by Ki ngdom standards. She
was a nagi cian of sonme skill and great potential, and as fit as any
fighter he had ever known. He knew from first-hand experience that she
coul d crack your

200 skull with a quarterstaff as quickly as conjure up a spell, and she
was better educated than any woman he had net she spoke a dozen

| anguages and dial ects, knew the history both of her own honel and and
the Kingdom and could discourse on sciences, the course of the stars,
and the nysteries of the gods.

Talia by contrast was a sunny, open person, full of hunmor and grace. She
turned to catch Wlliamstaring at her and said, "Wat? "

He smled back. "Just thinking that you are as pretty a girl as | ve
ever seen.

She blushed. "Flatterer. "

He felt suddenly enbarrassed by the comment and said, "Tell ne about..
where you grew up. You said you were raised by an order of... She sniled
as she handed over four coins to the seller and put the onions in her
shoppi ng basket. "I was raised by an order of the Sisters of Kahooli

Wlliamalnmost let his nouth fall open. Then: "Kahooli!" he excl ai nmed.

Several shoppers nearby turned to see who had invoked the name of the
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God of Vengeance.

She patted his arm "I get that reaction

"l thought you were sent off to an abbey of a... "Mdre fenmnine order? "
she fini shed.

"Sonmething like that. "

She said, "Wnmen serve the Seeker After Vengeance. And Father decided if
I was to be raised outside the city, it would be by someone who coul d
teach ne to defend nyself. " She reached out and touched his sword hilt
with her right index finger. "That s a bit big for my tastes, but |
coul d probably do some serious harmwith it. "

201 "No doubt, " he said. The orders of Kahooli were primarily dedicated
to seeking out wongdoers and visiting justice upon them At their nost
beni gn, they acted as aides to |ocal constables and sheriffs, |ocating
mal ef actors and either capturing themor pointing out their whereabouts.
At their nore malignant, they were avengers who ignored | ocal |aws and
the King s Justice, and hunted down and executed w ongdoers. And at
their worst, they refused to consider any clains of innocence by their
prey. An often-stated joke about those who served Kahooli had it that

their credo was "Kill themall and | et Kahooli part the innocent from
the guilty. " Oten they created nore problens than they sol ved.
Talia smiled. "I know what you re thinking. "

Wl liam blushed. "Wat? "
"Do | run now, or wait until her back is turned? "

He | aughed. "Nothing like that. Just

"Don 't do me any wwong, WIlliam and you Il have nothing to fear. "

Her smle was so open and bright he had to laugh. "I won t. You have ny
VOW.

"Good, " she said, playfully hitting himin the arm "Then | won t have

to hunt you down and hurt you
"You re joking, right? "

Now she | aughed. "I was educated by the Order of Kahooli, WIlliam I
never took any vows in his service. "

Wlliamrealized she was joking, and | aughed. "You had ne there for a
nonment. "

She slipped her armback into his as they noved al ong, inspecting the
ot her produce on display. "I think | have you for nore than a nmonent,
she sai d under her breath.

Wl liam chose not to hear the remark. Ri ght now, he

202 didn t know what to think. He enjoyed the warm slightly

appr ehensi ve feeling he got when he | ooked at her. He adnired her dark
hair, fair skin, erect posture and youthful energy that seened to inpart
itself to everything she touched. Al he wanted to do was to keep her at
his side fromnonment to nonent, and not think about anything unpl easant
ever again.

"Lieutenant!" came a famliar and about as unpl easant a voice as he
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coul d i magi ne.
He turned and saw Captain Treggar approaching with two guardsmen
"Sir!" he said, coming to attention

Wth a tone approaching a growl, Treggar said, "I have been sent to
fetch you, lieutenant, and Squire Janes. " H's gaze was hostile and his
manner conbative, but he added, "By His Highness, " and WIlliamcould
tell he kept sonme unspoken rage in check because of that adni ssion

G ancing at Talia, Treggar said, "I realize you re busy, and haven t had
time to stand your watch in the officers rotation at the palace, but His
Hi ghness felt it inportant enough to have you join himthat he sent ne
personally to find you and the squire. "

Wlliamsaid, "Ah... | believe Squire Janes is back at The Rai nbow
Parrot. "
“"No, he s here, " cane another voice.

WIlliamturned to discover Janes striding toward them Janes said, "Wat
isit, captain? "

"Orders, squire. You and the lieutenant are to return with ne to the
pal ace at once.

Wl liam gl anced at Janes, who said, "Very well. " He |ooked at Talia and
said, "Pardon us, but we nust be going. "

To Wlliam Talia said, "I ve enjoyed our tinme together, WIlliam | hope
you ||l call again, soon

203 Wlliamsaid, "Certainly. " G ancing at Treggar, he added, "As soon
as duty permts. "

Talia turned away and continued her perusal of the market s offerings,
gl anci ng over her shoulder to direct one last smile at WIliam

Treggar said, "Squire, if you re ready? "
James nodded and | ed the way back to the pal ace.

Williamfollowed a step behind Treggar, followed in turn by the two

sol diers. There was a grow ng tension between hinself and the captain
and he woul d soon have to deal with it, otherwi se he woul d nake an eneny
for as long as he was in the arny.

Arut ha | ooked around the room Captain Treggar and the two sol diers who
had been sent to find James and WIliam stood off to one side. Four
Krondori an Pat hfi nders a separate elite command, with trackers and
trail breakers responsible to their own captain watched as the Prince

said, "Here. " He pointed to a spot on the nap, indicating a |ocation
sout h of Shandon Bay. "If our information is correct, that s where they
are hiding. "

James stood next to the Prince, and his eyes followed the Iine fromthe
faint scratching on the map that read, "Valley of Lost Men" in tiny
letters under an older inscription in a Keshian al phabet he coul dn t
read. "That still | ooks like a fair anmount of territory to explore,

H ghness. "

Wth a gesture, Arutha indicated the four Pathfinders. "They |eave
within the hour. "
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"W have committed the map to nenory, Highness, sai d one of them

Arut ha nodded. "These nmen will follow you within a day. Look for them"
his finger stabbed at a point sonme nmiles to

204 the east of the general search area " here. One of you should nmake
contact each night. "

"Yes, Highness, " said the | eader of the Pathfinders as he saluted. Wth
a gesture he indicated to his conpanions they should | eave.

After the four scouts had departed, Arutha said, "Captain, draw up a
battle plan. Tell everyone who will |isten that we conduct nmaneuvers to
the sout hwest and northeast. Then | want you to select two hundred of
our best nen, ignoring any man who has not been in service for at |east
five years. James nodded agreenent. There had been three N ghthawks
posing as soldiers at the garrison at Northwarden. "Make the sel ection
seem random but at the end of the first day I will |lead those two
hundred nen south. Captain Leland will take the rest to the northeast,
so cone up with a plausible problemthat explains the splitting of ny
command. "

Captain Treggar nodded. "Sire. If | may ask ... Arutha nodded.

"Wuldn t it serve better to have the Knight-Mrshal draw up the
probl en? "

"Kni ght-Marshal Gardan is retiring, captain. W have a parade and
farewell tonorrow at noon. He is then |l eaving on the evening tide to
return hone to Crydee. "

Janmes grinned. "A farewell party, tonight? "

Arutha | ooked at his squire. "Yes, but you won't be attending.

James sighed theatrically. "I feel slighted, sire. "
Treggar said, "I will have the problem here before the parade, Hi ghness
Arutha said, "No, you will have it back here before sundown tonight. An

hour after sundown, you five " he indicated the

205 captain, two soldiers, Wlliamand Janes " are leaving with a
caravan heading to Kesh. At the cut-off near Shandon Bay you will turn
west and find this old caravan route. " He pointed to a faint trai

mar ked on the ancient map. 'You re leaving half a day behind the

Pat hfi nders, and you Il be noving slowy. " Again his finger struck the
map. "You should reach this point three days after the Pathfinders. That
should give themtine to | ocate our prey.

"And you |l be half a day behind us when they do, " said Janes.

"Yes, said Arutha. He | ooked around the room "If you get word, go as
fast as you can to where the Pathfinders indicate the N ghthawks nest is
| ocated. Leave clear signs along the way. You and the Pathfinders are to
elimnate any sentries and open any barriers, because this tine | intend
toride in with ny best soldiers and crush these mnurderous vermn.

James | ooked at Arutha and said nothing. He knew that at that nonent the
Prince was thinking of his Princess, in his arns, on their weddi ng day
with an assassin s bolt in her back, hovering near death while Arutha
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was hel pl ess to do anyt hi ng.

James said, "We ||l nmke ready, Hi ghness.

He | ed the others out of the room and the captain said, "Squire, why
me? The Prince has never assigned this sort of duty to nme before. "

Janmes shrugged. "You were sent to find us, so you three already know
that Wlliamand | are needed for sonething special. Sending you with us
keeps those who know about our real purpose to a minimum N ght hawks
have the irritating habit of showi ng up unexpectedly in unlikely places,
so keepi ng the nunber of people who know of this mission to a mininmm

206 is vital. " Something flickered in the captain s expression, and
James added, "And Hi s Hi ghness certainly wouldn t have picked you if he
didnt think you up to the task. " d ancing around he said, "W Il have
time on the trail to fill you in, captain. But for now, you need to

create a convincing battle problemfor the garrison, and | need to make
arrangenents. "

"Arrangenments? " asked WIIiam

Janmes said, "It will be hard enough for us to sneak up on a band of
assassins, lieutenant. Doubly so if we ride up in full arnmor with battle
pennons flying. We Il need disguises. " He glanced out the w ndow and
said, "It s alnpst noon now. If we re to | eave at sundown, | have scant
tinme. "

Captai n Treggar nodded. "Squire. "
cone with ne. "

To Janmes he said, "Lieutenant, you

Wlliamsaid, "Sir, " and fell in behind the captain as he led the two
sol di ers away.

Janmes headed off in a different direction, back toward his favorite
exit, the servants gate, where he could slip out of the palace with the
| east anpbunt of notice. There were three people he needed to see before
he left: the sheriffs son, and three thugs hiding in the sewer; then he
had to buy quite a bit in a short tine.

Sand and dust bl ew across the plateau, as a small band of travelers, two
donkeys, a canel, and a tiny herd of goats huddl ed around an

over burdened cart. Nomads, perhaps, to the casual eye, or a famly on
their way to a distant village, avoiding tolls and border guards on the
patrol |l ed high ways

W liam hunkered down in his desert-style robes, the hood pulled forward
to keep the stinging sand out of his eyes, ears,

207 nose and mouth as nuch as possible. Over the noise of the wind he
shouted, "Captain, are we being watched? "

Captai n Treggar shouted back, "If they re out there, we re being
wat ched! "

Three days earlier they had | eft a canp near the southern end of Shandon
Bay. Prince Arutha followed behind by two days | eading two hundred
mount ed sol diers. Qut there sonewher in the bl owing sands of the plateau
country was a handful of Pathfinders, seeking the ruins of the ancient
Keshian fortress James said to Wlliam "You | ook |ovely, dear. "

"What ? "
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James raised his voice over the wind. "I said, 'You |ook |ovely, dear. "

Bei ng the shortest man in the company, WIIliamwas dressed in the robe
of a Beni-Shazda woman. The other two soldiers, also dressed as wonen,
| aughed at Wlliams checked irritation at James s remark. The squire
had been joking at Wlliams expense on and off since the young

i eutenant had been handed women s robes on the first day of the
journey. WIliamhad nade the m stake of voicing his conplaint, while
the nmore experienced soldiers had sinply put on the robes w thout
comrent, and James had shown himno mercy since.

Wl liam had now cone to realize the futility of conplaint, and shook his
head as he sat back on his haunches. "Just a few days ago | was
strolling through the narket with the prettiest girl in Krondor on ny
arm gold in ny purse, and a bright future ahead of ne. And now I

have... you scruffy bastards. O course, | also have all this lovely
scenery. " He waved his hand around himat the barren | andscape.

Treggar said, "I mgoing to hit you. Fall down and crawl away when | do.

208 Suddenly his hand | ashed out, glancing off WIliams shoul der.
Wlliamfell over as Treggar rose up over him "They can t hear us,
think!" shouted Treggar. "Just the sound of mnmy voice, but not the words.

James remmi ned seated. "Where are they? "

"On the second ridge to the west, squire. Slightly to the north of the
trail. | caught a glinpse of novenent against the wind. Then | caught it
again. "

James said, "Everyone, you know your parts

The other two soldiers hurried around, as if ensuring everything in the
canp was secured agai nst the wind. Treggar yelled, "Craw away, bow
toward ne on your knees, then get to your feet and see to the goats!"
Wlliamdid as he was instructed. Treggar wal ked over to the cart, one
arm hol ding a vol um nous sl eeve as a shield against the wind. He reached
the cart and took down what froma di stance woul d appear to be a ful

wi neskin and made a show of drinking fromit. He then sat with his back
to one of the wheels, in the wagon s |ee.

"Now come over here and |l ook as if you re begging forgiveness, and while
you re doing that, ook up on that ridge and see if you can catch a

gl i mpse.

Wlliamdid so, bowing and Iifting his hands in a gesture of
conciliation. "I don t see anything, captain. "

"Bow again!"

WIlliamdid so, and James sneaked around to a position at the edge of
t he wagon, and while he appeared to be getting sonething out of the
wagon he studied the ridge. After a nonment he saw it, a faint novenent

that was out of rhythmw th the wind. "They re watching, " said James.
Treggar said, "You can stop bowi ng, lieutenant. "
209 Wlliamdid so and said, "I Il get sone food and pass it around. "

"Make sure you give it to nme and the squire first, then the other 'w ves
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The soldiers didn t |augh as they scanned the ridges to the west while
they went through the notions of working.

"Toni ght one of the Pathfinders should find us, and if we re lucky, we
Il find out exactly where those bastards are hiding out. "

Thr oughout the rest of the evening they played the part of a snall
famly of travelers. The wind died out an hour after sundown, and they
built a fire and cooked a nodest neal. Then they turned in and wait ed.

At first light the next norning, the Pathfinder still hadn t cone.

210 TVELVE I nprovi sation Treggar stood up and shook the dust off of his
r obe.

The eastern sky had |ightened and the dawn was fast approaching. As the
others stirred, the captain gestured toward the rising sun. He then
turned north and nmade anot her gesture.

"What are you doing? " Janmes asked.

"Looking for our friends, the captain answered as he turned to the
west. "I hope this looks like sone sort of norning ritual. " He finished
with a gesture to the south, and said, "Go get the wonen working. "

Janmes feigned a kick at Wlliamand said, "Stoke the fire and start
cooki ng. They |l expect us to be on the nove by the tinme the sun s
cl eared the horizon.

WIlliamcowered for a nmonent, he hoped convincingly, then hurried to
obey. He fed dried dung into the flames and soon it was hot enough to
cook over.

The other "wonen" prepared food and seened intent on their chores, but
their eyes were constantly searching for any sign they were being

wat ched. Janes sat crosslegged, plate upon his lap, eating. As he chewed
he said, "If they re up there, | cant see them "

211 Treggar said, "They re up there. At |east one, anyway, until they re
convinced we re what we seemto be. If they had found the Pathfinders
and t hought we were involved, we d be dead. "

"VWhat do you think happened to the Pathfinders? " asked WIIliamas he
| eaned over Treggar s shoulder to fill his cup froma waterskin.

"I think they ran into sonething they couldn t avoid, " said Treggar
"Either they re dead or lying |ow. Maybe they re circling back toward
Prince Arutha, avoiding us altogether because we re being watched. " He
drank his water, then stood. "I don t know. But | do know that we nust
get noving. " To the two soldiers he said, "Wile we get ready, | want
each of you to go down into that gully and relieve yourselves. " He

| ooked around, as if giving instructions, pointing at the goats.

"Li eutenant, go over and look at the goats as if you re ensuring they re
sound. Wiile you re doing that, look as if you mght be |eaving a mark
or nessage.

WIlliam | ooked slightly confused at the order, but conpli ed.
James said, "What s the plan? "

"I think our friends up on the ridge went honme last night, but they left
one man to watch us. | think as soon as we re safely on the way, he s
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goi ng to cone poking around here to see if we are what we seemto be. |
want hi mdown in the rocks where the boys are pissing or searching

t hrough goat shit, looking for a nmessage while | |leave a sinple sign
that the Prince s scouts can follow "

James nodded, stood up and started fastening the tie-downs over the
wagon s cargo

Treggar went to the wagon, renoved the waterskin, and

212 poured it over the fire. As the steam hissed and white snoke rose
into the sky, he kicked sand over the fire, dislodging enmbers and novi ng
the stones around the fire pit.

James cane over and pointed at the goats, as if speaking about them and
said, "That s a message? "

Treggar said, "Yes. Od arny trick. Different nessages dependi ng on
which quarter of the circle is broken. North neans 'wait here. West
woul d nean 'conme fast. East would nean 'go back. South neans 'bring
hel p. As soon as we re out of sight, we re leaving the cart and animals
and headi ng back up into those rocks to the southwest to see what we can
find. "

Janmes sighed. "I was afraid of that.
saw t he south side was broken.

He gl anced at the fire circle and

Treggar said, "Squire, by all reports you re an adventurous lad who is
no stranger to risk. "

Janmes said, "Yes, but sonehow it seens |ess dangerous and stupi d when
m t he one who thinks these things up.

Treggar gave out a sharp laugh, then said, "Let s get noving!"

Soon, the unseen onl ooker saw a ragged band of Keshian travelers
continuing their journey toward the west.

It took themnobst of the day to be certain they were no | onger being

wat ched. Treggar called a halt half an hour before sundown and said,

"Let s double back to that wadi we passed a half-mle back and | eave the
wagon and the aninmals. "

Janmes said, "At |east we ve discovered the |location of their hideout.

Treggar said, "How do you reckon that, squire? "

James knelt and drew in the dust. "Here he made a point

213 with his finger " is about where | judge they picked us up, about an
hour before we nade canp. " He drewa line a fewinches to the left and
made another point. "Here is where we canped |last night. " He drew

anot her point and said, "Here is where our unseen friend stopped
followi ng us. "

"And? " pronpted the captain.
Janmes said, "Renmenber the map? "

Treggar said, "Yes.

"At nmidday we were due north of a large plateau, one that gives a
commandi ng view of this entire area for mles in every direction
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"That wadi you want to | eave the animals in runs up into the hills to
the south. A half-nmile fromthe trail we re on, it swings to the
southeast as it rises up to ..

"The plateau!" WIIliamfinished.

"And the ancient fortress!" said Treggar. "Yes, it s a natural sally
port! Only one way in or out.

"It s the only possible |ocation around here.
"So what next? " asked WIIiam

Treggar said, "Squire, care to state the obvious so it seens |ess
dangerous and stupid than it would if | did? "

Janmes winced, then said, "W scout the wadi. If Prince Arutha cones
riding through here and sees signs we ve gone that way, he could be
riding into a trap. W have to nmake sure that doesn t happen. "

"Sir? " asked one of the soldiers.
"Yes? " answered Treggar.

"If that wadi is the way in, what do we do with the wagon and the
ani mal s? "

Treggar | ooked at James. "W can t | eave them around here where they
m ght be found. "

214 Wlliamsaid, "W three will stay then? "

Janmes nodded. "One man will have to drive the cart, and we can tie the
canel to the back of it. The other will have to herd the goats al ong.

Treggar gave that order to the two soldiers. "Keep noving until an hour
past sundown, " he finished, "and stay in canmp for three days. If
someone doesn t make contact, return to Krondor the best way you can

Try for the outpost on the southern shore of Shandon Bay, or get to Land
s End. Report what we ve found here. But get back to Krondor. "

The soldiers saluted, and their grimexpressi ons showed how |likely they
j udged t hat outcone.

Stripping off his heavy robe, Treggar |ooked |ike a conmon nercenary,
wearing a tunic and leather jerkin, a sword at his side, and no hel mor
shi el d.

James was |ikew se dressed except that his baldric held a rapier.
WIlliams choice of weapon was a heavy hand-and-a-half sword, carried on
hi s back.

Treggar | ooked around and said, "W stay close to the south side of the
trail, hugging the rocks just in case we're not alone. "

The shadows were getting |onger by the nonment, and Janes said, "W
shoul d be able to stay out of sight if we dont stir up too nuch dust. |
Il lead the way. "

Treggar didn t object, and as Janes noved eastward, the captain cast his
gaze over his shoulder at the disappearing cart and his two sol diers.

Wlliamdidn t know the nen, but he knew what the captain was thinking:
Wul d those two nake it safely hone again? As he turned his attention to
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the rocks above, WIlliamwondered if any of themwould nmake it safely
hone agai n.

215***

Bats fl ew overhead, seeking out the insects that sonehow thrived in this
arid land. Janes knelt in the darkness, trying to see in the gl oom what
his mnd told himnust be there, an anbush or trap. So far, nothing. If
anyone was aware of the three nen s approach, they were not revealing
that fact.

Janmes held up his hand, and turned as Treggar and WIIliam neared. He
whi spered, "I dont like this. W re walking up to their front door. "

Treggar said, "Wat do you propose? "

"Have you ever seen any fortification without a back door? " Treggar
said, "A few, actually, but nothing on this scale. To control this |large
an area, even in ancient tines, the Keshians would have had to garrison
at least a hundred nen here, nore likely two or three hundred. That
makes it a prinme target if there s a war. Wi ch nmeans you need a way to
slip men in and out.

"But where? " asked Janes in frustration. "On the other side of the

fortress? "

Wl liamwhispered. "If the fortress was still standing, maybe we could
have gl eaned its location, but with all the above-ground structure
mssing..." He left the thought unfinished.

James said, "Let s go alittle further, then if nothing pans out |
suggest we nove back down to the trail and start again fromthe eastern
side of the plateau. "

W 1liam said nothing, but he knew that woul d nean clinbing the rock
face. Wiile they noved, he prayed silently they woul dn t have to do
that. He had no | ove of heights.

They noved slowly through the night, and then a thought touched WIIiam
S m nd.

"Wait, " he whispered.
216 "What? " asked Treggar

"Something..." WIlliamheld up his hand and then closed his eyes. Hs
m nd reached out and he detected the thoughts of a rodent scurrying
through the rocks. Wait! he sent to it, gently.

The rat s thoughts were primtive and difficult to understand. It
hesitated as it considered flight. The three |l arge creatures were a
potential threat, and there was nothing of interest nearby.

As a child, WIliamhad spoken to rodents, mainly squirrels and rats. He
knew they had a linted attention span and little ability to

communi cate. But he al so knew they had a firmgrasp of routes in and out
of their lairs.

He tried to send a question, asking if something large had a lair
nearby. The creature quickly flashed back an inpression of a |large
tunnel, long enough for Wlliamto get a sense of |ocation. Then the rat
fled.
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"What is it? " repeated Treggar

"I think I know where the back entrance is.
"How? " asked the captain.

"You wouldn t believe ne if | told you, " said Wlliam "This way. " He
poi nted up the wall agai nst which they crouched. "W re going to have to
do sone clinbing to reach it. "

Treggar nodded and said, "Show us.

Wl liam | ooked around and pointed upward. "It should be above this rock
wall. "

Janes said, "Follow ne. " He felt for a handhold in the darkness, and
reached up, running his hand along the rock face. Wen he found a good
grip he pulled and raised his right leg, finding a toehold after
experinenting a little. Step by painfully slow step, he noved upward.

217 Wlliamturned to Treggar and asked, "Captain, does clinbing this
rock face in the dark fit the obviously dangerous and stupid category? "

Treggar said, "Alnpst certainly, |ieutenant.
WIlliamreached up to follow Janes s lead. "Just wanted to be certain.
Treggar waited until WIliamwas on his way, then followed silently.

M ddl e Mbon rose while they clinbed, and before | ong James found a cut
in the rocks which was | arge enough for all three of themto crouch in.
When Treggar reached them W!I1I|iam asked, "How high? "

Janmes said, "Not far. A hundred feet or so.

W1 liam shook his head in disbelief. "I thought at |east twice that. "
He pushed aside an al nbst uncontrollable urge to refuse to nove fromthe
| edge. He had made the clinmb so far by sheer will power, ignoring the

terror which every second threatened to rise up and consume him It had
been a seeningly endl ess struggle of reaching up blindly and feeling for
cracks and | edges, testing them pulling up a few inches, noving a foot,
trying not to give in to terror when rock crunbl ed beneath his toes or
broke off in his hand.

"Feels like it, doesnt it? " asked the captain.

"Look, " said Janes, pointing upward. Above they could see the night sky
lit by the noon and stars, and it was clear that the top of the ridge
they had clinbed was no nore than twenty feet above.

To Wlliamit |ooked like two hundred. He gl anced down and saw dar kness.
He deci ded that not being able to see how

218 far he had cone nade things worse. He decided not to | ook down
agai n.

Janmes said, "Well, no good cones fromwaiting. " He started clinbing
agai n.
"Go slowy, " cautioned Treggar.

Wlliamstarted to clinb and said, "Trust ne; | min no hurry.

Slowy WIliamwent up the crevasse, using one foot on each side of the
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gap to push hinself to the top. As he neared the top, he felt Janes s
hand reaching down to help him He let the squire pull himup, then |ay
on his stomach, reaching down to help Treggar up. Wen all three were
safe, Janes |ooked right, then left across the relatively flat ridge and
said quietly, "W can walk fromhere. "

"Where now? " asked the captain.

Wl liam | ooked around. The inpression of the tunnel he had got fromthe
rat was difficult to associate with these surroundings. Even if he had
been sitting there in broad daylight, he would have had probl ens: the
scale of the tunnel fromthe rat s perspective was of an i mense cavern,
and W Iliam suspected it was really a narrow bolt-hole that could
acconmodat e just one or two nmen at a tine.

