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It is therefore from the following that you shall know him—the vile mutant who was chosen to lead the nation in the pursuit of the
Chosen One. For his consciousness shall be as part of the gifted, yet also part of the damned. But it is within the mind of one of the
heirs of the Chosen Ones that he shall find his true guidance. He shall rule the under-earth with his dave—she who is also the
progeny of his greatest enemy, and who sits at the side of her keeper in his depravity. With him shall also be his assassin, aiding the
vileonein hisaddictions...

—page 673, Chapter | of the Prophecies of the Tome

He reached up slowly to feel the thick, warm fluid at the side of his head, the fluid he both loved and hated
so intensely. As he ran his fingers luxurioudly through the yellow liquid, his thoughts went for the thousandth
time to what he had become.

A blood stalker.
/ bleed again today, he thought. He smiled to himself. Though it is not truly blood.

The half-human wizard, half-mutated blood stalker named Ragnar walked to the candl€lit mirror on the
opposite wall. He gazed carefully at the fluid running down the side of his face from the small,
never-healing wound in hisright temple. The wizard Wigg, onetime lead wizard of the Directorate, had
given him that wound over three hundred years before, saying that the incision would help cure
him—yperhaps even help him gain hisrightful place among the Directorate of Wizards. But it had not. And
Wigg had gone on to other things, leaving Ragnar in his tortured, addicted, half-transformed state.

Looking into the mirror he saw the shiny, bald head, dangling ear-lobes, and long, sharp incisors of ablood
stalker. The bloodshot, blue-gray eyes stared back at him from the mirror with a hunger that only
vengeance could satisfy.

But he was so much more than a mindless stalker, he mused. His other half was still human wizard. And
Wigg had no ideathat he still lived.

Wigg hasfinally returned to Eutrada, he exulted. And with him have come both of the Chosen Ones. He smiled briefly. Good. The
child will be pleased.
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He liked the changes the child had made in the stone fortress. The room reflected in the mirror, his private
drawing room, was sumptuous. The walls were of the deepest red marble. Oil sconces and candles gave
off a soft, enduring glow. Colorful, luxurious furniture, intricately patterned rugs, and various works of art
adorned the room. But the harsh, acidic scent of the fluid seeping from his wound returned his mind to his
current task.

It must never be wasted, he thought. He placed the first two fingers of his right hand, the hand aready wet
with the fluid, into his mouth. Almost immediately he felt its searing heat run through him, teasing him. The
fluid was both his curse and his blessing.

Turning to the other person in the room, he asked, “Are you ready?’ It was much more a command than a
request.

“Yes,” camethereply.

Ragnar turned to look upon Scrounge, his trusted assassin, personal servant, and spy. Tall and ravenously
lean, Scrounge had aferretlike face and dark, overly long hair. He had been an orphan his entire life, and
the name that had come to him so early in his career of crime upon the streets of Tammerland fit him
perfectly. He knew every inch of the ravaged city, and also a great many of the people still residing there—
people who could be particularly useful, especially now that crime and violence had overwhelmed
Tammerland in the absence of the Royal Guard.

In his hand Scrounge held a small glass beaker, the base of which was connected to a tube. At the end of
the tube was a broad needle. In between the needle and the beaker, connected into the tube, was a crude
wooden handle. Scrounge smiled, revealing several dark, decaying teeth. “All isready,” he said, in his
brittle, high-pitched voice.

“Then let us begin,” Ragnar replied.

Taking a seat in one of the ornate chairs, the blood stalker watched as Scrounge approached him with the
beaker. Gently, Scrounge inserted the needle directly into the wound in the side of Ragnar’s head.

“You may proceed,” Ragnar said, closing his eyes.

The assassin carefully began to pump the wooden handle. The yellow fluid that had been freely oozing from
the wound slowly flowed into the tube and began filling the glass container. Ragnar continued to sit there
quietly, amost blissful in the knowledge that he would soon have collected a sufficient quantity of the
precious liquid to see him through yet another month.

When the glass beaker was full, Scrounge removed the needle from his master’ s wound and opened the top
of the container. “Asusual?’ he asked. “ Two-thirds for you, one-third for myself?’

“Yes,” Ragnar answered. “And be judiciousin its use. Wigg and the Chosen One will soon be here, and the
time of our victory upon us.” A smile played at the edges of hislips at the prospect of seeing the lead
wizard again, and of laying his eyes upon the Chosen One for the first time.

“Both the wizard and the Chosen One will curse the day they find us,” the blood stalker added softly as
Scrounge picked up the beaker.

Making sure not to touch the liquid, Scrounge very carefully poured the thick, yellow fluid from the beaker
into two other containers. He handed the larger of them to Ragnar, who immediately dipped the first two
fingers of hisright hand into it and placed them into his mouth, closing his eyesin ecstasy.

Scrounge placed his own vessel upon a nearby marble table and turned to look at Ragnar. “He asks for
you,” he said smply.

The blood stalker stopped what he was doing and placed his beaker on the table next to the other one. “In
that case, | need to know how far you have progressed.”



Scrounge retrieved aleather satchel from across the room. Opening it, he shook the contents out onto the
floor.

Ragnar smiled. “How many today?’

“Over thirty, Sire,” Scrounge replied, awicked grin beginning to walk the length of his mouth. “They came
even more easily thistime.”

“Then the child’s creatures are proving ever more effective,” Ragnar mused.

He looked down at the items on the floor. They were small, square, and quite obviously recently removed
from their victims.

They were pieces of human skin.

Each of the small, rectangular patches of freshly incised skin carried an identical tattoo: the perfect image
of abloodred, square-cut jewel. Some of them still dripped blood.

Endowed blood. Ragnar smiled. This-was quickly becoming avery good day.
“And the consuls these came from? Where are they now?’ he asked.

“In the areas beneath, as usual, Sire,” Scrounge replied. “ And the endowed children that were available
have been separated from their fathers.”

“Well done,” Ragnar answered. “We must have as many of the Brotherhood as possible stripped of their
markings and under our control before the arrival of our very special guests.”

The child would be pleased to learn that so many have been taken in a single day, he thought. “I will now go
to him.”

Ragnar turned away from Scrounge and |eft the room, his slow, heavy steps curiously quiet upon the shiny
marble of the floor. Through numerous corridors he went, until at last he stopped before a heavy door of the
finest black marble. From beneath the door seeped an intense glow, its radiance flooding the marble floor
where he stood. It was far brighter, he noticed, than the dimmer, more ethereal glow that accompanied the
actions of those less powerful in the craft. It seemed to possess a genuine physical presence that could be
actually touched.

Hisauraiseven brighter than before, the stalker mused. His knowledge and stature grow daily. And the Chosen Oneis not yet
trained in the craft, nor does he know the child lives.

Ragnar continued to stand there for a moment, remembering the day not so long ago when the child, little
more than an infant at the time, had literally materialized before him and begun speaking. Ordering Ragnar
to do his bidding, the child had partially explained from where he had come, and why. And after hearing the
wonder of it al, the blood stalker had gladly obeyed him.

Gathering up his nerve, Ragnar slowly opened the great door, and stepped inside.

In the stillness of the room, ayoung boy hovered above the marble floor, unmoving, silent. He was
surrounded by an incredibly intense azure glow. The last time Ragnar had seen him, he had appeared to be
no more than eight Seasons of New Life. Already his power had been immense. Now the boy seemed to
be around the age of ten.

All his attention was focused on the table before him—and what sat on that table.
The Tome, the great treatise of the Paragon.

The boy’ s face was observant and peaceful as he continued to regard the pages of the Tome. His eyes
were of the darkest blue and slanted upward at the corners dlightly like those of his mother, giving him an



exotic, attractive appearance. He had high cheekbones, the beginnings of a strong jawline, and afirm,
sensual mouth. Black, straight, shiny hair that could have been made of strands of silk reached almost to his
broad shoulders. His smple, unadorned robe was of the purest white, untouched by the glow that
surrounded him and radiated ever outward, constantly waving to and fro in its strength.

Ragnar went down on both knees. “Y ou summoned me, Lord?’ he asked, head bowed in supplication.
It was like kneeling before a god.

Asthe boy narrowed his dark eyes, the gilt-edged pages of the great book turned themselves over. He read
them in the blink of an eye—far more quickly than Ragnar would have ever dreamed possible. Successive
pages flashed by hauntingly one after the next in the ghostly silence of the room. The child didn’t even
reguire the Paragon to read the Tome; he had told Ragnar that his “ parents above” had gifted him with the
power of doing so. After what Ragnar could only guess to be several hundred more pages had flown by in
mere moments, the child finally lifted his face to the stalker, his eyes going to the wound at the side of
Ragnar’s head.

“The fluid has come?’ he asked quietly. His voice was young, but
neither pliant nor soft.

“Yes, my lord,” Ragnhar answered. “ There was a sufficient quantity for my needs, and for the requirements
of Scrounge, aswell.”

“And the single, dead consul that | requested?’ the child said. At Ragnar’ s nod, he went on. “Y ou will now
have him taken to the palace, histattoo intact. Asfor the others, | am inducing the spell of accelerated
healing upon them as we speak.”

