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PART ONE
Agent

"I'n the service of Caesar, everything is legitimte."
Pierre Corneille, La Mrt de Ponpe'e

CHAPTER ONE

Return

A bird soared over the City.

Its eyes sought out a figure in the throng on the docks, one man am dst the
teem ng surge of humanity occupying the harbour-side during the busiest part
of

the day. The Port of Roldem harbour to the capital city of the island

ki ngdom

of the sanme nanme, was one of the nost crowded in the Sea of Kingdons. Trade
goods and passengers fromthe Enpire of Geat Kesh, the Kingdomof the Isles,
and half a dozen | esser nations nearby came and went daily.

The man under scrutiny wore the travel clothes of a noble, all sturdy weave
and

easily cleaned, with fastenings which allowed himto remain confortable in
al |

weat hers. He sported a jacket designed to be worn off the left shoul der

| eavi ng

his sword arm unencunbered. Upon his head was a bl ack beret adorned with a
silver pin and a single grey feather, and upon his feet he wore sturdy boots.
H s | uggage was being of fl oaded and woul d be conveyed to the address he had
specified. He travelled wi thout servant, which while unusual for a noble was
not

unheard of —for not all nobles were wealthy.

He paused for a brief second to drink in the sights. Around hi m peopl e
scurried:

porters, sailors, stevedores, and teansters. Wagons | oaded so high their
wheel s

appeared on the verge of buckling rolled slowy by him cargo heading into

t he

city or out to the ferry barges which would | oad them onto out bound shi ps.
Rol dem was a busy port by any standard; not only were goods delivered here,
but

al so transhi pped, for Roldemwas the trading capital of the Sea of Kingdons.
Everywhere the young man | ooked he saw comrerce. Men bargai ni ng over the cost
of

goods to be sold in distant markets, others negotiating the price of

of f | oadi ng

a cargo, or insuring one against pirates or loss at sea. Still others were
agents of trading concerns eagerly watching for any sign that m ght prove an
advantage to their sponsors, nen who sat in coffee houses as far away as

Kr ondor

or as close as the Traders Exchange, just one street away from where the
young

man now stood. They woul d di spatch young boys with notes who would run to

t hose

men who awaited news on arriving cargo, nen trying to sense a shift in a

di st ant

mar ket before buying or selling.

The young man resumed his wal k, and avoi ded a gang of urchins dashi ng past
with

det erm ned boyi sh purpose. He forced hinself not to pat his purse, for he
knew



it was still where it was supposed to be, but there was always the
possibility

t he boys were sent by a gang of pickpockets on the |ook-out for a fat purse
to

rob. The young man kept his eyes noving, seeking out any potential threat. He
saw only bakers and street vendors, travellers and a pair of guardsnen. It
was

exactly who he woul d have expected to see in the crowd on Rol dem s docks.
Looki ng down from above, the soaring bird sawin the press of the crowd that
anot her man noved al ong a parallel course and at the sane pace as the young
nobl e.

The bird circled and observed the second man, a tall traveller with dark hair
who noved like a predator, easily keeping his eye upon the other man, but
usi ng

passers-by as cover, dodging effortlessly through the crowd, never falling
behi nd, but never getting close enough to be discovered.

The young nobl e was fair-skinned, but sun-browned, his blue eyes squinting
against the day's glare. It was late sunmer in Roldem and the dawn mi sts and
fog

had fled, burned off by mid-nmorning to a brilliant sunny sky, made tol erable
by

alight wind off the sea. Trudging up the hill fromthe harbour, the noble
whi stl ed a nanel ess tune as he sought out his old quarters, a three-bedrooned
fl at above a noneyl ender's home. He knew he was being foll owed, for he was as
adept a hunter as any man living.

Talon of the Silver Hawk, |ast of the Orosini, servant of the Conclave of
Shadows, had returned to Roldem Here he was Tal wi n Hawki ns—di stant cousin to
Lord Seljan Hawkins, Baron of the Prince's Court in Krondor. His title was
Squire of Morgan River and Bellcastle, Baronet of Silverl ake—estates

pr oduci ng

al nost no i ncome—and he was vassal to the Baron of Ylith; a former Bannerette
Kni ght Li eutenant under the conmand of the Duke of Yabon, Tal Hawkins was a
young man of some rank and little wealth.

For al nbst two years he had been absent fromthe scene of his nopst

signi ficant

public triunmph, winning the tournament at the Masters' Court, thus earning

t he

title of Wrld' s Greatest Swordsman. Cynical despite his youth, he tried to
keep

the illusion of superiority in perspective—he had been the best of the

severa

hundred entrants who had cone to Roldem for the contest, but that hardly
convi nced himhe was the best in the world. He had no doubt there was sone
soldier on a distant battlement, or nercenary riding guard-duty somewhere who
could cut himup for fish-bait given the chance; but fortunately they hadn't
entered the contest.

For a brief instant, Tal wondered if fate would allow himto return to Rol dem
in

three years' time to defend that chanpi onship. He was but twenty-three years
of

age, so it would only be circunmstance that would prevent him fromreturning
to

Rol dem Shoul d he do so, he hoped the contest would be | ess eventful than the
[ast. Two nen had died by his sword during the matches—a very rare and

usual |y

regrettabl e outconme. Nevertheless Tal had felt no regret, since one of the
nen

had been anong those responsi ble for the destruction of his nation, and the
ot her had been an assassin sent to kill him Menories of assassins turned his
mnd to the man following him The other man had al so boarded at Sal ador, yet



had managed to avoid direct contact with himaboard the small ship for the
duration of the voyage, despite their being nearly two weeks at sea.

The bird wheel ed overhead, then pulled up, wings flapping as it hovered, |egs
ext ended downward and tail fanned, as if watching prey. Wth its telltale
cry,

t he predator announced its presence.

Hearing the faniliar screech, Tal |ooked up, then hesitated for a noment, for
the bird above the throng was a silver hawk. It was his spirit guide and had
given himhis naming vision. For an instant Tal imagi ned he could see the
creature's eyes and hear a greeting. Then the bird wheel ed and fl ew away.
"Did you see that?" asked a porter nearby. "Never seen a bird do that."

Tal said, "Just a hawk."

"Never seen a hawk that col our, |eastways not around here," answered the
porter

who t ook one | ook at where the bird had hovered then returned to lugging his
bundl e. Tal nodded, then noved back into the throng. The silver hawk was
native

to his honeland far to the north, across the vast Sea of Kingdons, and as far
as

he knew, none inhabited the island kingdom of Roldem He felt troubled, and
now

by nmore than the presence of the man who had foll owed himfrom Sal ador. He
had

been subsuned so long in the role of Tal Hawkins that he had forgotten his
true

identity. Perhaps the bird had been a warning.

Wth a mental shrug he considered that the bird' s appearance m ght have been
not hi ng nore than a coincidence. Wiile still an Orosini at heart, in all ways
he

had been forced to abandon the practices and beliefs of his people. He stil
owned a core being—Falon of the Silver Hawk—a boy forged in the crucible of a
nation's history and culture; but he had been shaped and all oyed by fate and
t he

teachi ngs of outlanders so that at times the Orosini boy was no nore than a
di stant nenory.

He wended his way through the press of the city. Shops displayed col ourfu
fashions as he entered a nore prosperous part of the city. He lived at just

t he

right |level to convince everyone he was a nobl e of npbdest neans. He was
char m ng

enough and successful enough as Chanpion of the Masters' Court to warrant
invitations to the very best Rol dem sh society had to offer, but had as yet
to

host his own gal a.

Reachi ng the door to the nmoneyl ender's home, he reflected wyly that he m ght
crowmd half a dozen close friends into his nodest apartment, but he could
hardl y

entertain those to whom he owed a social debt. He knocked |ightly upon the
door

and then entered.

The office of Kostas Zenvanose consisted of little nmore than a tiny counter
and

there was barely enough roomto stand before it. A clever hinge allowed the
counter to be raised at night and put out of the way. Three feet behind the
counter a curtain divided the room Tal knew that behind the curtain lay the
Zenvanose family living-room Beyond that |lay the kitchen, bedroons, and exit
to

t he back courtyard

A pretty girl appeared and her face brightened with a smle. "Squire! It's
wonderful to see you again."



Sveta Zenvanose had been a charnming girl of seventeen when Tal had | ast seen
her. The passing two years had done nothing but turn a pretty lass into a

bur geoni ng beauty. She had lily-white skin with a hint of rose on her high
cheekbones and eyes the colour of cornflowers, all topped off with hair so

bl ack

it shone with blue and violet highlights when struck by the sun. Her

previ ously

sl ender figure had also ripened, Tal noted as he quickly returned her snile
"My lady," he said with a slight bow. She began to flush, as she al ways had
when

confronted by the notorious Tal Hawkins. Tal kept the flirtation to a

m ni mum

just enough to amuse the girl, but not enough to pose any serious issues

bet ween

hinself and the girl's father. While the father posed no threat to him
directly,

he had noney, and noney could buy a lot of threats. The father appeared a
nonent

later, and as al ways Tal wondered how he could have sired a girl as pretty as
Sveta. Kostas was gaunt to the point of |ooking unhealthy, which Tal knew was
m sl eadi ng, for he was lively and noved quickly. He al so had a keen eye and a
canny knack for business.

He noved swiftly between his daughter and his tenant, and smled. "G eetings,
Squire. Your rooms have been readi ed, as you requested, and | believe
everyt hi ng

isin order.”

"Thank you." Tal sniled. "Has ny man put in an appearance?"

"I believe he has, otherw se you have an intruder above who has been bangi ng
around all day yesterday and this norning. | assume it's Pasko noving the
furniture to dust and clean, and not a thief."

Tal nodded. "Am | current with our accounts?"

As if by magic, the noneyl ender produced an account |edger and consulted it,
wi th one bony finger running down the page. Wth a nod and an "ah" he said,
"You

are nost certainly current. Your rent is paid for another three nmonths."

Tal had left the island nation alnost two years previously, and had deposited
a

sum of gold with the noneyl ender to keep the apartnment against his return. He
had judged that if he didn't return within two years, he'd be dead, and

Kost as

woul d be free to rent out the roons to soneone el se.

"Good," said Tal. "Then I will |eave you to your business and retire. |

expect

to be here for a while, so at the end of the three nonths, remnd nme and ||
advance nore funds against the rent."

"Very well, Squire."

Sveta batted her |ashes. "Good to see you home, Squire."

Tal returned the obvious flirtation with a slight bow and smle, and fought
down

a sudden urge to |laugh. The roons above were no nore his home than was the
pal ace of the King. He had no hone, at |east he hadn't since the Duke of

a asko

had sent nmercenaries to destroy the land of the Oosini. As far as Tal could
judge, he was the sole surviving nmenber of his people.