"I think that way, said WIlliam as he scurried along. There would be
two nmoons tonight, Mddle and Small, and by the tine M ddle Mon had
reached the zenith, the smaller nmobon woul d have caught up with it,

bat hing the entire countryside in enough |ight for themto be seen by
any watchful sentry.

James | ooked fromside to side, while Treggar periodically glanced over
his shoul der. The ridge they foll owed was rocky and broken, |arge

upt hrust fingers of rock worn smooth by centuries of wi nd-blown sand. At
times they had to step

219 carefully around needl es of rock that provided scant room for them
to pass.

After nearly an hour of this, Wlliamsaid, "If friend rat knew what he
was tal ki ng about, the entrance should be sonmewhere bel ow us. "

"Friend rat? " asked Treggar.

"I Il tell you later, said Janmes. "Right now we need to find a way

down.
Wl liam | ooked around then caught a glinpse of light. "What s that? "

Janmes | ooked in the direction in which his conpani on pointed and said,
"Moonlight reflecting off something. "

"How far do you judge? "
"Twenty feet, " answered Janes, years of running across the rooftops of
Krondor havi ng taught himto judge di stances accurately.

"How do we get down there? " asked Treggar.

"Hang and drop, sai d Janes.

"Even hangi ng by your fingers neans a fall |ong enough for you to break
your | egs, said the captain. 'You don t know what s down there. "

James glanced at the rising noon. "Wait a few m nutes. As the noon
clinmbed higher in the sky, the deep shadows cleared. After a few
m nutes, Treggar said, "It s a pathway!"

Bel ow them between two walls of stone, a narrow passage to the ancient
fortress ran al ongside the | arger pathway they had left.

James said, 'Wlliam lie down and lower ne, then | |l drop. | Il catch
you two. "
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Quickly the three men made their way down to the narrow

220 pat hway, and Treggar said, "I hope we don t have to retreat in a
hurry. "

"Retreat? " asked WIIiam

"No roomto fight, |ieutenant, answered the ol der soldier. WIliam
realized he was correct. Even with daggers, all a man could do in this
narrow confine would be to hold an opponent at bay. The rocks on either
side rose twelve feet above his head and he had scant inches of
clearance to left or right.

"Thi s way, said WIlliam who found hinself in the lead. Even if they
had wanted a different order, there was no room save to clinb over one
anot her. No one suggested it.

When the two noons were directly overhead, WIIiam whispered, "Look at
the walls!"

Janmes stopped and exam ned the rocks. "This is new work. You can see the
chi sel marks. "

Treggar said, "Qur friends, | guess.

Janmes said, "That neans the old entrance is alnbst certainly trapped.
He was silent, then he said, "No horse could get through here, so they
nmust either have a third way in or out, or they have a stable and forage
hi dden away cl ose by. "

"The latter, alnost certainly, suggest ed Treggar

As they noved along the pathway, it widened a little, until they reached
what appeared to be a dead end. As Wlliamraised his hand toward the
stone wall, Janes said, "Don t touch anything. "

Wl liamw thdrew his hand and Janes said, "Mwve back and | et nme squeeze
by. "

They did so and Janes stood notionless for a time, |ooking

221 closely at the rock surface. He whispered, "I wish we could risk a
light. "

"W can t, " answered Treggar

"Quiet, " instructed Janes.

He reached out to the wall on his right, then noved his fingers forward
until they reached the junction with the wall in front of him He
touched the surface lightly, barely putting any pressure on it, then
qui ckly wi thdrew his hand.

He repeated the exam nation with his other hand, starting fromthe |eft
wall to the wall in front of him and again quickly withdrew his
fingers. Turning, he said, "It s trapped. "

"How do you know? " asked Treggar

Janes said, "I know.
"What kind of trap? " asked WIIliam

"A very nasty one, | wager, said James, as he knelt. He exanined the
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ground before the wall, again inspecting the intersection where they
joined. "Stand back, " he instructed.

They retreated a few feet. "If you want to know how | know, captain,
spend hal f your life negotiating traps and you devel op a sense for them
This one is pretty fair, but no natural rock formation has a conti nuous
seam on both sides, fromtop to bottom of alnost exactly the sane

di mensi on. Someone cut this rock in front of us and put it here. " Janes
reached down and pushed slightly. The entire wall effortlessly tilted
toward himfor an instant, then swung back. He put his fingers under the
| oner edge of the hidden doorway and lifted up. Silently and without
effort it rose until it was parallel to the ground, suspended on two

hi dden pivots. Looking over his shoul der he said, "They cut this door to
mat ch very closely the other rock around here, but it s not an exact

mat ch. Now, don t touch anything but the ground. In particular, don t

t ouch

222 the door as you crawl under it. Then he vani shed into the darkness

bel ow t he suspended door.
WIlliamand the captain foll owed.
The tunnel was pitch-dark, and James whi spered, "Don t nove.

A few painfully sl ow nonents passed, then a light flickered into
exi stence, a tiny speck of flane ignited by Janes.

"How did you do that? " asked Treggar

"I Il show you | ater
Wlliam "Mve down the tunnel a little.

said James. He handed a tiny burning taper to

He then carefully put the door back as it had been, and turned, holding
out his hand. WIliam gave himback the taper. The tiny light did a
remarkabl e job of illumnating the area around them just enough for
themto see where to step, but not casting |light very far down the
tunnel . They woul d be al nbst upon anyone before their |ight was

det ect ed.

Whi spering, Janes said, "Now we nust use all our senses. Be wary.

He set off. The tunnel inclined downward, |eading them deeper into the
earth.

After a long, silent walk, a |light appeared in the distance. Janes
extingui shed the burning taper and put it away. Just before reaching the
source of the light, they encountered a tunnel which crossed the one
they were in. Janes turned right, away fromthe |light, and notioned for
WIlliamand Treggar to follow 'Wen they were once again in the
darkness, he relit the taper.

They noved down the corridor. It was clearly a mannade passage, with
close-fitted stone on both sides, and | arge paving stones beneath their
feet.

223 Wlliamsaid softly, "I think this is the way the rat indicated. "
"What rat? " asked Treggar

"Probably nmeans the kitchen or food storage isnt far from here,
replied Janes, ignoring the question

They heard the sound of someone noving a few yards ahead. Janmes quickly

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ra...20E.%20Feist%20-%20Return%20to%20Krondor.txt (122 of 194) [10/16/2004 4:50:07 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/Raymond%20E. %20Fei st%20-%20Return%20t0%20K rondor .txt

extingui shed the taper again. Mnents later, they saw a |ight appear, as
two men crossed before them fromright to left along a perpendicul ar
tunnel . Neither spoke, and it was hard to tell what they wore, save
their clothing was dark.

"VWhat now? " whispered WIIiam
"We follow, " said Janes.

Treggar said, "Renenber our way back. One of us has to reach the Prince
and tell himof this place. "

Nei t her James or W1 |iam answer ed.

They noved carefully to the intersection, then turned to the left to
follow the two nen.

A hundred yards down the corridor, they could hear voices nurnuring. As
they neared the light, they saw men standing before the entrance to a
large, well-lit gallery. Their backs were to the three invaders

James gl anced around and then pointed to a portal with stairs |eading
upward. He noved quickly up the stairs and the others foll owed.

They found thenselves in a circular chanber, up in what m ght have been
a smal| servants sleeping area, overlooking what nust originally have
been an arnory. Ancient forges |lay unused against the far wall.

Clearly they had found the | ocation of the ancient Keshian fortress, and
were in basenments that had been hol | owed out

224 of the rock upon which it had once stood. The murnur of voices from
bel ow masked Janes s words as he whi spered, "Those servants who worked
in the arnory nmust have slept up in this loft. "

"What s going on down there? " asked WIlliamsoftly.
Janmes hazarded a peep over the edge then quickly pulled back

Even in the indirect light fromthe chanber below, WIIliam and Treggar
could see Janes go pale. "Take a breath before you | ook, " he whispered.

W liam peered over and saw at |east a hundred nen, all wearing bl ack
robes or cloaks, all watching a cerenony directly across fromwhere the
three of themhid. The ancient arnory was now a tenple, and the brown
stains upon the wall clearly showed it was a tenple dedicated to dark
powers.

Four nen who were obviously priests were in the nmidst of a sacrifice,
and that sacrifice |ay bent backwards across a | arge stone, hands and
feet held tightly by four black-robed nen.

Upon the wall behind the priests was a nask, larger than a tall man, a
hi deous creature from a denented nightmare. Roughly the same shape as a
horse s head, the creature s snout was pointed, like a fox s, but two
| ong tusks protruded downward. Tw sted horns, |like a goat s, rose from
behi nd pointed ears. And where the eyes should be, two flanmes burned.

The | ead priest began to chant and the assenbl ed nmen responded as one.
"What | anguage is that? " asked Treggar

"Sounds Keshian, " said Wlliam "but no dialect | mfamliar wth.
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Suddenly a drum boored and a horn blew, and the
225 nen bel ow shouted a nanme. Janes felt a chill pass through him

The priests chanting grew | ouder and one opened a | arge tone, then noved
to the side of the victim Another priest retrieved a golden bow froma
man standi ng nearby. He noved to the victims head and knelt beside him

The chanting never stopped.

The three standing priests picked up the pace of the incantation, and
the w tnesses answered. The assenbl ed voices rose and the chanting grew
| ouder, nore insistent.

Wth a flourish, the chief priest revealed a black knife, which he held
before the eyes of the victim The man was naked save for a | oincloth,
and unable to nove, but his eyes w dened at the sight of the knife.

Then with a deft npve, the blade sliced the man s neck, and bl ood
fountai ned fromthe wound. The bowl was lifted to receive the bl ood, and
as the first drops were caught, Janes felt a deeper cold pass through
hi m

W1 liam spoke softly, though his voice wouldn t be heard over the
chanting by the men below. "Did you feel that chill? "

"I did, " said Treggar
"WIlliamsaid, "Magic. And it s big. "

Suddenly the room seenmed to darken, though the torches in the
wal | - sconces burned no less brightly. A black cloud coal esced and took
shape behind the altar upon which lay the nowtwi tching victim

"Back!" said 'WIlliamas the black cloud grew nore solid by the second,
and the voices of the priests rose in unison.

Retreating to the back of the small servants |oft, Janmes said, "Wat was
that? "

226 "A denmon, " said "WIlliam "I malnost certain. Keep | ow. The
priests mght not notice us in the shadows, but that demon might. " They
ran along in a crouch, and started back down the stairs.

Screans sounded fromthe nakeshift tenple and Treggar said, "Wat was
that? "

"The bl ood was only used to bring the thing here,
"Now it s feeding fromanong the faithful. "

suggested WIIliam

Treggar s battl e-hardened expression couldn t hide the fact that the
bl ood had drained fromhis face. Through tight |ips he said, "They
willingly stand and die? "

"Fanatics,

said James. "We ve seen them before, captain. Mirnmandanus?

Treggar nodded. "The Bl ack Sl ayers.

"W nust warn Arutha, said Wlliam "He s got the men to crush this
company, but not if they have a denon serving them The Prince has no
magi ci ans or priests in his conpany.

Renenbering an attack upon the Prince at the Abbey of Sarth, James said,
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"I't wont be the first tine Arutha s faced a denon.

More screans sounded. "Come on, said Treggar. "We have to start back
They re distracted now, but for how |l ong? "

James nodded and | ed the way.

Quickly they made their way down the steps and retraced their way up the
corridor, heading toward the secret entrance. The entire way the sounds
of men dying followed them Mre than once they thought the nurders had
stopped, but just as quiet descended it was shattered by another scream

VWhen they re-entered the darkened portion of the tunnels, Janes relit
his taper.

WIlliamsaid, "That man on the stone never cried out.

227 Treggar said, "He wouldn t. That was one of our Path-finders.
James sai d not hi ng.

They reached the exit and James notioned for themto halt and handed the
light to WIliam

After a long nonment of inspection, Janes put his hand agai nst the hidden
door and pushed to open it.

Not hi ng happened.

228 THI RTEEN Conceal nent Janes pushed agai n. Not hi ng happened, again.
"What s wong? " asked Treggar

"I't won t open, said James. He ran his fingers around the edge of the
door, then up and down the wall on the right side.

"Why won t it open? " asked WIIiam

"If 1 knew that, | could open it, snapped Janes. Treggar said, "If it
sl i pped your notice, squire, we are at the end of a very long hall wth
no place to hide. If you can t open that door in the next mnute, we
will have to return to one of the corridors we passed and seek anot her
way out of here. "

Janmes was focused, but there was urgency in his novenent. "I don t
know... He quickly noved to the left side of the door and continued his
i nspection. After a nonent, he said, "Let s go. "

He headed back down the hall and turned |left at the first corridor.
"VWhere are we going? " asked WIIliam

James said, "I dont know, but | knowin a fortress this big there are
al nost certainly sone enpty places where we can lie low "

229 "Why this way? " asked Treggar
"Because it s in the opposite direction fromwhere we were.
Treggar said nothing, content with the answer.

They left the sparsely-lit corridor and turned into one that was pitch
dark, and again Janes lit his taper

"How do you do that? " asked WIIliam
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James said, "If we find a place to hole up, | Il show you

They noved along in silence for a while, turning a couple of times as
James sought to nove as far as he possibly could fromthe tenple.
Suddenly he stopped. He held the taper down close to the floor and said,
"Dust. Not a lot of traffic through here in a few years. " He

strai ghtened up and they noved forward again.

Before | ong they came to what appeared to be a room once used for
storage. The door frame was rotting and the hinges had fallen off.
What ever had becone of the door would remain a nystery.

James entered the roomand held the taper aloft. The flickering |ight
illum nated the space: roughly twenty feet wi de and hal f again as deep,
the actual dinensions hidden by a fall of rock

James said, "Come over here, and notioned for themto sit in a corner,
as far fromthe door as possible. "No one may have cone this way in a
while, but Ruthia " the Goddess of Luck " is a fickle woman at times and
I don t want sone passer by to notice a light in an unused room "

Treggar | ooked at the fall of rocks and said, "It s unused because it s
unsafe. Look at those tinbers. "

James nmoved his light a little closer to a fallen lintel and said, "Dry
as paper. " He pushed aside a few pieces that had fallen so he could sit
on a large rock.

230 "1 thought old wood got harder, " said WIIliam

" Sonet i nmes, said Treggar. "I ve seen old buildings where the tinbers
are as hard as steel. " He picked up a small piece and crunbled it
between his fingers. "Sonetines it just gets old. "

"What do you judge the clock to be? " asked Janes.

Treggar said, "Near dawn.

"I wager our friends over there are likely to sleep during the day.
Their trade is usually conducted at night. 1| mgoing to slip out and
| ook around. If | cant find another way out, | |l |ook at that door
again. W can t stay here long. "

"See if you can find some water, said Wlliam "I m parched. Janes
nodded. It had been hours since they had | eft their equi pnent and found
the newl y-carved entrance to this ancient place. "I |l see what | can
do. "

"Before you leave: what is that trick with the light? " asked WIIliam

Janmes handed over the |it taper and said, "Watch. He reached into his
bel t-pouch and pull ed out another long taper; it |ooked like a thick
punk of sl ow burning wood, the kind used to light fires and torches.
"These have a substance rubbed into them " He then produced a snall
vial of liquid and poured a drop onto the punk. For a brief instant
not hi ng happened, then a flane burst out on the tip. "I bought these
froma street magician in Krondor a while back. Very handy and you don t
have to strike sparks with flint and steel even works in high winds. "

WIlliamgrinned. "I thought maybe o!d Kul gan taught you that finger-fire
trick of his.

"Hardly, " said Janmes. "I d |leave these with you, but | nmay need |ight
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more than you do. Sit tight. " Janes stood up, stepped through the
doorway and was gone.

Wl liamheld the burning taper Janmes had |eft behind,

231 until Captain Treggar said, "Better put that out, |ieutenant.

W1 liam obeyed and plunged the roominto darkness. "If you don t m nd,
mgetting flint, steel and tinder out, just in case.

"I dont mnd at all.

Wl liamcould hear himnmoving in the dark, then Treggar said, "Here s
sone of that wood. If you need to make a torch in a hurry, it should
catch quickly. "

"Thank you, captain. "
A long silence foll owed.

Treggar spoke. "That squire is an unusual fellow, aint he? "

WIlliamsaid, "Fromeverything | ve ever heard. | ve only spent tine
wi th himoccasionally when ny father brought nme to Krondor on visits.
You ve been in Krondor for years. | would have thought you knew him

better than | do. "

"Hardly, " said Treggar. Another |ong silence followed, then he said,
"He s the Prince s squire. 'Pet Squire, a fewcall him but not to his
face. Lots of special privileges. "

"From what | know, he s earned them
"Seens that way, dont it? "
WIlliamsaid, "Captain? "

"What ? "

"Just want to say | plan on pulling my duty. Not being around the first
week ... well, it wasn t ny idea. "

"I magetting that inpression

Agai n sil ence.

Wlliamsaid, "Well, | really didn t want duty in Krondor, actually.
"Real | y? Why not? "

232 "I mnot really related to the Prince. My father was adopted into
hi s house by Lord Boric, years ago.

"Makes you a nenber of the royal house, boy.

"So | ve been told. But | just want to soldier, captain. | want to earn
nmy way.

"Soldiering is a hard life, said Treggar after a nmonment. "Lots of
nobl e boys come to the palace and train with the swordnaster and then
take their comm ssions and go hone to their famlies. They show up on
state occasions, in shining arnor, riding a horse the like of which I Il
never sit oninnmy life, and they get ..." He fell into silence.

"And you feel overlooked? "
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"You could say that. | started off as a soldier, enlisted during the
first years of the Riftwar. | was with Dulanic s garrison and got run up
to the front in Yabon when Duke CGuy cane to the city. "

Wl liam had been a baby when that had occurred, but he had heard the
story before.

"Your Squire James was a brat thief in those days, and | was a scared
sol dier, holding a pi ke and standi ng next to other scared soldiers
wat chi ng those Tsurani mani acs charging us with no fear in their eyes.

W 1liam said nothing.

"Anyway, it was a long war and a lot of lads didnt make it. By the
second winter up there in the nountains | was a sergeant. By the third
was a |lieutenant, and because | was in the Prince of Krondor s garrison,
that made me a 'knight-lieutenant. He was silent for a noment, then
sai d, "Tal ki ng about nyself. | don t do that nuch. "

"I mglad for the sound of your voice, captain. It nakes the darkness
| ess oppressive. "

233 "I mthe ol dest bachelor officer in the garrison, WII.

Wl liamtook note of the use of his given name. It was the first time
Treggar hadn t addressed himby rank. "That must be hard, captain. "

"I mthe officer who doesn t get invited to the dances, to neet the
young girls. | mthe officer who isn t connected by birth to anyone. My
father was a dockman. "

Suddenly Wlliamrealized the captain was afraid. Revealing that there
was somet hi ng beneath the mask of bully was his way of sharing that

fear. Wlliamdidn t know what to say, save, "My father started off as a
kitchen boy. "

Treggar |aughed. "But he didnt stay one, did he? "

W liam chuckled. "That s the truth. If you had your choice, what woul d
you do? "

"I dlike to neet a wonan. She doesn t have to be soneone of rank. Just

a nice wonan. | d like a post where | min charge. Where | m not al ways

| ooki ng over my shoulder to see if the swordmaster or knight-marshal, or
a duke or anyone else, is watching to see if | mgoing to | ose ny tenper
and beat sone young cadet over the head. | just want to do ny job. Even
sonewhere like that little outpost we refit near Shandon Bay. Fifty men,
a sergeant, chasing smugglers, thunping bandits, home for dinner

WIlliam| aughed. "If we get out of here, | Il be happy to go with you
and just be left to do my job. | just found out |ast week the Prince
expects things fromme. "

"That s a burden. Being royal famly, | nean.
"So they tell ne. "
They | apsed into silence.

Finally, Wlliamsaid, "I wonder what Janes is doing? " * * * 234 Janes
was crawl ing on his stomach, as silently as he could. He had found one
route past the perineter of the closest popul ati on of assassins, but he
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knew WIliamand Treggar woul d never be able to win past it undetected;
it had taxed his considerable skills to avoid being seen. Now he was
trying to find another route, and a broken sewer pipe was providing the
way, as long as it got no snaller.

The structure was ancient. Kesh had abandoned the fortress centuries
ago, for reasons lost in history. Arevolt in the interior of the
Empire, or down in the subject nations of the Keshian Confederacy.
Per haps a power struggle in the heart of the Enpire itself.

In the scant light fromthe taper he Iit fromtine to tine, Janes had
seen enough to wish he had nore leisure tinme in which to investigate
fully. He had found a roomfull of ancient bones, nany obviously dunped
there recently. Janes assuned the present occupants of the fortress had
nmoved them t here.

He had al so found stones from above, weathered and sun-bl eached, piled
in several larger roons one he judged an officer s ness, and three
barracks roons which surprised him He deduced that the assassins had
found some remaining structure fromthe ancient fortress above ground
and had | abored to renove traces of their lair.

James saw | i ght ahead and noved even nore cautiously. He inched his way

until he was directly under the light. The upper portion of the pipe was
broken below a large hole in the floor. James was bel ow the | evel of the
floor, lying on his stomach. He slowy turned over and then sat up even

more sl owy.

The room was enpty. He got up

He was in a guardroom of sonme sort, with cell doors in three walls. The
guardroom door |et out into another |ong

235 dark hall. Janes peered into the nearest cell through a small barred
opening in an iron door. A solitary man sat against the far wall,
wearing only a white linen breechcloth. "Hey!" James whi spered.

The man s head cane up and he blinked as he tried to nmake out the
features of the nman whose head bl ocked the small w ndow. "Who are you? "
he whi spered in the King s Tongue.

"Janmes, squire of Krondor

The man scranbled to his feet and cane to the wi ndow, where James could
see his features. "I mEdw n of the Pathfinders. "

James nodded. "I saw them sacrifice your conpanion a few hours ago.

"That was Benito,
next unless you get ne out of here.

he said. "They killed Arawan the night before. | m

"Patience,
on you, they Il know we re in the stronghol d.

said James. "If | let you out now and they cone and check

"How many of you are there? "

"Three. Myself and two officers. We re waiting for the Prince to arrive.

"So are the assassins, said Edwin. "I don t know what they re

pl anni ng, but | understand enough of their speech to have some sense
they know Hi s Highness is on his way and are preparing a wel cone for
him "
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"The denon, " said Janes.
"A denon? " whispered Edwin. "I knew it was sonme sort of dark magic .."
"I Il be back, " said Janes. "If they plan on sacrificing you tonight,

that gives ne the better part of a day to find a way out of here.
"I know a way out! They caught me at the eastern edge

236 of their fortress. They ve opened an ancient gate, probably a sally
port. Horsenen could ride through it two abreast. "

"W found another way, a footpath cut deep into the rock next to the
ancient main gate. But | cant figure out howto open it fromi nside.

"l can t help you, squire. What do you plan to do? "

"Tell me first about the entrance you found.

"There s an underground stable where they keep their aninmals, next to an
arnmory. Fromthere a short but large hall leads to a drop-gate across a
smal |l dry noat. There are | ook-out positions, cleverly disguised, along
the eastern face of this escarpnent, and anyone approachi ng that way
will be seen long before he reaches the gate.

James consi dered. The overall |ayout of the place was comng into focus.
"I Il be back to get you. How | ong before the sacrifice will they come
for you? "

"An hour. They feed us ne once a day. That should be in a couple of
hours. "

"Eat. You Il need your strength. W re leaving before they realize you
re mssing. "

Wth bitter hunmor, the Pathfinder said, "I Il be here, squire. " Janes
hurried to the far corridor. He moved quickly along one wall until he
came to an intersection, then he vanished into the gl oom

Wl liamand Treggar both drew their daggers at the sound of novenent.
They had been lost in thought, after talking on and off for a tine, when
t he approachi ng noise startled them

cane Janes s soft voice in the darkness. A nonent |ater, he lit

"Easy,
one of his tapers and said, "W have a probl em

"Only one? " asked Treggar.

237 "Big one. The last of our Pathfinders is going to be sacrificed at
m dnight if we dont get himout first. "

"Can we get himout? " asked WIIliam

"Yes.

"Then we get hi m out, sai d Treggar

"I't s not going to be easy. W have no food, water, or horses, and it Il
be at | east two days before Arutha gets here if he even knows where to
find us. I mnot sure how many assassins are holing up here, but | d
hazard a guess of at |east three hundred, maybe nore. " Janes handed the
taper to Wlliam "Hold this. "
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He drew with his finger in the dust on the floor. "This is where we are,
" he said, "and directly to the east of us is the main center for the

Ni ght hawks, or whoever they really are. To the north are some abandoned
roons, storage nostly. | spent a little time crawing around in the
sewer Treggar said, "You dont snell like it. "

James shook his head. "That part of the sewer hasn t been used for
centuries. " He drew a rough rectangl e around the areas he had outli ned.
"W re in the southwestern corner of the old dungeon. W saw the arnory,
which they re using as a tenple. The barracks seemto have becone their
comons, probably because the old bel owground kitchens are there. To
the north are sone enpty roons. To the east is their stable and there s
an old sally-port there they use as their main access.