Without emotion, the boy returned his attention to the great book. The pages again began to hurry by at
unbelievable speed. His abilities grow every day, Ragnar thought.

“And the hatchlings?’ he asked the child. “They continue to perform their deeds well?’

“Yes,” the boy answered without looking up. “The maturation of the first generation is complete.” He
paused for a moment.

“The two Chosen Ones and the lead wizard have returned to Eu-tracia,” he went on at last. “And the
crippled wizard of Shadowood iswith them. | can feel the twisted, flaccid return of the Vigors, and the
pestilence it has caused within the endowed blood of the two wizards.”

“Ascan |, my lord,” Ragnhar responded. “ It was wise of you to order the moving of the Tome to this place.”
He paused for amoment, wondering if he had overstepped his bounds. “Y our reading goeswell?” The
youth raised hisface again. A short, menacing smile flashed briefly. “The Tome amuses me, nothing more,”
he said. “I find this supposedly magnificent work to be both boring and sophomoric. But it isinteresting from
a historical standpoint, written asit was by the Ones

Who Came Before. In truth, | do not need it to practice the craft. Nor shall | eventually require the Paragon, that bauble
they all seem to prize so highly.*

The child looked down to the great, gilt-edged book. The pages resumed flying by at a dizzying speed. “ The oneswe

seek will soon be here,” he said suddenly, “and al must be ready. It is now time to spread the word of the Chosen
One'sreturn, and also the news of the bounty

that isto be offered for his lifein punishment for his murder of the PART |

king. The wizards will never allow him to be caught, but there are other, more compelling reasons for what | now do.
Reasons far beyond your ken.” The child lifted his exotic eyesto the stalker.

“They have without question taken refuge in the Redoubt of the Directorate,” he said. “But thereis no need for usto
go to them, for



they shall come to us. And my father of this, the lower, lesser world, is*
shall know of my existence soon enough.”
“Yes, my lord,” Ragnar said reverently.

Without being told, the blood stalker knew it was time for him to leave. He rose and walked softly from the room. And
though he closed the door behind him, the child’ s radiance again spread across the floor, spilling out into the darkness
of the serpentine hallways.

CHAPTER

One

It shall therefore come to pass that the Chosen Ones shall suffer individual agonies regarding the use o] their gifts. Hein his blood,
and shein her mind. For it is only through such terrorsthat the true art of the craft shall be revealed to them.

—page 1,016, Chapter | of the Vigors

Tristan of the House of Galland smiled dightly to himself as he looked down at histwin sister Shailiha. He
was watching her sleep, just as he had for so many days now.

They were in the Redoubt of the Directorate, the secret haven where the many consuls of the Redoubt, the
lesser wizards of Eutracia, had been trained. It was also the place where he had first reluctantly admitted to
both his now-dead father and the murdered Directorate of Wizards the secrets he knew regarding the
Caves of the Paragon. He had found that day so painful and difficult, but now he wished with all his heart
that he could have it back.

The happy times, he thought. Before all the madness began.

Sometimes during his quieter moments, his weary mind still tried to convince his heart that everything that
had so recently occurred had been long ago. Asif year after year of hislife had already passed. In reality it
had only been several months. But because so much had changed, it still sometimesfelt asif it wereall a
dream.

No, he told himself as he continued to look down into Shailiha' s beatiful face. Not a dream—a nightmare. One
fromwhich Shailiha is finally waking up.

Running a hand through his dark hair, he uncoiled hislong legs and walked the short distance to where
Morganna, Shailiha's baby daughter, lay sleeping in her crib. The baby girl had been born both healthy and
aert, despite the horrific circumstances of her arrival into the world. Her birth had come on the same day
that both the Coven of Sorceresses and Kluge, their taskmaster, had been killed by Tristan. She had been
born in Parthalon, before Wigg, Geldon, Shailiha, Morganna, and Tristan had finally returned to Eutracia.

A tear came to one eye as he thought of the one he'd had to leave behind.

The droplet gathered slowly in size until it finally overcame the lower lid and rolled down his cheek. My son, my
firstborn, did not survive to come back with us. For that | shall be forever sorry. Nicholas, forgive me.

Taking a quick breath he looked up at the ceiling, remembering what the palace above had been like before
the horrible ondlaught of the Coven and their Minions of Day and Night. The palace had once been his
home, and full of gaiety, life, and love.

He shook his head, staggered by the madness of it all and the confounding fact that he was now the new
lord of the Minions. They were the winged army of over three hundred thousand that had butchered his
family, the wizards of the Directorate, and much of the populace of Eutracia. The incredibly potent force
still resided in Parthalon, awaiting his orders.



So much has changed, he mused. And | must change with it.

Looking up from the crib and into amirror that hung upon the wall, he saw a man who had matured, who
had killed and would kill again, if need be, to protect hisfamily. He also saw aman who had discovered
many secrets about himself, but also knew that there were so many more to learn.

Hetook in the longish dark hair, deep blue eyes, hollow cheeks, and what some would call the rather cruel
mouth. Along with black breeches, he wore the same knee boots and worn leather vest that laced across
his bare chest in the front that he had worn daily for the last several months. The dreggan, the Minion
sword he had been forced to use to kill hisfather, lay in its black, tooled scabbard across the back of his
right shoulder, beside his throwing knives.

The familiar yet at the same time unknown figure in the mirror stared back at him with a calmness that was
born of a certain, hard-won knowledge: that he was the male of the Chosen Ones, and the only

person in the world who possessed azure blood. Very soon Wigg and Faegan would want to begin training
him in the craft of magic. For Eutracia—because his nation desperately needed him.

Their travels from Shadowood back to Tammerland had been arduous, since both Shailiha and the wizard
Faegan had been difficult to transport. Shailiha was difficult to move because she was till suffering the
lingering effects of her mental torture at the hands of the Coven. Faegan's journey had been even more
problematic because of the crippled legs that kept him bound to his chair on wheels. And traveling with the
princess newborn further complicated matters. But with the combined efforts of both the wizards and
more than a modicum of the use of the craft, they had finally succeeded in reaching Tammerland. And now
the Redoubt, the secret place below the palace, had become their home.

They had been accompanied by Geldon, the onetime slave of the Coven, and two of Faegan’sirascible
gnomes and their wives. Despite hisworries, Tristan managed another little smile. The gnomes had been
helpful, if difficult to control. Both the bombastic Michagl the Meager, the gnome elder, and the egotistical,
ale-loving Shannon the Small had come. They were accompanied by their wives, Mary the Minor and
Shawna the Short.

“Tristan,” Shailiha called out sleepily. “Isthat you?’ He turned quickly and went to her bed, looking down
into her face. Thanks to the constant ministrations of Faegan and Wigg, the Shailiha he had known and
loved was continuing to return alittle more each day. The blond hair, hazel eyes, and firm jawline that he
knew so well remained as lovely as ever.

“Yes, Shai, it'sme,” he answered softly. On the trip back from Shadowood he had begun calling her by this
pet name. Somehow it had stuck, despite the expected, vociferous protests from Wigg that one of the royal
house should not be called by such abbreviations. But just asthey had done in their youth, the two of them
had simply smiled at him in his huff. Deep down, Tristan knew Shailihareally liked the name. But
sometimes, to tease him, she would wrinkle up her nose when he said it. Just as she was doing now. Then a
different concern seized her, and she quickly sat up in bed.

“IsMorgannaal right?’ she asked anxioudly.

“Yes, Shai,” Tristan answered quietly. “ She'sfine. Just like her mother is going to be.” He gently pushed
her back down into the luxurious bedsheets.

Shewrinkled up her nose again, something he loved to see, though he would never tell her so. “I’m hungry,”
she said suddenly. “No, actualy I'm starved! | have to get something to eat!”

“Then it's agood thing | came prepared,” Tristan answered happily. From a nearby table he produced a
silver tray of breakfast pastries and a pot of teathat he hoped was still hot. “Fresh from the gnome wives,”
hetold her. “Actually, they're quite good.” Shailiha grabbed up one of the pastries. He watched as she
quickly went on to devour two of them.

Shailiha s recuperation had been slow but steady, thanks largely to the attention of the wizards. They had



worked with her constantly, using the craft to help her both forget her torture by the Coven and regain her
other memories and identity. The most difficult part for al of them had been watching her as she learned
for the second time that her husband, Frederick, and her parents had been murdered.

It had been especially difficult for her to learn that her father, the king, had died by Tristan’s own hand. The
prince’s heart ached for her, and he had vowed to take the best care of her that he could.

Looking up into his degp blue eyes, she put her teacup down.

“Tristan,” she began uncertainly, “Wigg has mentioned to me that we are somehow specia. That our blood
isthe most highly endowed in the world—yours slightly more so than mine. Because of that we are
something called the Chosen Ones.” She paused, taking the measure of her words. “1 am still unsure of
what all of this means. But please tell me something. Did our parents and Frederick go to your coronation
knowing that they might die that day? Die in the hope that you and | would survive?’