Tal left the office. One quick glance around the street told himthat the man
who had followed himfromthe ship was out of sight, so he nounted the stairs
next to the door, clinbing quickly to the entrance to his roons. He tested

t he

door and found it unl ocked. Stepping in he was confronted by a dour-1 ooking
man



wi th a droopy noustache and | arge brown eyes.

"Master! There you are!" Pasko said. "Wren't you in on the norning tide?"
"Indeed,"” replied Tal, handing his jacket and travel bag to his manservant.

" But

as such things are wont to be, the order of |anding was dictated by factors
of

which | amignorant."”

"I'n other words, the ship's owner didn't bribe the harbournaster enough to
get

you in early."

"Most likely." Tal sat down on a divan. "So expect the luggage to arrive

| ater

t oday. "

Pasko nodded. "The roons are safe, naster." Even in private, Pasko observed

t he

formalities of their relationship: he the servant, Tal the master, despite

t he

fact that he had been one of Tal's instructors over the years.

"Good." Tal knew that meant Pasko had enpl oyed vari ous wards agai nst scrying
magi ¢, just as he would have inspected the prem ses agai nst nore mundane
observati on. The chances of their enenies knowi ng that Tal was an agent of

t he

Concl ave of Shadows were small, but not out of the question. And they had
sufficient resources to match the Conclave in dealing with opponents.

Since his victory over Raven and his nercenaries, avenging his own people's
sl aughter, Tal had lived on Sorcerer's Isle, recovering from wounds—both
nment a

and physi cal +earning nore of the politics of the Eastern Ki ngdonms, and
sinmply

resting. Hi s teaching had continued in various areas, for Pug and his w fe,
M randa, had occasionally instructed himin areas of magic that m ght concern
hi m Nakor the Isalani, the self-proclained ganbl er who was far nore than

t hat ,

instructed himin what only could be terned "dodgy business", how to cheat at
cards and spot others cheating, how to pick | ocks and pockets, as well as

ot her

nefarious skills. Wth his old friend Caleb he would go hunting. It had been
t he

best time he had known since the destruction of his people.

During that period he had been allowed to glinpse sonme of the dealings of the
Concl ave on a level far above his station; and had thus gained the sense that
t he Concl ave had agents nunbering in the hundreds, perhaps thousands, or at

| east had |links to thousands of well-positioned individuals. He knew the
organi zation's influences reached down into the heart of the Enpire of G eat
Kesh, and across the sea to the | ands of Novindus, as well as through the
rift

to the Tsurani home world, Kelewan. He could tell that enornmous weal th was at
their disposal, for whatever they needed al ways appeared sonehow. The fal se
patent of nobility that Tal carried in his personal portfolio had cost a
smal |

fortune, he was sure, for there were "originals" in the Royal Archives on

Ri |l anon. Even his "distant cousin" Lord Seljan Hawki ns had been delighted to
di scover a long-1lost relative who had been victorious in the Masters' Court,
according to Nakor. Tal didn't feel enbol dened enough to ever visit the
capita

of the Kingdom of the Isles, because while the elderly Baron night believe

t hat

some distant cousin had fathered a | ad who had sone versatility with the
swor d,

the possibility of Tal failing to be convincing when it came to small-talk



about

this or that fam |y nenber made such a visit too risky to contenplate.

Still, it was reassuring to know that these resources lay at his disposa
shoul d

he need them For he was ready to enbark upon the nost difficult and

danger ous

portion of his personal nission to avenge his people: he had to find a way to
destroy Duke Kaspar of O asko, the man ultimately responsible for the
obliteration of the Orosini nation. And Duke Kaspar happened to be the nopst
dangerous man in the world, according to many sources.

"What news?" asked Pasko.

"Not hi ng new, really. Reports fromthe north say that O asko is again causing
trouble in the Borderl ands, and may be once nore seeking to isolate the

O odon.

They still send patrols through nmy forner honel and to di scourage anyone who
mght think to claimOrosini |ands.” Then he asked, "Wat is the news in

Rol denf"

"The usual court intrigues, naster, and quite a few rumours of this |ady and
that lord and their dalliances. In short, with little of note to coment
upon,

t he nobl es, gentry and weal thy conmoners turn their attention to gossip."
"Let's confine ourselves to matters of inportance. Any sign of O asko's
agents

here in Rol denP"

"Always. But nothing out of the ordinary, or at |east nothing we can see
that's

out of the ordinary. He builds alliances, seeks to do favours in exchange for
soci al debts, |oans gold, and insinuates hinself in the good graces of
others."

Tal was silent for a |long nmonent. Then he asked, "To what ends?"

" Par don?"

Tal leaned forward in his chair, el bows on knees. "He's the nost powerful nman
in

the Eastern Kingdonms. He has blood ties to the throne of Rol dem-he's, what?
Sixth in line of succession?"

"Seventh," replied Pasko.

"So why does he need to curry favour wi th Rol dem sh nobility?"

"l ndeed. "

"He doesn't need to," said Tal, "which neans he wants to. But why?"

"Lord D asko is a man with many irons in the fire, master. Perhaps he has
interests here in Roldemwhich mght require a vote of the House of Lords?"
"Perhaps. They ratify treaties enacted by the Crown, and verify succession
What

el se do they do?"

"Not much el se, save argue over taxes and | and." Pasko nodded. "G ven that
Roldemis an island, master, land is of great inportance.” He grinned. "Unti
soneone di scovers how to build dirt."

Tal grinned back. "I'msure we know a few magi ci ans who coul d increase the
si ze

of the island if they felt the need."

Pasko said, "So, what are we doing back in Roldem master?"

Tal sat back and sighed. "Playing the role of bored noble | ooking to find a
better station in life. In short, |I rmust convince Kaspar of O asko |I'mready
to

take service with himby creating a nuddl e here that only he can get ne out
of ."

"Such as?"

"Picking a fight with a royal seens a good choice."

"What ? You're going to smack Prince Constantine and provoke a duel ? The boy's
only fifteen years of age!"



"I was thinking of his cousin, Prince Matthew. "

Pasko nodded. Matthew was the King's cousin. He was considered the
"difficult"

menber of the royal family; nore arrogant, denmandi ng and condescendi ng than
any

ot her menmber of the King's famly, he was al so a womani zer, a drunk and he
cheated at ganmbling. Runobur had it that the King had bailed himout of very

difficult straits on a nunber of occasions. "Good choice. Kill himand the

Ki ng

will privately thank you... while his executioner is |opping off your head."
"I wasn't thinking of killing him just... creating enough of a fuss that the

Ki ng woul d be unhappy with ne remaining in his country."

"You'd have to kill him" said Pasko dryly. "As Champion of the Masters
Court

you could probably sleep with the Queen and the King would pass it off as a
boyi sh prank. Wiy do you need all this bother? O asko offered you a position
when you won the tourney."

"Because | wish to appear the reluctant petitioner. | would have undergone
cl ose

scrutiny had | accepted his offer imediately after the tourney two years
ago.

If I were to appear suddenly requesting that position today, | would undergo
an

even cl oser exami nation. But if I'mnerely forced by circunstances to seek
out

hi s patronage, then ny notives are obvious—at |east | hope they are.

"While at Sorcerer's Isle, | was... prepared, to withstand a great deal of
exam nation."

Pasko nodded. He understood what was being said. Tal had been conditioned by
Pug

and the other magicians to deal with any magi c that m ght uncover his true
al | egi ance.

"But the circumstances of ny seeking service with Kaspar nust al so be
credi bl e.

Being in his debt for ny life seens an obvi ous notive."

"Assum ng he can keep you off the headsman's bl ock." Pasko rubbed his throat.
"I"ve always thought beheadi ng a barbaric choice. Now, the Kingdomhangs its
felons. A short drop— he snapped his fingers "—and the neck is broken, and
it's

over. No nmess, no fuss, no bother

"In Geat Kesh, 1've been told, they have nany different choices of
execution,

dependi ng on the location and nature of the crine: decapitation, burning at
t he

stake, being buried up to your neck next to an anthill, drowning, exposure,
being pulled apart by canels, being buried alive, defenestration—

"What ?"

"That's throwi ng soneone off a very high place onto the rocks bel ow. M

per sonal

favourite is castration, then being fed to the crocodiles in the Overn Deep
after having watched themfirst consune your nanhood."

Tal stood up. "Have | ever nmentioned that you have a seriously norbid streak?
Rat her than contenpl ate the means of ny demise, I'lIl spend ny energies on
staying alive."

"Then, to a practical concern?"

Tal nodded.
"While | suspect Duke Kaspar woul d intervene on your behalf in such a
ci rcunmst ance—the humliation of Prince Matthew, | nean, not the feeding to

crocodiles thing..."
Tal smil ed.



"...isn't it going to be difficult for himto do so fromacross the seas?"
Tal's smle broadened. "Nakor had intelligence fromthe north just as | left
Sal ador; Duke Kaspar arrives within the week for a state visit."

Pasko shrugged. "In aid of what?"

"Alittle hand-holding for his distant cousin, | inagine, prior to doing
somet hing that mght otherwi se earn the King' s displeasure.”

"Such as?"

"W have no idea, but the north is constantly on a lowroil, and Kaspar only
has

to raise the heat in one place or another for a kettle to boil over
sonewher e.

That's one of the many things | wish to find out."

Pasko nodded. "Shall | draw you a bat h?"

"I think "Il take a walk to Renmarga's and indulge in a | ong nassage and tub
there. Bring suitable clothing for an evening in town."

"Where will you be dining, naster?"

"I don't know. Somewhere public.”

"Dawson' s?" The former inn was now exclusively a dining establishment for the
nobl e and the rich, and had spawned a dozen imtators. "D ning out" had
becone

somet hing of a pastine for those in the capital city.

"Perhaps that new establishment, the Metropol. It's considered the place to
be
seen, | have been told."

"It's a private club, master."
"Then get ne an invitation while | bathe, Pasko."

Wth a wy expression, Pasko said, "I'll see what | can do."
"I must be seen in public so word will spread |'mback in the city, but I
need

to be al one tonight when I finish supper and return to these quarters."”

"Why, master?"

"So | can find out who's been following me since | |left Sal ador, and what's
on

his mind."

"A spy?"

Wth a stretch and a yawn, Tal said, "Probably an assassin."

Si ghi ng, Pasko said, "So it begins."

Noddi ng as he headed for the door, Tal said, "Yes. So it begins."

* * %

Fog shrouded the city. Mst hung so thick it was inpossible to see nore than
three feet ahead. The bright |anps at each corner of the nerchants' quarter
wer e

reduced to dimyellow spots in the distance, and even the occasional |antern
besi de a tavern door becanme just a faint pool of light across the street.
There

were places on long streets where no light was visible, and the senses were
conf ounded, distances were neaningless and the entirety of the universe was
nmur k.