"What about the way we cane in? " asked WIIliam

"I checked it again on nmy way back here. It s a bolt-hole, but one with
a hidden trigger. | suspect it was originally installed that way to keep
| ess faithful menbers of the Guild of Assassins from departing
unexpectedly. The triggering nmechanismis |ocated behind a false rock at
the last intersection you cone

238 to before reaching the door. It s a tricky one; if you open it from
the outside incorrectly, you spring a trap. "

"What ki nd? " asked Treggar

"I dont know, and | wasn t willing to experinent, but there were cogs
and wires connected to the pivots. It s even rigged to go off if you
push the door in the wong fashion. You push on the bottom and you re
in trouble. "

"I thought the way you opened it |ooked pretty awkward, " WIliam
observed.

"By design. The least confortable way is the correct way.
"How did you know? " asked WIIiam

"dd thieves dont get that way by being stupid. Smart young thieves

listen to them when they rem nisce about how brilliant they were at
springing traps. | was not a stupid young thief. | listened. " He
chuckl ed. "The door has pivots on both sides, instead of hinges, so it
wasn t designed to be opened |ike a normal door. After that, | assumed

the way you would nmost wish to open it would be the way nost likely to
get you killed. "

"What about the original western entrance? " asked Treggar. Janes said,
"I couldnt find a direct route. But | think I found a way up. " He
pointed to the rubble clogging the western wall of the storage room

"That s the way up? " asked WIIiam

"Maybe, " answered Janmes. "The main entrance would be a nmarshaling yard
and bailey around a keep, | mguessing. So the wall and gate woul d have
stood right above us. There woul d have been a couple of quick routes
fromthe arnory back there " he pointed down the corridor " to the yard
above us. "

Treggar stood and inspected the fall. Mst of the rocks

239 were nmanageable, with | arge boul ders clogging the bottom of the
room He picked one and tried to nove it. After a few nonents effort, he
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got it to nove a little. He gave up

James said, "I thought of that. The timnmbers here are weak. Pull the
wong rock and the ceiling cones down on us. There is another corridor
|l eading to a roomeven nore filled with even nore rocks to the north of
here. So, unless there s another way up, father east, the only way out
is through the way we cane, or the east gate.

"Which? "

Janmes said, "The way we cane in is easiest, but as soon as they see
Edwi n the Pat hfinder gone, they Il conmb the hills around here. If we
take horses fromtheir stable we might be able to steal a narch on them
If we reach Arutha before they do ..." He shrugged.

"Have you even seen the stable? " asked Treggar. "Do we know how to open
the gate? Is it a windlass and ropes? Is there a portcullis?
Counterweights? Is it a drop-bridge over a nmoat or just flat rock on the
ot her side of the doors? "

"Your point is taken, captain, sai d Janes.

" Besi des, said Wlliam "If we escape and carry word to the Prince,
will they still be here when the arny arrives? Wuldn t it be easier for
themto scatter and just set up sonewhere else? "

James | ooked at WIlliamand then said, "Yes, probably. " He sat back. "I
need to think. "

He extinguished the light and WIliamand Treggar could hear himsettle

down, his back to the wall. For over an hour the three of themsat in
si | ence.

Then Janes s voice cut the darkness. "I have an idea!"

James lay notionless in the broken sewer pipe, |istening.

240 When he was sure there was no novenent, he clinbed up into the
guardroom next to Edwin s cell.

He | ooked in.

Edwi n gl anced up and said, " Now?

"Now, " said James, examining the lock. It was a sinple nechanism very
old, and he coul d have opened it while blindfolded. He reached into his
bel t-pouch, pulled out a long netal probe and inserted it into the |ock
A nmonent | ater he heard a satisfying "click" and turned the probe. The
| ock opened.

The Pat hfi nder cane through the door inmediately and foll owed Janmes back
into the sewer pipe. As they craw ed through the darkness, Edw n said,
"They ||l start searching when they find nme nissing.

James spoke softly as he pulled hinself along. "I mcounting on it.

They reached the end of the pipe and Janes flipped forward, gripping the
lip of the pipe with both hands and | anded easily on the floor below "I
m bel ow you, " said Janes in a whisper. "Hang fromthe pipe and drop. It
s only three feet. "

The Pat hfi nder dropped silently to the stones. Janes put his hand on his
shoul der and whi spered, "From here, silence. Keep your hand on ny
shoul der, for we nove in darkness. "
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Janmes was relieved to discover Edwin was cal mand surefooted in this
awkward situation. He neither hesitated nor hurried but foll owed at even
pace, so Janes was slowed only a little.

Several tinmes James halted and waited to hear if anyone el se was novi ng
nearby. He was pleased that not once did Edwi n ask why.

When they reached Treggar and Wlliam Edwi n finally spoke.

241 "Thank you, Janes.

Janmes |it a flame. "I ve only got four nore of these things, so we have
to make themlast. "

Treggar said, "How did they catch you? "

Edwi n shrugged. "They know the | and better than we. | took precautions,
but there are large areas out there where any novenent will be noticed
by someone | ooking for it. Arawan and Benito and | were all caught
within a day of one another. "

Treggar said, "l thought the Prince sent four of you south.

Edwin smiled. "Bruno. He s still out there.

"Can you find hinP " asked Janes.

Edwi n nodded. "I can find him

James said, "Good. | think I know a way | can get you out, after | stea
us sonme food and water. You wait here. " Wthout another word, Janmes put
out the light and vani shed.

"I hate it when he does that, " nuttered WIlliam Treggar just |aughed
softly.

James hugged the wall around the corner fromthe cook s sleeping pallet.
He had known he was hungry and thirsty, especially the latter, but it
had hit himlike a sl edgehammer as he approached the kitchen. The rest
of the garrison would be sleeping through the day, but the cooking staff
woul d be up any mnute to prepare the first meal of the new day.

James peered around the corner and saw the sl eeping cook roll over,
snoring. Two boys lay a few yards away, dressed in rags. Probably they
were sl aves purchased in Durbin or stolen froma caravan in the desert.
James saw a | arge waterskin hanging froma peg on the wall nearest what
was obviously a well a circular brick structure four feet high and an
equal

242 size in dianeter. It nade sense that a garrison of this size would

have its own well. Looking up, Janes saw a hol e over the well, and
realized that this nust be the old shaft up to the central keep
courtyard

James anended his plan. He hadn t known about the shaft, and that night
make things easier for him He hurried silently to the well and, junping

up onto its edge, |eaned over and put his hand on the opposite wall. He
| ooked up. A hundred feet above was a tiny circle of light. The well
still opened to the plateau above!

The ancient well superstructure had been torn down, with the rest of the
fortress, but no one had filled in the shaft.
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@ anci ng down, Janes saw a hook with a rope around it, which descended
i nto darkness.

James took the waterskin. It was full. He saw a pile of enpty skins
lying next to the well. He hung one of them where the full one had been
One of the boys would likely receive a beating for not having filled it,
but that wouldn t matter nuch | onger

In a day or two the boys would either be dead or free.

James noved silently through the kitchen, lifting bread, cheese and
dried fruit. He hurried off, and once he was a short distance down the
tunnel, he put everything on the floor. He hurried back to the kitchen
and stood again on the edge of the well.

He clinbed up onto the waist-high wall, then flexed his knees and | eapt
into the overhangi ng shaft, slapping his hands hard agai nst the walls.

It was a tight fit and he had to struggle not to slip into the well

bel ow as he drew his knees up quickly and janmed hinself into the narrow
shaft. He w ggl ed upward, knees and el bows getting rubbed bl oody, and

di sl odged a heroic

243 amount of dirt along the way. The cook would have to be blind not to
see it around the well.

He I et hinself down as best he could and then |l et go.

He fell toward the well below. As he passed the top of the well, he

sei zed the edge. The noise was, in his ears, considerable, but the cook
snored on. The jerk on his shoulders felt as if his arns were being
yanked fromtheir shoul der-sockets, but he endured the pain and shock
He renenbered the last tinme he had tried sonmething like this, and
realized it had been the first tine he had faced a N ghthawk, on the
rooftops of Krondor the night he had saved Prince Arutha fromthe
assassin s crossbow. Sonehow the experience didn t get better with tine.

Janmes took a deep breath, then pulled hinself out of the well. He

avoi ded di sl odgi ng any of the dust he had so generously deposited around
the well mouth. He junped silently beyond the dust, then turned and

i nspected the nmess. He could clearly see where his hands had gri pped the
top of the bricks. He quickly spread the dust around, hoping no one
woul d take a close | ook at those spots.

Wasting no nore time, he hurried out of the kitchen, retrieved the food
and water, and hurried back to where the others waited. Along the way he
rubbed each shoul der and decided to avoid trying that trick again.

As they ate, Janes said, "One of two things will happen first. Either

the cook will notice the ness around the well, or the guards will check
on you before the sacrifice and the alarmwill sound. | mhoping for the
first. "

"Why? " asked WIlliamas he finished his portion of bread. Treggar said,
"Because if they find himmssing first, then

244 they re going to search every roomin the place, or at |east unti
they see the ness in the kitchen. If they see the ness first, they |
investigate, find the prisoner nissing, and head outside straight away,
thinking he shimmed up the old well. "

Edwi n said, "So then, how do we get out? "
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James said, "W don t. You do. Arutha is coning this way with two
hundred nen-at-arms. But there are at |east three hundred here, waiting
for himto show up. Someone s got to warn himand you stand the best
chance once you re free of this fortress. "

"How do you plan on getting himout? " asked Treggar.

"Through the eastern gate, " said Janmes. He reached into a bundl e he had
carried in with the food and took out a black tunic. "Try this on. " He

then produced pants and a bl ack headcover. "Just another Iznmali fanatic

out looking for the escaped prisoner

"What are you going to do after I mgone? " asked Edw n.

James said, "Someone s got to be here to open the gate for Arutha. If
there are three of us here, that s three tinmes the chance of soneone
surviving | ong enough to do it. "

"Have you even seen the gate? " asked Treggar
"From across the hall, while | was hiding in a hayloft. "
"And? "

"Two | arge wooden doors, iron-banded, opening inward. Broad enough to
ride out two abreast.

"How do we keep it open? " asked WIIiam
"W don t, " said Janmes. "We keep it closed, until we want it open

"l don t understand, adm tted Treggar

Janmes said, "How many nmen woul d you send after the Pathfinder, captain?

245 "Every man | coul d spare. They caught the Pathfinders because they
were heading toward this |l ocation. On the | oose out there, trying to
hide, that s a different story. "

Edwi n said, "If | can escape and put a mle between ne and ny pursuers,
they Il never find nme. "

"What now? " asked WIIliam
"W wait, " said James.

They didn t have to wait for long. Wthin an hour the nmurmur of activity

could be heard. Janes said, "Wait here, " and went to investigate.

He cane back shortly and said, "It s a hornets nest out there. The cook
must have awakened to find the ness | left, and they think Edwin s
clinmbed up to the surface. " To WIliamand Treggar he said, 'You wait.
If I mnot back in an hour, assume | mdead and do what you think is
best. " To Edwin, he said, "Cone with ne. "

Left alone in the dark again, WIliamsaid, "Captain? "
"Yes? "
"Does it bother you to take orders froma squire? "

Treggar |aughed. "If you d asked ne a week ago, | d have said | never
woul d. But Janes is not |like any other squire | ve met. " Then his voice
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dropped and he said, "Besides, he s got the Prince s authority, and
woul d never argue with that. Does it bother you? "

"Sometimes, " WIlliamadmtted. "But that s nostly because he s so dam
cocksure. "

Agai n Treggar | aughed. "That he is. After a nonment, he continued, "But
bei ng cocksure, or at least looking that way, isnt a bad thing in a

| eader. Al ways renenber that. XVHEN you re a general or duke, and your
men are | ooking at you,

246 make sure they see a man who s certain of what he s doing. That
counts for a lot. "

"I Il remenber that. "

They fell into silence as the sounds of alarm spread throughout the
fortification.

James and Edwi n noved cautiously. The noise of running nmen had died
down. Janes had exhausted unused routes, and now they were working their
way through a series of former storage roons that were being used by the
assassins. Two roons and a connecting hall renained between their
present | ocation and the stabling area and the east gate.

Edwi n clutched a short sword Janes had |iberated in the previous room
He wore the stolen robes and | ooked |like an |zmali assassin.

Movenment ahead caused Janmes to halt. He didn t have to tell the
Pat hfinder to do |ikewi se. He might not be a thief James thought, but he
knows how to npbve with stealth.

Two nen were coming toward them Janes quickly pushed Edwin in front of
him and tried to keep close to the wall, so at first glance the
assassins might judge themtwo nore of their own nunber.

The ruse worked for a nonent, but as they got close, one of the nen s
eyes wi dened. That was all the al arm Edwi n needed, and he took two quick
steps and threw hinmself at the first man

The second man was drawi ng his sword when Janes s dagger took himin the
chest. Edwin sat atop the first assassin, and quickly cut his throat.

"W ve got to nove these bodies out of the way, sai d Edwi n.

247 "Over in that room " said Janes, dragging one by the arms. Inside
the roomthey found an enpty weapons trunk, and put the bodies inside.

They took one quick | ook to make sure they hadn t been spotted, then
hurried to the stabling area.

When they got there, they found it still in a state of frenzy, though it
was clear the |ast squads of riders were being dispatched. Al but half
a dozen of the forty stalls were enpty and the two large corrals were
vacant. Janmes whi spered, "They ve got nearly a hundred riders out

| ooki ng for you. "

"Good, " whispered Edwin. "That nuch confusion will make tracking easy.

A band of men stood in the center of the |arge underground stable,
conferring. They wore dark robes, but they |ooked nore like the ritua
robes of priests than the assassins garb worn by the others.

Finally the priest turned and noved toward an exit in the western wal
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of the stable.

When they had vani shed, the stable was al nost enpty save for a pair of
guards at the gate and a couple of nen still saddling horses. Janes
suspected they would be used as gallopers, to recall those out on the
search should the fugitive be caught.

James notioned toward the two men readying their horses. Then he and
Edwi n moved in stages, fromstall to stall, hugging the shadows, toward
t he unsuspecting nen.

When they got next to the two stalls where the riders were preparing
their nounts, Janes signaled and Edwi n noved out, passing the first
rider, who glanced up for a nonent, then seeing one of his fellow
assassins passing, returned his attention to tightening the girth on his
saddl e. He | ooked up when an unexpected novenent caught his eye and he
saw t he

248 newl y-arrived assassin had stepped behind the rider in the next
stall and now that rider was slunping to the ground.

He never knew Janmes was behind himuntil a dagger struck deep in to his
| ower back.

Janes nodded and both nmen | ed the horses out of the stalls, nmounted, and
started riding toward the guards.

One guard | ooked at themand it took hima nonment to realize one of the
riders wasn t wearing black garb. He shouted, and his conpani on | ooked
over, unaware of what had triggered his conrade s warning.

Edwi n | eapt out of the saddle, taking the first guard down to the stone
floor. The second guard pulled out a curved scimtar as Janes threw his
dagger. The man ducked to one side and instead of a killing blow, the
bl ade gl anced of f the man s shoul der.

"Dam, " said Janes, |leaping fromthe saddl e and drawi ng his bl ade. "I
hate it when they don t stand still. "

Edwin westled with his opponent and got his own sword across the man s
throat. Wth a sudden downward jerk, he crushed the nman s wi ndpi pe.

James al nost wal ked into the point of the scimtar, dancing backward
froman unexpected thrust. "Now | mreally mad!" he shouted, smashing
the bl ade aside with a violent blow, then slashing sideways toward the
man s neck.

The man pul |l ed back, blinking in shock at the speed of the nobve, the
poi nt of Janmes s sword narrowly missing his throat.

He | eapt backward two steps, then crouched, sword at the ready. Janes
mar ched forward, swinging his sword in the opposite direction. The nman
| unged, and Janes hesitated, letting the sword-bl ow pass. As the man
fell back, Janes pressed again, at the sanme pace as before.

249 Three nore tinmes the man swung, Janes hesitated, then pressed
forward. The fourth time, as the assassin began his sw ng, Janes
suddenly stepped forward and inpaled himw th the point of his sword.

Looking toward Edwi n, James said, "Never fall into a rhythm It |l get
you killed. "

The Pat hfi nder nodded once, and silently | eapt on the back of the
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cl osest horse. Wth a slight wave of one hand for a goodbye, he kicked
hard at the horse s flanks. The horse was two steps off into a gallop

James hurried to close the gates before anyone appeared. He nuscled the
two bars into place, a feat that drenched himin perspiration

He dragged the two bodies into the nearest stalls and covered themw th
hay, then did the sane with the first two assassins they d killed.

Abandoni ng stealth for speed, he ran fromthe stabling area and into the
two roons that led himtoward the abandoned portion of the fortress.

He was nearly out of breath by the time he reached WIliam and Treggar.
He sat down and lit his | ast taper. Between gasps, he said, "Edwin s
away. Wth luck, Arutha will know what s happeni ng and where we are
within a day. "

"Wth luck, " said the captain.
"What do we do now? " asked WIIiam
James caught his breath, then he asked, "Have you eaten? "

"Yes,
you. Just in case

said Treggar. "We finished off our portions. W left a bit for

"Thanks, but | Il eat later, if |I can. " He | ooked at his two
conpani ons. "Arutha has two hundred men with him I|f he

250 comes straight here, he may find some of the searchers still out
| ooki ng for Edw n.

"I ve killed nmy share of Nighthawks. In an open fight they re just |ike
other nmen. Their strength is reputation, stealth, surprise, and fear. If

Arut ha catches any nunber of themoutside, he Il crush them "
"What about those still here? "
James said, "If he finds this place, and arrives at the eastern gate. he

s going to find hinmself |ooking at a bare stone wall with two | arge
wooden doors in it. There are | oophol es dug through the wall above the
door so he s going to | ose nen breaking in the door. Once the door is
down, he |l be facing superior nunmbers in roomto room action

Treggar said, "He could be defeated. "
WIlliamsaid, "Wat do we do? "

Treggar and Janes drew their swords. "W make sure none of the assassins
| eave before Arutha gets here, and while we re waiting, we |ower the
odds. "

Wl liam | ooked fromJanmes to Treggar, then he, too, drew his sword
251 FOURTEEN Murders Janes held up his hand.

He signaled to Treggar and Wlliamthat three men were waiting in the
next room Treggar wal ked forward in a crouch, sword out.

Wl liam stood behind him his two-handed bl ade at the ready. A fearsone
weapon, it was hard to wield at close quarters and all agreed he shoul d
be the last into the room lest his presence hinder his conpanions.

Janmes took a deep breath, saying a silent prayer to any gods who m ght
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be listening. He exhal ed, stepped into the roomand threw his dagger at
the cl osest man. He then stepped forward as the dying nman s conpani ons
hesitated and calmy began to pull out his sword.

Treggar was past Janes and attacking even as Janes unsheathed his sword.
The captain was a brutally effective swordsnman, w thout scruple when it
came to conmbat. Any dirty trick that woul d def eat an opponent was

enpl oyed, sonething thatjames had come to appreciate. The captain faked
a high lunge and when the assassin s sword canme up to bl ock, Treggar

ki cked hi m between the | egs.

James winced in synpathy as the man started to fold, but

252 he appreciated the efficiency of the tactic. Before the assassin
could will himself to keep his guard up, the captain struck himon the
side of the head with his sword hilt, and as the assassin went over
backward, Treggar thrust hone with the point.

James qui ckly di sposed of his opponent, and then WIlliamentered the
room "That s sixteen, counting the four you killed in the stables,
said the young |ieutenant.

"That | eaves a hundred and thirty-four or so, sai d James, retrieving
his dagger fromthe first nan he had killed. "Things are still frantic
around here, but soon they |l start finding corpses and then they |
start |looking for us. "

Captain Treggar said, "Soneone s com ng!"

"No tine to hide the bodies, " said Janmes. "That way!" He pointed down a
side corridor. They ran.

They were noving through a series of chanbers used by the assassins,
with torches burning in the wall-sconces. In the third room they burst
in on a single nan who | ooked up with surprise. He died before he
realized these were enenies, Treggar barely breaking stride as his sword
| ashed out.

They reached a

"T" intersection, with torches visible off to the right, and darkness on
the left. "This way, " said James, pointing to the left.

They rushed into the dark corridor. After a short run, the darkness
forced themto a slow wal k. The sounds of pursuit foll owed them

"Put your hand on the left wall, said James. "There s a nasty break in
the floor ahead on the right. If you hug the wall when |I tell you, you
Il avoid it. "

"How did you find it? " asked WIIiam

"The hard way. He didn t provide further details.

Williamstill alnbst |ost his balance when his right foot

253 didn t neet resistance a few steps further. He was gl ad of the
war ni ng, as an updraft gave himthe inpression the hole was a deep one.

They reached a series of small roons, and James said, "I think these
m ght have been cells or storage, but all the doors are missing. "

"I can t see a thing, sai d Treggar
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"Neither can |," responded Janes, "but in ny forner line of work it paid
to renmenber where you d been, even if you were funbling around in the
dark. Keep your hand to the walls. "

"Where are we going? " asked WIIliam

"A place | think we Il be safe for a while.
"Thi nk? " asked Treggar

James said, "We re not in what passes for ideal surroundings, captain.
There are no rooftops and only a short run of abandoned sewer to hide
in. This is solid stone and brickwork, and we re fifty feet bel ow
ground. CQur choices of hiding places are linmted. "

They noved around the corridor and Janes said, "Step to the right wall
and put your hand on it. Then follow ne. "

They did as he instructed, and continued on into the new corridor. "But
I have found one place. "

"What ? " asked WIlliam "A bolt-hole? "

"No, " said Janes. "W re here.
"Where? "

"I had a torch the last time | came through here. Directly above us is a
crack in the ceiling, a flawin the stones of this place. It |ooks big
enough for us to hide up there for a short tine. "

"Looks? " said WIIiam

"I had no way to go up and see, sai d Janmes. "Boost ne up.

254 Wlliamsaid, "In the dark? "
"Do you have another light? " asked Janes.

"I thought not. Now boost me up, please.

W I liam sheat hed his sword, then reached out until he touched James on
t he shoul der. "Hands, or shoul ders? "

"Kneel down, so | can step on your shoul ders, then when |I tell you,
stand up. "

"If you say so. " WIIliamknelt.

Janmes stepped on WIlliams shoul ders, balancing |ike an acrobat. "Now, "
said James, and WIIliam stood, holding Janes s ankl es.

"Let go, instructed Janes and Wlliamfelt the weight vanish fromhis
shoul ders. After a nonment, Janmes said, "Just reach straight up with your
hands outstretched now and | Il pull you up

Wlliamhad to leap three tinmes before Janmes caught his wists and
pul l ed hi mup. Treggar foll owed. Wen all three were sitting, stooped
over, in a low and shall ow space above the rock ceiling, WIIliamsaid,
"VWhat is this place? "

"l don t know, said Janmes. "Sonetinmes stone has flaws. Water |eaches
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hol es.

"Water woul d have to cone from sonewhere, and last tinme | | ooked, there
wasn t a lot of water in this region, " said Treggar.

James spoke: "W re below the surface, and naybe the water level in the
wel | was higher years ago. | don t know. But at sone tine in the past
the ceiling here gave way, and here we are.

WIlliamsaid, "There s close to fifty feet of rock between this | eve
and the surface. There mi ght be sonme upper chanbers. "

255 "But you said you didnt find any stairs, said Treggar to Janes.

"There are those two roons we found at the west end of this place, with
the rockfall. Maybe those hid stairs? "

"What now? " asked WIIiam
"W wait, " said Treggar.

A few nonents later, they heard footfalls pounding through the hall, and
light could be seen. Men hurried al ong beneath them weapons ready,

hol ding torches. Al were wearing black arnor, save one who brought up
the rear, who wore the robes of a priest.

When they had passed, the three fugitives could hear them searching
nearby roons. No one said anything until the sounds of the searches grew
faint.

James said, "I saw sone | oose stones above us when those torches passed
by . n

W liam asked, "You were |ooking up? "

"dd habits, " said Janes. "Wen you re running around in the sewers or
up on the roof at night, if a light suddenly appears you | ook away, to
avoi d being blinded. "

James ran his hands al ong the surface above him "These are man-nmade,
he said. "They re each a foot and a half square.

"Sounds like we re under a floor, " said Treggar

"Hel p ne push this,
stones above him

sai d Janmes, as he experinented with one of the

Treggar duck-wal ked two steps and sidled up to James. He reached up and
they pushed. Mdrtar and dust rained down as the stone noved upward wth
a crack. Janes stuck his hand experimentally through the hole. "It s a
room " he said.

The other stones were set far nore solidly so it took sone

256 work, but they got two nore up and noved, allow ng them enough room
to clinb through. Janes said, "Step this way. | don t think those stones
directly above where we hid woul d support our weight. "

The air was nusty and stale. The darkness was total

Janes added, "Don t nmpve until | ve had a chance to scout a little and
see how big this chanber is. "

Wl liamand Treggar stood still, while Janes stepped cautiously away,
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nmoving slowy through the darkness. His tread was light, but in the
silence of the roomthey could tell roughly where he noved. "I ve found
awall, " he said after a few nonents, his voice com ng from about
twenty feet away. They then could hear himnoving along the wall,
measuring as he went. "The floor feels solid, except where we broke
through, " he said absently.

WIlliamsaid, "Let us know if you find a light. This darkness is
tedi ous. "

James said vaguely, "You get used to it. Ah!"
"What ? " asked Treggar
"A door. Woden. C osed. "

A few seconds later, a spark was struck. "W have light, " James said,
igniting an old torch he had found in the wall-sconce. Putting away his
flint and steel, he said, "Let s see what we have here. "

The roomwas forty feet square and the walls were lined with enpty
weapons racks. Two racks stood in the mddle of the room enpty of the
| ong spears that had once waited there for a call to action

"If the armory is below .." nused James al oud.

"Then this is where they kept spare arns close to hand, " finished
Tr eggar.