Lowering his head dlightly, Tristan closed his eyes against the pain. My tragic coronation day, he thought. The
day everything changed.

“Yes, Shai, they did,” he answered. “ Even the Directorate of Wizards knew of the potential danger. Their
plans were designed for Wigg and the two of usto surviveif anything happened. Those plans were not
completely successful, and you and the Paragon were taken.” He managed a small smile through the pain.
“But Wigg and | came to Parthalon to get you, and we brought you home. And now, thank the Afterlife, not
only are you home, but both you and your baby are well. Frederick died that day, but lives onin your child.
And our parentslive on in our hearts, because you and | are still together.”

She bit her lower lip, and asmall tear cameto one eye. “Wigg a so tells me that your child, Nicholas, did not
live to see his birth. And that you buried him therein Parthalon...” Shetrailed off, clearly not knowing how
to proceed.

“Yes,” Tristan answered. “I hope to go back one day soon to visit the grave. | would like to return the body
to Eutracia, and bury it with the rest of our family.” A short silence followed.

“| forgive you, Tristan,” she said finally, softly.
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“You forgive me?’ he asked, confused.

Swallowing hard, Shailihalooked down. The next words were going to be difficult for both of them. But she
wanted her brother to be absolutely sure of how shefelt. “I forgive you,” she said. “| forgive you for killing
our father. In fact, there truly is nothing to be forgiven. For | know from Wigg that you were forced to do it.
That father even ordered you to doit. | forgive you, and | shall love you aways.”

There were simply no words. He just continued to sit there in the moment with his sister—the twin he had
come so close to losing forever. His heart was so glad that she and her baby were still alive.

Finally she gave him the impish smile she was so famous for, at the same time reaching out to grasp the
gold medallion around his neck— the one that had been a gift from their parents, just before his coronation.
It carried the lion and the broadsword, the heraldry of the House of Galland.

“So you till wear this,” she said happily. “I'm glad. And it seems that | have acquired one of my own.” She
reached down to touch the exact duplicate of his medallion that lay around her neck. “ Although | haven't
the faintest clue of how | acquired it,” she added.

“Nor do Wigg, Faegan, or |,” Tristan answered. “But the wizards feel that it may somehow be the physical
remnants of the incantation the Coven used upon you. By some unknown means it remained with you, even
after the sorceresses’ deaths. The wizards have examined it closely, and say that it isall right for you to



continue to wear it. But what is most important about the medallion is that wherever the two of us may go
or whatever we may do, al we haveto do isto look down to that bit of gold to know that thereis till
someone in our family who continuesto love us.”

Tristan paused for a moment, thinking back to the many times his own medallion had helped keep him going
through the hardships of finding his sister and defeating the Coven. “My medallion is what finally saved you,
you know,” he said thoughtfully.

“What do you mean?’

“It twinkled in the light, and you saw it. It apparently sparked something in your subconscious just before |
was about to be forced to... just beforel...”

Again no words would come. How could he explain to her what Wigg had told him on that fateful day?
That he must steel his resolve and kill his own sister. That her mind and soul were still infected with the
Coven's spell, making it impossible for her to come back to Eutracia with them. But just as he was about to
bring his dreggan down upon her neck she had recognized the medallion, and blinked.

-|- * Kobert LNewcomb
“Tristan,” she asked, “will you do something for me?’
He narrowed his eyes, pursing his lipsin mock ferociousness. “Haven't | done enough already?’

She smiled, but he saw the underlying sadnessin her gaze. “I’m serious,” she said. “| truly do need you to
perform a special task for me. Something important.”

“Anything, you know that.”

“Wigg and Faegan tell me that our parents and Frederick are buried a short distance from here. They also
say | am still too weak to travel. | would ask you to visit their graves for me, until | can go there myself.
Please |et the spirits of mother, father, and Frederick know that | live, and that | love them.” She looked
with tearful eyes to the child in the crib, and then added, “L et them also know that there is now another of
their blood in the world.” She burst into tears.

Hetook her in hisarms. “ Of course I’ll go,” he said quietly. “1’ll leave first thing tomorrow.”

Callecting herself, she pulled away alittle, tentatively smiling up through her tears. “Wigg and Faegan
probably won't like the idea, you know.” She sniffed. “Whenever they’ re together they fuss at each other
like apair of old scullery maids.”

Tristan just couldn’t help it. He laughed long and hard, for the first time in what felt like forever. “That’s the
best description of those two | have ever heard!” he exclaimed.

Before he could say more, they heard a soft knock, and the door slowly opened a crack. “Begging your
pardon, Tristan, but the two wizards are calling for you,” avoice said, the door opening farther. “ They say
you are to come at once.”

Shannon the Small stood rather sheepishly in the open doorway. The little gnome was bouncing from one
foot to the other, as was his habit when nervous.

Shannon had red hair and a matching beard, and dark, intelligent eyes. He was dressed as usual in ared
shirt, blue bibs, black cap, and upturned boots. A corncob pipe stuck out jarringly from between his teeth.
The gnome seemed quite anxious to deliver Tristan to the wizards and be done with the entire affair. “They
say it isquite urgent,” he added tentatively.

“It’ s always urgent with those two.” Tristan winked at Shailiha. He turned to the gnome. “Very well,” he
said with asigh. “1 will come.” He turned to his sister to say good-bye.



“You promise, Tristan?’ she asked him again. “To do what we talked about?’

He gave her akiss on the forehead and then stood up, stretching the sleepy musclesin hislegs. “Yes,
Shai,” he said. “Tomorrow, | promise.”
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When he approached the doorway he gave the gnome a serious look. “ Once we have reached Wigg and
Faegan, please ask your wife to come and sit with the princess,” he said. “1 want to make sure the baby is
watched over, in case Shailihafalls asleep again.”

“Yes, Prince Tristan,” Shannon answered respectfully.

The prince turned to blow akissto histwin sister. After gently closing the door he began to follow the
anxious, waddling gnome down the labyrinthine hallways of the Redoubt.

CHAPTER

Tristan never ceased to be amazed at the sheer size of the Redoubt of the Directorate—the vast, hidden,
interconnecting series of hallways and rooms below what had once been his home, the royal palace. It was
only several months ago that he had even learned of the Redoubts existence. The only other persons
sharing the secret had been the Directorate of Wizards, the lesser wizards called the consuls, who studied
here, and his now-deceased parents. How such a huge place could exist, and the comings and goings of
such alarge order as the consuls be kept such a closely guarded secret, was truly one of the great
accomplishments of the wizards.

That accomplishment had proven invaluable for Tristan and his companions. Not only did the Redoubt
house most of the nation’s resources for the use of the craft, but it also provided a much-needed hiding
place until the situation in Tammerland could be more thoroughly assessed.

Geldon, the Parthal onian hunchbacked ex-save who had returned to Eutracia with them, had become their
eyes and ears out in the world, using histalent at coming and going virtually unnoticed. From what he had
learned so far, Tammerland was till avery dangerous place. Lawlessness was commonplace, especially at
night.

The prince wanted desperately to leave the Redoubt and see the city for himself. He knew this was
something the wizards would vehemently object to. But histwin sister’ srequest of him to visit the gravesin
her stead provided him with a perfect excuse. He would go—with or
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without the approval of Faegan or Wigg. As he anticipated their joined outbursts of protest, one corner of
his mouth turned upward into awry smile.

As he followed Shannon, Tristan took the opportunity to look around, amazed as always at the triumph of
subterranean architecture that was the Redoubt of the Directorate. It was built in the form of awagon
wheel, with alarge central hub that had once served as a meeting place for the thousands of consuls who
had visited and studied here. Outward from the center hub ran the many seemingly endless hallways,
connecting at their far ends to the outer edge of the wheel. Smaller hallways connected the larger ones
every hundred paces or so, allowing the traveler to reach his destination without the burdensome task of
aways going to the end of any given spoke, and numerous circular stairways linked the various levels. The
subterranean chambers could be dizzying in their vastness.

Each hallway or room was more beautiful than the last. The walls, ceilings, and floors were of the finest,
highly polished marble. Wall sconces and chandeliers gave off a delicate, ethereal hue, offsetting the
massive-ness that might otherwise seem overbearing. Each of the rooms was elaborately decorated; the



doors were hand carved of solid mahogany. The prince sighed inwardly. He doubted he would ever come
close to seeing the interiors of even the slightest fraction of these rooms.

Before actually living here, Tristan had never known that there were so many different colors of marble.
Each of the hallways had its own distinct color; the entire spectrum was represented. Just now Tristan and
Shannon were walking up a hallway of the most delicate violet, shot through with streaks of indigo.

Asthe hed s of hisblack knee boots rang out against the marble floors, the prince’ s mind went back to the
day he had first been brought here by Wigg, the day he had been dressed down by his father and the entire
Directorate. Hundreds upon hundreds of talented consuls had been in the Redoubt then, scurrying to and
fro, each wearing a dark blue robe. Now the emptiness that filled these halls brought more than a hint of
sadness.