Even sound was nmuted. The taverns he passed offered just a nmurnur of voices
rather than the raucous cacophony normally heard. Footfalls were a soft
grindi ng

of heel on caked nud rather than a clatter of |eather on stone.

Even so, Tal Hawki ns knew he was being stal ked. He had known that the instant
he

had departed Lady Gavorkin's home. He had |ingered over dinner at the

Met ropol —+t had taken only m nutes for Pasko to gain an invitation on behal f
of

t he owner of the establishment for the Chanpion of the Masters' Court to dine
as

his guest—and Tal had left with a free menbership in the club. He had been



i npressed with the decor, the anmbiance and the service. The food was only

j ust

accept abl e, and he planned on having words with the chef, but he could see
this

cl ub business mght be a useful enterprise.

Rol dem lived on commerce nore than any nation in the east, and this new club
was

in a location where nobles and wealthy commoners could come together in
casua

surroundi ngs to socialize in a fashion inpossible to i magi ne anywhere else in
the city. Tal suspected that over the coming years fortunes would be | ost and
titles gained, marriages arranged and alliances formed in the quiet interior
of

the Metropol. Even before he had finished dining, a note fromLady Gavorkin
had

been handed to him and Tal judged it as likely he would encounter his

stal ker

on his way to her townhouse as he would back to his own. He had not, however,
been accosted by whoever followed, and had spent a pleasant two hours, first
bei ng scol ded for his |ong absence, then being ardently forgiven by Lady
Gavor ki n.

The | ady was recently w dowed, her husband having perished in a raid agai nst
a

nest of Ceresian pirates operating out of an isolated bay off Kesh. His
service

to the Rol deni sh Crown had garnered Lady Gavorkin a fair amunt of synpat hy,
some guarantees of a nodest pension in addition to her anple estates and
hol di ngs, and an appetite for a new husband as soon as the proper nourning
peri od had been observed. She was childl ess, and her estates stood at risk if
the Crown deci ded that another noble would better able nanage them Ideally,
fromthe royal perspective it would be ideal that Lady Gavorkin, Countess of
Dravi nko, should marry sonme ot her noble who was favoured by the Crown, which
would tie up two | oose ends nicely.

Tal knew he woul d have to sever all contact with Lady Gavorkin soon because
he

woul d never withstand the close scrutiny reserved for those marrying into

Rol demi sh nobility. A minor squire's son froma town outside a distant

Ki ngdom

city who was socially acceptable as an escort for galas and festivals was one
t hi ng, but someone who wed the wi dow of a recently departed war hero was

anot her

matter entirely. Besides, being tied down to anyone, even someone as
attractive

as Lady Margaret Gavorkin, held linted appeal for Tal, her substantial
weal t h,

hol di ngs, and energetic | overmaki ng notw t hst andi ng.

Tal listened as he walked and let his hunter's instincts serve himwell. He
had

| earned years earlier that a city was nothing but a different kind of

wi | derness, and that the skills he had I earned as a child in the nmountains to
the far north, across the sea, could keep himalive in any city. Each place
had

its own rhythm and pace, its own dynam c feeling, and once he was confortable
within that environnent, threats and opportunities for a hunt woul d be
recogni zed, just as they were in the wld.

Whoever followed himwas desperately trying to keep a proper distance and
woul d

have gone unnoticed by anyone | ess keenly aware of his surroundi ngs than Tal
Tal knew this area of the city as well as anyone born here, and he knew he
woul d



be able to |l ose his stalker at whim But he was curious as to who was
foll owi ng

him and nore to the point, why.

Tal paused for half a step, just enough of a break in the rhythmof his
wal ki ng

for his stalker to reveal his whereabouts, then continued. He turned right at
the corner, and stepped inside a deep doorway, the entrance to a tailor shop
he

had frequented. Forgoing his sword, he deftly renoved a dagger from his belt
and

waited. At the noment Tal expected, the nman follow ng himturned the corner
and

stepped in front of him

Tal reached out and grabbed the man's right shoul der, bearing down and

twi sting

as he pulled. The man reacted, but Tal was quicker; the stal ker did exactly
as

Tal anticipated, hesitating for an instant before reflexively pulling away.
Tal

yanked upward using the man's own notion to spin himconpletely around.
Suddenl y

the stal ker found hinself hard against the door with Tal's dagger at his

t hr oat .

"Why are you followi ng ne?" Tal asked, his voice a hissed whisper |est he
arouse

t hose asl eep upstairs above the shop

The man was qui ck, for his hands were noving towards his own dagger before

t he

| ast syllable was uttered. He was also no fool, for he recognized he was in a
hopel ess situation a scant nonent before Tal on would be forced to plunge the
bl ade into his throat. He slowy raised his hands to show they were enpty. In
a

whi sper, he answered, "Magnificence! | mean you no harml My sword and dagger
are
still at ny belt!" He spoke in the | anguage of the Kingdom of the Isles.

"Who are you?"

"I am Petro Amafi."

"Amafi ? That's Quegan. But you speak the | anguage of the Isles.”

"I have resided in Salador many years now and, to tell the truth, ny conmand
of

t he Rol demi sh tongue is lacking, so | enploy the King' s Tongue."

"Tell me, Amafi, why are you followi ng ne?" Tal repeated.

"I am an assassin by trade. | have been paid to kill you."

Tal took a step back, |eaving his blade against the nan's throat, but gaining
a

per spective on him

Petro Amafi was a hal f-head shorter than Tal's two inches over six feet, with
broad shoul ders and a barrel chest. H's clothing marked himas a foreigner

he

wore a curious long tunic, gathered at the waist by a black |eather belt, and
rather than the I ong wi de-bottomed trousers affected by the style-conscious
in

Rol dem thi s season, he wore | eggings and a courtier's slippers. He sported a
nmoust ache and goatee and upon his head he wore a felted wool beret with a

cl asp

and feather on the left side. Hs face was narrow, with deep eyes that
reveal ed

hi s menace nore than his vul pi ne appearance. "You nean me no harm but you're
an

assassin sent to kill me. Sonething of a contradiction, don't you agree?"



observed Tal

"I gain nothing by hiding the truth, Magnificence. My life is preserved by
your

i gnorance. Should you kill nme this nonent, you will wonder who hired ne."

Tal chuckled. "That is true. So, then, we are at an inpasse, for should you
tell

me, then | must kill you. So it is to your benefit not to tell me. But as |
cannot spend the rest of ny life waiting for you to divul ge who sent you, so
I

gai n nothing by keeping you alive."

"Wait!" said Amafi, holding out his hand in a conciliatory gesture. "I did
not
cone to kill you. | was hired to do so, but | have been observing you since

nearly a week before you departed Sal ador and I wi sh to bargain."

"For your life?"

"More, Magnificence. Let me serve."

"You' d take service with me?" said Tal in dubious tones.

"WIllingly, Your Magnificence. Any man of your skills would be a worthy

nast er,

for I have seen you duel in the Court of Blades in Salador, and |I've watched
fromthe corner as you play cards in the ale houses; you wi n just enough to
rai se no suspicions, yet you are a master cheat. You are welcone in the homnes
of

the great and near-great. You are adnired by nmen and desired by women. Wat's
nore, no one has ever done what you just have, turned me fromhunter to

hunt ed.

But nmost telling of all, you are Chanpion of the Masters' Court, the greatest
blade in the world, and a rumour circul ates that you are secretly in the
service

of Duke Kaspar of O asko, and one who serves such as Kaspar can only prosper
greatly. | wish to prosper greatly with you."

He gently noved the tip of Tal's blade away fromhis throat with one finger
and

Tal permitted it. "As you can see, Magnificence, | amgetting on in years,
nearly sixty of them The assassin's trade requires skills that are fading as
I

age. | nust think of nmy latter days, and while |I have kept sone part of the
fees

paid ne over the years, it is not enough. | have fallen on hard tines."
Tal | aughed. "Bad investnents?"
Amafi nodded. "A trading concern out of Salador, npbst recently. No, | wish to

take my bloody skills and use themto a nore permanent advantage. Were | your
man, then | would rise with you. Do you see?"
Tal put away his dagger. "How can | trust you?"

"I will swear an oath in whatever tenple you require.”
Tal considered. Few men would willingly break oath, even if they weren't as
honour - bound as the Orosini. "W told you | was in Kaspar's service?"

"A rumour here, there, nothing nore. You were reported to have been seen in
t he

regi on of Latagore where Duke Kaspar has interests, and it is well known he
sought you out after you won the conpetition at the Masters' Court two years
ago. Duke Kaspar enploys only the nost gifted and anbitious young nen, so it
is

assuned you are his."

"Well, I"'mnot," replied Tal, intentionally turning his back on Amafi. He
knew

he took a risk, for as nmuch as the assassin clai ned age was sl owi ng hi m down,
Tal judged himcapable of a swift attack frombehind if given the
opportunity.

The attack didn't cone.



Instead, Amafi fell into step beside Tal. "You wish to know who sent nme?"
"Yes," replied Tal

"Lord Piotre M skovas, though | am not supposed to know this."

"He does hold a grudge," observed Tal. "I haven't slept with his wife in nore
than two years."

"As | understand it, she became intoxicated at a gala given by Lady Ansha
Detoris, and threw the facts of your... liaison into her husband' s face over
supper sone nonths after you last left the city. The couple are yet not
reconcil ed and she abides in her suites here in the city, while he resides at
their estates in the country. He bl anes you."

"He should |l ook to his own philandering," remarked Tal, "for had he not been
so

quick to bed every pretty face he saw, his wi fe woul d not have been so eager
to

receive ny attentions."

"Perhaps, Magnificence, but it takes a nman of unusual character to openly
confront his own shortcomings. It's so nuch nore convenient to bl ane ot hers.
"Upon hearing of your planned return, he sought out an assassin—far |ess

di screetly than he should have—and | was hired to renove this— he pointed at
Tal "—blot on his honour. He was at least intelligent enough to have used

a. ..

broker... in Sal ador, lest blame fall upon himhere in Roldem | have
"failed

so | am honour-bound to return his gold, and seek to turn this failure into a
triunph. Enploy me, Magnificence, and | will serve you. My oath upon it!"

Tal considered his next nove. He had been back in Roldemfor |ess than a day
and

needed reliable eyes and ears. "Until such tine as you can successfully
bet r ay

me wthout risk?"