257 James returned the torch to the wall-sconce, and went to the door
"This should lead to the narshaling yard above. "

He tried the door. "It sjanmed.
hi nges. "

Examning it, he said, "Let s try the

Wl liamand Treggar pulled out their daggers and worked at the ancient
iron hinges. "If we had sonme oil, " said WIliam "maybe.

James said, "I |l get sone.

"WWhere? " asked Treggar.

"Down there, sai d James, noving back toward the hole in the floor

"You re nmad, sai d Treggar.

"Probably, " answered Janes as he ducked out of sight. After he had
left, WIliam and Treggar | ooked at one another and sat down to wait.

Ti me passed slowy, then suddenly Janes s voice sounded in the dark
"Gve ne a hand. " Wlliamhurried over and | ay down, |owering his hand
through the hole. After a couple of msses in the darkness, Janes seized
it and cane up.

"Here, " Janes said, handing a jar to Wlliam "G . WIlliamsaid, "I
didn t even hear you until you spoke. " Janes replied softly. "You weren
t supposed to. A couple of disagreeable nen were trying to find nme, and
once | shook them | didn t want them hearing ne clinbing up here. "

"What s it |like dowmn there? " asked Treggar. "They re into their second

sweep. They probably have someone above at the top of the old well, and
since no one came up, then they figure we nmust still be in here
somewhere. They probably think it s your Pathfinder Edwi n | oose down
here, killing their nmen. But sooner or |ater one of those bright |ads
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258 is going to suspect there may be a passage up to this |level and then
they re going to start inspecting every inch of ceiling. "

"Eventually they Il find us, said WIIliam

"Al nmost certainly, sai d James. "Being caught was never my first worry.

"If that wasn t, what was? " asked Treggar.

James pull ed out a heavy crowbar, two feet in length, and said, "QO1l. "
He nodded toward the hinges. As WIIliam poured oil on the upper hinge,
James continued. "Getting caught before word got to Arutha. As long as
we re running around in here, those down bel ow are going to be too
concerned about catching us to prepare well for Arutha s arrival. If
everyt hing works out, those conming back will have Krondorian sol diers
hard on their heels, and will run right into a barred door, with those
inside slowin getting it open for them "

"That s your plan? " asked Treggar

said Janmes. "If this door |eads where | think it

"It s the old plan,
does, | have an even better plan.

Wth the oil and crowbar, they got the pins out of the hinges. Treggar
inserted the bar between the door and janb and pulled hard. A dul
scrape sounded as the door noved a fraction, then stopped.

"Whatever s janming it is holding it tight, observed the sol dier

"Captain, may |?" asked WIIliam
The captain relinquished the bar to the broad-shoul dered younger nan.

Wl liam| ooked at the door, then noved the bar to a position slightly
above his shoul ders. He pulled hard, and downward, and the door noved.
W1 liamyanked hard again, and the door nobved again, and he fel
backwards with the rel ease of the bar.

259 Janmes and Treggar | eapt away as the door seenmed to fly off the janb,
spinning as it fell with a |loud crash to the stone floor. Cdouds of fine
dust filled the room as thick as snoke, and the three men cane up
coughi ng.

"Look, " said WIIliam

The original room had been excavated just bel ow the surface of the
ancient fortress s marshaling yard. Behind the doorway, a ranp led up to
the surface, and at the top of the ranp, parallel to the floor, was a
barred trapdoor. The release bar for the trap was set across it in such
a fashion that it could be pulled free by two ropes or chains. The iron
eyelets were still intact, but any ropes had |ong since rotted to dust.
Janes inspected the trapdoor. "Clever, " he said at last. "It s hinged
here and there " he pointed to the far end " so that when it falls open
it lands atop the ranp.

Treggar said, "Od Keshian trick. | ve never seen it, but the old

Kni ght - Marshal , Dul anic, once told us of a fight here in the desert
where they took a fortification. As they crested the walls, it seenmed
the defenders were all dead. They got inside and set up canp, and that
ni ght the Keshians seenmed to conme out of nowhere. " He gl anced around
the room "He nentioned we should al ways inspect for hiding holes |ike
this if we found ourselves in a simlar situation
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Treggar clinbed the ranp next to Janes and put his hands up to exam ne
the door. "There s probably a piece of canvas and sone dirt spread out
over this old wood. Enough so that if you re wal king across it you d
have to be listening for the holl ow sound to know that ranp is there.

"Add to that a few centuries of dust, nmuttered Janes, testing the
wei ght of the door on the bar. "This isn t noving unless we can tie a
pair of ropes toit. "

260 "We d need horses to pull that bar out with all the weight on it,
sai d Treggar.

James sat down. "Maybe. " He inspected the bar again and finally said,
"Unl ess we can | oosen those brackets. "

WIlliamheld up the crowbar and said, "I can give it a try. " He set to
wi th purpose, and after a mnute said, "This wood is very dry. It s
splintering easily. " He worked at it until the first of the two

brackets fell away, striking the stone ranp with a loud clatter. He then
turned to the second bracket and shortly had it free. The bar foll owed,

crashing to the floor and bounci ng down the ranp, causing Janmes to have
to leap over it. WIlliamsprawl ed on his back, and Treggar leapt to the
si de.

Williamlay notionless for a nonent, expecting the doors to swi ng down
upon him but instead nothing happened. He rolled and crawmed a little
way, canme to his feet and then stepped to the bottom of the ranp.

"Shoul dn t those doors have swung down? " asked WIIiam

" Supposed!| y, answer ed Treggar

He started to nove back up the ranp, but Janmes s hand restrained him "I
wouldn t. It could give way at any nonent. "

Treggar shook off the squire s hand, saying, "I don t think so. " He
moved to what woul d be the cl osest edge of the opening where the door
janb net the door itself and inspected it. He then pulled out his dagger
and stuck it between the door and the janb, and pried sonething out.

He returned to his conpanions holding out a sliver of sonething brown.
"Mud. "

"Mud? " asked WIlliam "Here? "

"It doesn t rain nuch in this region, said Treggar, "but it does

261 rain. And over the years dust has settled upon that door, then
gotten rained upon, and then the heat returns. "

"Brick, " said Janes, taking the sliver from Treggar. "The door is
covered by a slab of this stuff, maybe two or three inches thick

"But what s holding the door in place? " asked WIIliam

"Sucti on, said James. "I ve had to pull nore than one heavy object out
of the mud and if you don t break the suction first, you re doing it the
hard way. "

"So we re stuck? " asked WIIiam

Janmes | ooked around and said, "Not necessarily. He noved to one of the
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| arge racks and said, "Help ne lug this over to the bottom of the ramp.

They did so, and after it was where Janes wanted it, he said, "Now nove
that bar over here. " Quickly he had the bar jamred in to the bottom of
the trapdoor, braced against the heavy rack. "This won t prevent the
trap fromfalling on top of me, but it should slow it enough for nme to
get out of the way if it starts to go.

"What are you doing? " asked Treggar

"I mgoing to cut away sone of this nmud, enough so that any wei ght above
it should rel ease the door. "

"You re mad, sai d Treggar.

James said, "You re only comng to that conclusi on now?

He noved up the ranp and said, "Stand back. If this goes, | want a clear
path down that ranp.

He worked diligently and carefully, and after a while WIlliamturned his
attention to the hole in the floor, watching and waiting for themto be
di scover ed.

After an hour, Janes said, "That should be enough. "
Wl liamglanced at Janes. "For what? "

262 Janmes smiled. "For it to give quickly when | want it to. "

"Anot her plan? " asked Treggar

"Always, " said Janmes with a grin. "Now, do either of you have a good
guess as to what tine of the clock it is? "

Treggar said, "I put it near mdnight, give or take a quarter of an
hour. "

"Good, " said Janes, sitting. "Then we wait. "

"For what? " WIIiam asked.

"For the half a dozen nen set to watching the well above to get bored
and sl eepy. "

James hugged the wall between two |arge sets of shelves, trying by force
of will to become one with the slight shadow between them A single
guard was stationed near the well, absently cutting the skin from an
appl e as he glanced around fromtine to tine.

Janmes wei ghed his options. He could chance a dagger throw, but the odds
of it being a killing blow were slight. He could rush the nman, but
suspected there were others dose by who woul d appear within noments of
any outcry.

James had noved into the kitchen a few nonments before the guard appeared
and had ducked into the only cover at hand. He now renai ned notionl ess,
hopi ng the assassin wouldn t notice the shape in the shadows on the
stone wal | .

The man | ooked away and Janes reacted w thout further thought. He
st epped across one of the shelves and wal ked around a | arge butcher s
bl ock that stood between the shelves and the well.
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The man gl anced over as Janmes noved casually toward him

263 Janes smiled. "Hello, " he said, the only word he knew in the
Keshi an desert dial ect.

The man blinked for a nonent, then replied, "Hello? " Then he asked a
question in the | anguage they had heard the assassins using.

James had a dagger pal med behind his wist, and as the nan repeated the
question, Janes slashed himacross the throat.

Wth a gurgling sound, the man gripped his throat and fell backward,
into the well.

Voi ces com ng from sonewhere cl ose by spurred James and he |l eapt on top
of the well. He repeated his earlier feat of junping up into the shaft
and pulling his legs up, jaming his knees and shoulders into the walls
of the ancient stone-lined tube. A slight gasp of pain escaped his |ips
as he discovered how brui sed his shoul ders and knees were fromthe | ast
time he had pulled this stunt.

He shimmied up the well, feeling every inch of the ascent, until he was
just below the lip. He knew he couldn t stay there long, and the sky
above was |ightening, so he started up the last few feet.

James |istened for voices and heard none. He peered cautiously over the
lip of the well and found six sentries nearby, four of them obviously
sl eeping and the other two involved in a quiet conversation, their
attention on one another, not the well.

Janes judged themto be ten feet or closer and knew that if he tried to
clinb out one of the two was al nbst certain to see him He decided on a
danger ous cour se.

He turned his back to the two nmen, and started slowy to snake his way
over the lip of the well. Should either glance in his direction, in the
dim pre-dawn light, they night mss the

264 distorted formon the edge of the well. If they paused to ook in
his direction, they would certainly see him He prayed they were

convi nced no one was comng up this way after all these fruitless hours
of guarding it.

Janmes got his shoul ders over the edge of the well and let his own weight
carry himslowy down behind the bricks. If fate was kind, Edwi n should
have found either the other Pathfinder or Arutha s advanced scouts by
now. If so, Arutha would be comng within the next day, two at the nopst.
If not, Janes didn t want to consider the chances of getting out of the
area alive.

He put his hands on the ground and gently let himself down. Wth as
silent a noverment as he coul d nanage, he turned, sitting with his back
to the well. He drew his sword and took a breath, ignoring the pain in
hi s back and knees, then he | eaped up

It took a nonment for his presence to register on the two nen who were
tal king and they both stood slowy, as Janmes took off at a run

One of them shouted and the others came awake, slowy, asking questions
in sleepy voices. Janes ran straight to where he judged the trapdoor to
be, listening for a holl ow sound.
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This proved futile, since the yelling from behind drowned out any sound
from bel ow, but he did feel the ground give slightly at one point. He
stopped, turned and junped backward a few i nches.

The soil below his feet felt as if it had given slightly. He ran
backwards for a few feet, then crouched as if waiting for the nen who
raced toward him They began to slow, and he realized with alarmthey
were on the verge of fanning out to surround him

265 He turned and ran as if suddenly in a panic, and he heard orders
shout ed from behi nd.

Then a | oud crack and a crash foll owed and Janes turned to see all six
men falling through the trapdoor. He raced as fast as he could toward
them While holding the advantage for a nonent, Janes and hi s conpani ons
wer e out hunbered two to one.

He reached the near end of the trapdoor and |leapt, turning in md-air so
that he | anded facing down the ranp.

The caked nud had prevented the left side of the door fromfalling fully

into the ranp. The twisting ranp caused the men to fall, one atop the
other. Janes found hinmself staring down into the darker interior of the
anbush chanber, lit by only the one torch, as WIlliam and Treggar

battl ed two guards

Suddenly Janes felt his heels slip, and his feet went out from under
him He landed with a bone-jarring crash on the wooden ranp and slid a
few feet, bowing over two assassins who were trying to rise

James kept sliding, and saw that one of the eneny was trying to clinb
past himrather than fight. James slashed with his sword but m ssed as
the man vaulted up the ranmp past him

James couldn t lavish any nore attention on the fugitive, as another
assassin sat up next to him cutting at himw th a backhanded bl ow from
his scimtar. His only option was to throw hinsel f backward on to the
ranp, striking his head hard, as the blade cut through the air. Lying
prone, Janes lunged with his sword, killing the man sitting next to him

He sat up and found a bl ack-clad back turned to him Wthout hesitation,
James struck it. H's head pounded and he felt dizzy fromthe concussion
he had just taken

266 Treggar stood over one dead assassin, while dueling with another.
W liam struck one man while he ki cked out and backed off a second.

James | eapt on the closer of the two facing WIliam and knocked himto
the ground, westling himdown, while WIliamkilled the one he faced.

James shouted, "One s getting away!"

W liam shouted back, "I Il get him" He | eapt over the dying man and
raced up the ranp.

Reaching the top of the ranp, WIliam saw the man nore than a hundred
yards ahead of him dashing down an incline leading to a gap in the
rocks.

Wl liamstarted running.

James and Treggar killed the |ast assassin and appeared at the top of
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the steps in tinme to see WIlliamvani sh down the eastern access. Janes
said, "Go after him and if he kills that man, then take himw th you

"Where? "

"To find Arutha, " said Janes. "My original plan was to get back into
the stable and hold the door while Arutha killed those trapped outside
the door, then open the door and let himcone inside to kill the rest.

"And we three were going to hold the door alone? "

"That s why | was trying to cut down the odds, captain.
"Now what ? "

James said, "Get Arutha to send two dozen men through this room down
that hole and cone into the fortress fromthe east. Have himuse a ram
to batter down the eastern doors. They Il be so intent on holding those
doors they won t notice those you lead in through here. "

267 "What are you going to do? "

James said, "Distract them If they find this way to the surface, we
| ose a big advantage. "

Treggar | ooked as if he was about to say sonething, then just nodded. He
turned and ran after WIlliam

James took a deep breath of fresh air as the |ate afternoon sun set
behi nd the eastern peaks. Then he turned and clinmbed back down into the
ancient fortress.

W liam had never been the fastest runner anong the children on

St ardock, or the fastest cadet at Krondor, but he had al ways had
endurance. He knew he would have to call upon that endurance to overtake
the assassin, who was clearly faster. WIlliamsuddenly realized the
assassin had made a nistake and had chosen to run down the ancient wadi,
to the passage along the west that WIliam and his conpani ons had used
to enter the fortress. Had he run the other way, he m ght have found
allies outside the eastern gate, or pounded on it to get attention and
qui ckly bring help. Now, WIIiam had a chance.

He saw the assassin ahead of hi mwhen the wadi w dened out as it began a
long gentle turn to the north. Running downhill, WIIliamcould see the
man had slowed slightly. Excitenent or fear had | ent speed to the man s
first burst, but now he was slowing into a nore conservative pace, a

I ong | opi ng stride.

Wlliamwasn t certain if the man even knew he was bei ng chased, since
he had not | ooked back at any time when he had been in his sight.
WIlliams heart pounded and his eyes stung. He blinked perspiration out
of them He breathed evenly, but his throat was dry and he could fee
hi s body aching. Lack of sleep, water and food was taking its toll.

268 Putting everything out of his mnd but his duty, he forced hinself
to pick up the pace, and slowy he could see he was gaining on the
assassin. WIlliamhad no sense of where he was, and no i dea how rmuch
farther he would have to run before reaching the trail that passed north
of the wadi s entrance. He could imagine it being scant yards ahead of
the assassin, or another mle. He didn t know which.

He saw he had hal ved t he di stance between hinself and the man; he had
closed to barely a hundred yards when the assassin | ooked over his
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shoul der. Either he had sensed WIIliam behind himor he had heard him
but regardl ess of the cause, he now knew he was bei ng chased.

The man picked up the pace and WIliamfought off a noment of

resi gnati on. Whatever Janes s plan was, it was clear the squire didn t
want the assassins to know of a way into the fortress through the

pl at eau.

W1 liam bore down, ignoring the burning in his |l egs and a heart that
seened ready to burst fromhis chest. This assassin nust be tired as
well, WIIliamthought. And then he thought of why he nmust not fail. The
Prince needed to know of this place, howto get in, and the denon. He
thought of his duty and those he was protecting: the royal fanmly, the
common people of the city, the servants in the pal ace; and then he
thought of Talia. He renmenbered the denon that had appeared at the

bl oody rites, and he vowed he would die before allowi ng such a horror to
be visited upon her

Slowy he closed the gap with the assassin. The realization that he was
gaining filled himwith an elation that soon caused the fatigue to fade.
It was clear the assassin was tiring and would soon have to face him

The wadi broadened and now Wl Iliamcould see the trai

269 where they had bidden farewell to the two soldiers who had left with
the goats and cart.

Reaching the trail, the assassin hesitated on which way to turn, and in
that nonment he had sealed his own fate. He had to turn to fight.

The man did so, pulling out a scimtar, and readied hinmself. He

obvi ously expected Wlliamto slow and draw his own weapon, but rather
than do as expected, WIlliampulled his bastard-sword on the run and
managed to let lose with a war-cry as he lifted the | ong bl ade over his
head.

The assassin |leapt aside, startled by the rush, but not losing his wts.
He parried Wlliams blow, spinning to face himas Wlliamslid to a
stop in the dirt and al so turned.

The two nmen crouched, facing one another. The assassin drew a dagger
fromhis belt with his left hand and held it as if using it to parry,
which WIIliamknew woul d be foolish against his | ong blade. He stayed
wary, for the assassin would surely not hesitate to throw the blade if
he saw an opportunity. He had no doubt the man could fight with either
hand.

The assassin was shorter than WIlliam presenting a conpact target as he
stood with knees bent, waiting to see what WIIliamwould do next.

Wlliamcircled to his left, |ooking for an openi ng. Wen rested,
Wlliamwas as fast with his |ong bl ade as many other nmen were with a
broadsword, but he was far fromrested. He knew he had only two or three
bl ows | eft before he would be at the other man s nercy.

WIlliamleapt forward, turning his blade as he noved, so that he could
| evel a backhand slash at the man s right-hand side. He hoped to force
the assassin to parry with the scimtar. WIliamprayed the scimtar
woul d snap when he struck it

270 Apparently sensing the risk to his blade, the assassin junped back,
rat her than parrying, and WIlliam seized the noment to press forward. He
jerked his blade up short rather than let it carry around, |eaving the
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point just to the right of the assassin s dagger hand.

The assassin let fly with the dagger, the bl ade ai med straight for
Wlliams throat, or where it would have been had he foll owed through
with his bl ow

Instead of striking himin the throat, the blade gl anced off Wlliams
shoulder at its juncture with the neck, slicing the nmuscle just above
the chain mail he wore over his tunic. "Dam!" WIlliamsaid as his eyes
teared fromthe pain.

He didn t have tinme to consider the ill-luck of it not having struck one
inch to the right, where it would probably have bounced off his chain,
for the assassin followed his throw with a headl ong rush

Wl liambarely managed to get his sword up to block the man s scimtar.
Hi s breath burst fromhis lungs as the assassin drove his shoulder into
WIlliams chest, taking themboth to the ground in a heap

WIlliamignored the fiery pain in his shoulder, rolled away fromthe
assassin, and tried to cone to his feet. Pain exploded in his face as
the assassin kicked him causing himto fall backward, his vision
swiming as the sky turned yell ow and red.

Fighting to remain conscious, WIlliamwas abruptly aware of having | ost
his grip on his sword. As he tried to sit up, another blow struck him
and his head rang fromthe pain. Hal f-conscious, he was barely aware of
the wei ght which | anded on his chest.

Bl i nking hard, trying to force his senses to obey him

271 Wlliam | ooked up to see death upon him The assassin was standing
over him one boot firmon WIlliams chest, his scinmtar poised to
deliver the killing bl ow.

In the split second between the recognition of his plight and the

t hought that he nust sonehow act grab the assassin s boot and knock him
of f bal ance and the know edge that he would be too slowto do it,

Wl liam saw the assassin freeze for an instant, then fall away.

A figure in chain mail not unlike his own stood above WIlliam It took a
few monents for himto recognize Captain Treggar.

The captain put his sword away and knelt over WIlliam "Can you hear ne?

Wl liamblinked and then managed to croak, "Yes.

"Can you stand? "

"l don t know,
out. "

whi spered Wlliam "Help nme to ny feet and we Il find

Treggar got a hand under Wlliams armand hel ped himto stand. "Let ne

see that, " said the captain, looking at Wlliams wound. After a
moment, he said, "You Il live. "
Wlliams head still rang and his | egs were rubbery, but he said, "That

s good news.

"But that cut s going to burn like hell for a while until we can dress
it. "

The captain tore off a piece of his tunic and jamed it hard agai nst the

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ra...20E.%20Feist%20-%20Return%20t0%20Krondor.txt (150 of 194) [10/16/2004 4:50:08 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/Raymond%20E. %20Fei st%20-%20Return%20t0%20K rondor .txt

wound. WIlliams knees threatened to buckle and Treggar held himup. "W
don t have tine for you to faint, |ieutenant.

"No, sir, " said WIIliamweakly.

"W re going to find the Prince, and if | have to | eave you behind, |

will.
272 "Understood, sir, " said Wlliam forcing hinmself to take deep
breaths. "I |l do nmy best. "

"I know, WII, " said Treggar. "Conme on, and let s hope we find the
Prince before those assassins find us. "

Wl liam | ooked around. "Were s Janes? "

"He went back inside. Said he was going to nake them spend tine | ooking
for himrather than us. "

Wl liam said nothing, but inside he was wondering if he possessed that
sort of courage. Janes would be lucky to survive the tinme it would take
to find the Prince and return with him

They set off toward the east, noving slowy at first, then picking up
the pace as WIliamregained his senses.

James gl anced around. He had taken a few mnutes to nove the rocks that
had fallen when he and WIliam had noved the fl agstone above the crack
inthe ceiling. There was little he could do about the dust but he stil
tried to nove sone of it around with his feet.

Unsati sfied, but resigned to that being his best effort, he hurried
toward the route he judged nost likely to get himto where he wanted to
be wi thout being set upon by an arnmy of angry nen in black with | arge
arsenal s of weapons at their disposal

"Ruthia, " he said quietly, invoking the nane of the Goddess of Luck. "I
know | ve abused our relationship at times, and | mfar overdue in
visiting your shrine, but if you could see your way clear to granting me
just alittle nmore of your favor, this time, | swear | will be far nore
rigorous in ny devotions. "

He turned the corner and stepped into a |large room and an instant too
late realized that there were men who had been

273 standi ng notionl ess upon each side of the door. He spun to be
confronted by two swords pointing at him just as another hal f-dozen
assassins suddenly burst into the roomfromthree other doors.

@ ancing around, he saw it was hopeless to fight, so he held up his
hands and let his sword drop fromlinp fingers. Under his breath, he
muttered, "Ruthia, you didn t have to be so enphatic in saying no!"

One of the assassins stepped forward and struckj anmes across the face
with the back of his hand. Janes fell hard to the flagstones and the man
kicked himbrutally in the ribs.

Vonmiting the scant contents of his stomach, James coughed and sai d,
"Ruthia, you can be such a bitch. " Then the man kicked himin the head
and Janes | ost consci ousness.

274 FI FTEEN Desperation Janmes awoke sl owy.
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The cell was dark, the only light a torch in the antechanber which
filtered through the tiny window. He recognized it as the sanme cel
Edwi n had occupi ed.

He was lying on a pallet of stale straw. The air was foul er than he
remenbered fromhis last visit, but then, he thought, he hadn t been
i nside the cell.

He sat up and his whol e body ached. H s head still rang fromthe beating
he had taken and he doubted he had nore than a few square i nches of skin
that weren t bruised

Janmes took a deep breath and | ooked around. No food or water, and he
doubt ed his captors had given a second s thought to his confort. He
expected the general thesis was that he woul dn t be around | ong enough
for confort to be an issue.

The fact that he was alive led himto believe one of two things was
about to happen. Either he would be questioned, to deterni ne how many
peopl e knew of this hideout and how soon eneny forces coul d be expected
to attack, or he was to be the guest of honor at the next denon
summoni ng.

If the fornmer, he thought, he might stall for time. He could pretend the
beating had befuddl ed his senses and that

275 he needed some rest before it would all cone back to him If the
latter, he had only until mdnight for Arutha and his arny to arrive and
get himout alive. Jimy shook his head again, trying to force hinself
into alertness. He stood up slowy, quietly, and wobbled to the opening
in the door.

Looki ng through the tiny wi ndow, he saw they had pl aced guards in the
room agai nst the chance of another of Janes s conpani ons bei ng | oose
within the fortress. Janes stepped back quickly, lest a guard notice he
was awake. If they are going to question ne, he thought, the | onger they
wait to begin, the better the chances of the Prince getting here.

He sat down quietly and tried to rest. The stones were not cold, but
this deep bel ow the surface they were hardly warm The straw was as nuch
an irritant as a confort, yet he dozed off after a few mnutes

Sone tine later, he cane awake with the sound of the door opening.
Wthout a word, two guards strode through the door and grabbed hi m under
the arns. He was dragged through the door and frog-marched through the
fortress.

They took himto the one portion of the underground |abyrinth he had
failed to explore, which he assuned was the quarters of the | eaders, the
priests of the denon worshipers. He was soon to discover, with no
satisfaction at all, that his surm se was correct.