So much had changed since that day. Even Tristan himself had been changed irrevocably. After he had
unexpectedly used his untrained endowed powers to help defeat the Coven, his very blood had altered in
color from red to azure. Azure—the color of the various manifestations of the craft. The amazing change to
his blood had first been discovered after his battle to the death with Kluge, the commander of the Minions
of Day and Night.

“We are unsure of what other changes might occur within you, should you
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continue to try to make further use of your still untrained gift, or continueto wear the stone,'’ the wizards had said as
they removed the Paragon, the bloodred jewel that empowered endowed blood, from around his neck.

He had been forced reluctantly to agree. But he still had a great many questions to ask the old wizards,
especially now that his sister was well. And he intended to get his answers very soon.

He already knew something of the Vigors, the beneficent side of the craft to which the wizards had
devoted their lives. And he had seen firsthand the evil of the Vagaries, the darker, more damning side. He
had learned and come to accept that he was the male of the Chosen Ones, supposedly meant to lead his
nation forth to a new age. He knew that he was the only person destined to read all three volumes of the
Tome—the Vigors, the Vagaries, and the Prophecies. His mind whirled with the complexities of it al. His
supremely endowed blood constantly called out to him to begin his education in the craft. But still the
wizards put off histraining.

At last Shannon stopped before one of the massive mahogany doors that lined the violet hallway. Moving
from one foot to the other, he looked up at the prince.

“They await you inside,” he said anxioudly. “1 will now make sure that someone goes to watch over
Princess Shailiha and the baby.” He seemed eager to be gone.

Watching the gnome waddle back down the corridor, Tristan realized that he was standing in an area of the
Redoubt with which he was entirely unfamiliar. One corner of his mouth came up. Not knowing exactly
where he was hardly seemed unusual, considering the size of this place. What did perplex him was why the
wizards would require his presence so suddenly. He opened the great door.

The room he entered was large, and elaborately decorated. The walls, ceiling, and floor were of avery rare
and elegant Ephyran marble, dark blue swirled with the lightest of gray. Numerous oil lamps and
chandeliers added to the soft glow of the fire burning in the light blue marble fireplace in the right-hand wall.

Wigg, seated at along table, looked up calmly from the volume he had been reading. The wizard' s gray hair
fell from awidow’s peak at his forehead only down to the nape of his neck. The customary braided

wizard' stail had been cut off during hisimprisonment by the Coven less than one month ago. Tristan smiled
inside, knowing that Wigg would let it grow back out of respect for his dead friends, the deceased wizards
of the Directorate. The bright, aguamarine eyesin the craggy face had lost nothing of their intensity, and
the gray robe of his once-lofty office draped loosely over a body that remained muscular, protected from



old age and disease by time enchantments.
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As aways, Faegan was seated in his rough-hewn chair on wheels. His legs, useless as aresult of torture by
the Coven, dangled down over the edge of the seat. His worn, black robe seemed too large for him, and the
wild salt-and-pepper hair that was parted down the middle of his head fell almost to his shoulders. His eyes
were an unusually intense, green-flecked gray. Hisimpossibly dark blue cat, Nicodemus, sat patiently in his

lap.

Then Tristan noticed the fourth person in the room. He automatically backed away, drawing his dreggan
from its scabbard. The deadly song of the dreggan’ s blade resounded reassuringly through the room,
bouncing briefly off the marble walls before finally, reluctantly fading away.

“You can put that away,” Wigg said wryly. His right eyebrow arched up into its familiar expression of
admonishment. “He isin no condition to harm any of us. Heis, in fact, aconsul.”

Embarrassed, Tristan replaced the dreggan into its scabbard. He then slowly walked to where the inert
figure reclined on an overstuffed sofa that sat along one wall. The prince looked down into the face of the
battered consul who lay before him.

The man on the couch was alittle older than the prince—perhaps thirty-five New Seasons of Life. He
seemed to be in avery bad way. His dark blue robe was ripped and dirty, and only partially hid the fact that
the poor fellow was apparently half starved. His blond hair was in knots; his face was bruised and bloodied;
his cheeks were hollowed from malnutrition. Despite his condition, he was still a good-looking man.

Tristan bent over to grasp the man’s right arm. Lifting it up, he did the sleeve up to view the right shoulder.
He saw what he was looking for. The tattoo of the Paragon, in bright red, identified the man as a consul of
the Redoubt. Satisfied, the prince did the sleeve back down and gently placed the arm back alongside the
body. Then he turned back to Wigg.

“As| mentioned, heisaconsul,” Wigg said rather quietly. “Do you know him?’ Tristan asked.

“Asamatter of fact, | do,” Wigg answered. “His name is Joshua, and despite his relative youth he is one of
the more gifted and powerful of the Brotherhood. He was one of those in charge of the squads | sent out to
hunt down the stalkers and harpies, just before the arrival of the Coven. Asfar as| know, heisthe only
oneto have ever returned.” Wigg closed the book that lay in front of him. Placing his hands into the
opposite sleeves of his gray robe, he suddenly seemed lost in his own thoughts.

“And you, Faegan,” Tristan asked the wizard in the chair. “Do you know him, too?’

“No, Tristan, nor do | know any of the others of that brotherhood,” Faegan replied in his gravelly voice. A
look of mild envy crossed hisface. “ The Redoubt is an entirely new concept to me, since it was formed
after the Sorceresses’ War and | was aready living in Shadowood by then. But | am truly interested in
what this man will have to say when we revive him.” The eder of the wizards sat quietly, thinking to
himself, and Tristan was reminded that unlike Wigg, who was used to being in the Redoubt, Faegan was still
overwhelmed by the place and what it represented. Being envious of another wizard’ s knowledge was
something Faegan was not used to, and sometimes it showed.

Layers of thought and deed, Tristan thought, as the often-repeated phrase jumped into his mind. It was
said that the thoughts and actions of wizards were piled one atop another, like the layers of an onion. One
layer was removed, only to reveal another beneath it. He thought for a moment about what his sister had
said to him, about how these two wizards could forever argue with each other like apair of old scullery
maids. They were probably trying to outthink each other right now, he realized. But it was also apparent
that whatever bitterness might have remained as aresult of the war some three centuries ago had been
forgiven.

“How did this consul get here?’ Tristan asked. “Do you know what happened to him?’



“Geldon found him as he started out through one of the tunnels, to go to buy food in the city,” Faegan
mused, half to himsalf. “When he found Joshua unconscious and bleeding, he immediately brought him here.
We examined him and found him to be basically sound, despite the malnutrition and a dislocated right
shoulder. Wigg used the craft to reset the joint, and | invoked an incantation of accelerated healing over it. |
then induced a deep dlegp within him. We were only waiting for you to come before we woke him up, so
that you too might hear whatever he hasto say.”

“Then | suggest you revive him,” the prince said simply. Wigg looked to Faegan, and the elder wizard
nodded. Narrowing his eyes, Wigg stared intently at the consul, and an azure glow began to surround the
stricken man. It was the glow that always accompanied any significant use of the craft, and it was proof
that the wizard was working his magic on the consul.

Asthe clear blue glow intensified, the consul began to stir. Tristan walked over to the couch and looked
down.

The glow faded away. The consul opened his eyes and slowly looked around the room. When he saw
Wigg, tearsfilled his eyes. “Wigg,” he whispered breathlesdly, “isit really you?’
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began to glow, and very large eggs started to take shape in the branches,” he said softly. " After alittle bit
we could see that they were actually transparent, with birds of prey curled up inside each of them, waiting
to hatch. And then they broke free of their eggs, and came for us.”

Joshua began to cough, and Tristan reached to the table for some water. He walked over to the couch and
held out the glass to the stricken consul. Seeing him, Joshua’ s eyes went wide. “Y our Mgjesty!” he
exclaimed. “Forgive me; | did not recognize you.”

“That is unimportant,” Tristan said kindly. “Please continue as best you can.”

But now Joshua, curious about his audience, was looking around again. His eyesfell on the strange man in
the chair with the blue cat in hislap. “And you sir, do | know you?’ he asked.

“No, you do not,” Faegan replied. “I am Faegan, and | am awizard. But please continue.”

After another swallow of water, Joshua began again. “The first of them that broke free of its egg made an
awful noise, and Argus and Galeb sent bolts against it. But the thing just shook them off, as though their
giftsdid not exist.” He glanced at Wigg. “It was unbelievable. And then it flew in adirect line toward
Argus, knocking him to the ground. The other creatures went after the rest of usin the same way. | was
somehow sent flying down over an embankment, where | hurt my arm. | crawled back up as best | could to
take alook, and what | saw...” He shook his head.

“And that was?” Wigg prompted.

“Thebirds eyes...” Joshua said, seemingly lost in the moment. “It’ stheir eyes, Lead Wizard. | shall never
forget them.”

“What about their eyes?’

“They were bright red, and glowed with an intensity that was almost blinding.” He closed his own eyesfor
amoment. “It was hideous. They did this for some time, apparently surveying the campsite. Then they
carried off the consulsin their claws. The entire squad, except myself... My friends... now all gone...”

Faegan wheeled his chair even closer and looked hard at the consul with hisintense, gray-green eyes.
“About the eyes,” he said. “Tell me, did they glow constantly?’