Amafi grinned. "Possibly, my lord, for I have never been a nman of constant
heart. But oath-breaking does not cone easily even to one such as nme, and

gi ven

your rare talents | suspect such a time would never exist, for it would
require

an opportunity to becone even richer than | hope to becone in your service."
Tal | aughed. Amafi had a refreshing candour that nade Tal think he could
trust

t he assassin—dp to a point, anyway—and as long as he didn't attenpt to press
hi m

beyond that point, he should prove a reliable servant. "Very well, let us to
t he

Tenpl e of Lins-Kragm, where you will swear an oath."

Amafi grimaced. "I was thinking perhaps Ruthia or Astalon," he said, namng

t he

Goddess of Luck and the God of Justice.

"I think wagering your chance at being reborn to a higher station a good
hedge

agai nst betrayal," said Talon, putting away his weapon. "Come al ong. And, we
nmust work on your Rol dem sh. W nay be here a while."

If Amafi thought even for an instant to draw his weapon and strike, he masked

the inmpul se conpletely, quickly nmoving to fall into step beside his new
nmast er

as they vanished into the fog shrouding the city.

* * %

The magi cian stood in the corner, his features veiled in shadow. Tal knew his
face even if he couldn't see it in the gloom A single candle burned in the
apartment, and that was on the table in the next room casting a faint |ight
t hrough the open door.

"Where's your new man?" he asked.



Tal said, "I sent himon an errand. Wat did you find out?"

St eppi ng out of the shadows, the magician revealed hinself to be a tall nman
of

|l ean features, a striking face with a I ong straight nose, dramati c cheekbones
and startling blue eyes. His hair was so pale, it appeared al nost white. He

said, "Informants in Queg have vouched for Amafi. At |east they have vouched
for

his reputation as an assassin.”

"A reputabl e assassin," said Tal. "That's a quaint notion."

"He's considered sonet hing of an 'honourable' man in the context of his
trade, "

decl ared Magnus, son of Pug of Sorcerer's Isle, and one of Tal's many

t eachers

over the years.

"It's beginning," said Tal. "Lady Gavorkin confirmed | ast night that Duke
Kaspar

is to arrive by week's end and will be ensconced in the palace with his
cousin

the King. Pasko? How many invitations arrived today?"

"Seventeen, naster," he answered.

"By nonth's end, | imagine | will be in a position to make the

re- acquai nt ance

of the Duke at one gala or another.”

"Your plan?" asked Magnus.

"I need to establish a link with Kaspar, then find a reason to call out
Prince

Mat t hew. "

"I's that necessary?"

"Alnost certainly,"” said Tal. "For while |I'mvague on the details | think
have

antici pated Duke Kaspar's larger goals in his manoeuvrings over the |ast few
years."

"This is something you didn't mention before leaving the island," said Magnus.
Tal nodded. "Because | didn't fully see the pattern until a few hours ago. And
I

may be wong, but | believe all his actions in the north to be nothing nore

t han

a bl oody, nurderous ruse, and his anticipated invasion of the Kingdomthrough
Farinda a feint."

"To what end?"

"To keep the Kingdom busy up north while he works towards his true goal in

t he

sout h. "

"And that is...?" asked Magnus inpatiently.

"I have no idea. But it could involve Roldem or Kesh, and keeping the Kingdom
occupi ed along a long, enpty border would work to Kaspar's advant age.

"I"'mno mlitary expert, but it seens to nme if he sends a force into the

Ki ngdom

of the Isles, they will respond in strength. If Kaspar sends in small

conpani es,

each can occupy a nmuch larger force if they scatter across the plains. From

t he

foothills at the border to the Bl ackwood north of Dolth, you've got al nost a

t housand niles of grasslands. King Ryan of the Isles would be forced to tie up
a

huge nunber of men hunting down a relatively small arny.

"So, the question is, if Kaspar wants that arny up in the grassl ands, where
does

he plan on striking?"

Magnus said, "I will convey your theory to Father.’

He put a broad-bri med



felt

hat on his head, and renoved a device fromwithin his dark grey robe, an orb
that gl owed with copper highlights in the candl elight. He depressed the
surface

with his thunmb and suddenly he wasn't there, the only sign of his departure
being a small inrush of air.

Pasko said, "But why?"

"Why?" echoed Tal. "Wy what ?"

"Why all the plotting? Kaspar is as powerful in his own way as the King of

Rol dem He effectively rules Aranor; the Prince does his bidding. He either
controls or intimdates every nation surroundi ng dasko, and he has the King
of

Rol dem s ear. Wiy does he want this war with the Isles?"

Tal sat back. "I thought it obvious. By destabilizing the region, opportunity
ari ses for Kaspar to gain what he wants nmost of all." Tal laced his fingers
toget her and stared at the candle over balled fists. He tapped his chin
lightly

with his hands as he nmuttered, "Men of power seek only one thing: nore power."

CHAPTER TWD

Reception

Tal smil ed.

This was his first time in the palace since his victory in the Masters' Court
Tournanent two years earlier. The King had sent an invitation for Talw n
Hawki ns

to attend the welconming gala to celebrate the arrival of the Duke of O asko
Tal had waited patiently in line for his turn to be presented, behind all the
nobility of Roldem nost of those from other nations, and just ahead of the
weal t hi est commoners. A squire fromthe Kingdom of the Isles stood barely
above

a ribbon-maker with a great deal of gold in the eyes of the Rol dem sh court.
Even so, Tal stood resplendent in a pair of new wi de-legged trousers—the
current

fashion—with his boots covered to the buckles, and a broad bl ack | eather
bel t,

but he chose to wear a currently out-of-fashion tunic—a yell ow doubl et sewn
with

seed pearls. Wiile other nobles were wearing the off-the-shoulder mlitary
singl et which was now all the rage, Talon had chosen to wear the jacket which
had been given to himas a gift by the King two years ago.

When | ast he had net the King, Tal had been the centre of attention, the

wi nner

of the Tournament of Masters, the recipient of the golden sword, enblematic
of

his being the world's greatest swordsman.

Now Kaspar of O asko was the focus of the gala, and Tal but a ninor
parti ci pant.

When he at |ast heard his nane called, Tal nmoved forward briskly and

appr oached

the throne. He took in the tableau before himas he reached the point where
he

was expected to bow before the Crown. King Carol sat on his throne, his wife
Queen Certrude to his right. On his left hand sat Crown Prince Constantine,
hei r

to the throne. Tal renmenbered the Prince as a quiet boy with curious eyes,
one

given to slight smles as he listened closely to the banter of the adults
around

him Tal suspected he was an intelligent child. The younger menbers of the
royal



fam |y were absent, the other two Princes and the Princess no doubt being
made

ready for bed by their servants and nanni es.

To Constantine's left stood a man dressed in a burgundy-col oured tunic of
vel vet, fastened with [ oops and frogs nade from di anonds. He wore bl ack

| eggi ngs

rather than this season's w de-bottoned trousers, and his feet were encased
in

pol i shed, but serviceable boots. He wore the same black hat Tal had seen him
wearing two years before, a |large velvet thing which hung over his right ear
al rost to his shoulder, with a gold badge on the left.

It was the Duke of O asko.

Kaspar of O asko studied the young squire while still engagi ng the young
prince
in conversation, a skill which Tal observed, for while Prince Constantine was

bei ng kept occupied by his distant cousin, O asko was assessing Tal closely.
Tal

considered it possible that Kaspar was one of those men who could focus on

t wo

things at the same tinme. Even anpbng the magicians Tal knew, that was a rare
gift.

Qut of the corner of his eye, as he bowed before the King, Tal reacquainted
hinself with Kaspar. He was a burly man with a broad chest and powerful

shoul ders, and mnuscl es reveal ed by the tight |eggings suggested he mght also
be

a man with some speed. He glanced at Tal in such a way that the younger nman
suspected the Duke recognized he was bei ng apprai sed. H s face was round, but
his chin jutted a bit, robbing himof any comic cast to his features. He
sported

a thin-cut black beard, with his upper |lip shaved, which gave his chin an
even

nor e aggressi ve appearance. His hair was still nostly black, though a
sprinkling

of grey hinted he was a man in his early forties. H's eyes were those of a
predator, black and searching. And his mouth was full, sensuous w thout being

decadent, and set in a near-smrking smle Tal had seen several tines before.
Tal straightened fromhis bow and the King said, "Squire Hawkins, it is good
to

have you in our court again."

"I ampleased as well to return to Roldem Majesty."

The Queen beaned as she said, "And | see you return to us in the garb we
presented you upon your victory."

Tal gave Gertrude his npbst endearing smle. "Majesty, | have worn this gift
only
once before, on the night of nmy triunph, and have vowed that it will never
agai n

be worn, save in the presence of your august selves."

The King nodded in pleasure and said, "You are npst considerate. Again,

wel cone. "

Tal knew he was now excused, so he noved over to the gathering on the |eft

si de

of the King to watch those behind himbeing presented. He stole a couple of
qui ck gl ances at Kaspar, but the Duke seenmed focused on his quiet
conversation

with the Prince.

Eventual ly the last presentation was made and the Master of Cerenoni es noved
to

stand before the throne. "Wth Your Mijesty's perm ssion?" he said bow ng.
The King waved his hand and the Master of Cerenonies turned and decl ared, "M
| ords, |adies, and gentlenen, please retire to the banquet hall and await



Their

Maj esties!”

Tal watched as the royal famly departed, with the Duke of O asko follow ng
close after. He knewthey'd retire to a nearby apartment in the pal ace and
wai t

until all the guests were seated before noving to the head table.

Tal waited patiently in line, but it noved quickly as nore than two dozen
pages

and squires had been detailed to the Master of Cerenpnies who consulted the
mast er seating plan. Once instructions had been whi spered into the page's ear
a

guest had only to pause for a nmoment before being escorted to their place in
t he

hal I .

Tal was pleasantly surprised to discover he was being seated at the King's
table. He quickly counted chairs and realized that there would be no nore

t han

two or three people between himand the Duke of O asko. He suspected his
position at the banquet was nore a result of Kaspar wi shing himto be near to
hand t han because of his prestige as reigning Chanpion of the Masters' Court.
When the royal family arrived, everyone rose and bowed slightly, then

remai ned

standing until the King was seated and the Master of Cerenonies struck the

fl oor

with his iron-shod staff of office. At which point everyone sat and servants
began pouring wi ne and providi ng food.

Tal found hinself next to a |ocal court baron and his w fe, whom Kaspar
engaged

in conversation for a while. The Baron at last turned to Tal and

i ntroductions

wer e exchanged. Then the Baron |launched into an enthusiastic retelling of
Tal's

victories as if Tal hadn't been there. On Tal's left sat a pretty woman of

m ddl e years and her husband, rich conmoners who seemed content sinply to be
at

the King's table and who denmonstrated no need to speak to anyone el se. They

| owered their heads slightly and spoke in whispers as they glanced around the
room apparently trying to espy people who m ght know them and be i npressed
by

their place at the head table.