Cast to the stone floor at the feet of a man in bl ack robes, he waited.

"Stand up, so | may | ook at you, said the nman standing above him His
voice was dry, like the rustling of aged parchnent.

Janmes | ooked up and saw a man with an ancient face | ooking down at him
Slowy, on unsteady feet, Janes rose until he |ooked into the old man s
eyes. There was power there, a dark,

276 dangerous power. The face | ooked inpossibly old, barely nore than
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bl ot ched and di scol ored skin stretched taut across a skull. 'W hat
little hair remained as a fringe around the sides and back hung |ike
white spider-silk. The old nan | ooked cl osely at James, and suddenly
James realized the creature before himwasn t breathing, save when he
needed to speak. Hair rose up on the back of James s neck when he
realized he was | ooking into the eyes of a dead man, sonehow still
ani mat ed.

"Who are you? " the old man asked.

Seeing no benefit froman outright lie, Janmes said, "My nane is Janes.

"You come to spy, fromthe Kingdon? "

Janmes said, "Mre or |ess.

"Those with you, they are but the tip of the wedge, yes? "

"I believe nore of ny countrymen will be arriving shortly, yes.

"It does not matter. Wth a grin exposing crooked yellow teeth, the
creature took another breath and said, "W here serve to the death and
beyond. We fear not the |lances of your Kingdom soldiers. W know what is
to come, and by the grace given to us by our naster, we do not fear it.
Tonight is our final conjuration, and our master will send us a tool, a
demon to destroy your Kingdom "

He gazed into James s eyes a nonent, then said to the assassins standing
near by, "Take himto the chanber. The hour is nearly upon us. "

Janmes was speechl ess. He had expected a dozen questions, possibly a
beating or two, and the opportunity to delay and equivocate. |nstead he
was being dragged off to have his throat cut at a denonic rite.

They took himto a roomnext to the former arnmory and

277 roughly stripped his tunic, boots and trousers fromhim |eaving him
only his small-clothes. Two nmen grabbed himfirmy by his arns and held
hi m noti onl ess.

Anot her bl ack-robed priest entered the roomand started an incantation
He carried a small bow fashioned froma human skull, from which he
pul l ed a bone covered in a dark, viscous |iquid. He waved the bone in
the air and Janes s skin grew cold. Bunps appeared on his arms and the
hair on the back of his neck rose. Wen he touched James on the
forehead, his skin felt burned.

A third priest appeared, with another bow holding a viscous white
fluid. He held the bow up to Janes s face and said, "Drink. "

James cl anped his jaws shut. He didn t know specifically what was being
offered to him but he suspected it was to nake hi mnore tractabl e.

A bl ack-cl ad assassin cane from behind the man on Janes s right. He
gripped Janes s jaws with powerful hands, attenpting to pry them apart.
He got his hand bitten. Janes cl anped down hard enough to draw bl ood
and received a staggering blow for his troubles.

"Very wel |, said the old priest. "Let himfeel every exquisite nonent
of pain as his life runs fromhimand his soul feeds our master. But
hold himtightly, |lest he disrupt the cerenpbny. Qur naster does not
suffer error.
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He turned and led the way, with the other priests follow ng. Janmes was
taken then by the two men who held him with two other guards follow ng
behi nd.

Every fiber of his body hurt, and the likelihood of his survival seened
cl ose to non-existent, but James found he felt no fear. Sonehow he had
al ways avoi ded i magi ning his own dem se

278 He knew, abstractly, that sonme day he would die, just as every
nortal being eventually succunbed at the end of their days, but at no
time had Janes dwelled on that sinple fact. As his old friend Anbs Trask
had once said, "No one gets out of life alive. "

But despite the high probability of it, James could not accept the
reality of his own death. Part of his mind was astonished at this; he
knew he should be mewling |ike a baby, pleading for his life.

Then he realized that, to the core of his being, he knew it was not his
time to die. Instead of fear, his mnd turned to how he was going to get
out of this ness.

They noved into the arnory, where Janes could see the cerenobny was
al ready underway. The hundred-odd assassins knelt as the old priest
entered. They were chanting and already the place felt fey with dark
magi c.

Torches flickered around the room and Janes used every skill of
observation he possessed to notice details he had m ssed the last tine
he had witnessed the sacrifice. The ancient bell ows over the forge was
still intact, though they had not been used in over a hundred years; the
chains used to lift and nove the caul drons once used to pour nolten
metal for fashioning arnor and weapons were rusty, but | ooked
serviceable. H s nind s eyes neasured the distances between the dais and
two | arge stone repair tables, and the forges, and how close to those
tabl es the chains hung. James realized that it was unlikely he was going
to run through this throng, so every other possible neans of escape had
to be eval uated, and quickly.

The assassins faced the dais upon which he was to be killed, gazing upon
the visage of the denon painted upon the wall. The two who fl anked Janes
continued to hold him while the

279 two who had followed joined the others on the floor of the makeshift
tenpl e.

As he was marched up the steps to the base of the stone over which he
woul d be stretched, James | ooked down to see an intricate design chal ked
upon the floor, a five-pointed star with a | arge wax candl e burni ng at
each point. He observed that the priests took great care to avoid those
poi nts or stepping over the lines of the pentagram He racked his nenory
sonet hi ng about the marks on the floor was disturbingly faniliar.

As they noved himtoward the stone altar, James felt his pul se increase.

He still felt no fear, but instead a strange sense of urgency. \Watever
he was going to do, he needed to do it in the next few nonents and he
still didn t have any idea what it was.

Suddenly, he went linp, crying out, "No! No! Anything but this!"

The high priest turned for a brief instant to see what the commoti on
was, but the sight of a victimbegging for his |ife was nothing new, and
he went back to the spell casting.
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One priest opened a | arge book and held it aloft before the high priest
so he could read fromit. The old man read in silence for a nonment, then
cried out in a |l anguage harsh and alien to Janes s ear. The room seened
to darken, as if sonething was absorbing the torchlight, and a vague
shape forned in the center of the pentagram

James knew that as soon as bl ood was spilled, the creature would
solidify and enter this realm He felt the two assassins lift him
dragging himthe last few steps to the stone.

James took a deep breath, for he knew this nust be the noment. |If he was
bent back over that stone, held hand and foot, he would die.

280 He feigned a convul sion, sobbing and screanmi ng as he coll apsed to
his knees, pulling the two nmen over slightly. Then suddenly he planted
his feet and stood up, throwing the two assassins off bal ance. |gnoring
every ache and protesting joint, he pressed upward with hi s hands,
causing the two nmen to instinctively change their grip on his wists. At
that instant, he pulled free.

Wth his right hand, he pulled a dagger fromthe belt of the man to his
right, and threw his shoulder into him knocking himback into the
sacrifice stone. Then he kicked out with his left |eg, knocking the man
on that side backwards

The man on the right reached for his belt and found his scabbard enpty.
James said, "Looking for this? " He |l ashed out with the bl ade, catching
the assassin across the neck, opening his artery so it sprayed bl ood
across the stone and onto the floor. "If you re so anxious to nmake this
horror appear, use your own blood to do it!"

The high priest shouted, "No! It is not tinme!"

As soon as blood hit the altar, the figure in the pentagram coal esced,
even nore horrible than James renenbered. It was nearly nine feet in
hei ght. The face was as he renenbered it, vulpine, with flam ng eyes,
and curving goat s horns. And now the |ower half of the body was

vi sible; the denon stood on goat s |egs.

"No!" cried the high priest, again.

The creature glanced at him In a deep and terrifying voice it asked him
sonmething in the sane | anguage the assassins used. The priest seened at
a loss for a reply, and instead grabbed the ancient tonme that had fallen
to the floor and attenpted to read sonething.

James kept noving. The man with the slashed throat

281 twitched atop the stone, while the other guard tried to regain his
bal ance. Janes hel ped hi mout, by reaching out and grabbing the front of
his tunic, pulling himforward. He noved out of the way and swung him
around in the direction of the high priest.

Then James lifted his right Ieg and planted his foot against the chest
of the uninjured assassin and pushed. The man fell backwards with a
startl ed expression and crashed into the high priest and the one
hurrying to get the bow into which James s bl ood was to have fl owed.

The ancient book flew fromthe high priest s old hands, and
instinctively he reached after it, howing, "No!"

Those near the dais were starting to rise, unsure of what was happening
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in those furious nonments, but those at the back were still upon their
knees.

Trying to retrieve the book, the high priest reached across the |ines of
the pentagram The denon shrieked in rage. It reached down with two
powerful, clawed hands and seized the ol d man.

Real i zing his blunder, the high priest screaned in terror; then babbl ed
i ncoherently as he witnessed his approaching death. The denons great
maw opened, revealing jagged teeth as long as a man s finger, dripping
saliva that snoked faintly. Wth a sudden snap of its jaws, it ripped
the face fromthe skull of the priest, splattering those nearby with
gore.

For a brief instant, all eyes in the roomwere upon the grisly sight,
and Janes agai n took advantage. He grabbed the renmining priest by the
shoul der and belt and gave hima shove what he had heard tavern-keepers
call "the bums rush" toward the pentagram

The wounded man and the priest with the bow both

282 stunbled into the pentagram The priest knocked over one of the
candl es, and chaos erupt ed.

The creature bellowed. It snatched the head of f the second priest, then
ri pped the armoff the wounded assassin. Pieces of bodies were torn and
devoured and bl ood ran down the nonster s chin.

The ot her candles went out and cries of fear filled the chanber.

Sone nmenbers of the assenbl ed band of assassins chanted, rocking back
and forth, while others rose, looking for an escape route. Two drew
scimtars, to defend thensel ves agai nst the denon, but others sinply sat
in nute amazenent

Janmes judged it the perfect nonment for his escape. He | eaped on top of
the sacrificial stone and glanced at the denon. The denon | ooked back at
him and with terrifying certainty he realized the creature was no

| onger confined.

James | eapt toward one of the chains hanging overhead, just as the denon
reached for him Janmes pulled up his |legs, then shot them forward,

swi nging clear of the black talons. He arched away fromthe sl aughter,
and et go of the chains. He | anded upon an old work table, next to
kneel i ng assassins, who regarded himin anmazenent.

Then all attention was returned to the denmon who was stepping down from
the dais and starting to feed in earnest.

Janmes junped a few feet to another table, and fromthere to the floor
between two fl eei ng assassins. They ignhored him for whatever religious
fervor they might feel at the sight of another dying, it was clear they
were | ess devout when their own lives were in the bal ance.

Most of the fleeing assassins were heading toward the stables, and Janes
did not wish to risk going that way. He

283 ducked into a side corridor and ran back towards the break in the
ceiling where he had found the anbush room He was astoni shed at how
fast he reached it when running, conpared to creeping around in the
dar k.

He gl anced up and cursed. There was no way he could reach the crack
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overhead by hinself. Hurrying to the closest room he found a weapons
trunk. This he enptied, then dragged it to the spot bel ow the crack

If he had been able to ignore his wounds before, they were now clearly
evident to him Sweat dripped fromhis hair and off the end of his nose,
and the salt of it stung every abrasion and cut. H s bruised nuscles
threatened to cranmp as he dragged the heavy trunk al ong.

He shoved the trunk upright and for a brief nonment his vision swam and
he felt |ight-headed. Breathing slowy, he calnmed hinself then clinbed
up on the truck. He reached the opening in the ceiling and with great
difficulty pulled hinself though, despite alnost losing his grip and
falling. He held on by force of will, for he knew he could not nuster
the strength to try again. Then he clinbed up over the flagstone floor
of the anmbush room and saw the ranp opening to the ni ght sky.

From bel ow cane screans and an i nhuman roar, and Janmes knew t hat
eventual |y whoever was still down there woul d be dead. And then the
denon woul d start |ooking for a way out. Hal f-walking, half-staggering,
Janmes nade his way toward the ranp. He took three steps before he fel
face-first into the dirt, unconscious.

James cane awake with soneone pouring water over his face. He blinked
and saw W1 liam hol ding his head upright, while

284 soneone el se held the waterskin to his nouth. He drank greedily.

When the skin was withdrawn, he saw that the other man was a sol di er
from Krondor. The sound of footfalls echoed in the roomand Janes sat up
and saw nmen noving toward the hole in the floor. He said, "Wait!" His
voi ce was a dry croak

"What ? " asked WIIliam

"Denon. It s | oose down there.

W 1liam grabbed the tunic of the nearest soldier and said, "Urgent
message for H s Hi ghness. Squire Janes reports there s a denon | oose
down in the fortress. "

To the soldiers in the roomWIIliamsaid, "You |lot stay here, but | don
t want anyone going into that hole until you get orders. " To Janes, he
said, "You come with me. The Prince will want to hear this fromyou. "

He put his armaround Janmes s wai st and hel ped himto his feet, then
hal f-carried himup the ranp. As they neared the top, Wlliamsaid, "Is
there a good story attached to why you were face-down in the dust
wearing only your snmalls? "

James wi nced fromthe nmovement. "Not really. "
WIlliamgot themto the top of the ranp and asked, "Can you ride? "
"Do | have a choice? "

"You Il double with ne, " said WIlliam He signhaled for a horse. A
sol di er responsible for the nounts | ed one to them and held its head
while WIlliamgot Janes up into the saddle. WIIliam swing up behind
James and took the reins. He set off, shouting, "Hang on!"

James groaned but held on. They cantered down the wadi

285 as the sun rose in the eastern sky. Cradled against WIlliams chest,
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James asked, "Were s Arutha? "

"Before the eastern gate!" said Wlliam "Edwin got to the Prince and he
ordered a forced march. Treggar and | found them fighting a band of
assassins, and led themhere. "

"I hope to the gods he hasnt led a charge into that stable, " said
W1 liam

They rode hard to the base of the wadi, and turned east. After one of
the nost painful rides in Janmes s |ife, they reached Arutha s position

No canp was set up; rather the Prince and his officers had gathered atop
a near by outcropping of stone, watching as the sol diers were depl oyed
before the open gates. Arutha | ooked over as WIliamrode up and reined
in. Captain Treggar sat next to the Prince and two ot her officers,
around a canp table upon which a map | ay.

"You going to live? " the Prince asked Janes.

James half-slid, half-fell to the ground, staying upright by hanging on
to the stirrup of Wlliams horse. "Not if | can help it, " he replied.

Arut ha indicated that soneone should put a cloak around the near-naked
squire. A soldier quickly complied. To James, Arutha said, "What is
going on in there? W chased a bunch of assassins inside after thrashing
themfive mles fromhere, and nost of them came running right back out
agai n, glad enough for a fight. W were forced back for a bit. "

" Denon, sai d James. "Those fools conjured one up

Arut ha nodded. "Orders, " he said to a runner nearby. "Tell Lieutenant
CGordon to hold his position. " Looking back to Janes, he said, "Wll
squire, what can you tell nme? "

Janmes wi nced and nptioned to WIlliamfor the waterskin.

286 "Not nuch, Highness. | mnot an expert, but | suspect that creature
won t cone out until nightfall. Once he does, | don t know how you re
going to keep him here.

Arut ha | ooked at the open doors of the stable and said, "W nust go in
and finish himinside. "

Janes said, "Wait a mnute
"Yes, squire? " interrupted the Prince.
"Forgive ne, Highness, but | ve seen that thing. We need a plan. "

Arut ha indul ged hinmself in one of his infrequent |aughs. "Fromyou: a
pl an? Squire, that s rare. "

"Well, | ve seen that thing up close, Hi ghness, and it s got the power
toripamns armfromhis shoulder with a single yank. W need a
priest to banish it toits own realm or a nmagician to destroy it. "

"W have neither, " said Arutha. "And fromwhat | renmenber from ny study
of denonic lore, unless this is sonme higher power we face, it can be
killed. If it doesn t care for sunlight or cold steel, we have the
neans.

The Prince turned to WIlliam "Lieutenant, you and the captain ride back
to the other entrance. Take a squad of archers with you. Drive that
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thing to this door before the sun sets.

Treggar and W Iliam saluted and rode off |eaving Janes holding on to
Arutha s stirrup for support. "What if it doesn t want to be driven,
Hi ghness? " asked Janes.

"Then we |l have to go in after it, " said the Prince. He then | ooked
down at Janes and said, "And 'we doesn t include you, squire. You ve

| ooked better. " He nmotioned to one of his aides and said, "Take the
squi re sonewhere and see he eats and drinks water. | don t think you I
have a struggle getting himto rest. "

287 Janmes allowed the soldier to lead himto a rocky outcrop where he
sat in the shade, eating hard rations and drinking tepid water froma
skin barely cool ed by evaporation. He knew this neant that the baggage
train was mles behind the colum and this was probably as good fare as
any man, including the Prince, had eaten in days.

James had to fight to stay awake between bites. He only hal f-renenbered
someone bringing hima fresh tunic and trousers. He knew his boots were
down there in the roombehind the arnmory, where he had been stripped for
sacrifice, and vowed that when this was over he was going to get them

That was his |ast waking thought.

Wl liamand Treggar nmustered their men and the captain said,
"Li eutenant. "

"Sir? "

"I mgoing dowmmn with the first six nen. Wait a bit, then send the
sergeant and next six, and you lead the last six a bit after that. The
archers will stay here. "

"Yes, sir. "

Treggar said, "The first squad will move straight to the east. | want
the second squad to nove to the south. It s a fairly obvious route that
will eventually turn east. " To WIIliamhe said, 'You get the tough one,
WIl. Mve to the north and head to the arnory.

"Sir, " said WIIliam

"Whoever nakes contact with the denon, sit tight and send for the other
two squads. Defend yourselves if you nust, but don t attack until we get
organi zed. | want to try to use the archers to drive the thing toward
the Prince's nen.

Ropes were tied to the base of the two heavy ready racks

288 and were |lowered so that two nmen at a tinme could descend or clinb
back if need be.

When they were secure, Treggar led the first squad down into the
dar kness.

W1 liamwatched as Treggar and his six men vani shed, then the second
squad under the command of a sergeant, then he led in his own six.

Twent y-one sol diers, thought Wlliam to drive a denpbn out into the sun
He hoped it was enough. Never a mmgician, he had lived anmong them al
his life, and nothing he had ever heard about denons over those years
was good
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Putting aside his m sgivings, he notioned for the | ast conpany to nove
out.

WIlliamtook the lead, refusing to let one of the soldiers go first. He
justified the order by claimng he had been this way before, then
realized that he needn t justify anything to these nen; he just needed
to give the order.

They were slowy working their way through a series of roons that had
been turned into one big abattoir. Blood splattered the walls and
recogni zabl e body parts were strewn around with chaotic abandon

The one fact WIlliamnoted was that all the heads had been split or
bitten open, and the brains eaten. WIlliamglanced at the faces of his
men and saw battl e-hardened nen go pale. He swallowed hard to keep from
retching and felt |ess self-conscious.

A noise in the distance alerted Wlliamto the denons position. He
motioned for the others to wait while he quietly went ahead to
reconnoiter. He nmoved in a crouch, slowy working his way down a hall
Before himwas a | arge barracks room if his menory served.

289 He gl anced t hrough the door in front of himand coul d see nothing,
so he noved slowy, stopping every few feet to observe the expanded
angle of view. As he neared the door, he had a terrible feeling the
denmon was sitting in one of the two corners beside the door, neaning
that WIlliamwould have to actually look into the roomto get a view of
the creature

Ri ght or left side? he asked hinmself The denon saved himthe decision by
movi ng, the noise conming fromthe left.

Wl liamput hinmself hard against the right wall, nmoving as slowy as he
could, crouching low The creature s legs canme into view first, and
Wlliamrealized that it was sitting on the floor, |egs extended, as if
wai t i ng.

Waiting for what? WIlliam asked hinself silently.

Then it registered: it was waiting for the sun to go down. WIIiam was
torn between retreating now and calling for the archers, or gl ancing
around the corner to get a better ook at the thing. He judged the risk
worth the reward.

He noved slowy, afraid that any sudden notion night catch the denobn s
eye. He saw the creature | ooking away fromthe door, several wounds
Vi si bl e upon its body.

He pulled back. Slowy, every step a painful exercise in self-control
he nmoved away fromthe room Wen he was near the point where his own
men coul d be seen, he held up a finger to his |lips, then notioned for
the men to nove back

WIlliamhad the nen fall back to the last intersection they had passed.
When he was certain they were far enough back to not be heard, he
whi spered, "The demons in that room ahead. Looks |ike sone of the
assassins gave as good as they got. The thing s bleeding a fair bit. "

"Good, " whispered one of the nen.

290 Wlliamsaid to him "Loop around to the south and find Captain
Treggar and the others. "
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The sol dier ran off.
To another man, Wlliamsaid, "Go fetch the archers, on the double. "

The man hurried of f.

Wlliamturned to the others and said, "Be ready, but no man is to speak
or make a nove until they hear an order from ne.

The nen nodded and waited, silently.
291 SI XTEEN Di scovery The archers arrived.

The six bowren lined up silently behind Wlliam Alittle while later,
Captain Treggar and his six nen joined them

"How lie things, WII? " asked Treggar.

WIlliamoutlined the situation, drawing in the dust on the floor, to
show where the denon waited. Treggar swore. "It will cost us to ferret
himout. The first |ads through that door are al nbost certainly dead. "

Wlliamsaid, "Not if they dont stop. "
"VWhat do you have in mind? " asked Treggar.
"Hare and hound? "

Treggar smiled. "If the denon will follow them the hare can lead himto
the stable. Then we can drive himout to the Prince.

WIlliambegan to strip off his arnor. "Not they, nme. "
"You? "

"I know the way. No one el se here does but you, captain, and, with

respect, | d wager | mfaster than you are.
Treggar said, "l renenber catching up to you yesterday. " WIliam
smled. "For which I Il be eternally grateftil, assum ng

292 live an eternity. He handed his scabbard to one of the soldiers,
but held on to the sword. He now wore only tunic, trousers and boots. He
nmotioned for a torch, and was given one by a soldier near the back. "No
time like the present, " WIIiam observed.

WIlliamran down the hall, not pausing as he entered the roomin which
the denmon rested. He nade it to the center of the room before glancing
backward and was horrified to discover the denon was already after him
a specter of terror, bellow ng in anger.

Wlliamstill hurt fromthe struggle the day before and the hard ride
with Arutha, but right now his body answered a basic denand: fleeing for
his life.

He ran without hesitation and hoped his instincts would keep him from
goi ng the wong way. Down a | ong stone corridor, through a | arge enpty
room then into another tunnel he ran, the denon staying with himevery
step of the way.

Wl liam al nost died when he burst into the stable and barely avoi ded
runni ng headlong into a forge. He bounced off the stonework and ducked
hi s head under the nmetal hood that led to the stonework chi mey. Had he
struck it and fallen, he knew the denmon woul d have overtaken him
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He was gratified to discover the denmon wasn t quite as ninble, since a
few seconds | ater he heard the crash of a heavy body agai nst the forge
and hood, followed by a scream of frustration.

Wl liamsaw the sunlight at the far end of the stable and started the
final sprint. It was only a hundred feet or so, but it seened to take
forever to cross that paltry distance.

He raced into the sunlight, half-blinded by it. Shading his eyes for a
monent, he saw Prince Arutha and a conpany of horsenen directly in front
of him Behind him

293 the creature had cone to a halt at the edge of the sunlight.

The creature mght not be particularly bright, thought Wlliam but it
wasn t stupid either. It had recogni zed the anbush and refused to be
bai t ed.

WIlliamturned, pointing his sword. He took a deep breath, then shouted
a chal | enge

The denon suddenly bellowed in rage, but it had nothing to do with
WIlliams challenge. Rather, it was being attacked from behind by the
si x bowren in the stable who were |loosing their arrows as rapidly as
possible. It spun around, and WIlliamcould see three shafts protruding
fromits back and one fromits side, and several m nor wounds were al so
visible fromarrows that hadn t penetrated

The creature charged back into the stable and Wlliamran after it.

I nside the stable, the denon was standing in the center aisle, while the
bownren kept shooting at it. WIlliamsaw that only a few shafts that
struck square to the creature had gone in. The rest of the arrows

gl anced of f, some shattering against the magically-inbued skin.

Wl liamwas al nbst struck by one. He shouted, "Stop shooting! You re
going to kill someone on the other side!"

The arrows stopped flying. Then WIIliamdrew back his sword and
att acked.

He swung as hard as he coul d agai nst the creature s back, but when the
bl ade struck, the shock ran up both his arns as if he had struck the
bol e of an ancient oak tree. The denpbn screamed in pain and rage and
turned to make a backhand grab. Wlliamfell back just in tine to avoid
bei ng decapit at ed.

He rolled to his feet and ran, uncertain as to whether the denon was
following, or turning its attention to the other

294 soldiers in the stable, but just as he reached the door and
sunlight, a crushing blow to his back inforned him of the denons
wher eabout s.

Wl liamwent sprawing forward, scraping his forearns and hands, then
scranbled to get to his feet as quickly as possible. A screamfrom
behind alerted himto the fact that soneone el se was distracting the
denmon whil e he nmade good his escape. Wth a lunge, WIIiam staggered
upright in time to see a score of horsenmen riding straight at him

The vibration coning through the solid rock under the earth and the
sound of hooves growi ng | ouder by the second caused Wlliamto glance to
ei ther side, seeking escape.
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G ven the circunstances, he did the only thing he could do: he stood
stock-still and prayed that they would ride around him

The riders drew up their nounts and | eapt fromtheir saddles, the
closest rider hitting the ground | ess than a yard fromWII|iam

Di spl aying years of drill, one man in each group of five grabbed reins
and | ed mounts to the rear as the other four drew weapons and stood in a
line. They waited until Arutha joined them At his signal, they charged.