Wigg frowned, not pleased that Faegan was pushing the consul so hard.

“Yes,” Joshua answered, “but sometimes more than others.”

Faegan let loose a small cackle and sat back in his chair. Tristan shot aquick glance at Wigg. Faegan has
some knowledge of this, Tristan speculated. He made a mental note to speak to Faegan of it |later. But



right now he had some questions of his own.

“And our nation?’ Tristan asked anxioudly. “How fares Eutracia? None of us except one has been outside
of these walls for weeks, and even on our way here it seemed that Eutracia was in the grip of something
we did not fully understand. Can you tell us more?”

“Itisindeed as bad as you fear,” Joshua said, his heart obviously heavy. “The entire nation isin chaos.
There is simply no authority to enforce the laws and restore order. Crime, murder, and looting are
everywhere, and food is growing scarce. More people are moving into the cities every day, mistakenly
believing places like Tammerland to be their best chance for survival. Many of these cities, especially
Tammerland, are now straining with the flood of refugees. | fear that very soon famine may take hold in the
cities, since few farmers dare to bring their crops or livestock to the market, for fear of being assaulted and
robbed on the way.” He paused for a moment.

“It is said that the citizens are killing each other for the mere basics of life,” he went on. “Many
men—nhusbands, fathers, and sons—were lost in the recent hostilities. The poorest of the women have been
reduced to selling their bodiesin the streets, evenin the light of day.”

Tristan couldn’t bear any more. He walked slowly to the fireplace at the other side of the room. Leaning his
hands against the mantel, he looked down into the glowing embers. With his nation in tatters, how could he
remain in this marble tomb and do nothing? He had to get out and at least see for himself. | will leave tonight
instead of tomorrow, heresolved. And | will not tell the wizards.

“But what about the consuls?’ Wigg asked urgently. His hands were balled up into fists, his knuckles white
with anger. “It istheir very mission in life to do good deeds among the populace, and hopefully at least some
of them survived the attack by the Coven and the Minions of Day and Night. Are they not helping?’

Joshua looked down at his hands. “I fear, Lead Wizard, that there are perhaps too few of usleft to do any
real good,” he answered. “And if the things in the trees that carried off the others of my squad are till
active, perhaps we now know why. Especialy if there are more of them than | saw. | had to travel for
weeksto find Argus and his group. We both know that such athing could not have happened under normal
circumstances. With all of the consuls away from the Redoubt and in the countryside, we should have been
bumping into one another.”

Joshua paused for amoment, to let hiswords sink in. “But now, | fear, even the consuls of the Redoubt
may be few. This could add immeasurably to our troubles,” he said weakly.

The strain was clearly starting to show again in the consul’ s face, and both Wigg and Faegan could see he
was near the point of total exhaustion.
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“It istimefor you to rest,” Faegan said gently. “1 am going to put you into a deep, induced sleep. When you
wake we will feed you, wash you, and give you a new robe. But right now, your most important missionis
to rest. Do you understand?’

Joshua nodded weakly and closed his eyes. The elder wizard closed his eyes also, and immediately the
consul was surrounded by the azure glow of the craft. In amoment, he was deeply asleep, and the glow
was gone.

Faegan turned to look at Wigg, and Tristan finally returned from his stance in front of the fireplace to rejoin
thewizards. A seemingly interminable period of silence reigned in the room.

The madness never ends, Tristan thought sadly to himself. Finally it was Faegan who broke the silence.
He closed his eyes as he began to



speak.

“ * And there shall be a great struggle in the skies, but it shall be as only one part of the larger, more perilous carnage below,” ” he
began. “ ‘ In this the ones of the scarlet beacons shall struggle with the others who also have dominion in the firmament. And the
blood of each, endowed and unendowed alike, shall flow down upon the ones below asrain, and caress the white, soft ground of the
nation before it is completed. And the child himself shall be forever watching.” ” Faegan opened his eyes and smiled

dightly, waiting for the inevitable
questions.

“Another quote from the Tome?’ Wigg asked. Faegan was the only living person to have read the entire
volumes of both the Vigors and the Vagaries. Gifted with the very rare power of Consummate
Recallection, the older wizard could recall anything he had ever seen, heard, or read throughout his entire
lifetime. Wigg leaned forward intently, his curiosity at equal measure with the sadness he felt at hearing the
consul’ s disturbing words.

“Yes, quite,” Faegan whispered amost to himself, obvioudly lost in his own thoughts. “It is a quote that has
long intrigued me.” He looked up and smiled again. “ For over three hundred years, in fact. | have never
been certain of its meaning, but | believe we may be at least one step closer to learning its secrets. The
‘ones of the scarlet beacons' | believe to be Joshua’ s birds with the bright red, glowing eyes. There has
been no other creature in my persona experience with such unique attributes. Still, | have absolutely no idea
about what is meant by 'the white, soft ground of the nation. And | certainly do not know what it means
when it saysthat ’the child himself shall be forever watching." The only child I can think of that might in
any way be relevant would be Mor-ganna, Shailiha s baby. But for the life of me | can’t understand how or
why.” He sat back in his wooden chair and stroked his cat.

Tristan turned to Wigg to see that the lead wizard was a so lost in the maze of questions that lay before
them. “Do you believe the consuls to be dead?’ he asked bluntly.

Pursing his lips, Wigg placed athumb and forefinger to either temple. “That isimpossible to say at this
time,” he answered. “It would certainly explain why none of them have returned to the Redoubt.”

“Onething issure,” Faegan ruminated. “ These things—these birds of prey—are definitely not a product of
the Vigors. They are without compassion, and their ends are served only through violence. Azure radiates
about them, meaning that they are a product of the craft. But they also do not sound asiif they are of great
intelligence, and therefore may be controlled by another, higher power somewhere.”

He paused for amoment, then turned his gray-green eyesto Wigg and Tristan. “ This means, my friends,
that someone in Eutraciais again practicing the Vagaries,” he said angrily. He looked down at his useless
legsand, asif in shame, pulled the hem of his robe down a bit, covering them more completely. “Thereis
nothing in the world that angers me as much as the misuse of the craft,” he added softly. The meaning of
his words were not lost upon the prince and Wigg. It had been the VVagaries that had destroyed his legs.

Tristan would never forget that day upon the mountain when Wigg had called forth the physical
manifestations of both the Vigors and the VVagaries. The Vigors had appeared as a giant orb of dazzling,
golden light. The Vagaries had been an orb of the same size, but black, ominous looking, and literaly
dripping with the energy of destruction. The two opposite orbs of the craft were constantly attracting each
other but never able to touch, immediately repelling each other when coming too

close.

Wigg had explained to him then that the improper combination of their energies would result in the total
destruction of everything they knew. Supposedly Tristan, the Chosen One, wasto be the first to
successfully join these opposite powers for the good of the land. Just now it seemed such aday was far off,
indeed.

“Joshua remains our only key to the answers about the flying creatures’ Wigg added. “But we must wait
until he awakens. Then we shall tend to his health. He has been through a great deal .”



A dense, ailmost palpable silence reigned, the only sound the occasional snapping of the wood burning in the
fireplace. Tristan looked down into the face of the deeping consul as a sad, ironic notion suddenly came to
him.

Even thisinjured consul has more freedom than | do now. | have been a virtual prisoner in this cavern of marble. Perhaps even a
criminal in my own
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country—for crimes | was forced to commit. But tonight, at least, | will see the graves of my family—wizards or no wizards.

Feeling the need to check on his still-fragile sister, the prince walked slowly to the door. Wearily, he faced
the others. “1 will meet with you both again in the morning,” he said. “Now | go to see Shailiha.”

He turned and walked through the door, leaving the two wizards lost in their contemplations.

CHAPTER

rffiree

The afternoon was darkening as Geldon carefully guided his bay mare through the ragged streets of
Tammerland. A rainy night was coming, and he made a mental note to be sure to leave the city early
enough to avoid it. The strengthening wind occasionally picked up litter from the unkempt streets, blowing it
around into little maelstroms of filth and debris. It only added to the general drabness and oppression that
now characterized this place.

Such a pity, the hunchbacked dwarf thought. This city must have been magnificent before the coming of the Coven
and the Minions of Day and Night. Perhaps the wizards and the Chosen One can somehow make it so again.

Out of habit he reached up to his throat, the place where he had once worn the collar of the second
mistress of the Coven. He would never forget the jeweled band of slavery he had worn for over three
hundred years, until Wigg had removed it after the fall of the sorceresses. But al of that sometimes seemed
athousand lifetimes ago. The members of the Coven were al dead, and their soldiers, the Minions, were
stationed far away in Parthalon, the nation across the Sea of Whispers. Tristan had ordered the Minionsto
stand down from their violence. They were to rebuild Parthalon, helping the citizens there to regain free and
useful lives.

Geldon could see evidence of the Minions' depraved butchery as he went down the various streets. Aswas
their custom, they had used the blood of their victims to paint obscenities and symbols of their victory on the
walls and buildings, just asthey had donein Parthalon. Geldon
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knew that the psychological stain of what they had done would remain long after their horrific, telltale
artwork had vanished.