Thr oughout the dinner the Duke ignored Tal's presence, save for one slight
nod

and smle as the first course was being served. During the course of the

di nner,

entertainers provided distraction in several |ocations around the great hall
Deft jugglers, acrobats, and sleight-of-hand magicians. A particularly gifted
poet spun verse to order, flattering the |ladies and gently nocking the nen.
Hs

wit was dry and his rhymng clever. On the other side of the rooma jongleur
from Bas- Tyra sang | ove songs and ball ads of heroic sacrifice. Tal could hear
enough of his song to know he was excellent.

As was the neal and every other aspect of the gala. And why not? Tal thought.
Rol dem was considered to be the seat of all things cultural and refined in

t he

world, or at least this part of it. Fashion, literature, music, all flowed
from

the court of Roldem

G ven his travels, Tal reflected that much of that influence was |ost as you
nmoved away fromthe island nation; those in the west of the Kingdom seened
conpletely indifferent to matters of fashion, while only in Salador and



Ri Il anon

was there sonme of the same concern that one saw here.

But gazing around the roomhe realized that whatever others night think—hat
it

was vai ngl ori ous and pointless—+t was al so sunptuous and regal. The wonen
wer e

beautiful in their finery and the nen cut handsone figures, or at |east as
handsome as nature pernitted.

Wien the neal ended, the court turned its attention to the centre of the
royal

table. No one was pernmitted to |l eave until the King and his famly left the
tabl e. Those who had finished their neal early sat sipping wine or ale,

wat chi ng

those around them or engaging in idle conversation with their neighbours.
Suddenl y, Tal heard Kaspar say, "So, Squire, you're back with us agai n?"

Tal turned in as relaxed a manner as he could, and trying to show deference
to

the Baron on his right, spoke past himto the Duke. "For a time, mlord."
Kaspar took a sip froma wi ne cup and asked, "Have you conpleted that 'fanily
busi ness' you spoke of when | ast we net?"

"I ndeed, Your Grace. It took |longer than | had anticipated, but it is now a
matter in the past."

"So, you are now free to seek your fortune?' The Duke's eyes were narrow and
apprai sing even as he kept his tone light.

Tal feigned a laugh. "G ven ny luck at cards lately, | amin need of a
fortune,

mlord."

The King rose, and a half-second | ater, Kaspar did as well. As he turned to
follow his cousin, Kaspar |ooked over his shoul der and said, "I am hunting at
first light. Join me at the southern gate. |I'Il have a horse ready. Do you
have

a bow?"

"Yes, mlord," said Tal, to Kaspar's retreating back

The court baron turned. "Quite the coup, young Hawkins."

"Sir?"

"The Dukes of O asko have been hunters for generations. They say this duke's
grandf at her once hunted dragons in the west of the Kingdomof the Isles. To
be

invited to hunt with himis a mark of distinction."

Tal smiled and nodded, attenpting to | ook suitably flattered. The Baron and
hi s

wi fe departed.

Tal felt it necessary to nake one circuit of the hall, then determned to

st ay

close to the exit and wait until someone el se departed. He had no wish to
mar k

hi nsel f by being the first to | eave, but he w shed to be out of the pal ace as
soon as possible.

As he made his way through the throng, he was occasionally stopped by this
acquai ntance or that and several times by strangers who wi shed sinply to

i ntroduce thenselves to the current Chanpion of the Masters' Court. As he
cane

near the King's cortege he was struck by how nany peopl e were being kept at
bay

by the servants, who were acting as guardi ans of the royal privacy as nuch as
providing tidbits and dri nk—+hough who could eat or drink after such a neal ?
Tal

wonder ed.

Wthout intending to, Tal caught the King' s eye, who waved hi m approach. Ta
instantly turned and as he noved towards the King, the servants parted enough



to

| et him pass. Tal bowed, "Mjesty."

King Carol smiled. "Hawkins, it is good to have you with us again. Wuld it
be

possi ble to arrange a denonstration of your skills here in the pal ace?"

"I amat Your Majesty's disposal," replied Tal. "Whatever time you require.”
"Ch, good, young sir. Prince Constantine is of an age and needs to learn his
weapons. His instructors say the boy has promi se, but still, | think watching

experts in such matters tends to give a lad something to enulate. Don't you?"
Tal couldn't disagree, and besides it would be inpolitic to do so. "Mst

| earning begins with mmcry, Mjesty."

"Quite. What say you, a week fromtoday?"

"At any tine you wish, Mjesty."

"Say md-morning. | find the wits are keener in the norning than the
afternoon. ™

Turning to his wife, he said, "Assuming ny wits are keen at any tinme of the
day,

what, ny dear?"

The Queen snmiled and patted her husband's arm "You are a man of very keen
wt,

mlord... sonetines."”

The King | aughed al oud, and Tal couldn't help but smle. King Carol of Roldem
was the only nonarch Tal had encountered in his travels, but Tal doubted npst
were as self-deprecating as this one.

"Shall | bring an opponent, Mjesty?" Tal knew that any student fromthe
Masters' Court, and nost of the instructors, would wel cone an opportunity to
cone to the court. Royal favours had been curried with | ess than a sword

mat ch

in the past, Tal knew

"W have an anple supply of swordsnen here in the pal ace, Squire," answered
t he

Ki ng. "Just be here at the appointed hour."

"Yes, Your Majesty," said Tal with a bow, taking it to nean he was di sm ssed.
He noticed that a few guests were departing and decided it was safe for

hi nmsel f

to |l eave as well. But hal fway across the floor he heard a faniliar voice.
"Squire, a nmonent of your tine."

W thout turning, Tal said, "Constable, what an unexpected surprise."

Const abl e Dennis Drogan cane to stand before Tal and with a snile and nod
sai d,

"dad to see you again, Squire."

"What brings you here?" asked Tal

Denni s, a m ddl e-aged, broad-shoul dered nan, had a head that |ooked to be
perfectly round. He kept his hair cropped close and seemed inpervious to the
effect that had, for it enphasized his |eft ear, which had been half bitten
of f

during a scuffle in his youth. H's nose | ooked as if it had been repeatedly
br oken over the years. Tal recognized himfor what he was, a braw er, tough
unrel enti ng and dangerous. Mrre so, for he was the Ctown's law in the city.
Drogan smled. "My uncle is still Bursar to the household here in the pal ace
and | amtechnically a nenber of the Royal Court."

"Ah, of course, but rather, what brings you here?"

Putting his hand on Tal's shoul der, Drogan noved hi mtowards the door. "You
do,

Squire. "

"Me?" Tal fell into step beside the shorter man. "Why?"

"Because peopl e have an annoyi ng habit of turning up dead when you're in the
city. | thought it best to have a word with you before we start accunul ati ng

corpses again."
Tal didn't try to feign innocence, but he did | ook aggrieved. "Dennis, you and



I

have never been close friends, but we have been affabl e acquai ntances. You
know

that in every instance, someone ended up dead because ny life was at risk.
What

am | supposed to do? Stand by and say, 'Oh, if | defend myself the Constable
is

going to be annoyed, so |I'd better let themkill me'?"

The grip on Tal's shoul der tightened, just enough to convey enphasis w thout
causing pain. "No, by all neans, should your life be put at peril, defend
yourself; |I'mjust suggesting you try to avoid finding your life at peril any
time soon."

Caught hal fway between anusenent and irritation, Tal said, "I'll do ny best."
"That's all | can ask."

Tal slipped out fromunder the Constable's meaty hand and | eft the pal ace.

Qut side, as guests waited for carriages, Tal wended his way through the crowd
and exited through one of the pedestrian gates. He was only a few yards from
t he

pal ace, noving downhill on a thoroughfare lined with the homes of the
weal t hy,

when soneone fell into step beside him

"Evening, Tal," said a famliar voice

"Eveni ng, Quincy," answered Tal w thout | ooking. He had spied the nerchant
from

Bas-Tyra in the crowd at the pal ace.

"Lovely evening, isn't it?"

Tal stopped and started to |laugh. "You didn't anmbush me outside the palace to
di scuss the weather, ny friend."

Quincy halted, also. "Well, | saw you on your way out when the Constable
i ntercepted you; | know you wal ked to the gala rather than booking a
carri age,

so | just left before you and waited."

"How have you been, Quincy?" Tal asked, |ooking at his old acquai ntance under
the lantern light. Quincy de Castle was in his thirties, perhaps early
forties,

with a rapidly-balding pate. His features were undi stingui shed save for his
eyes, which were as close to an eagle's as any nan Tal had known. He wore
fashi onabl e, but not extravagant clothing, a jacket of a charcoal hue,

doubl e-breasted with a swallowtail cut, and matching trousers tucked into
knee- hi gh boots. It was, as Tal knew, the |atest fashion in the Ki ngdom of
t he

Isles, as it was last year's fashion in Roldem

"I have been well enough.™

"Recently back fromthe Kingdom | see."

They resuned wal king. "Yes, the clothing. | just arrived and had no time to
have

new garb made. Besides, all this slavery to fashion seens very...
unproducti ve.

I f sonmeone thinks less of me for wearing last year's style, let him It but
works to nmy advantage should we negotiate.™

Qui ncy was one of the nost astute nerchants in the city. He was a native of
Bas- Tyra, the second nost inportant city in the Eastern Real m of the Kingdom
and specialized in high-quality luxury goods. As a result, he nunbered
nobility,

even royalty, anong his customers and was invited to all the better social
functions. Tal also suspected himof being an agent for the King of the

I sles.

There was sonet hi ng about himthat made Tal wary, sonething very

unmer chant | i ke

in his bearing.



"I see," said Tal. "You needing an edge in business seens hardly likely, but
['"lI'l grant that taking one where you can find it is logical. Now, what is it
that you wi sh of nme?"

"What makes you think I want sonething?" said Quincy with a snile

"Because it's not your habit to lurk in the shadows and | eap out upon me in
t he

night. This is hardly a chance neeting."

"Hardly. Look, I'lIl get to the point. The first reason is | wish to invite
¥gua smal | gathering at Dawson's on this coming Fifthnight. | aminviting a
r?n;able chaps for supper, drink, and then perhaps we'll go on to sonme cards
g:ce."

"A note to nmy man woul d have sufficed."

"There's another reason,"” Quincy answered as they turned a corner and started
down a steeper hill towards Tal's quarters. "You are to hunt with Duke Kaspar
tomorrow, am |l right?"

"Bribing the waiting staff, are we?"

Quincy laughed. "lI've let it be known in the palace that a bit of news here
or

there that m ght prove useful would be rewarded. Now, is it true?"

"Yes, tomorrow at sunrise | hunt with the Duke and his party. Wy?"