W1 liam hoi sted his own weapon, and charged with them

The denon had backed the bowren into the stable, but it turned at the
sound of so many new arrivals. The Krondorian soldiers spread out and
qui ckly fornmed a ring around the denon, using their shields to good
effect.

Arut ha shout ed, "Wen you see its rear, attack!"

At the sound of Arutha s voice, the denon turned and two nen behind it
dashed forward and struck as hard as they could. It whipped around, and
as it did so other nen struck from behind.

295 Wthin a few nonments, the denon seemed to be spinning in place, its
back a mass of bleeding cuts.

Despite the danmge being done, the tactic was not w thout cost. At |east
three nmen had been struck so hard they had been knocked across the room
where they now | ay dead; and two nore were gravely wounded. The denobn

| ashed out to right and left, with no apparent pattern, occasionally

sl ashing a shield or, worse, over a shield into arnor or exposed flesh.

Men cursed and bled, and a few nore died, but they continued to fight.

W liam poi sed hinmself and delivered a spine-crushing blowwith his
two- handed sword, and was rewarded by the sight of a deep groove

f ount ai ni ng bl ack, snoking bl ood. The creature spun, slashing at
WIlliam who used his sword to parry. Sparks flew as black tal ons
scraped along the steel blade, but as the creature drew back its other
hand to strike, it screamed and turned away, distracted by a blow from
t he opposite side.

WIlliamtook a step back, getting ready to deliver another blow when a
voi ce from behind said, "How goes it, lieutenant? "

Recogni zing the Prince s voice, WIIliam answered: "Bl oody work,
H ghness. The creature bl eeds, but seens reluctant to die. "

Arutha noved to stand next to Wlliam sword at the ready. In that
instant, there was no doubt in Wlliams nmind that his cousin was no
mere court ruler, who wore arnmor only for state occasions, but an
undoubt ed warrior who had seen nore conflicts than nost men twice his
age.

Arut ha said nothing, but stepped in front of Wlliam pointing his sword
at the creature. A small portion of the denpns side, under the |eft
arm was exposed, and Arutha

296 struck with such swiftness that WIlliamwas only aware of the strike
when the Prince pulled away.

The denon seened to freeze for an instant, and then it trenbled and
screanmed | ouder than before. But rather than rage, the scream was one of
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terror. The denon faced Arutha, its eyes fixed upon the Prince as if he
were the only eneny in the room

Instantly those soldiers behind the creature closed in, slashing at its
al ready bl oodied and tattered back. But the denpbns fiery eyes were
focused solely upon Arutha and it slashed downward with a raking bl ow

Arut ha noved back deftly, then slashed with his rapier, and a snoking,
dri ppi ng groove appeared on the back of the denons clawed hand. The
denmon swung a backhand bl ow, which caused Wlliamto | eap backwards,
while Arutha sinply noved aside a hal f-pace, then stepped in, slicing
the creature across the chest.

W I 1liam shouted, "Your blade! It somehow does nore danage!"

Arut ha said, "Ask your father about it some time. Right now | m busy.

The Prince of Krondor was the fastest swordsman WIliam had ever seen,
and the denon was not even close to reaching him

Wlliamjoined in with the others, worrying the creature's flank as he
sought to close with the ninble nonarch.

Across the stable floor the bl oody dance noved, until the creature was
on the verge of entering the light of day. It hesitated, turning to
snarl at those on its right, and Wlliamtook a step back. Then the
creature, now clearly weakened, took another step into the Iight,
seeking to dose with Arutha.

297 Wlliams arns and shoul ders were starting to knot with fatigue, but

still he forced hinself to hack away at the creature s flanks. The denbns sides and back were a
mass of shredded flesh. The fur upon its

goat-legs was thickly nmatted with blood, and they trenbled with every

st ep.

I f anything, Arutha appeared to get faster as the denon slowed. His
bl ade flicked in and out, bringing agony to the denmon with each thrust.

Finally the denon staggered a step, then fell

Wthout hesitation, Arutha stepped forward and drove his sword deep into
the creature s neck where it joined the shoul der. He pushed hard,
pl ungi ng the bl ade halfway to the crossguard, then puffing it free.

Wth a noan, the creature thrashed, and after a while went still.
Snoki ng bl ood dripped from Arutha s blade, and a small flame erupted at
t he denmons neck wound. The sol di ers who were now surrounding the denon
st epped back as the flame spread rapidly, a green blaze that filled the
air with the stench of decaying flesh and burning sul fur

Most of the men were coughing and a few were retching, but within
monent s the denon was gone, |eaving only a blackened outline of its form
on the ground, and a foul stench hanging in the air.

The Prince s attending page ran up, ready to do his lord s bidding.
Arut ha opened up the bag on the page s hip and withdrew a wad of
bandages. He wi ped off the blade, and where the denons bl ood touched
the fabric, it blackened and snoked. In a conversational tone, Arutha
said, "Tell the nmen to be careful cleaning off the denons bl ood,
lieutenant. "

"Sire!" answered WIlIliam but every man present had seen the Prince s
actions.
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298 Then Arutha said, "Well, | ve seen worse nesses, but not many and
not by nuch. " He | ooked around the group of soldiers standing ready and
said, "Captain Treggar. "

"Sire!" Treggar stepped forward.

"Wl done, captain. Now, pass the word. W ve got plenty of work ahead
of us. | want squads in the hills in all directions |ooking for any
assassins who weren t caught up in this carnage.

' Yes, Highness, said Treggar, turning to give instructions.

"Li eutenant, " said Arutha.

" Hi ghness, W I 1liam answer ed.

"I cant fault your bravery, but if | ever see you doing sonething as
stupid as running back into that stable again | |l have you standing
guard over the Princesses laundry until you retire. W had dozens of nen
in full arnmor, and you were wearing none. Not a very bright thing to do,
|ieutenant. "

Bl ushing under the grine and blood, WIlliamsaid, "Sorry, H ghness.

Arutha gave hima faint snmile. "W all make mistakes. W learn from

them.. if we survive them "
G ancing around, Wlliamsaid, "I could do wi thout another such as this.
Arutha put his hand on Wlliams shoulder. "I was not yet a year into ny

rul e of Krondor when | faced ny first denon. That victory did not truly
prepare nme for this fight. Just as this fight will never truly prepare
you for the next. " Softly, so that WIliam al one could hear, he added,
"You re never ready, WII. You just nake it up as you go. Al your best
pl ans fall apart the nonent conbat starts. The good general is the one
who knows how to inprovise and how to keep his nen alive. " Raising his
voi ce he said, "Do you understand, |ieutenant? "

299 "I think | understand, Highness. "

"Good. Now, let s see what we can find inside. As Treggar sent out the
horsenen to scour the surrounding hills, Arutha signaled for a dozen nen
to acconpany Wl liam and hinself as they searched the fortress.

As they wal ked into the bl oody stable, WIlliamsaid, "James shoul d be
here. He s the one who explored nost of this place. "

Arutha smled. "If | many judge, Janes is sleeping soundly now and he s
earned every nonment of slunber he can steal. "

W1 liam nodded. "He was |ooking ill-used.

"As ny old horsemaster at Crydee used to say, 'ridden hard and put away
Wl liam | aughed. "That would be Algon, sire? "

Arutha s eyebrow rose in question

"Father used to tell us stories of his boyhood in Crydee fromtinme to
time, and | ve heard nore than one quote attributed to his teachers.
Kul gan supplied a few of the nore hunorous ones.

Arut ha gl anced around. "No doubt. " He renenbered the acid sense of
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hunor the ol d nmagician could enploy at precisely the nonent guaranteed
to cause the subject the nost enbarrassnent.

They entered the old armory and Wlliamagain felt as though he woul d
| ose the contents of his stomach. Several soldiers did vomt at the
car nage.

Here the denon had done nobst of its damage. Arutha whi spered,
"Bl ack- hearted nurderers they were, but no nman deserves this. "

He didn t avert his gaze, rather he studied the carnage, as if to fix it
in his mnd. Blood had been splattered over nearly

300 every exposed surface. Bodies had been torn asunder. Every
concei vabl e organ was on di splay, drawi ng clouds of flies as the
sick-sweet snell of rot began to cloy the air.

"When we are done here, | want this place scourged by fire, " said the
Prince softly.

W I 1liam nodded, and turned to two of the nen. "Ride and find whatever
wood you can. " To two others he said, "There are jars of oil in roons
to the south; find themand bring themhere. "

Arutha spied the large tome the high priest had cast aside at the nonent
of his death and notioned for it to be brought to him

A sol dier conplied and Arutha examined it. "What dark words are witten
here soneone else will have to say.

"Hi ghness, may |?" asked WIIiam

Arut ha handed over the book. "I amno practitioner of magic, sire, but |
was a student. " WIIliamgave Arutha a half-smle. "As you know better
than nmost, " he added softly, again enbarrassed.

Wlliamread only a few lines, then he slamed the book shut. "I don t
know t hi s | anguage, but even so, these witings speak of power. " He
said, "It chilled ne even to look at the words. This is a matter for a
priest, | think. For safety s sake, Hi ghness, don t let anyone read it

until wards have been placed around it.

Arut ha nodded. He handed the book to a soldier and said, "In the
saddl e-bag on ny horse. Guard it. "

The sol dier saluted and carried the book away. Looking at WIliam
Arutha said, "This nore than anything gives weight to nmy decision to
revive the office of court magician. If our new magi ci an was here, what
woul d she say, do you think? "

301 A spectrum of enotions passed quickly over Wlliams features as he
considered a response to the Prince s question. He fought the inpulse to
say sonething acid about Jazhara or to feign ignorance of her

conpetence. But at |ast, as nmen spread out to search the area, WIIliam
said, "I can only guess, Highness. But | know she would be able to tel
us nmuch about what has occurred here. She ..." He hesitated, then said,
"She is an exceptional student of the arts and is well-versed in lore. "

"Then doubly | wi sh she were here, today, " said Arutha

They travel ed through a hallway to what appeared to be sl eeping
quarters. Men went quickly through the rooms, emerging with severa
| eat her - bound books. Arutha ordered these also be carried back to
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Kr ondor .

They reached the last roomat the end of a short hallway, wherein two
soldiers were rifling a wooden chest. Nearby, another chest sat
unopened, and as Arutha entered a soldier said, "There is a seal upon
that one, Highness, and | thought it best not to tamper with it. "

"You did well, " said Arutha. "Bring it to Krondor and we || have an
expert examne it. "

From behi nd them a voice said, "Wy go to Krondor when you have an
expert here, Highness? "

They turned to find Janes standing at the door, hand upon the janmb. He
held up a fine-looking pair of boots. "I wasn t |eaving w thout them
he sai d.

"Are you well enough to be here? " asked the Prince.

"I mhere, arent |I?" answered Janes with a shrug and a weak attenpt at
bravado. 'You didn t expect ne to sleep with all that noise the denon
was meking while you were killing it, did you? "

302 Arutha snmiled and shook his head slightly. "Tell ne what you can
about that chest. "

James dropped to his knees and | ooked cl osely at the seal and | ock

After a few nonments of inspecting hinges, iron bands and sides, he said,
"I can tell you it is a very good idea to take it back to Krondor. After
a priest nakes sure nothing particularly nasty will happen when that

seal is broken, | Il pick the lock. My tools are back in nmy apartnent in
the pal ace, sire. "

One of the soldiers who had been searching the open trunk held out a
parchment, and said, "Sire, | think you should read this. "

Arut ha gl anced at the docunent and said, "Do you know what this is? "

The sol dier said, "Hi ghness, | speak and read three Keshi an tongues as
well as the King s Tongue. This witing is akin to a desert tribe s

| anguage, yet not close enough that | can read it. But | do recognize a
word here, Hi ghness. "

Wlliamrestrained his curiosity, but Janes presuned to read over the
Prince s shoulder. "Wat is it, sire? "

Softly, Arutha said, "It s a nanme: Radswi|l of O asko. " Turning quickly,
he added, "W/Iliam stay and search every room Ensure that every
docunent you find here is brought back to the pal ace. Janes, you re with
me. We | eave at once for Krondor. "

W liam snapped out orders and nen started running.

Despite his cal m denmeanor and even pace, no nman in the roomcould niss
the urgency radi ated by the Prince of Krondor

W I liamwatched as Arutha and Janmes vani shed down the hall, and then
turned to conduct the final search of this foul nest. Already men were
returning with firewod and oil, and

303 when it cane tine to |leave, WIlliamwas glad he would be the one to
put the torch to this place.

Coni ng out of his nmonentary reverie, Wlliamhurried to begin as
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thorough a search as if Arutha hinself were remmining to oversee it.
304 SEVENTEEN M sdirecti on Wnd whi pped the standards.

After leaving the fortress, they had pushed hard and ridden the horses
to the edge of exhaustion to reach the closest Kingdom garrison, six
days travel instead of eight. Arutha pointed to the small fortress on
the shore of Shandon Bay. Dust blew across the hills and the horses
stanped inpatiently, sensing that fresh water and food were not too far
awnay.

Janmes said, "Looks |ike we ve got conpany.

He had slowy recovered while riding, and though he was not as hale as
he woul d have been with bed-rest, nost of his injuries were healing. He
was still sore in nore places than he cared to count, but he had
sust ai ned no permanent danage.

Arut ha said, "Apparently. "

Wien Arutha had sailed from Krondor to this base at the south end of
Shandon Bay, he had ordered the ship to wait for the return voyage.
Three other ships now sat at anchor off the tiny wharf.

James | aughed. "That s Artos s ship, isnt it? "
"The Royal Leopard yes, " answered Arutha. "And The Roya
305 Adder and The Royal Hind. It s the better part of his squadron. "

As they rode into the fortification, the local garrison had turned out
and was waiting at attention. The captain in charge had prepared a
reception, but Arutha had no tinme. He di snounted and wal ked over to
greet the burly man who stood next to the captain.

"Amps, " said Arutha, "by what chance of fate do we find the Admiral of
the Western Fleet waiting on our conveni ence? "

Anmos Trask s gray-shot black beard split with a grin. H s eyes had a
merry glint, one that both Arutha and Janes knew never |left himeven in
battle and he answered in his usual boom ng voice. "I always make a
sweep of this bay when | cone south. | find that Keshian snuggl ers and
the odd pirate waiting to anbush traders like to hide in the | ees of the
north shore if the weather s nasty. | was nmmking ny usual rounds of the
area when | spied The Royal Falcon there " he pointed to the ship
anchored near the wharf " flying the royal household banner. So | asked
mysel f, "What s Arutha doing in this forlorn corner of the Kingdon? and
I hove to and waited to find out. "

Arutha said, ""Nell, as you have the faster ship, we Il be transferring
my personal belongings to the Leopard. "

Amos grinned. "Already done.
"How soon can we | eave? "

"Wthin the hour, " said Anmbs. "If you wish to rest a bit, in the
norni ng. "

To the captain of the garrison, Arutha said: "Thank you for preparing
the wel come, captain, but matters of state require my rapid return to
Krondor. " To Captain Treggar he said: "Rest the nen and horses for a
day, then as soon as the baggage train catches up to us "
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306 "Again, " added Janes under his breath. Arutha had intercepted his
own baggage train along the way and had ordered it turned around as he
had sped past.

"--board the Fal con.

"Under st ood, Hi ghness, said Treggar.

Wl liamand his squad had caught up with Arutha | ate the second day
after leaving the fortress, carrying a | arge nunber of docunents and a
few itens believed to have magi cal properties.

Arut ha said, "Lieutenant, bring along what you ve found and sail back
with ne. He turned to Anps. "W | eave now. '

Anps stepped aside to make way for the Prince. "I anticipated your
order, Arutha, so we wei gh anchor as soon as you re aboard. "

Arut ha signaled and his horse was brought over. He retrieved the

saddl e-bag contai ning the books and papers taken fromthe assassins, and
handed themto WIlliam who was carrying a simlar bag filled with
parchments and books. Arutha then led the way to the water s edge where
a | ongboat waited to row themout to the adnmiral s ship.

Arutha, WIlliam and Janes boarded, followed by Anmps. Sailors and
sol di ers shoved the boat out into the cal mwaters of the bay.

Wthin an hour they were aboard and the three ships were in full sail
departing on the evening tide. Arutha and Janes took the admiral s
cabi n; Anps bunked in with the First Officer, Wlliamwith a junior
officer. By the tinme Janmes had unpacked, a knock on the cabin door
announced the arrival of the admiral

Anpbs sat down at his own table, and said, "I ve sent for alittle
supper. " dancing at Janmes he added, "Jimmy, ne |ad,

307 | ve seen you battered and bruised before, but this |ooks like a
personal best. Good story? "

Janmes nodded. "Better than npst.

Arutha smled at his old friend. "Aad | amto see you, and for nore
than the fast voyage.

Anot her knock cane to the door and W/ I iam appeared. "Hi ghness, " he
said in greeting. "Admral. "

Ampos said, "1 know you. You re Pug s son. Haven t seen you in, what? Ten
years? "

WIlliamblushed a little and said, "Something like that, sir.

"Well pull up a seat and rest yourself. Supper should " He was
interrupted by a knock at the door. "Enter!" he bell owed. The door
opened and a pair of sailors appeared with food and drink. After they
had served the neal, they departed. Anpbs took a long pull on a flagon of
wi ne and said, "So, then, what s the story? "

Arutha outlined all that had happened, fromthe seeningly unconnected
murders in Krondor right up to the raid on the N ghthawks lair.

"So we have this docunment, in a tongue neither WIlliamnor | can read,
but the Duke of O asko s nane is onit. "
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"Let me see it, said the fornmer pirate. "I picked up a number of
desert tongues when | ... sailed along the Keshian coast. "

James smled. Trenchard the pirate had rai ded Keshian ports as often as
Ki ngdom ports in his youth. Anbs read the docunment twi ce. "The problem
is that not only is this one of the nore obscure dialects, the scribe
was only senmi-literate. Anyway, fromwhat | get out of this, it s a
death order. Sonmeone is pa~ng... no, | massum ng. Soneone has ordered
the assassins to kill the Duke of O asko. "

Arutha said, "But we think that s a false trail.
308 "Really? " asked Anps. "Tell me nore.

"The Crown Prince of Oasko is also in the party and fromthe reports of
the officer in charge of the attack on the duke, it appears it was
really himthey were after. "

Anps sat back. He read the docunment again and said, "There are sone
ot her nanmes here, M adic and Kazamr, and Paulina. "

"Menmbers of the Royal House of O asko and Rol dem " said Arutha.

"Sonmeone wants them dead, too

Anos studi ed the docunent a bit, then shoved it aside. "Well, | d get
anot her opinion on the translation, Arutha. Have an expert look at it,
because | night be wong. " After a nonent of reflection, he said, "But,
either way it looks |ike someone wants to start a war between the

Ki ngdom and O asko. "

""Who? " asked WIIiam

Anos | ooked at WIlliamand his eyebrows went up. "Find out why, and that
will tell you who. "

Janmes sat back. Looking out the |arge sterncastle wi ndows, he saw the
little noon rising as he considered what Anmps had Just said. Softly he
wonder ed al oud, "Why? "

The weat her was nearly perfect when they sailed into sight of Krondor.
Amos had broken out both his personal banner as Admiral of the King s
Fleet in the West and the Prince s royal pennant, and ships cleared the
harbor as he headed for the royal docks.

The al ways-efficient Master of Cerenpnies de Lacy had a formal guard
wai ting on the dock, along with the Princess and the children. Arutha
endured the barest m ni mum of

309 cerenony and spared a nonment to kiss his wife and each child. Then
he excused himself, James and Anps to a neeting with his staff.

Anita knew her husband well enough to recognize that the matter was
urgent, and she took the children back to the royal apartnents. Arutha
gave orders for his best translators of Keshian desert |anguages to
attend himby the time he had changed into cl ean cl ot hi ng.

Wl liam bid James good-bye and hurried to the bachel or officers
quarters, where he endured a dozen questions fromthe other junior
of ficers as he hurried to bathe and don a fresh uniform

Gordon O Donald came up the stairs as Wlliamwas finishing a quick
polish of his boots and said, "WIliam M best friend, how goes it? "
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Wlliamsmled. "Best friend? "

"I mgiving you credit for getting Treggar out of here for the last few
weeks. | cant say it s been heaven, but it s the closest thing to it I
ve experienced in a while. "

Wlliamfixed himwith a skeptical eye. "I think you judge the captain
harshly, Gordon. Take nmy word: if youre in a fight, he s who you want
standi ng next to you.

CGordon rubbed his chin. "Wll, if you say so. Certainly the nmess has
been a great deal calnmer. "

W1 1liam chuckl ed, then said, "How do | | ook? "

"Like a freshly washed |ieutenant.

"Good. | have to head back to the Prince s council room

"Ah, | thought perhaps you were going to visit your little I friend over
at The Rai nbow Parrot. "

Wl liamhad just started down the stairway, and he al nbst tripped, he
turned around so quickly. "Talia? "

310 O Donal d said, "I checked up on her a fewtines while you were away.

As WIlliams expression darkened, Gordon quickly said, "As a friend, of
course. "

Wth a grimsmle, WIIiamechoed, "O course.

Indulging in a theatrical sigh, O Donald said, "Wich is a good thing.
That girl would have none of me. O any other lad, | think. Seems you ve
got yourself a sweetheart, WII. "

WIlliamcouldn t control his grin. "Really? "

O Donal d gave hima playful shove. "Don t keep the Prince waiting. | m
sure you |l get sone free tinme later to visit Talia. "

WIlliamwas so distracted by Gordon s coment that he al nost fell down
the stairs, just catching himself on the next step. Laughing, Gordon
said, "Go on. You can t keep the Prince waiting. "

WIlliamhurried through the armory and across the nmarshaling yard to the
pal ace. By the tine he arrived, the others were also arriving at the
Prince's council chanber.

Wl liam gl anced around and Janes waved himto cone sit beside hi mnear
the Prince. Between the Prince and Janes was the chair reserved for the
Kni ght - Marshal of Krondor, enpty since Gardan s retirenent. Anpbs had
joined the council, which also included Captain Guruth, Sheriff Means,
and Captain |Issacs who conmanded t he Royal Househol d CGuard.

Arutha said, "I have a hal f-dozen of our scribes who are fluent in the
nmor e obscure Keshian di al ects exam ning those scrolls. Father Bel son of
the Tenpl e of Prandur is examning the chest and will be here shortly
with his initial inpressions. " He |ooked at the two captains and the
sheriff, and said, "For those of you who were not with us, let me sumup
our situation. "
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Even after ten years in the Prince s service, Janmes narvel ed at

311 how Arutha s nmind worked. He knew exactly how to inpart the
necessary information without enbellishment, yet with enough detail to
drive home the relative weight of the various topics.

As Arutha was finishing his background for the two captains and the
sheriff, Father Bel son entered the room

"Hi ghness, " began the priest of Prandur, "I have used every art
available to me and as far as | can determine, there is nothing nmystic
about that seal. It appears to be a sinple wax seal designed to showif

the chest has been opened or not.

Arutha waved himto an enpty chair. "We Il examine it after we adjourn.
" To the group, he said, "I want the guard doubled on the duke and his
famly until they depart. "

Captain Issacs | ooked unconfortable as he said, "Sire, Hs Gace is
recovering fromhis injuries, and is conpl ai ni ng about the guards we
have protecting himnow. He s nmade the acquai ntance of a nunber of
ladies who ... visit him

Arut ha | ooked caught between irritation and anusenent. '"Nell, the best
advice | can offer, captain, is to remnd the duke that his wi fe would
certainly want him protected. Perhaps within earshot of those ..

| adi es, you nentioned. "

James grinned and WIlliamhad to struggle to keep a straight face. Anps
| aughed out |oud and sl apped the table. He started to say something, but
Arutha cut himoff. "Don t you dare tell me | take the fun out of life,

Amos. "

Anpbs s | aughter redoubl ed.

To Captain Guruth and Sheriff Means, Arutha said, '"Ne tore out the
heart of the Nighthawks in the area, but we didn t destroy them all

Amos nodded. "Damm things are |ike cockroaches. Turn on

312 the light and they re scurrying for the shadows. You don t see them
nmost of the time, but they re there. "

Janmes kept grinning, while Arutha showed his displeasure at the
interruption. "As | was saying, we didn t destroy themall. If sone of
themreach the city, and if there are already agents here, they may
mount a renewed attack on the duke to discharge their obligations.

The door opened, and a soldier admtted a scribe, who bowed. "H ghness,
I ve read the text you surm sed as being the nmost inportant. " He was a
little man, in a sinple blue tunic with gray trousers, and plain bl ack

boots. H s nost noticeable feature was a tendency to squint.

"What can you tell ne? " asked Arutha

"Admiral Trask mentioned to you the possibility the scribe mght have
been sem -literate, " said the clerk. "That is howit might ook to the
untrai ned eye, but rather than such being the case, it s actually a

cl ever code. "

" Code? "

"Not a cipher, such as the Quegans use badly | mght add but rather a
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set of agreed-upon phrases that | believe are substitutions. The nanes
of the duke and his famly are quite plain to read, but other pertinent
information is cleverly disguised by phrases that are seeningly

i nnocuous.

"Let me cite an exanple: "Qur lord instructs everyone to be in place by
the tide of green fulfillment. 'Tide of green fulfillnent is obviously a
particular time agreed upon in advance by the witer and whoever the
message was intended for. Here s another: 'The gift nust reach the named
one before he departs the feast of crows. "

Arutha said, "lIs there any way to nmake any sense of this? "
"Had you a captive who knew these keys, and if you coul d

313 get himto give themto you, then all would be clear. But to guess
at what these arbitrary phrases nean is fruitless. "

"Read a coupl e nore, please, asked Janes.