He patted his horse to take his mind from the butchery, then smiled to himself at how clever the two
wizards living in the Redoubt were. Fearing that the horses would be stolen from the pal ace stables above
ground, Wigg and Faegan had converted a small part of the Redoubt to underground stables, and the horses
were now boarded there full time, along with the tack and feed. It had become a part of Geldon’s dutiesto
care for them, and he loved hisjob.

He had ridden his bay mare out one of the many secret tunnels leading out of the Redoubt. Each of the
winding tunnels exited in a different area of the palace or its surrounding landscaping. Their entrances were



cleverly disguised, and he had to be very careful never to be seen entering or exiting. From the palace it
was only a short ride into the heart of the city. But each time he visited this place it depressed him.

He was headed for the section that had once been the center of Eu-tracian culture and commerce. Most of
the storefronts and shops had been long since looted, but there were still a handful of them open, their
owners apparently well heeled enough to pay hired thugs to protect them. This was also the place where
most of the idle citizens now seemed to congregate, asif being together would somehow add to their own
safety.

The area known as Bargainer’s Square was now a hotbed of whores, thieves, con artists, mercenaries for
hire, and beggars. But it was the place where he was most likely to pick up the latest gossip. He knew the
danger factor there was high, especially for a hunchbacked dwarf whose size might well make his
self-defense more problematic.

As he approached the huge, cobblestone square he could see that it was unusually busy today. In fact, the
place was literally teeming with life. He kept his pace slow and his head down, purposely trying not to invite
attention. No one need tell him that ssimply being a hunchbacked dwarf might be enough to invite
harassment from rowdies looking for fun.

Street whores with come-hither glances brazenly plied their trade in the open. From many of the alleyways
could be heard the homely, visceral sounds of crude, urgent intercourse. Oftentimes the men could be seen
standing in line, waiting their turn. Beggars approached him at every corner. Some of them seemed truly
needy, while others were ssmply looking for a coin or a piece of bread to get them through another day
without having to work. He bit hislip as he went along, almost crying at what he saw. Some of the
unfortunates here were mere children. Orphans, he assumed. Lost and alone in a giant world not of their
making, many were filthy and starving.
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He would sometimes come across the menacing eyes of those he knew to be the most dangerous—the
killers for hire. Professional assassination had become a healthy business since the loss of the Royal Guard.
There were many citizens who were more than happy to spend the necessary kisato eliminate a wealthy
relative, adulterous spouse, or more successful businessrival. Kisa, the gold coin of the realm, was the only
thing that guaranteed survival. And what these mercenaries were willing to do to get it was without limits.
With enough money, virtually anyone here could be killed, with no trace remaining of the n.

And then there was the final group of unfortunates. The hobbling, crippled souls who were wounded, and
nearly dead. Those who had somehow survived the clash with the Minions, but had lost an arm, aleg, or an
eye. These men and women were the ones who seemed truly lost, walking the streets asiif in adaze. Their
eyes were constantly searching, but they seemed to recognize little. Every such encounter with the Minions,
Geldon knew, bred such poor souls like flies. And it was plain to see that many of them here were soon to
loseit al to the ravages of their quickly advancing gangrene. They had apparently never found anyone of
the craft capable of properly tending their wounds.

Thank the Afterlife Tristan has not seen this, Geldon thought. There would be no end to the rage and sorrow he
would feel . Asif mere cloth could somehow protect him from the horrific scene, he dowly pulled the hood of
his robe up over his head and traveled on.

Geldon had made six other such visitsto the city. He had purposely not been trying to find out too much, for
fear of seeming overly inquisitive. The last thing he needed was undue scrutiny. But he had struck up
severa potentially valuable acquai ntances—people he thought he could now trust enough to tell him at least
some semblance of the truth. It wasto the first of these he steered his mare.

Familiarity first, the wizards had warned him. Then and only then should come the questions.

He stopped his horse in front of one of the more rowdy, notorious taverns and looked down at the partial
amputee seated on the walk. The fellow’ slegs were gone just below the hips, no doubt aresult of the
Minions' carnage. What was left of his squat body was strapped to a rather poorly made wooden box.



Around both of his hands were wrapped dirty bandages, and in each fist he gripped a handle. Each handle
was connected to a separate block of wood. In this way he could move along much faster than one would
have ever imagined. He would repeatedly extend the blocks of wood before him, then lift his body-box
upward and forward, placing it down into the space between them. He was known only as Stubbs, and his
dark, dirty hair and black eye patch were always the same. He seemed to be quite sure, as he looked
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up at Geldon, that at |east a few kisa were about to come hisway. He smiled, severa of hisfront teeth
missing.

“And how are you thisfine day?’ Stubbs asked the dwarf, his greedy smile far from retreating. “Have you
come for yet more supplies?’

Geldon took a quick look around the unusually crowded square before responding, making sure there was
no one else within earshot. “Yes,” he said simply, continuing to gaze down at the cripple.

“For thelife of me, | don’'t know why you don’t get awagon,” Stubbs added, rubbing ahand over his
grizzled, salt-and-pepper chin. “It would make life alot smpler, and you wouldn't have to come into town so
often.” Reaching out, he placed the blocks one step in front of his truncated body. Hoisting himself into the
space between them, he moved alittle closer to the hooves of Geldon’s horse. He used his good eye to look
up at the dwarf. “Nobody honest ever comes to this part of town ‘lessthey haveto. That is, unlessthey’'re
in need of agood time from one of the ladies.” He winked knowingly. “I could do with abit of that myself,
if you know what | mean.”

Geldon opened the leather cinch bag that wastied around his waist and took several low-denomination kisa
from it, holding them casually in his hand. He jingled them lightly together. “ Perhaps | could help you with
that,” he said softly.

Stubbs took another of his small leaps forward, his eyes shining with greed. “What do you need, m’lord?’
he asked quickly. “1 can get you anything you want: liquor... women... or perhaps there’ s someone you'd
like to see out of the way?’

“Just some information,” Geldon answered shortly. He looked around again, pausing to let a group of loud,
drunken men go by. “Why is Bargainer’ s Square so busy today?’ he asked. “I’ ve never seen it like this.”

Stubbsttilted his head and smiled again, holding out his hand. Geldon nipped one coin down. Before he knew
it, the cripple had bitten hard into it, testing its worth. Stubbs smiled with approval. “Newsisthere' sgoin‘ to
be some kind of big announcement today, and very soon now,” he said conspiratorially.

“What kind of announcement?’
Stubbs just smiled. Geldon tossed down another coin.

“They say it'sgoin’' to be big doin’s, and has to do with somebody important.” Again he stopped. Y et
another coin came down.

“Who?’" Geldon asked.

Stubbs smiled nagtily. “ The prince,” he said softly.

Geldon froze. That'simpossible, he thought. No one knows Tristan is here.
He tried to keep his composure. “What about the prince?” He pursed
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hislipsasif the information he had just paid for had been abad bargain. “1 don’t know very much about
him, much less care, and I’ ve half amind to come down there and get my money back.” He glared angrily



at the cripple. “ There must be moreto it than that.”

“Only that there is to be some kind of announcement in the Hog's Hoof Tavern, in about one hour,” Stubbs
said. “I swear to the Afterlife, m'lord, that’s all | know.”

Finally believing him, Geldon tossed down one more coin. “ Consider that to be a down payment on my next
visit,” he said sternly. “Asfor now, do the smart thing and erase me from your memory until you see me
again. We never talked.”

“Yesm’lord,” Stubbs said gleefully. He headed off, leaping and bounding awkwardly across the
cobblestones of the square, aiming straight for the first of the street whores he could find, happily holding
out hiskisalike a schoolboy entering a candy shop.

But the amusement Geldon felt at watching Stubbs quickly vanished as he turned his horse toward the
Hog' s Hoof. His thoughts were darkening with every moment. No one, as far as they knew, was aware
that the prince and Wigg had returned to Eutracia. The thought of some kind of announcement about
Tristan unnerved him. And the only way to learn more would be to go to the tavern—a prospect he was not

particularly fond of.

The Hog' s Hoof had the worst reputation in all of Tammerland, and had long been known as a gambling
house, a haven for criminals, and a brothel of the most perverted standards. Geldon had been there only one
other time, during one of hisfirst tripsinto the city. He had quickly left in fear of hislife. Still, he had no
choice but to brave the place again. He owed Tristan his freedom and his life—a debt he would never stop

trying to repay.

Dismounting in front of the great, overbearing edifice of the tavern, he tossed the leering brutes on the
sidewalk severa coins to watch his horse, then stepped inside the belly of the raucous, human carnival

that was the Hogs' s Hoof.

It was exactly as he had remembered it. The noise, smells, and laughter coming from the various areas of
the great front room seemed to have a unique, dangerous texture all their own. A very long, hand-hewn bar
of highly polished hibernium wood stretched from one end of the rear wall to the other. The rest of the
entire room seemed to be a mass of tables, chairs, and men in various stages of drunkenness. Women
worked the room constantly, either serving liquor or plying their other trade, trying to entice the meninto
going upstairs. There

were many takers.