"If you are in the Duke's favour, | wish you to present me to him"

"Why?" asked Tal, stopping for a nmonent.

"Because he really is the nost difficult man to see. | can get an audi ence
with

the King nore readily than | can with Duke Kaspar."

"Only because you're selling gens to the Queen at cost."

"I lose no noney and it earns me a great deal of social access. But not to
Kaspar . "

"Why are you so anxious to nmeet wth Kaspar?"

Qui ncy was quiet for a noment, then he resumed wal ki ng, gesturing for Tal to
acconpany him As they proceeded he said, "Trade with A asko is... difficult.
It's as if sonmehow every trading concern in the duchy has... decided to do
busi ness the sanme way.

"They send their agents to Rillanon, Roldem Bas-Tyra, Ran, down to Kesh, but
i f

| send one of ny agents to Opardum it may as well be for a holiday. For no
one

will entertain an offer to trade. It's always their agents, in our cities, on
their terms. Take it or leave it."

"Are they bad trades?"

"No, otherwise | wouldn't care. Oten they're very good business. But the
essence of comrerce is regular trade routes, wth goods being dependably
provided. It keeps the market alive. This hit or miss... | can't help but

f eel

that a vast opportunity is going to waste because of these trading concerns.
"I feel if | can get Duke Kaspar's ear, perhaps convince himto speak to sone

of

the weal thier trading concerns, or even to let nme visit his court... if |
comne

fromthe Duke's court to the offices of a major trading concern, like
Kasana's

or Petrik Brothers, then they would have to take ny offers seriously."

Tal listened and nodded, as if agreeing. To hinself he thought, and if you
can

get your agent up into Opardum especially if he's trading with the Duke's
chancellor, then the King of the Isles has a pair of eyes and ears near a
t roubl esonme nei ghbour.



"I'l'l see what | can do," said Tal. "But for the noment, don't count on
anyt hi ng. "

"Why not ?"

"Because the Duke is likely to offer me a place in his court and | wll

al nost

certainly turn himdown."

"Way in the world would you do that?"

"Because it is not in my nature to wish to serve another," Tal lied. He knew
that before the supper on Fifthday at Dawson's, half of Rol dem woul d hear
about

Kaspar offering a position to Tal that he refused. "And, besides, | have sone
ot her prospects that may suit me better.”

"Well, don't offend himtoo deeply,"” said Quincy, dryly.

“I'"1l try not to."

They reached the street upon which Tal resided and parted conpany. Tal went
quickly to his quarters where Pasko and Amafi waited, passing the time with a
gane of cards.

"Master," said Pasko, rising as Tal entered.

"Awake nme an hour before dawn," Tal instructed as he crossed to the door of
hi s

bedroom "Dress for a hunt."

"“A hunt ?"

"Yes, the Duke of O asko has invited me out to slaughter some hel pl ess

ani mal s

and | will oblige him" To Amafi he said, "Tomorrow | hunt with the Duke. Wen
I

return, we'll visit several villas and estates nearby. It is then we

i ntroduce

you to the world as my retainer and bodyguard."

"Magni ficence," said Amafi

Pasko said, "Unroll that bedding in the corner. You'll sleep here." He
i ndi cat ed
to Amafi a place on the floor near Tal's doorway. "I sleep in the kitchen."

Then, Pasko followed Tal into the bedroom and cl osed the door. Hel ping Ta
unl ace the fancy jacket, he whispered, "All goes well?"

"Well enough," Tal whispered back. "Knowi ng Kaspar's reputation, the animals
won't be as helpless as | indicated. Something nasty like lion or giant boar
I

expect . "

"He seens that sort of man," observed Pasko.

"What do you think of our new friend?"

"He's a bad card pl ayer."

"Bad pl ayer or bad cheat ?"

"Both."

"What el se?" asked Tal as Pasko pulled the linen shirt over his head.

"He's a weapon. Very dangerous, despite his claimto old age. He may be

usef ul

if you don't cut yourself."

"I take your neaning."

"I will keep an eye on himfor a while," said Pasko.

"He took oath."

"That is as it may be," answered the wily old servant, "but he wouldn't be

t he

first man to forswear in history."

"I made himswear at the Tenple of Lins-Kragma."

Pasko considered as he pulled off Tal's boots. "Some men are not even cowed
by

t he Goddess of Death."

"Does he strike you as such?"

"No, but did Nakor strike you as particul arly dangerous upon neeting himfor



t he

first tinme?"

"Your point is nade. Keep an eye on himfor a while." Tal pulled off his

| eggi ngs and small clothing and slipped under the quilted conforter on his
bed.

"Now, get out so | can sleep.”

"Yes, master," said Pasko as he stepped stealthily through the door

Tal lay quietly for a while. H's m nd was busy and sleep was a long tinme in
com ng. For years his purpose had been only one thing: to avenge the
destruction

of his people. O all those involved, only two principals were left: the
Speci al

Captai n of Kaspar's household guard, Quentin Havrevul en, and the Duke

hi nsel f.

Tal had already killed the others.

He forced himself to calm using one of the mnd-relaxation drills taught him
at

Sorcerer's Isle, and sleep finally canme. But it wasn't a relaxing sleep

Rat her,

it was filled with dreans and i mages of other places and tinmes, his village
in

the mountains and his famly, his nmother, father, sister, brother and
grandfather. The girl he had dreamed of as a child, Eye of the Bl ue-W nged
Teal .

In his dream she sat upon a seat, one |leg crossed under the other, wearing a
si mpl e buckskin sumrer dress, a faint snile on her lips. He awoke with a
pai nf ul

| ongi ng he thought he had eradicated in hinself years before. He rolled over
and

willed hinmself back to sleep, and again the dreans canme. It was a restless
ni ght

and he felt little benefit fromhis slunmber when Pasko cane and awoke him for
the dawn's hunt.

CHAPTER THREE

Hunt

The horse pawed the ground.

Tal brought his gelding' s head around slightly, forcing himto pay attention
to

somet hi ng besides his own boredom The norning was crisp at first light, with
a

breeze coming off the ocean, but Tal knew it would be very hot by mdday in

t he

hills to the northeast of the city. Even before Duke Kaspar appeared Tal knew
they were after big gane, lion or bear, perhaps even one of the nore exotic
creatures reputed to inhabit the higher mountains, the giant boars—whose

t usks

reputedly grewto three feet in length—er the valley sloth, twi ce the size of
a

horse and despite the nane fast when it needed to be, and armed with cl aws

t he

size of short swords. The array of weapons in the luggage told Tal what he
needed to know about the conming hunt: there were boar-spears with

Cross-pi eces

fastened above the broad blade to prevent the aninmal fromrunning up the haft
and goring the spearnman; there were giant nets with weights at the edges, and
heavy crossbows that could punch a hole the size of a man's fist through

pl at e

ar mour .

A dozen servants, another dozen guards, and livery boys to care for the



hor ses

al so waited patiently upon the appearance of the Duke. Another six men had
been

| eaving as Tal had arrived, trail-breakers and trackers wearing the King's
livery, who would nmark the nmost likely gane trails. Tal found it intriguing

t hat

the hunting grounds lay less than a day's march away, for Roldem was an

anci ent

| and, and he woul d have expected wildlife to have been pushed far into the
nmount ai ns by the encroachnment of civilization. Having hunted for his entire
boyhood, and on many occasi ons since, he knew that rarely was big gane within
a

day's ride of a city.

Tal let one of the servants oversee the disposition of his travel gear, which
was nodest conpared to the rest of the baggage being stowed on the horses.
Tal

knew they'd be following trails that wagons couldn't negotiate, but it |ooked
as

if they could use a pair. Two aninmals al one were being used to carry what
coul d

only be a pavilion. Tal had no problemw th sleeping on the ground, but
realized

the gentry of Roldem might find that objectionable.

Besi des Tal, two nobl es of Rol dem-Baron Eugi vney Bal akov, and Baron M khael
Grav—waited patiently. Tal knew them by reputati on. They were young
anbi ti ous,

and hel d nodest but inportant positions in the King' s court. Bal akov was
assistant to the Royal Bursar and he coul d expedite or slow a request for

f unds.

He was broad-shoul dered, with a broodi ng | ook, his dark hair cut close as was
his beard. Grav was al so associated with the Bursar's office, but was
seconded

to the office of the Royal Household Guard, being primarily responsible for
seeing that the pal ace troops were armed, clothed, fed and paid. He was a
thin

man with blond hair and a sl ender noustache he obviously worked hard at
keepi ng

perfectly trinmed. Both wore extravagant clothing, a |long way fromthe nodest
| eather tunic and trousers Tal had selected to wear.

As the sun |lit the sky behind those di stant peaks, Duke Kaspar and a young
worran

energed fromthe palace, quickly making their way to a pair of waiting

hor ses.

Tal glanced at the young woman, wondering absently if it m ght be the Lady
Rowena of Talsin, who in reality was another of the Concl ave's agents,

Al ysandr a.

Tal had been frustrated during the time he had spent on Sorcerer's Isle in
determ ni ng just what she had been doing in the Duke's conpany, for either
peopl e didn't know or they weren't telling. Al he could discover was that it
had been Mranda, Pug's wife, who had dispatched the girl to O asko at about
t he

same time Tal had been training in Sal ador

Thi s woman was unli ke Rowena, but she had one trait in common: she was
equal |y

beautiful. But while Rowena had been fair with eyes the col our of
cornf | owers,

this lady was dark, her skin touched by the sun to a warmtan, her eyes

al nost

as dark as her black hair. The Duke said sonething and she sniled, and
instantly



Tal knew who she was, for there was a hint of resenblance to the Duke.

As if sensing Tal's thoughts, Duke Kaspar said, "Ah, young Hawki ns, may I
have

the pl easure of presenting you to nmy sister, the Lady Natalia."

Tal bowed in his saddle. "My honour, mlady."

It was obvious that the other two nobles were already acquainted with the
Duke' s

younger sister, who appeared to be in her late twenties or early thirties.
Bot h

fell in behind the Duke and Natalia, |leaving Tal either to follow or ride on
t he

fl ank.

Duke Kaspar said, "W have a half-day's ride before us to get near our
quarry."”

He | ooked again at Tal. "That's a serviceabl e-1ooking bow, Talwin. Do you
know

how to use it?" Hs voice was |ight and playfully nocking.

Sensing the nood, Tal smiled. "I'ma better archer than I am a swordsnan,
Your

G ace. "

That brought a | augh fromeveryone, for Tal, as Chanpi on of the Masters
Court,

was accounted the greatest swordsman in the world. Lady Natalia | ooked over
her

shoul der at him giving himan excuse to ride forward a little. "Are you

maki ng
a jest, sir?" she asked.
Tal smiled. "In truth, no, mlady. | have hunted since | was a child, while

only took up the sword after ny fourteenth birthday."
"Then you nmust be the world' s greatest archer, sir,"
wyly.