"Ah..." began the scribe,

"Word nust reach the master at winter s col dest night.

Janmes nodded. "I doubt this will help, but there used to be a Keshian
gang that ran slaves out of Durbin. Called thensel ves the Wef ul
Brothers, or sonething like that. "

"Brot herhood of We, " supplied Anbs. "I ran up against them a coupl e of
times in ny... raiding days. Bad bunch. Ignored laws in every | and, took
freeborn as well as prisoners and sold themon the blocks at Durbin. "

"They used to conme into Krondor fromtinme to time, and the Myckers woul d
run themright back out as soon as we knew they were around, " said
James. "I heard they used this code in which a place was a person, a
person was a tine, atine was a place, like that. "

"So the 'feast of crows could be a place, rather than an event? " asked
Ar ut ha.

"Yes,
thought | d nmention it.

said Janmes. "Not that it will help nuch to know that, but I

Arut ha sat back. "It mght. " Looking at the scribe he said, "Does that
hel p? "

The scribe said, "Perhaps. W have quite a nunber of such phrases in a
| arge nunber of docunents. Maybe we can | earn sonething by | ooking for
simlar or identical phrases. "

Arut ha waved himfromthe room saying, "See to it, and report tonorrow
nmor ni ng on what you have | earned. "

To Captains Issacs, @ruth, and the sheriff, Arutha said, "Turn over
every rock and if you find any of those nurderers, bring them here and
dont let themspeak to anyone. "

314 The three nen sal uted and departed.

Arutha stood and the others at the table imediately did Iikew se. "Let
s look at that trunk. " To the priest, he said, "Father, if you would
join us, just in case there s some nmagi c that eluded your inspection? "

The priest of Prandur nodded.
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WIlliamand James fell in behind the Prince, and Arutha said, "Join us,
Anps? "

Wth a |l augh, Anps answered, "As if you could stop ne. "

They went to a | arge storage roomused by the royal famly for a variety
of purposes. It was currently half-filled with furniture, trunks of old
clothing, toys the royal children had outgrown, and other fanmily itens.

James said, "Perhaps we should nmove this |ot down to the | ower dungeon
before we open it? "

"After you inspect the lock, squire, if you think it s dangerous, we
will do so.

Janmes produced a set of tools, rolled up in a leather strip. He untied
it, unfolded it, and took out a probe. He examined the |lock and after a
few nonents said, "There is a trap, but it s a very sinple needle,

al nrost certainly poisoned. " He renoved a tool and inserted it in the

| ock. He experinented a bit, then everyone in the roomheard a | oud
click. At that instant, Janes swiftly renoved the probe, and cut the
needle with a tiny pair of nmetal clippers.

"Just in case, suggested Janes as he stood up, "everyone stand back

Janmes lifted the hasp fromthe | ock and opened the trunk

Instantly the room darkened, as if a cloud had passed over every |ight
in the chanber. A puff of wind came fromw thin the trunk and a dark
shape bill owed up.

315 It was man-shaped, but | acked depth, as if a shadow could be cast in
air, without a surface upon which to rest. It appeared to | ook around
the room then stepped out of the trunk and hurried toward the door.

Everyone in the roomwas rooted to the spot in astonishnent, until Janes
shouted, "Stop it!"

Arutha pulled out his sword, as did WIlliamand Anos. WIliamwas the
only one in a position between the entity and the door, and he tried to
bl ock its nmovenment by thrusting his sword before it. The creature wal ked
through the sword as if it wasn t there.

"After it!" shouted Arutha. To Janes he said, "Wat is this thing? "

"I ve never seen anything like it, sai d Anos.

"Neither have |," said Janmes, "but | ve heard about them "
"What is it? " repeated Arutha

"It s a Shadow Stal ker. A magical assassin. The reason the chest was so
easy to open is that sonmeone wanted it here and easy to open!"”

"You Il have a hard tine convincing nme the assassins let their entire
popul ati on be sl aughtered so that we could bring this chest here, " said
Arutha, hurrying after the creature as it passed through a cl osed door
into the hall.

They pull ed open the door and peered down the hall. There was no sign of
the creature. Janes said, "I don t think that, Hi ghness, but they night
have been getting ready to bring that chest to sonmeplace we could find
it there!" He pointed down the hall
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"What ? " asked Arutha.

"Movenent in the shadows.
"l see nothing, " said Anps.

316 Janes was running, Arutha a step behind him Janmes shouted, "You
could have | ooked right at it, admral. You wouldn t have seen a thing!"

Abruptly a ball of flame came flying overhead, then it cane to a halt
and hung at the corner where the hallway turned to the right. Al
shadows seened to fade in the bright light, except for the man-shaped
shadow assassin who stood revealed in stark relief.

Arutha and the others | ooked behind and saw Fat her Bel son hol ding his
hand al oft, as if guiding the ball of fire. "Prandur s fire burns true,
H ghness. | do not know if |I can halt the creature, but | can show you
where it hides!"

"Keep follow ng, Father!" shouted the Prince.

Wl liamsaid, "Hi ghness, where is it going? "

"Wherever Hi s Gace, the Duke of O asko, rests, said the Prince.

James said, "It s heading for the guest w ng.

Arut ha caught up with the creature and slashed at it with his sword. The
bl ade passed through the man-shaped shadow, which hesitated, its head
moving as if it was |ooking around, then it continued on

"You got its attention, said James, "but it doesn t seem harned.

Arutha said, "I welcone any suggestion as to howto stop this creature

"Keep hitting it, sai d Anps.

Arut ha again overtook the noving shape and struck it several tines. The
shadow flinched and turned this way, then that, then it fled straight up
to the ceiling where it |ooked |like a painted human sil houette. It
paused for a nmonent, then resuned its journey.

317 Then the fireball went out and the creature vanished into the gl oom
Janmes pointed, "There!"

Fat her Belson said, "If | cast another globe, | may not be able to do
much el se. "

"Have you any spells that might stop this creature, Father? " asked
Arutha, hurrying at a fast wal k after Janes.

"Most of ny order s spells suited for conbat tend to result in extrene
damage, Hi ghness. "

"I would risk a fire in the palace to stop a war, Father. "

"But it mght not do any good, said the priest.
WIlliamsaid, "Should I run ahead and nake the guards ready? "

Arutha said, "Ready to do what? Their weapons are no bar to that thing.
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Janmes was hurrying along, keeping his eyes on the ceiling, lest he |ose
sight of the entity. Anps shouted, "Clear the way!" as they reached a
more heavily trafficked hall.

Servants and guards stationed at the corners | ooked over at the odd
sight of their monarch and several nenmbers of his council hurrying

al ong, eyes cast upward to the ceiling. Wen they glanced up, all they
saw was a slight flickering of shadows, but nothing el se.

Janmes said, "Now, at least, | know who was killing magicians in Krondor
and why. "

"So the Prince couldn t send for anyone to stop this thing? " said

W1 liam

"Or check the trunk with different nagic than used by the good Father, "
sai d Anos.

What el se do you know of these creatures? " Arutha asked Janes.

318 Keeping his eyes on the noving shadow on the ceiling, Janmes said,
"Al'l | know is what one of the old street magicians told ne of this
conjuration. It s mndless. Once set on its task it does not stop unti
it s killedits prey or is destroyed. "

The cleric said, "There are counter-spells for specific magic, but I
have no i dea what would be required for this one, and | hardly have tine
to consult ny superiors at the tenple, or request help fromthe other
orders. "

Wlliamsaid, "I may know soret hi ng.
""What ? " asked Arut ha.

"I mguessing, but I ve got an idea.

James said, "Don t be shy, WIlI. W re nearing the guests" wing. "

"I't has two possible ways to kill, as | see it. It either solidifies and
tries to kill the duke as a man would, with a weapon or by strangling
himor "

" Breaki ng his neck, supplied Anmpbs. "Yes, we get the idea. Go on

"Or it has to... afflict the duke with a poison, or an illness, or
sonet hing of that sort. "

Arutha said, "Father, if it strikes the duke with an illness or injury
of some sort, can you hel p? "

"l can keep the duke alive, said the priest. "Certainly | ong enough
for you to bring other healers to the palace. "

"What if it turns solid? " asked Janes as he reached the |l arge doors
| eading into the duke s quarters. "Open the doors!" he shouted to the
two soldiers guarding them

To Arutha, Anps echoed, "What if it turns solid? "
"Then we kill it, " answered the Prince.

Runni ng ahead, WIliam ordered guards to open the doors
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319 before Janmes |ost sight of the flickering shadow on the ceiling. In
monents they reached the duke s private quarters. The creature ignored
that door and continued on down the hail. It reached another set of
doors and paused. Arutha shouted, "Open those doors!"

The guards hesitated for an instant, then conplied, but in that brief
monent, the creature seenmed to slip between the top of the doors and the
j anb.

VI adic, Crown Prince of dasko sat up in bed, the woman at his side
sliding under the covers, as if to hide. "What is the nmeaning of this? "
shouted M adi c.

Janes | ooked up at the ceiling and then around the room "Father, if you
pl ease, " he said in an insistent, pleading tone.

The priest cast another fireball, and Vladic drew back. '"Wat is this?
" he demanded, getting out of bed and grabbing his sword.

"There!" cried Janes as the creature cane into sharp relief again. It
crouched on the wall behind M adic.

WIlliam seeing where Janes pointed, |eapt forward, grabbed \Tladic and
yanked the Prince away.

At that noment, the shadow stepped down fromthe wall to the floor.
Bef ore everyone s eyes, it swelled, filled out and became solid.

Arutha noved in front of M adic and said, "Pardon, Your Hi ghness.

VI adic, ignoring his own nudity, stood with his sword at the ready.
""What is that? "

"Somet hi ng that doesn t want you around, apparently, sai d James,

coming to join Arutha. He had his sword out as well
The shadow f orm now appeared fully solid, |ooking like

320 a man without features, hair, or any visible blenish, painted
coal -black. No light reflected fromit.

Arutha slashed at it and, as the creature hesitated, the Prince s bl ade
cut through it.

Then it sprang for Prince M adic.
321 ElI GHTEEN Unmasking Wl Iliam | eapt.

He knocked Prince Vladic aside as the nonster |unged. Soldiers hurried
into the room while Ampbs and Arutha prepared to attack. Several hurled
thensel ves at the shadow stalker in an attenpt to protect their prince,
and the first of themtried to shield-bash the stalker, to knock it off
bal ance. The shield rang as if he had struck a tree bole, and the

stal ker slashed with his hand. The soldier s throat dissolved into a red
fountain as bl ood sprayed across the room

James worked his way around behind the creature, as Arutha shouted,
"Archers!"

One soldier hurried out of the roomto relay the order, while two
bearing | ong pi kes attacked. The weapons were decorative, heads gil ded
and hardwood polished, bearing the royal pennon of Krondor, but they
were still fully functional. Both nen were well-schooled in their use
and approached the stal ker, barbs ready to hook and pull, points ready
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to inpale.

The first soldier thrust with all the force he could nuster so that the
steel point should have inpaled the creature, but it slid off

harm essly. The shadow st al ker paused for a nonment and caught the pole
under one arm then with a sharp bl ow

322 struck with the other hand and snapped the pole as if it were
ki ndl i ng.

"That s solid oak!" said AnDs.

WIlliamwas up and pulling Vladic across the bed, past the young woman
who was now crouched down on the other side fromwhere the stal ker was
cornered. Sensing that its prey was | eaving, the creature | eapt upon the
bed, and the young wonman screaned and cowered even | ower. The

shadow assassi n i gnored her.

Arutha hurried around and | unged at the creature, the point of his blade
sliding off its featurel ess hide. "H ghness!" shouted Janes. "You re
doi ng no good; please avoid getting yourself killed. "

Anpbs took a nore direct approach, grabbing Arutha s shoul der and yanki ng
hi m back as the nonster turned and | ashed out at where the Prince had
stood a nonent bef ore.

"You re irritating it, Arutha, " said the fornmer pirate

Archers entered, bows at the ready, and let fly as WIIliam hal f-dragged
Prince VIadic out of the room The arrows nerely glanced off or broke as
they struck the stal ker s hide.

"This is doing no good!" shouted Arutha. "Fall back, but slow it down!"

Sol diers with shields and swords noved to forma shieldwall and nore
soldiers with pikes fell in behind. The shiel d-bearers braced

thensel ves, their shields overlapping |like scales. From behind, the

pi kemen reached over and formed a steel barrier; but the creature
ignored it, walking into the points. Strong men braced thensel ves as the
heavy shafts were pushed back

The stal ker raised both arnms and smashed downward. One pike on the left
shattered, while another was knocked to the stone floor, flying out of
the grip of the soldier holding it. More

323 soldiers hurried to support those who faced the nonster, and their
sergeant |ooked to Wlliamfor instructions.

said WIlliam "Use shields and be cauti ous,

"Pin it against the wall,
for it is extrenely powerful

The sergeant shouted, "You heard the lieutenant! Charge!" The shiel dmen
and pi kemren charged as one, and the creature was borne backward. It
resisted but could not get traction on the snmooth stone fl oor.

More nen arrived and slowy they pushed the stal ker away from Prince
Arutha and the others. The stal ker sensed its prey escaping, and its
struggle intensified. It drew back an arm and | ashed out, crushing the
face of the closest soldier. He fell, tripping two soldiers behind him
and the mass of soldiers pressing the creature back di sintegrated.

Suddenly the stalker was flailing, first with one arm then the other,
smashi ng back any sol dier who hindered it. The bl ows were pul veri zi ng,
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breaki ng arns, smashing shoul ders, crushing faces. Tough, experienced
veteran soldiers were tossed aside amd cries of agony and fury, as if
they were no nore than bothersone boys. Injured nen were held in place
by the press of other soldiers. Mre than one unconsci ous man was hel d
upright until the novenent of the mass allowed themto fall, threatening
them wi th being tranpl ed.

More soldiers raced in to protect their monarch and his royal guest.
Agai n they pressed the stal ker back, pushing it to the floor. The
soldiers piled onto the stalker, pinning it to the floor. The groans of
the men near the bottom of the heap revealed the price paid for enduring
the weight of the men and arnor on top of them Those closest to the
creature risked their own lives twice, fromthe creature s blows and the
crushi ng wei ght of their own conrades.

324 The pile of soldiers heaved, as if the stones beneath them shook,
once, twice, three tinmes. Then suddenly the heap collapsed, as if on a
ball that had suddenly deflated. Fromwithin the pile a voice said,
"Sire! It s gone!"

Janmes shouted, "No it hasn t!"

A shadow slithered out fromunder the pile and noved across the roomto
Arutha and Vladic, where it rose and solidified again.

Arut ha attacked.

H s sword was a blur as he slashed at the creature. H s bl ade had been
gi ven the power of an Ishapian talisman by MacRos the Bl ack before
Arutha s final confrontation with Mirmandanus at the end of the G eat
Uprising. Since then, only the demon he had killed at the fortress had
tested the strength of that magical power.

Thi s shadow st al ker seemed nore annoyed than harned by Arutha s bl ade
It flinched fromArutha s cuts and it |lashed out at himw th a powerful
bl ow.

Arut ha dodged aside, and James stepped in fromthe rear, striking as
hard as he could with his sword. The blow rang as it bounced off the
stal ker, and Janes felt the shock all the way up to his shoul der

Looki ng at Fat her Bel son, Janes shouted, "lIs there anything you can do?
The cleric called back, "I can only think of one thing, but it s very
danger ous!"

Arut ha was caught in a duel he couldn t win, but he was effective enough
in staying between the creature and Prince Vladic that Vladic was stil
unharmed. He shouted, "It can t be any nore dangerous than this, Father
Do it!"

The priest stepped aside and began an incantation in the

325 nystical |anguage of his order. Janes again attacked the stal ker
frombehind, and again felt as if he were striking unyielding stone.

The bedroom bri ghtened and grew hot. Father Bel son held his hand al oft,
and above his head a ring of fire fornmed, swirling flames that could be
felt by everyone nearby. The circling flanes noved faster and faster,
growi ng larger and hotter by the second. The priest finished his spel
and shouted, "Run!"
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No one had to be told twi ce. Everyone who could turned and sprinted out
of the room save Arutha, who attacked the stal ker one last time to buy
those around hima few seconds of safety before he, too, backed away,
turned and ran.

Wyunded nen lying on the floor behind the creature craw ed away, | eaving
behi nd unconsci ous conr ades.

The priest shouted a single word in his order s secret |anguage and the
flames coal esced into a formas man-like as the stalker. The intense
heat could be felt by those running: Arutha s back felt as if he was
standing too close to a forge.

Janmes turned and saw the flanme creature interpose itself between the
stal ker and VI adic, who stood watching with mute fascination

Fat her Bel son cried out, "O creature of flame, elenental of fire,
destroy that darkness!"

The el emental attacked and a wave of heat struck the onl ookers, intense
enough to make themretreat even farther fromthe conflict. Only the
priest of Prandur seenmed unfazed by the searing air near the creature.

The stal ker turned fromits inexorable pursuit of Vladic and def ended
itself. The creatures canme to grips, silently, and the only sound heard
was the crackling of flanes.

Janmes left the hallway and noved through an ant echamber

326 into a side passage. He ran down it, and crossed through a gallery,
returning to the main hail near Arutha and Viadic. He signaled to a

near by guard, saying, "Go through there, " pointing to where he had cone
from "At the other end of this hall lie injured men. The heat is doing
them no good. Call a squad and get them out of there. "

"Yes, squire, said the soldier. He notioned for others to foll ow, and
|l ed a hal f-dozen nen the way James had outlined

Arutha didn t take his eyes off the struggle, but he said, "I should
have thought of that. "

"You re busy, sai d Janmes, notioning for one of the remaining guards to
renove his cloak. He handed it to Prince Vladic and said, "I know it s
war m but "

VI adic, riveted by the scene before him covered hinself and said,
"Thank you. "

The two magi cal creatures were | ocked together, each gripping the other
s arns, staggering first this way, then that, like two drunken westlers
pushi ng one anot her around the arena. Each time the el emental cane cl ose
to somet hing conbustible the itemwould snoke and char, or burst into
flanes if the blazing creature lingered | ong enough. The stal ker slanmred
the el emental against the stone wall in an attenpt to shed its grasp,

but the elemental s fiery grip held tightly and it endured the blow in
silence. Then the el enmental spun and slamred the stal ker into the wall
in return.

Arutha said, "If this doesn t end soon, that thing is going to burn the
pal ace down. "

Several decorative tapestries were snoldering and two had started to
flame. The stal ker pushed the el enental backward, into a decorative
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tabl e upon which sat a vase of fresh cut flowers

327 The bl oons withered in seconds, and the table burst into flanes as
the vase shattered fromthe heat.

"Look, " said Janes. "Sonething s happening.

Where the el enental gripped the stal ker, snoke was starting to rise,

bl ack, oily wisps that thickened by the monent. Soon cl ouds of bl ack
snoke reached the ceiling, where they spread out, engulfing the hall in
a mal odor ous dark ni asna.

The stal ker thrashed wildly, whipping the elenental first one way, then
anot her, but the flam ng creature would not rel ease its death-grip.

The hall was now abl aze and Arutha shouted to nearby soldiers, "d ear
everyone out of this wing of the palace! Call for water!" A bucket-Iline
woul d have to be fornmed quickly, as the heaving bracing tinbers which
hel d up the stonework of the hall were beginning to snol der and snoke.

"Look!" shouted Janes. "They re getting snaller!"

The two nystic figures clung to one another in a revolving struggle, a
twi sting dance of power, noving faster as they dimnished in size. Shoke
now billowed off the pair, filling the hall with a choking, greasy cloud
that threatened to suffocate everyone.

"Qut!" ordered Arutha. "Everyone get out to the garden!”

One of the palace s several carefully-tended gardens was near the guest
wi ng. Janes reached the | arge doubl e gl ass doors that opened fromthe
hall into the garden, and threw them wi de. The evening air was cool and
fresh after the soaring tenperature in the hallway.

Peopl e staggered out of the door behind James, coughing, eyes stream ng
as they escaped the snmoke now filling the corridor with a reek of
burning sulfur and rotting garbage.

Voi ces reverberated from nearby precincts of the pal ace as

328 the fire al arm was sounded. Janes turned to | ook at the
conflagration. "Did Father Belson get out? " he asked Anos.

"He was behi nd us, replied the admiral. "I dont see him James
hurried back to the door, falling to the floor to get as | ow under the
snoke as he could. Acrid snoke made his eyes water as the pungent stench
filled his nose. The ceiling rafters were ablaze and the confl agration
fl owed al ong overhead like a river of flame. Janes blinked hard to clear
his eyes of tears and saw a solitary figure at the far end of the hall.

The priest of Prandur stood with arns spread wi de above his head,
singing a spell of magic. James could barely make himout, a dark
outline in the blue-gray haze that filled the hall under the bl ack,
bi Il owi ng cl ouds of snoke.

The priest s song turned dark and sol enm, a funereal keening that struck
a note of sadness in James as he listened. d ancing upward, fearful of
stones falling, Janes shouted, "Father Bel son! Come away! The fire wll
consunme you!"

Abruptly the flanes racing along the hall shuddered, then drew back, as
if sucked away fromthe ceiling and walls by some great intake of a god
s breath. The flanmes and snoke wi t hdrew
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James | ooked back at the people who waited in the garden and saw t hem
staring in amazenment at the sight of the retreating flames and snoke
Then he turned back and saw all the flames and snoke gather in a giant
bal | above the head of the priest, who stood notionless. The bal

qui ckly contracted into a snaller sphere, which grew brighter as it got
smaller. At last it was conpacted to the size of a child s ball, though
it burned as bright as the sun at noon. James had to turn his eyes away
fromthe glare, and the garden outside the doors was ablaze with |ight.

329 Then suddenly the |ight vani shed, and the hall was plunged into
darkness. Janes sat up and returned to the garden, coughing and rubbing
his eyes.

"What happened? " asked Arutha.

Janmes said, "I think it s over.

A nmonment | ater Father Bel son wal ked out the door. Snoke swirled at his
feet and cane off his robes in wisps. H s face was bl ackened with soot,
but ot herwi se he appeared unhar ned.

"Are you all right? " asked Janes.

Bel son said, "The last thing a priest of Prandur needs to fear is fire,
young man. " Looking at the Prince of Krondor, he said, "H ghness, the
damage " He shrugged as if apol ogi zi ng.

Prince Viadic, clutching the cloak tightly around him | aughed and said,
"For saving ny life, | Il rebuild this entire wing, and | ||l raise a new
tenmple to Prandur in O asko, priest!"”

Fat her Bel son | ooked pl eased, and said, "That would be nice..." before
col I apsi ng.

James was the first at his side, kneeling to exam ne the cleric. "He s
fainted, " said the squire.

"Carry himto his quarters, Arut ha instructed, and four guards were
detailed to carry the exhausted cleric to his bed.

A scribe wended his way through the garden, blinking at all the snoke
and the crowd around the Prince. "Sire!" he call ed.

"What is it? " asked Arutha

"W ve ..." he blinked and tears started to run down his cheeks as he
coughed. "Sorry, Hi ghness, but snoke makes ne dizzy. "

"What is it? " Arutha repeated.

"Sorry, sire. W ve deciphered nore of the nessages. Sonme are from
agents here in Krondor, as well as other cities. One in

330 particular seened urgent, so | cane as soon as it was pointed out to
ne.

"What is it? " Arutha demanded finally, his patience clearly at its
limt.

The scribe held out a parchnent. "This message specifies the need to
deliver a sealed chest to the palace. It contains a trap of some sort. |
thought it inmportant enough to warn you, should such a chest be
delivered here. "
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Arut ha shook his head in amazement. After a |long nmoment, he | ooked at
the menbers of the court. "Let s get sone supper. To the scribe he said,
"Return to your work. Let me know what the other scrolls say after we
break fast tomorrow norning. "

"Sire. The coughi ng scri be bowed and qui ckly departed, obviously glad
to get away fromthe snoke.

Janmes said, "Highness, dont be too hard on him " Arutha nodded. "I won
t be. He tried his best. It just wasn t all that.., timely. "
Wl liamand Anpbs both | aughed, and Prince Vliadic said, "I shall return

to ny chanmbers if they re not too befoul ed with snoke, and don ..
somet hing nore appropriate for dining, H ghness. "

Arut ha nodded and notioned for guards to acconpany the royal guest. To

Janes, he said, "If we d known .."
"We d still have opened the trunk, " said James. "Only we d probably
have been in the deepest cell in your dungeon with only a dozen guards,

and that woul d have been a disaster.

Arut ha cast a long, sideways glance at him "You al ways have such a

positive view of things, squire. Cone, let s eat. | msure ny wife will
want to know why we tried to burn down a significant portion of our
pal ace. "

Wth a wolfish grin, Janmes said, "Just tell her you hope

331 she Il redecorate the suites, and that will mnake her happy.

Arut ha returned a pai ned expression, and said, "Soneday, squire, when
you meet the right woman, | pray she takes pity on you, else your days
as a husband are certain to be rocky. "

"I Il keep that in m nd, Janmes replied dryly.

Wl liam canme up beside the Prince and said, "Hi ghness, do you require ny
presence? "

Arut ha stopped and | ooked at the young officer. "Why? Have you sonewhere
more inportant to be? "

WIlliamflushed. "No, sire, just that.."