But everyone was not always happy in this place, and he knew a
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fight could break out at any moment. Anxious, oftentimes angry men leaned over the gaming tables,
seemingly trying to throw their money away as fast as possible. From the far corner of the room he could
see more of them standing in asmall crowd, yelling down at the floor and throwing their kisainto the circle
before them. There was obviously a cockfight going on. And the vast majority of the men in the room were
armed, wearing both sword and dagger.

The square, open room was two stories high; on the second floor, the chambers of the whores opened onto
arailed balcony that overlooked the main tavern below. Scores of il lamps hanging from the elaborately
carved ceiling gave off a harsh, glaring glow, and the various hues of red, the predominant color, gave the
tavern a cheap, glaring, dangerous cast. The entire place smelled of liquor, sweat, and greed.

Carefully walking through the crowd to reach the bar, Geldon realized that it would be the man standing
behind it who would most probably be the best source of information. The dwarf laborioudy hoisted himsel f
up onto one of the relatively high chairs.



“Ale” hesaid smply.

The man behind the bar gave Geldon a curious look. Then, with a dight smile, he poured the dwarf a
tankard of the tavern ae. Geldon took a draught of the strong, bitter swill, smiled his approval to the
bartender, and jangled several kisa down on the bar top.

The server was an older man, with aliquor-induced, ruddy complexion. He had a shiny, bald head, save two
tufts of unruly, white hair on either side. He wore awhite, stained apron that did little to cover his protruding
stomach. But underneath it all Geldon could see that this man was heavily muscled, and no doubt
exceptionaly strong. He probably needs to be, the dwarf realized.

But the server’s demeanor seemed kind, so the dwarf decided to chance a conversation.

“Bargainer’s Square is very busy today,” he began casualy, “and so is the Hog' s Hoof. I’ ve never seen so
many people here.”

“Businessis good,” the man said. He began wiping glasses with a cloth that was less than clean. “Rumor
has it that something is going to happen here, and very soon. | don’t know what it is, but if | wereyou I’d
keep my ears open, say little, and be prepared to leave in ahurry if need be. In my opinion, we were all
given two ears and only one mouth for areason. And that is because we should listen twice as much aswe
talk. One never knows what’ s going to happen next in this place, and drawing attention to yourself is never
agood idea.”

Excellent advice indeed, Geldon thought. He was beginning to like the fat, red-faced man behind the bar,
and he decided to press alittle. “My nameis Geldon,” he tried.
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The man nodded. “Rock,” he said.

“Rock?’

“Yes, Rock.” He smiled. “Can’'t you imagine why?’

Geldon smiled back as he looked at Rock’ s bulging arms and large, gnarled hands. “Yes,” he said. “Indeed
| can.”

Rock leaned forward alittle, motioning for Geldon to do the same. “Like | said, something is about to
happen,” the barman whispered. “And I think it hasto do with—"

Suddenly Rock’s voice trailed off as he looked up to the door at the other side of the room. He swallowed
hard, then straightened back up, saying nothing. His face had lost some of its color, and he stood stock-till,
asif waiting for something. The entire room had also gone amazingly silent. Geldon turned around, trying to
see what it was that would stop such a powerful man dead in his tracks.

Someone had entered the tavern. Standing in the doorway, the stranger was backlit by the streetlight
outside, and Geldon could not make out his features. As he walked farther into the large room it became
clear that he was very well known. Tables and chairs screeched and scratched out of his way as he moved
forward. No one spoke. Asthe man finally cameinto view, Geldon knew that he was looking into the face
of acold, professiond killer.

It was true that a great many such men had sprung up since the assault by the Minions, but somehow this
man was different. Geldon could immediately tell that he would not only be one of the fastest, most efficient
of ns, but would also have absolutely no remorse regarding his chosen craft. This one was atrue
professional.

Hewastall, just abit taller than Tristan, yet aso quite thin—amost emaciated. His face was long, narrow,
and angular, his leanness showing up in the gray hollowness of his cheeks and the sallow, almost sunken
eyes. His aquiline nose ended just above afairly small mouth, and his eyes were dark and piercing, their



gaze missing nothing. Long, dark hair reached almost to his sharp jawline. His broad shoulders and narrow
hips moved quickly and gracefully, amost like a dancer.

Looking closer, Geldon could see that the man was holding something under hisleft arm. A roll of papers,
perhaps. His clothes were mostly of dark brown leather, and his high, black boots had silver riding spurs
attached to the heels. A long dagger in a black sheath was fastened low on his belt at the man’s left hip, a
tie-down strap holding it to his thigh. But what caught Geldon’ s hervous attention was the man’ s right arm.

The right sleeve of the man’s leather shirt was rolled up to the biceps. Strapped to the top of hisright
forearm was a miniature crossbow, the likes of which Geldon had never seen. Its general shape and
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construction at first seemed fairly basic. But on closer examination it could be seen that instead of carrying
asingle arrow, this one carried five. They were arranged on a circular wheel, attached between the bow
and the string. The bow was cocked, with an arrow notched in it and ready to fly. The width of the cocked
bow was not more than that of the man’s forearm. Beneath and behind the bow ran a series of several tiny,
interlocking gears. Geldon was at first stymied to understand why, until he deduced that after one arrow
was shot, the gears could apparently automatically cock the bow, notching another one. It seemed quite
possible that the man could literally loose one arrow after another until al five were gone. The entire affair
took up so little space that if the man had been wearing his deeves down, one would hardly notice the
difference. And then the dwarf noticed something else strange.

Thetips of each of the five miniature arrows were stained with yellow. Geldon turned back to Rock with a
guestioning expression.

“Scrounge,” Rock answered quietly. “ The most accomplished assassin in al of Eutracia. It is said that he
works for only one benefactor, but no one seemsto know who that is. Nonetheless you should not cross
him, for he also killsfor pleasure. The desth of a hunchbacked dwarf would mean nothing to him.”

The one called Scrounge walked up to the bar and arrogantly stood up on one of the chairs, then walked
back and forth on the top of the bar itself, his spurs jangling lightly. He kicked off many of the liquor bottles
and glassesin hisway, including Geldon's ale tankard. Smiling, he watched them explode on the tavern
floor in broken splatters of liquor and glass. He looked down at the dwarf for amoment, and Geldon’s heart
missed a beat.

But Scrounge simply smirked at him, then lifted his face to the waiting crowd. The room was as silent as
desath.

“Good,” he began in aloud voice. “I can seethat | have your attention. Therefore | shall be brief. My
benefactor has been gracious enough to ask me to come to you today with a proposition that | believe shall
interest you all. It seems he has proof that a very dangerous criminal has returned to the land. My employer
has offered a substantial reward for this man’'s capture. Dead or aive. Actually, my benefactor would
prefer him taken alive. But to my mind, dead isjust as good.” He smiled, revealing several yellow, decaying
teeth.

“The reward for this man isto be immediately paid in kisa. Let there be no mistake. The reward is
high—the highest ever seen in the history of our nation.” He paused to allow the tension in the room to
build. “The price for the head of this criminal is one hundred thousand gold kisa.”

The silence in the room was shattered by high-pitched, aimost hys-
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terical cries of delight and some loud applause. In a moment, feet were stamping the floor, and fists
pounding the tabletops. Ale tankards and wineglasses jumped with the commotion, spilling their contents.
Scrounge politely waited for the din to subside before continuing.



One hundred thousand kisa, Geldon thought, stunned. He had not been in Eutracialong, but he certainly
knew enough to understand that such a sum amounted to more than most of these people could earn in fifty
lifetimes. He turned back to watch Scrounge.

The assassin took the roll of paper from beneath his left arm and began to unfurl it, smiling. “And now for
the identity of thisman,” he said. He unrolled the first of the posters and held it before the crowd. Geldon’'s
blood froze. The crowd fell silent.

The likeness on the poster was that of Tristan of the House of Gal-land, prince of Eutracia, and there were
wordsin large, dark print beneath it.

PRINCE TRISTAN OF THE HOUSE OF GALLAND,
Wanted Dead or Alive
for the Murder of the King, Nicholas the First! One Hundred Thousand Kisareward, Paid in Gold!

Geldon simply sat there, staring at the awful thing. The prince, the one so instrumental in not only saving his
nation but also the entire world as they knew it, was now a common criminal.

No, he suddenly thought. Not common at all. Thisis a king's ransom. And no one in the nation knows he is innocent
except for the jew of usliving in the Redoubt.

Scrounge walked back and forth along the wet bar top, making sure that everyone could get a good look at
the poster.

“Harbor no illusions as to the guilt of this man, this onetime member of the royal house,” he shouted. “His
crime, that of taking the head of his very own father, was witnessed by hundreds of our good citizens on the
very day of his coronation. It cannot be disputed. For this my patron has decided he must be brought to
justice, and swiftly.” He looked out over the crowd as he continued to hold up the awful warrant. “ These
are about to be posted in every corner of the kingdom. As citizens, it is your duty to bring the princein. The
fee will be paid promptly upon proof that the man brought to usisindeed Tristan, prince of Eutracia.”