Keeping his smle in place, Tal replied, "Hardly, sir. Elven archers cannot

be

mat ched by any man."

"Elves!" said Baron M khael. "Legends. My father used to tell nme stories about
a

great war in my grandfather's time, against invaders from another world.

El ves

and dwarves figured in it quite promnently."

"W'll talk as we ride," said the Duke, urging his horse forward

Tal found hinself beside Baron M khael, as Baron Eugivney rode forward to

fl ank

Lady Natalia. "Not |egends, my good sir,’
and

not too far to the west live those elves of legend. And to the north, in the
city of LaMut, nmany descendants fromthat other world now live."

M khael | ooked at Tal as if deciding whether or not the young nan was jesting
with him "You' re serious?"

"Yes, Baron," said Tal. "And those el ves boast archers unmatched by any nman
living." Tal didn't know this fromhis chil dhood, but rather fromlong
conversations with Caleb, one of his teachers on Sorcerer's Isle; Caleb had
lived with the elves in Elvandar, their hone, for a time. He spoke their

| anguage and clainmed only one or two nen had conme close to matching their
skill

with a bow.

"Well, then, if you say so," conceded Mkhael as if that put a close to the
matter. To the Duke he said, "Your Gace, what are we hunting today?"

Over his shoul der the Duke said, "Sonething special if luck holds. A report
has

reached the King that a wyvern has flown up fromKesh and is nesting in the

sai d Baron Eugi vney

said Tal. "My honme is near Ylith,



mountains. If that's true, we have a rare opportunity before us."
Baron Eugi vney blinked in confusion. "A wyvern?"

M khael ' s expression also reveal ed uncertainty. "I'mnot sure..."
Tal said, "Small dragon. Very fast, very nean, and very dangerous... but
small... for a dragon.”

Lady Natalia glanced fromface to face, then sniled with Tal at the obvious
di sconfort exhibited by the other two nmen. "You' ve seen one, Squire?"
"Once," said Tal. "In the nountains when | was a boy." He neglected to
nmention

t hose nountains were close to O asko.

The Duke | ooked over his shoulder as they rode out of the pal ace gate and

t ur ned

up the high street that would | ead them northward out of the city. "How would
you go about hunting one, Squire?"

Tal smiled. "I wouldn't, Your Gace, any nore than | would go |ooking for a
forest fire or tidal wave. But if | nust, there are two ways."

"Real ly? Say on."

"Stake out a sheep or deer on a high plateau in plain sight. Have archers
near by

and when it | ands, keep shooting until it's dead."

"Sounds like little sport,"” observed the Lady Natali a.

"None, really," agreed Tal. "Most of the tinme, the objective is to kill a
mar audi ng predator, protecting nearby herds, not sport."

"What's the ot her way?" asked the Duke.

"Find its lair. Wverns |ike shallow caves or deep overhangs in the rocks
According to ny grandfather— Tal halted hinself. For the first time in ages
he

found hinmself on the verge of slipping out of character. He forced Tal on of
t he

Silver Hawk down in his mind and continued, "—who heard this froma Hatad
hillman up in the nountains of Yabon—ayverns don't |like to go deep
under gr ound

t he way dragons do."

Baron M khael asked, "So you find its lair, then what?"

"Flush it out. Lay nets over the mouth of the cave if you can, sone heavy
ropes,

anything to slowit when it comes out. Then toss in some flam ng brands and
have

| ong spears, ten-, twelve-foot stakes, ready. Inpale it as it cones out and
t hen

wait for it to die."

"Has any man taken one with a bow?" asked the Duke.

Tal laughed. "Only if he has a couple of dozen other bowren al ong."

"No vital spot? No quick kill?" asked Duke Kaspar

"None that |'ve ever heard of," said Tal. Realizing he was begi nning to sound
i ke an expert, he quickly added, "But that doesn't mean one doesn't exist,
Your

Grace. It's just ny grandfather was trying to inpress on me how danger ous

t hey

were. "

"I think he succeeded adnirably," said M khael

Tal k continued on the topic of hunting as they rode through the city. In |less
than an hour, they were out of the city proper and into rolling foothills
dotted

with small estates and farns.

"After noon," announced the Duke, "we'll reach the edges of the Royal Hunting
Preserve. The King has graciously permtted us to hunt there."

That answered Tal's question as to how | arge gane could be situated this

cl ose

to the city.



"Your Grace," asked Baron Eugivney, "doesn't the preserve extend for severa
hundred mil es?"

"We're not going to hunt all of it," said Kaspar with a | augh. "Just the
interesting bits."

Their course followed the highway upward. It was the mpjor trading route to

t he

northern provinces, but when it turned westerly, they took a smaller road to
t he

northeast. At midday they paused to take a neal and rest the horses. Tal was
i mpressed at how quickly the servants erected a small pavilion, conplete with
clever folding chairs made of canvas and wood, so that the Duke and his
guests

could relax in confort. They paused to dine in a large rolling neadow, with a
few dairy cows grazing at the other end.

Talk turned to the gossip of the court, for the Duke had been away from

Rol dem

al nrost as long as Tal, Natalia even |longer. Both barons made it clear they saw
a

potentially beneficial match in the Duke's younger sister, and kept their
attentions focused on her. Not only was she clever and beautiful, she was al so
a

stepping stone to power. O asko mght be a small duchy conpared to the vast
expanses found in the Isles or Kesh, but it was a very influential one,
second

in the region only to Rol dem

After the meal, Duke Kaspar said, "Walk with me a bit, young Hawkins."

Tal nodded and rose fromhis seat while the Duke waved the two barons to keep
theirs. "Sit, gentlenen. Keep ny sister anused, if you will."

When they were a few yards away fromthe pavilion, the Duke said, "So, young
Hawki ns, have you given any thought to the offer of enploynment | nade to you
after the Tournanent of Chanpi ons?"

"In truth, Your Grace, | have. | amvery flattered, honoured even, but the
fact

of the matter is | prefer to be ny own nman."

"Interesting,"” said the Duke as they reached a stand of trees. "Excuse ne a
monent, while | relieve nyself."

The Duke uncerenoni ously undid the fastening on his breeches and stood with
hi s

back to the Squire. After he finished, he said, "Now, that is what | admre
about you, Squire."

"What, Your G ace?"

"Your independence."

"Sir?"

"Look at those two," he said, pointing over to where the barons were talking
with Natalia. "They hover over ny sister as if she were a prize in a festival
tournanent. They wish to ingratiate thenselves with ne through ny sister.

am

surrounded by sycophants and those seeking favour and it is a rare day when |
encount er soneone who w shes nothing fromne. Those are the men | val ue the
nost, because | know with certainty that should they serve nme, they will do
so

to their last breath."” Lowering his voice as they wal ked back towards the
pavilion, he added, "Those and others like themmy find better ternms from
ot her

masters attractive at the nost inopportune tines."

Tal laughed. "So | have heard. | nust admit, while | have distant kin in the
court in Krondor, nmy own experience with royal politics is limted. In fact,
| ast night was only ny second visit to the pal ace."

"You should come to Opardum While not as grand an edifice as Roldenis

pal ace,



my own citadel above the city is rife with enough politics to last a
[ifetime.

Besides, it would do ny sister some good to spend time with a young man who
wasn't trying to convince her of his undying devotion so as to gain a
position

in nmy service."

Then they wal ked back to rejoin the others. As they approached the pavilion
t he

Duke raised his voice. "Let us again to the chase!"

The servants quickly bound up the pavilion and tied it to the packhorses,
whil e

others put the dishes and food in baskets. Wthin ten mnutes they were
nount ed

again and riding northeast, into deeper forests.

Tal signalled. He pointed up the trail. The Duke nodded. It was nearing
sundown,

wi th perhaps another hour and a half of usable light, and they were foll ow ng
a

gane trail.

Tal had been surprised to discover the entire royal gane preserve was as its
nane suggested, preserved wi lderness. No | ogging had been conducted in this
area

for generations, though there were heroic stands of old-growh trees that
woul d

yield tinbers for ships and houses should they be harvested. As a hunter, he
appreci ated that the kings of Roldem had been willing to make shi pbuil ders
forest many niles farther away and haul |unmber down the nountains in order to
keep this region pristine. He silently acknow edged the practice was nost
likely

begun in ancient tinmes to ensure that the royal famly had gane to eat in
tinmes

of fam ne, but whatever the original nmotivation, it had left a stunning

wil derness within a day's ride fromthe largest city on the island ki ngdom
They had reached their canpsite two hours earlier and a | arge pavilion had
been

established, with several smaller tents for the guests. The Duke had i nsisted
on

starting the hunt at once, rather than waiting for norning. Tal had agreed

t hat

gane often was plentiful near sunset when both predators and prey sought

wat er .

Fromthe lie of the hills Tal judged as many as half a dozen good-sized
streans

were likely to be in the area. Certainly there were gane signs everywhere. He
had al ready seen the tracks froma heart of forest boars, a sow and her
young.

Hal f an hour earlier he had spotted cat prints, nost likely a | eopard or
catanount fromthe size of the prints, rather than the nuch | arger

bl ack- maned

cave |ions.

O their intended prey, the wyvern, there was no evidence. As far as Tal was
concerned, if they never saw a hint of the creature, so much the better.
There

were other ways to die he found preferable to being devoured while trying to
denonstrate his hunting prowess to a bunch of idle nobles.

Duke Kaspar led the hunt, with Tal on his right flank. Between them was the
Lady

Natalia, who held a small bow as if she knew exactly how to use it. The two
barons were on the left. A full conpany of guards, servants and trail breakers
were waiting back at canp. A half-dozen nounted crossbow men were ready to



answer any call for help, though Tal's experience told himthat with a wild
beast, the matter would usually be resolved before help could arrive. He just
hoped there would be no trouble. Lingering closer were two servants holding a
vari ety of weapons, including a heavy crossbow and a pair of boar-spears.

Tal was surprised how quiet the Duke was at the point, and how noi sy the two
barons were. Both were very unconfortable at being on foot, apparently,

t hough

they clained to be serious hunters. The Duke stopped, and signalled for Ta
and

the others to join him

He was | ooking at the ground as they approached. "Now, |ook at that," he said
very softly.

Tal went to one knee and exanmined the print. He put his finger in the soi

and

judged the inprint to be no nore than a few m nutes ol d.

He stood up and said, "Bear."

Baron M khael whistled. "But |ook at the size of it."

"That's the grandfather of all bears," said the Duke.