James | aughed, and Arutha said, "I mjust having some sport at your
expense, Wlliam Go and see your young | ady and have sone fun. "

"Young | ady, sire? " WIliamwas taken aback by the reference. d ancing
at James he said, "Does everyone know? "

James grinned, while Arutha said, "My squire insures that | am aware of
all significant situations involving a famly nmenber. Now go. "

"Sire,
j oke.

said Wlliamw th enthusiasm but blushing a little at the

""We shall have a serious talk in the norning, all of us. But unti
then, a little relaxation is in order. "

WIlliamturned to go, and Janes said, "WIIly!"

W1 liam stopped and | ooked over his shoul der. "Wat, Janes? "
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"If 1 were you, | d go change first. You |l ook |ike a chimey sweep.

Noti cing that everyone around himwas covered in soot, and that
therefore he nust be as well, WIliamsaid, "Ah, thanks for that. "

"No natter. "

James watched as WIlliamhurried off towards the arnory, and said, "I
envy him "

Arutha said, "What, his infatuation? "

"Yes. | expect sone day | ||l meet someone special, or perhaps not, but
either way, | have never had that... boyish joy at neeting a young | ady.

Arut ha | aughed. 'You were a cynical old man when | net you, Jimy. Wat
were you, fourteen years old? "

Janes returned the laughter. "I guess so, H ghness. Wth your perm ssion
I Il withdraw and cl ean up before joining you for supper. "

"As shall 1," said Amtbs. "I mfeeling a little cooked nyself. " Arutha
nodded. "Go, and | |l order in extra wine and ale, and let us have a
little revelry. " Hi s expression darkened. "Tonorrow, we turn our
attention back to bl oody works. "

James and Anps exchanged gl ances and then departed. Both knew Arut ha
wel | enough to know he expected to find whoever was behind the
assassination attenpt on the Prince of O asko and, when he did, to
extract a bloody penalty for bringing destruction to his pal ace.

W I 1liamworked his way through the crowded inn, and found Talia behind
the bar, helping her father to serve ale. The dermand for food was
mnimal, and the inn was filled with working nmen taking their ease

bef ore goi ng hone for the night.

He reached the end of the bar and waited until she caught sight of him

"WII!" she said with a broad smle. '"Wen did you get back? " She
hurried over and gave hima kiss on the cheek

333 Blushing, he said, "Just this evening. There was sonme business at
the pal ace, and then the Prince gave ne the rest of the night off. "

"Have you eaten? "

Suddenly he realized he had | ast eaten at m dday, aboard the admral s
ship. "Wy, no. "

"I Il fix you sonething, she said. "Father, look, it s WII!"

Lucas | ooked up and waved a greeting. "Good evening, lad. "
"Sir, " said WIliam
Talia vani shed into the kitchen.

Lucas cane over. 'You ve got that |ook

""What | ook, sir? "

"Seen some duty.
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"Some, " WIlliamsaid, with a nod.

"Rough? "

"Rough enough, W1 liam conceded. "W | ost sone good | ads.

Lucas gave Wlliama fatherly pat on the forearm "d ad to see you back,
boy. "

"Thank you, sir.

Talia returned with a plate heaped with food. "I Il get you an ale, "
she sai d.
She drew a large jack of ale and placed it next to his plate. "I ve

m ssed you, she said, her eyes glistening. "I knowit s bold of nme to
say that, but | did. "

WIlliamface flushed. He gl anced down at his ale as he said, "I mglad
you did. | ... thought about you a lot while |I was gone.

She gl anced around the roomto see if anything needed her attention. Her
father waved at her, indicating she should take a few mnutes and talk
to WIIiam

334 "So, " she said, "tell me what brave things you ve done.

He laughed a little. "Stupid is more like it, given the aches and
bruises | ve picked up. "

"You were wounded? " she asked, her eyes w dening with concern

"No, " he laughed. "Nothing needing nore than cleaning and a dry
bandage. "

Wth a feigned | ook of anger, she said, "That s good. If you were
gravely injured, | would have to avenge you.

"You woul d? " he asked, |aughing.

"Of course,
remenber. "

she responded. "I was raised by the Sisters of Kahooli

He said nothing, just smled, while enjoying the noment, eating his food
and gazing at her pretty face.

Arut ha had been up all night. It was evident to Janes the nonent he

wal ked into the Prince s private chanber. Fromthe | ook of him WIIliam
had al so been up all night, but Janes suspected the reason was as
different fromthe Prince s as could possibly be; Wlliams inability to
keep a smle fromcreeping over his face every few seconds provi ded an
obvi ous cl ue.

Anmos | ooked his usual self: keenly observant and enjoying any excuse for
hunor .

Arut ha waved James to a chair and said, "I trust you re recovering from
your many abuses of late? "

"Enough that | feel life is worth living again, sire, answer ed Janes,

sitting down.

"Good, because there are a few things that need your immediate
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attention.

Looki ng around the room Arutha said, "Amps, | ve trusted you with ny
life nmore tines than | care to renenber. WIIiam

335 you are a nenber of ny famly. That s why | amtelling you this. A
while ago | gave Janes the responsibility of establishing an
intelligence corps.

"About bl oody ti ne, said Anbs with a grin. "He s the sneakiest little
bastard | ve ever net, even if | do love himlike the son | pray | never
have. "

James | ooked at Amps and said, "Thank you, | think. "

"I wouldn t mnd a son, Anmpos nused al oud. "1 might even have one or
two out there I ve not nmet yet " he | ooked at James and | aughed " but if
| do, I Il drown himnyself the nonent he rem nds nme of you, Jimmy. "

Janes replied dryly, "If you do have a son, | Il have to renenber that
and hel p hi m escape.

" Enough, said Arutha. The Prince s usual denmeanor was replaced this
mor ni ng by an even deeper edge, and both Amps and James fell silent.
Arutha said, "No one outside this roomis to know this. | include you
two for several reasons. The first is if anything happens to nme, you |
be able to informmy successor of Janmes s special status. If Lyam sends
someone as regent before Prince Randol ph is of age, for exanple.

"The second is that if anything happens to Janes, | want people who are
in place to whom his successor can report. He gl anced around the table.
""We three, " he said to Aros and WIIiam

"Successor, " said Janes with feigned trepidation. "I hope you mean

should | retire.

"I mean if you re dead, said Arutha coldly. "Some time in the next
year | expect you to have recruited enough agents that you Il be able to
i dentif3r one you think al nost as canny as yourself. "

Anos | aughed.

336 "Do not tell anyone who he is, including we three. W Il work out a
means for that person to identify himself to one of the three of us at
the appropriate tinme. Also, | conmand you keep your agents as ignorant

of one another as possible.

'Yes, Highness, " said Janes. "I ve already considered a systemthat
will allow ne to have several agents and keep them unaware of each

ot her. "

"Good, " said Arutha. "And | have sone thoughts on the matter as well.

Finally, there s one other person who will know you re in this position
Jerone. "

Janmes barely held his groan in check. "Jerome! Wy, Highness? "

"Master de Lacy will be retiring soon, and Jerone is the |ogical choice
to succeed himas Master of Cerenpnies. You will need funding for many
of the things you wish to undertake, and the Master of Cerenpnies office
has discretionary funds for a variety of reasons. Jerome will provide
you with the resources you need, subject to ny approval. "
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Janmes sat back, obviously not happy, but willing to accept the w sdom of
the Prince s choice

"Now, to the matter at hand. The scribes have conpleted their
transl ati ons and we now know who was behi nd the attacks on Prince
Vladic. "

""Who? " blurted Janes.

"H s uncle, the duke.

Wlliamsaid, "But he and his son were alnost killed in the first
attenpt, sire. "

Arutha said, "It may be that the attack went wong, or soneone el se has
a separate agenda, because we also found a warrant for the death of Duke
Radswi | and Kazamr, unfortunately. "

337 Janes asked, "Are there any signatures to these warrants? "

"No, " said Arutha. "That woul d nake things too easy, wouldn t it? The
warrants all end in nore of those cryptic phrases. Perhaps soneday we ||
deci pher them and know who the author of the orders is. But for the time
bei ng, we have no clear-cut proof of who s responsible. "

"What are you going to do? " asked Anops.

"Put the duke and his son and daughter under guard, call it 'protective
custody, and ship themback to O asko, with a long letter under ny
personal seal to the duke s brother. My only concern in this is
preventing war between the Kingdomand O asko. | |l |eave O asko justice
to the rule of O asko; the archduke can decide who s closer: his brother
or his son. He can also worry about who put out the order for his
brother s and nephew s deaths. " Arutha sighed. "I will certainly

wel cone the nonment they | eave Kingdomsoil. "

James said, '"Wat of the N ghthawks? Have we finished then? "

Arut ha sat back, a look of futility passing over his features for a
monent, then he said, "W ve wounded them gravely, but they still have
agents out there. | think there is soneone above that priesthood, one
fromwhomthey took orders. "

"The Master, " agreed Janes. He had recounted to Arutha every detail of
his experience with the priests before the denon escaped.

"But it may take themyears to recover, " observed Anos.

"W can hope. Still, | want our new intelligence service |ooking for
clues as to the whereabouts of remaining N ghthawks as well as any
agents for Kesh, Queg, or anyone else, for that natter.

"I 1l start today, sai d Janes.

"How |l ong do you think this will take? " asked Anpbs playfully. "A week
or, maybe, two? "

James said, "Years, Anpbs, years. " Looking at Arutha he said, "And
suppose | d better change ny anbitions from Duke of Krondor to Duke of
Rillanon. "

Arut ha | aughed. 'Yes, | suppose you had better, if you re going to build
a network in the east sonme day. But not this week, all right? "
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James grinned. "Not this week, Highness.

Arut ha said, "W have much work ahead of us, but right now | have to go
outrage a duke and ruin an otherwi se lovely day for a Prince. "

"One thing, nore, if | may, Hi ghness, requested Janes.

'Yes? "
"Coul d you persuade Her Hi ghness to host another of her galas, soon? "

Arut ha had been about to rise, and at this request he sat down again.
""Why, squire? You take no pains to hide the fact you woul d rather be
crawl i ng through the sewers than attending one of Anita s soirees.

Wlliamcleared his throat and said, "Ah, Hi ghness, it s ny request,
actual ly. Janes said he d ask on ny behalf. "

"l don t understand, " said Arutha, |ooking fromsoldier to squire.

James said, "WIlliamwould |ike you to confer an award upon Captain
Treggar, and then introduce himto sone young | adies fromgood fanmlies.

Arutha | ooked at WIlliamand said, '"Wy?"

Wl liam blushed and said, "He s really a good officer, and he acted with
great courage and ... well, he saved ny life. "

339 "That does warrant notice, sai d Arutha, nodding in agreenent.

"And maybe an estate,
one, just alittle one with a bit of incone.

suggested Janes. "It doesn t have to be a big

Ampos started to chuckle. "Why not a title, too? "

James nodded. "Court squire should be enough
Arut ha said, "Wat are you plotting, you two? "

Amos s laughter exploded. "Can t you see! They want to get the captain
married off!"

"Married? "

WIlliamsighed. "It s the other junior officers, sire. They nade ne
promise | d come up with a way to get Captain Treggar out of the
unnmarried officers ness

Amos s |aughter redoubl ed and Janes and Arutha joined in, while WIIliam
sat unconfortably waiting for an answer.

340 EPI LOGUE Encounters Seagul | s squawked over head.

The royal dock was busy as Janmes and his three conpanions hurried to a
ship at the far end, making ready to depart. Ships in the harbor were
wei ghi ng anchor, |eaving on the evening tide. Several at the outer
breakwat er were unfurling sails and getting underway; others were being
towed away from anchor by |ongboats, under the direction of the

har bor master and his pilots.

James, G aves, Kat, and Limmreached The Royal Leopard, and halted. At
the bottom of the gangpl ank, two guards saluted as the Prince s squire
was greeted by Anops.
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"Admiral Trask, may | present ny conpanions? " Janmes said formally.

Anmos grinned. "As if | didn t know themalready. " He nodded to Ethan
Graves and Limm and cane to take Kat s hand. "I understand you have a
baby on the way? " he said with a solicitous snile.

"Yes, she said as she blushed slightly.

James smiled and wi nked at Graves. As |long as he had known the feral e
thief, he d never seen her enbarrassed.

""Well, my dear, we have a cabin set aside for you and your

341 husband. The lad can bunk in with the cabin boy. " He led her up the
gangpl ank.

Janmes said, "Farewell, Kat!"

She turned and waved, and Ethan said, '"We ||l be along in a mnute.

James said, "Limm | need to talk to Ethan in private.

The boy-thief said, "I thank you, then, ny very good squire. | amin
your debt for life, sir. "

James tried not to laugh at the ridiculously formal, if heartfelt,

wordi ng. "Get along, Limm and enjoy your fresh start. Renenber, Durbin
is nothing like Krondor, and it will be very tenpting to slip back onto
the dodgy path. "

"No need to worry, squire, sir. You are ny hero and | will pattern ny
life after yours. If you can rise above thievery and knavery, so can |."

"I Il keep himon the straight and narrow, Jinmmy, said Gaves with a
| augh. "Now get along with you. " He gave Limma playful slap to the
back of the head as he ran aboard.

James waited until the boy was up the gangpl ank, then notioned G aves
away fromthe two guards. He reached into his tunic, held out a pouch
and said, "Here. "

"I can t take your gold, Jimmy. You ve done too nuch for us already.

"You Il need it to get started. Consider it a down-payment. " G aves
nodded. "I understand. Thank you. " He took the gold and put it in his
tunic.

"Anpbs says he knows two nen in Durbin he trusts with his life. He |
tell you howto get in touch with them One is a shipfitter, and the
other is a supplier of foodstuffs. Both will be able to carry nessages
to Ki ngdom ships. "

342 Graves said, "I ve broken two oaths already. What nakes you think
won t break ny oath to you? "

James shrugged. "Not hing, except that | know you, Ethan, and know why
you broke those oaths. | could warn you about the Prince s wath
reaching out to find you, even in Durbin, but that s pointless. You re
as fearless a man as any | ve known.

He paused for a nonent, then added, "...when it comes to his own safety.

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ra...20E.%20Feist%20-%20Return%20to%20Krondor.txt (189 of 194) [10/16/2004 4:50:08 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/Raymond%20E. %20Fei st%20-%20Return%20t0%20K rondor .txt

Graves glanced up to the deck where Anbs was doing his best to charm Kat
and Linmm "I understand, " he said, his expression darkening and his
voi ce turning col d.

James shook his head. "No threat to them Ethan. On ny oath.

Graves rel axed.

"All | mean is ... responsibility changes us, sai d James. "Look at

me!" He grinned.

"Some things will never change about you, Jimy the Hand, said the
former basher, returning the grin. "What are you going to do with Valter
and the others? "

"Nothing, " said Janes. "I || drop by their hiding place in the sewers
tomorrow and tell themit s safe to conme out. They Il think they re
working for nme, but | know those two |ike a dog knows ticks. They d sel
me out if they thought they could get a coin or two for doing it. "
James | ooked thoughtful. "Besides, | think the Upright Man is about to
make an unexpected reappearance and those two will be back in the bosom
of the Mockers before Mother s is rebuilt. No, it s nmen like you |l m
going to need, Ethan, and that s going to take a while, for nen |ike you
are scarce

"Thanks again, " said Ethan, extending his hand. "It s rare to get a
second chance in this life; athirdis a mracle. "

343 ""Well, maybe Ishap had different plans for you than you d thought.

Graves nodded. "Evidently.

"When you get to Durbin, start a nice little inn sonmewhere, perhaps
close to the garrison and the governor s palace. The sort of place

of f-duty soldiers and m nor governnent functionaries drink. Keep your
prices reasonable and listen to everything. "

Graves said, "I |l see what | can do.

"Get aboard, then, " said James. "I have sone business to finish today.

He wat ched as Ethan clinbed the gangpl ank, then as Anpbs ordered the
gangpl ank pulled in and lines cast off. The crew jumped to carry out his
orders, as the harbor pilot in the bow called down instructions to the

| ongboat crew to pull The Royal Leopard away from the quayside.

James took one last look at his old friend Ethan, then turned away and
started back al ong the royal dock. He had long-termanbitions, and sone
day he woul d have agents within the pal ace of G eat Kesh s Enpress, but
for the noment he was ecstatic that he had won G aves s cooperation in
establishing a ring of agents in Durbin. It would be the first test of
his nodel. Graves woul d have Linm contact the two nmen Anps had
identified, who would then be the conduit for nessages traveling via

Ki ngdom shi ps calling at Port Durbin.

As he left the docks, Janes saw Jonathan Means waiting for him The
young constabl e nodded in greeting.

"Did you find hin? " asked Janes.

"Yes, squire. He s got that little shop at the end of the jetty, the
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sign of an anchor and two crossed oars. He s a chandl er
"Did you talk to hin "

344 "No, " said Jonathan. "I watched froma di stance to nake sure the
shop was open, then cane here. "

"Good, " said Janmes. "Get back to your regular duties. And nake sure you
thank your father for finding out that this man was back in the city. "

Jonat han | eft and James considered what to do next. Lacking a better
choi ce, he picked the bold one and nade his way to the shop Jonat han had
descri bed.

As he reached the shop with the sign of the ship s anchor over two
crossed oars, Janes s mnd raced as he debated what to say. He hesitated
for a nonent, then opened the wooden door, causing a tiny bell to ring.

A man of mddle years, but with gray hair bordering on white, turned as
Janmes entered. He was heavy-set, but not fat. His brow furrowed a little
and he said, "I mabout to close, young sir. Can your business wait

until norning? "

James said, "Is your nanme Donal d? "

The man nodded, and he | eaned upon the counter. Behind himsat itens
common to any chandler s shop in the Kingdom barrels of nails, tools,
coils of rope, anchors, and other fittings.

"I mSquire Janes, of the Prince s court,
there was any reaction.

he said, pausing to see if

The man di spl ayed none. Finally he said, "I know the royal purchaser,
lad. Now, if he didnt send you, tell ne why you re here so | can go
hone and get off ny feet. "

James smled. The man wasn t renotely daunted by his nention of the
Prince, as Janes had suspected he wouldn t be. "Actually, mny business is
nmore in the area of |aw enforcenent, these days. "

Agai n, no reaction

345 "Your nanme turned up on a list recently.

There was a slight whitening of the man s knuckl es upon the counter, but
ot herwi se he was i mobil e and his expression renai ned unchanged. '"What
list? " he asked evenly, his light blue eyes fixed upon Janes.

"Alist of people nmurdered in the city recently.

"The killings? | heard of them Well, as you can see, | mnot dead.
don t know how my name got on such a list. "

"Where have you been these |ast five weeks? " asked Janes.

The nman forced a smile. "Visiting famly up the coast. | left word with
several people. | msurprised no one told the constables | was away for
a nonth. "

"I msurprised, too,
told? "

sai d James. "Perhaps you could tell me who you

The man shrugged. "A couple of lads at the local tavern. | nentioned it
to several ships purchasers. And | told Mark the sail maker next door the
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ni ght before | left.

James nodded. He was certain the sail maker had been told at the |ast

m nute, and that the other men he clained he had also told would turn
out to be difficult to nane. '"Well, then, " said the squire, "when you
turned up mssing anong all the nurders going on, it was not
unreasonabl e to make the assunption that you were anong the dead.

"l suppose so, said the chandl er. "Have you stopped the killings? "

James said, "For the nost part. There s still sone bl oody work down in
the sewers, thieves and the |ike, you know how that goes. "

"Not a place for honest nen, " said Donald. "But what about above
ground? "

346 There was al so the problem of untangling the many strands that
seened to bind the Crawl er and the Ni ghthawks. Janes had come to concur
with Arutha s opinion that the N ghthawks had an agenda all their own.
The gathering in the desert certainly |ooked nore like a small arny than
a tiny band of skilled killers.

And the magi c. Who was behind that? James wondered

He reached the pal ace dock and was saluted by two guards as he passed
back through the gate. So many mnysteries and ot her problens. But, he
t hought, he was alive, young, and still had his wits. It mght take
years, but eventually he would come to understand who stood behind al
the trials visited upon the Ki ngdom

The creature had once been a living man, a nmgician of significant
power. It sat now upon a throne of carved stone, deep in a labyrinth of
caves. The pounding of surf in the distance could be felt nore than
heard, for the secret tenple rested near the sea, deep bel ow the water
| evel . The cave s rocks constantly sweated noisture, and the air was

al ways danp.

Before the throne rested a huge carved hand, fashioned fromrock, which
hel d a giant black pear. A so before the throne stood a magici an,
dressed as a common nman of trade. The creature on the throne turned to
face the mmgi ci an. The hawk-nosed nman felt no fear being in the presence
of the undead sorcerer a "liche", man-like thing, in the old tongue. The
liche s servants were equally nal evol ent, the ani mated skel etons of his
Death Guards. The magi cian had no fear of the guards, either

"You failed, said the liche to the nagician. Its voice was as dry as
the cave was wet.

Sidi turned, and waved his finger. "No, the Ni ghthawks

348 failed. W al ways succeed. People died, the Prince in Krondor
searches under every rock for who is responsible, and vainly |ooks for
patterns where none exist. "

"But is there enough disruption? "

The sl ender magi ci an shrugged. "Is there ever enough? Besides, too nuch
and the Ishapians mght change their plans. As it s taken ne twenty
years to get to this point, | d rather not have things change

unexpectedly and have to wait another ten or twenty years to try again.
The gods nay have lifetines to wait, but we do not. "

The creature on the throne | aughed, a scratchy, parched sound. The skin
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on its face was stretched tightly across its skull, and its wists were
no nore than bones with tatters of skin hanging fromthemas it pointed
at the mmgician. "You nay not have lifetines, but |I do. "

Sidi |eaned forward and said, "Be not overly proud of your petty
necromancy, Savan. It didn t keep your brother alive when Arutha s pet
spy tossed himto the denon. "

"1 thought giving Neman oversi ght of the N ghthawks woul d keep him
focused. He was not ready to attenpt the summoning. He was nmad. "

"You all go a little mad when you conme back fromthe dead; it cant be
avoi ded, it seens, " said Sidi. "That s why | kept you | ocked up here
for a few years when you returned fromthe grave, renenber? " He waved
his hand in an expansive gesture. "Madness has its uses, " he said with
a nod of his head. "In fact, at tinmes it s extrenely useful. " He turned
with eyes wide and the liche chuckled. "What? " asked Sidi

You re as mad as |," said the undead magi ci an.

Sidi | aughed. "Perhaps, but | don t care. He cocked his head to one

side as if listening. "He s here. "
349 '"Who? " asked the liche.

"One who will gain for us what we ve sought for the last twenty years,
Savan. | do not wish himto enter this chanmber; he is not ready to see
you and your servants, to know to whomhe is swearing fealty. Wen
have given himthe gift, and let it work upon him perhaps then. | shal
go now.

As Sidi wal ked away, the dead nmmgician said, "Bind himto our service!"
"Soon. "

Sidi wal ked al ong the tunnel leading to the passage up to the surface.
The pirate they called Bear would be putting ashore in a snall boat
soon, wending his way through the wecks submerged off the rocky

prom nence called Wdow s Point. Sidi would nmeet himon the sand bel ow
the secret entrance to the Bl ack Pear Tenple. Eventually, thought Sidi,
if Bear carried out his mssion and showed his useful ness, he would
enter the tenple, to be sworn finally to Sidi s service

But until that tinme, Sidi would et himthink he was working on a sinple
conmi ssion, as the Ni ghthawks had for years before they discovered they
were serving nore than their petty famly and clan |oyalties. By the
time Bear learned the truth it would be too |ate.

As he neared the secret entrance, Sidi reached into a deep pocket in his
robe and pulled out an amul et. Fashioned from burni shed bronze, the
heavy chain was curiously darkened, a tarnish that no anpbunt of polish
could renmove. It showed a face, the icon chosen by those who served the
Nanel ess One, the fox-faced denon who provided their liaison with the
denon realm

So many things to do, and such unreliable mnions, thought Sidi as he
triggered the rel ease to open the sliding door hidden

350 in the rocks of the cliff. He really should find soneone reliable
one day. But he conceded to hinself that the lack of reliable servants
was the price one paid for secrets; of all who served Sidi, none knew
his true agenda, or nore inportantly, who really was the source of the
magi ci an s dark powers. As the door began to slide, Sidi thought it
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m ght be nice soneday to have soneone to take into his confidence, to
confide in, to serve as nore than a witless pawn. He pushed asi de such
t houghts as the door canme fully open

The western wind blew spindrift across his face and he rai sed his hand
to shade his eyes against the setting sun, crinmson on the horizon as it
sank. A ship lay at anchor off the point, a one-time Quegan war-gall ey
taken in a raid, its outline a dark and broodi ng shape agai nst the
sunset .

The | ongboat nmade its way between the upthrust masts of ships that had
bl undered upon the rocks in foul weather, giving this spur of land its
nane. Few cane to Wdow s Point willingly, which nade it the perfect

pl ace fromwhich to strike at a ship. The pirate who approached was
famliar with these waters and had raided fromthem before

As the longboat entered the surf and was carried forward by the conbers,
Sidi | ooked once nore at the relief on the anulet. The ruby eyes of the
fox-faced denon had begun to glow. It had taken years for Sidi to
fashion the artifact that he was about to give to the pirate, but it
woul d protect Bear fromthe priests magic and from physical harm He
woul d be invul nerable while he wore it. Mreover, it would allowthe
master to whisper in his dreans, bringing Bear to his service.

Despite the setbacks in the desert and the failure to renove the Upright
Man in Krondor, Sidi felt alnost triunmphant, for soon he woul d possess
the single nost powerful artifact on

351 this world, and once he had that in his possession, his work on
behal f of the true master would really begin.

As the large pirate clinbed out of the boat and wal ked knee-deep through
the brine towards Sidi, the magician basked in the know edge of ultimate
victory.

352 The End
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