He unfurled the remaining postersin his arms, throwing them among the crowd. The frantic spectators
began to push and shove, reaching for them. Some brief scuffles broke out, and upon seeing them Scrounge
smiled widdly.
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“Good!” he shouted. “It is heartening to see your level of enthusiasm! Bring him to us, and you shall berich
beyond your wildest dreams!” Geldon lowered his head, imagining the effect of these awful posters. At last
he looked up and, pretending to be a part of the enthusiastic crowd, took a poster off the bar. Carefully
folding it, he placed it inside his shirt.

This changes everything, he realized.

All around him, people were hungrily reading the posters and taking in the likeness of the prince. Then, from
the back of the room, a man came slowly forward to stand along the wall to Scrounges right. His beard and
hair were shot through with gray, and he had atall, mature bearing. Ex-military, Geldon thought. The
newcomer stood there glaring at the assassin asif he didn’'t care what Scrounge thought of him. A
Eutracian broadsword identical to those once used by the Royal Guard hung low on hisleft hip. He folded
his arms across his chest in a clear posture of chalenge, and Geldon could see that the look in his eyes was
one of hate.

This cannot end well, Geldon thought.

In the relative quiet of the great room, the man suddenly drew his sword from its scabbard, the blade
making a defiant, unmistakable ring through the air. Scrounge immediately turned toward the source of the
sound, for the first time illustrating just how quickly his reflexes could take hold. His eyeslocked upon the



man brandishing the sword as its blade reflected off the oil lamps.

“You'realiar, and afilthy one at that,” the man said almost quietly, the words dripping like venom from his
mouth.

At first Scrounge seemed intrigued. “And just why isthat?’ he asked almost cordially. The room had
become as still as agraveyard. Table and chairs began to screech away from the man with the sword. Still
he held his ground, continuing to glare up at Scrounge.

“Because | had the privilege of once being a commander in the Royal Guard, and | knew Prince Tristan
personally,” the man snarled. “| do not know where heis now, or why he left us. But | also know that if he
killed his own father, which | seriously doubt, there must have been agood reason. A great many things
happened to a great many people that fateful day—the prince included. | refuse to believe he willfully
committed patricide.” He paused briefly, the light still glinting off the razor-sharp blade of his sword. “1 will
not let you foul the land with your perverted posters. Even if | have to kill you to stop you.” The words hung
for along timein the stillness of the room, as if begging to be answered. The challenge had been made.

“Ah, ardlic from the past,” Scrounge said mockingly. Arms akimbo,
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he shook his head back and forth in derision. “I knew there were still afew of you left limping about the
land. From what | have seen of you fellows, you really don’t constitute much of a presence. And certainly
not enough to regain control of this poor, beleaguered nation. The only thing that matters these days is how
many kisaaman hasin his pocket, and everyone knows that. No, I'm afraid your particular brand of
antiquated honor just doesn’t count for much anymore.”

The crowd burst into laughter, hoots, and hollers. Realizing the crowd was on his side, Scrounge cleverly let
the jeering run its course.

“Besides,” the assassin continued almost happily, “hundreds of people saw the treacherous prince do it!
They can't al be wrong! He used one of the winged monster’s own swords to take his father’ s head upon
the very dtar of the Paragon. No, my friend, | think you should just go back to your rather deluded
memories of the past. Leave such things to those of us who know what to do, and how to do it.” The crowd
jeered as the man with the sword grew red in the face.

“If you will not desist in this madness, then | shall kill you where you stand!” the Royal Guard officer
exploded, taking a step closer.

Thiswill be his mistake, Geldon thought. He is acting with his heart, instead of his brain.

Strangely, Scrounge lowered his head and closed his dark eyes. A faint smile played on hislips. Finally he
looked up again and shook his head knowingly, snorting out a soft laugh. “1 don’t really think you’' re going to
get the chance,” he said softly.

In afraction of a second he raised hisright arm, and snapped his fist toward the floor twice. Immediately
two of the miniature arrows from his crossbow were flying toward the officer. They pierced him through
the muscles above his clavicle and impaled him to the wall. Screaming in pain, the officer tried to free
himself but could not. No one moved; no one spoke. Geldon sat stock-still at the bar. He had never seen
such afast weapon, he realized—except, perhaps, for the prince' s dirks.

Scrounge jumped down from the bar and walked to the man pinned against the wall. The officer’ s toes
were several inches from the floor, and rivulets of bright red blood ran down his clothing. Scrounge bent
over to pick up the broadsword that the officer had dropped in his pain.

“Thank you,” the assassin said softly, wickedly. “| have long wanted one of these for my collection.” He
placed the point of the blade beneath the officer’s chin, vicioudly forcing the man’s face up. “No wonder
you couldn’t vanquish the winged ones when they came,” he added nastily.



He backed away from the man, admiring the scene asif he were a
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painter or a sculptor trying to decide what feature he was going to change next. He then stepped in closer,
leaning conspiratorially into the officer’s ear.

“1 hope you don’t mind, but these are really quite expensive, and | need them back,” he whispered. With
that he reached up and yanked the arrows from the man’s body. The officer crashed to the floor and
screamed in pain. The blood from his wounds came much faster now, little rivers of it running slowly into
the cracks and crevices of the dirty floor. After wiping the tips of the arrows on a nearby tablecloth,
Scrounge very carefully rearranged them on the whedl of his crossbow. He acted casually, like a man who
had just been target shooting rather than mutilating a fellow human being.

Bravely, the officer looked up from the floor and spat upon Scrounge’ s boots. “I will yet liveto kill you,” he
whispered through his pain.

Scrounge smiled that curious smile again. “Oh, | doubt that,” he said. “For you see, you ignorant bastard,
you're already dead.”

He then carefully put the spur of hisright boot up against the officer’ s cheek. With aviolent, forward thrust
of hisfoot he ran the silver spur into and along the man’ s face, tearing awide gash in his flesh from the
bottom of hisright earlobe to the hairline. The officer groaned and fainted from the pain.

Scrounge turned back to the spellbound crowd. “Is there anyone else here who would choose to disagree
with what has been asked of you today?’ he shouted. The silence in the room was palpable, and there was
no hint of movement. “Good,” he said. “ The next time | see any of you, it had best be because you have the
prince of Eutraciain your grasp.”

Still holding the stolen broadsword, he walked purposefully from the room. Geldon, still sitting at the bar,
looked down in horror at the injured officer and then back up to Rock. What had Scrounge meant about the
officer already being dead?

“Thisisonly the beginning, you know,” the barman said, shaking his head dowly. “| fear our land isin great
distressindeed.”

Geldon felt the poster againgt his skin beneath his shirt and took along, deep, breath.
Mor e than you know, Rock, he thought to himself. More than you know.
CHAPTER

It was good to feel Pilgrim beneath him again, Tristan thought as he made his way aong the secluded trail.
Even the rain on his face was awelcome relief from the confinement of the Redoulbt.

The night was dark and cool. The light of the three red moons seemed to follow him as they sailed silently
across the night sky. They cast a soft, almost eerie glow upon the rain-laden foliage, pointing up the silver
prisms created by the raindrops still clinging to the branches and trees.

It had stopped raining only shortly before. He had actually been glad of the downpour, for it made his
stallion’ s hooves just that much quieter each time they struck the ground. And the clean, unmistakable scent
of fresh rain had helped to blot out the horror of all he had learned and seen that night.

The purloined dark-blue consul’ s robe he was wearing was cold and clammy, sticking uncomfortably to his
skin. But he was appreciative of it, nonetheless. It covered both the dreggan and the dirks lying across his
back, and its hood could be pulled up to hide his face if he came upon anyone.

He had chosen this particular trail because it was so seldom used, especially at night. Just the same, he
chose to take no more chances than he had already committed himself to. If the wizards learned of his



departure from the Redoubt they would be furious.

Rather than using the tunnels to exit the Redoubt, he had chosen to come up through the royal palace
above. He had no desire to bump into Geldon upon the dwarf’ s return trip from Tammerland and be
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forced to explain his presence in the tunnels. Although the odds of that happening were very small, it wasn't
a chance he was willing to take. Second, there was a more personal, compelling reason. He wished for the
first time since the death of hisfamily and the Directorate to visit the Great Hall, the scene of their demise.

He had walked through the palace halls quite slowly at first, overcome by afedling of dread, asif he might
be confronted by the Minions of Day and Night, or even by one of the Coven. But he was now lord of the
Minions, he reminded himself, and the members of the Coven were all dead. Here in the palace, at least,
there was nothing left to fear.

He walked toward the Great Hall lowly, almost reverently. The flood of memories from that awful day, the
day everything in hislife changed forever, came rushing back to him in an unexpectedly powerful torrent of
grief.

The royal palace, the only home he had ever known, had been ransacked and looted from one end to the
other.

In truth he had expected as much, but seeing it thisway for the first time was still a great shock. Virtually
everything of value had been taken—presumably by the Eutracian citizens, after the Minions had left. The
Minions mission at that time had been to destroy, not to steal. The knowledge that his own countrymen had
helped destroy this place only increased his pain as he walked through the b