Tal had heard tal es of such bears, but they had been hunted to extinction in
hi s

grandfather's grandfather's day. They were the Ja-haro M| aka, or

G ey-Mizzl ed

Bears, of his people's |egends. Perhaps limted hunting here in Rol dem had
kept

themalive. To the Duke he said, "I know this breed by reputation. They are
aggressive at the best of tines. It's spring, and it's al nost certain one
this

bigis a male, so he will be looking to mate and will not |ook kindly on
anyt hi ng encroaching his territory." Tal glanced around. "He's close. There's
still noisture in the depression. The air would have dried it out in |ess

t han

an hour."

"How big do you judge hin?" asked the Duke.

"Twelve feet if he's an inch,"” said Tal. He notioned towards the servants.
"Arrows will only irritate him W need heavi er weapons."

"What do you suggest?"

"Did you bring a catapul t?"

The Duke smiled. "I've hunted bear before.”
I gnoring protocol, Tal said, "As have |, Your Grace, but the |argest brown
bear

you' ve seen is nothing conpared to the Grey-Mizzl ed Bear. You can't stop it
even

with a heavy bolt to the shoulder if it's charging. Wth other bears you can
drop and play dead and perhaps they' |l get bored after nmauling you a bit and
wander of f.

"These creatures will shred you. They can bite a man's head off if they are
in

t he mood. "

"Sounds like it's best to retreat at first sight," said Baron Eugi vney.

"You can't outrun it," said Tal as he started to nove towards the servants.
“In

a short burst, it can run down a horse frombehind and cripple it with a bl ow
to

the spine."

The Duke didn't nove, while the others started to follow Tal. "You're not
suggesting | don't hunt this creature, Squire?"

"No, Your Grace, but | am suggesting a better choice of weapons."

The Duke nodded. "What, then?"

"I woul d rather have heavy | ances from horseback, or heavy spears, but these
boar - spears should suffice," called Tal over his shoul der



Duke O asko took a single step towards the others when from behind himthere
cane a roar to shake the trees. It was a low how w th a strident note,

coupl ed

with the grating sound of a piece of wood being torn in half. Tal swore
not hi ng

living could make such a noi se.

He turned for a second while the others froze and saw a nmassi ve brown shape
expl ode fromthe trees less than ten yards fromthe Duke. Kaspar spun as if
ready to nmeet a hunman attacker, in a crouch, his bow held in his left hand,
hi s

dagger seenming to fly to his right.

The Lady Natalia remai ned nmotionless but cried, "Do sonething!"

Tal threw aside his bow and with two quick steps yanked the boar-spear from
t he

hands of an open-nout hed servant who | ooked to be on the verge of fleeing. To
the other servant, Tal called, "Follow ne!"

As he ran uphill past the two barons, he shouted, "Distract it!"

The Duke didn't nmove until the animal was al nbst upon him and at the |ast
instant threw hinself to the left. The bear swatted at himwith his left paw,
propelling himin the direction he was al ready heading. Had it gone the other
way, Tal knew, the Duke would be dead with a broken spine. And, for all Ta
knew, he was al ready.

Kaspar had taken a punishing bl ow and he wasn't noving, either unconscious or
pl ayi ng dead. The bear's nonmentumtook it on for a few yards farther, then it
wheel ed and turned, ready to charge. The two barons and Natalia let fly a

vol | ey
of arrows and two of the three struck the aninal. It turned and how ed,
gi vi ng

Tal the tine he needed to reach the Duke. Tal came to stand above him
Seei ng an opponent that wouldn't flee the bear slowed its charge and

conti nued

forward at a quick wal k. Tal raised the boar-spear high above his head with
bot h

hands and shouted as |oud as he could, an inarticul ate approxi mati on of an
animal's how .

The bear pulled up just a few feet away and reared on its hind legs. It roared
a

chal | enge, and Tal ducked I ow, thrusting the boar-spear under the animal's
br east bone. The bear how ed, stepping back. Once nore Tal ducked under and
thrust. The broad-headed bl ade cut deep into the nuscle and bl ood fl owed,
streaking the beast's brown fur. Howing in pain, the bear retreated once
agai n,

but Tal followed, continuing to duck and thrust into the same spot bel ow the
br east bone.

Soon bl ood gushed like a river down the animal's torso, pooling in the ground
at

its feet. The huge creature waved its paws, and again Tal thrust hone wth

t he

boar - spear .

Tal lost count, but after close to a dozen cuts, the animal staggered
backwar ds,

and fell on his left side. Tal didn't wait, but reached down and grabbed the

Duke, gripping his right upper arm and draggi ng hi m downhill. Kaspar said,
weakly, "I can get up, Squire."

Tal hel ped Kaspar to his feet. The Duke seenmed slightly dazed, but otherw se
unhurt, though he was nmoving slowy. "I'Il be feeling that blow to the ribs
for

a week with each breath | take."
"Are you all right?" Natalia cried, arriving at a run
The two barons approached, bows in hand, and M khael said, "I've never seen



anything like it."

Kaspar said, "How did you do that, Squire?"

"My grandfather,"” said Tal. "He told ne once of a boyhood hunt. The great
bear

rears up to challenge. It is the only way to kill one, he said. If you run
he'll take you down from behind, but if you stand and threaten him the bear
will rise on his hind I egs. Then, said nmy grandfather, you nust strike
upwar d,

just bel ow the breastbone, hard and fast, for there is a great artery under
hi s

heart and if you can nick that with a deep thrust of a spear he will quickly
| ose consciousness and bl eed to death inside." He | ooked over to where the
now comat ose bear |ay bl eeding out, and said, "Apparently, G andfather was
right."

"Your grandfather nust have been an amazi ng hunter,’
quietly.

For an instant enotions threatened to overwhel m Tal as the image of his
grandf at her, Laughter In His Eyes, cane to him smling as he always did. Ta
forced that nmenory aside, using every nental discipline he had been taught at
Sorcerer's Isle to keep conposed. He said softly, "He was that."

"Well, Squire," said the Duke, wobbly enough to allow Baron Eugivney to help
hi m

observed Baron M khael

down the hill, "I owe you ny life. What can | do to repay that?"

Tal suddenly realized that wi thout thought, he had just saved the life of the
man he had sworn to kill, but Kaspar read his confusion as nodesty. "Cone.
Let's

go back to canmp and rest, and we'll talk about it."

"Very well, Your Gace," said Tal. For a nmoment the irony of the situation
came

down on himin full force and he was caught hal fway between wanting to | augh
al oud and wanting to curse.

He took a gl ance back at the dying bear, then shoul dered the spear and
fol | oned

t he Duke.

That evening, the Duke | ounged in one of the chairs with his feet propped up
on

cushions, nursing his injured ribs. Tal was amazed at how nuch strength the
man

possessed. In his prine, Kaspar was a powerful man with the shoul ders of a
westler or dock worker, and arnms knotted thick with nuscle. Wen the
servants

had removed his shirt, revealing the huge bl ackening area fromthe deep

brui se

dealt himby the bear, Tal saw there was very little fat on the man. In

open- handed conbat, he woul d be extrenely dangerous.

He was al so tough; every breath had to be a trial, for Tal suspected the Duke
had cracked ribs, yet he lay back confortably, chuckling at one or another
remark during the evening neal, one arm draped over the back of the chair for
support, the other holding a cup of wine.

He ate little, but he consuned a prodi gi ous anount of wine. Tal's opinion was
that the wi ne would hel p the Duke sleep soundly. At the end of the evening,
he

directed a question at Tal: "So, Squire, have you given any thought to what
reward | can offer to set right ny debt to you?"

Tal lowered his head a little as if enbarrassed and said, "Truth to tell,
Your

Grace, | acted without a lot of thought. | was attenpting to save ny own life
as

much as yours." He tried to | ook nopdest.

"Come now. That may be, but the effect is the same. You saved ny life. \Wat



can
| do to repay this?"

Tal smiled. "I amcurrently in need of little, sir. But | assune at sone
poi nt

in the future things nmay not be as sanguine for ne as they are today. Should
I

fall upon hard tines, then perhaps | mght redeem your favour?"

"Fair enough. Though | suspect a man of your resources shoul d make his way
through life without too nuch difficulty.” He stood up slowy. "Each of you
has

a tent prepared and a servant to provide for your confort. Now, | nust bid
you

good night and come norning I'lIl see how!l feel. | would hate to shorten our
hunt, but |I fear I amin no manner of formable to confront a dragon, even a
smal | one." The others | aughed. "So, | suspect we shall be back at the pal ace
this time tonorrow. Sleep well."

He departed and after a noment, Tal excused hinself, |eaving the two barons
al one to contest for the Lady Natalia's attentions. He found the "tent" put
aside for himwas another small pavilion, |arge enough for Tal to stand in
and

di srobe with the help of a servant. The serving man took Tal's clothing and

said, "These will be cleaned and ready for you in the norning, Squire."
Tal sat in the mddle of a pile of cushions, upon which a pair of thick
quilts

had been placed. On top of that lay a satin conforter, far nore than he
needed.

Breat hi ng deep the nountain air, he ignored the hints of conversation that
carried fromthe main pavilion as Eugivhey and M khael tried to anmuse Natalia
and turned his mind to the odd events of the day. The bear had cone so

qui ckl'y

he had reacted like a hunter, w thout thought, grabbing the best weapon at
hand,

and charging straight at the beast. He could have just as easily taken a bow
and

peppered the animal with useless arrows until it had finished mauling Kaspar
to
death. Then he woul d have only one man—€aptain Qui nt Havrevul en—to kill, and
hi s

peopl e woul d have been avenged.

Tal had endured enough nmental exercises with the nmagicians at Sorcerer's Isle
to

know the futility of agonizing over why things had transpired as they had.
What

coul d have happened... did, as Nakor used to say. Obviously, there was to be
no

sinmple solution to the problemthat |ay before Tal. But one thing now felt

cl ear; watching Kaspar die would have afforded himno joy. He found he didn't
hate the man. He was wary of him as he would be of any wild and danger ous
creature. But he sonehow couldn't reconcile the charm ng host with whom he
enjoyed a goblet of wine with the cal cul ati ng murderer who ordered the death
of

an entire nation. Sonething here didn't jibe and Tal wondered what it could
be.

Anot her hand was in the m x, he suspected. The mmgici an Leso Varen was said
to

have great influence over Kaspar, and Tal wondered if he m ght not have been
t he

architect of the Orosini's destruction.

When Tal emerged fromhis reverie, he realized the canp had grown quiet. The
Lady Natalia nmust have bid her suitors good night. He also realized he was



still

very much awake and that sleep would come hard for himif he didn't relax. He
was sitting nude upon the conforter, so he crossed his |legs and put his pal ns
down on his knees. He closed his eyes and began a neditation to cal mthe m nd
Time stilled and he felt his heart rate slow and his breathi ng deepen. He was
nearly asleep when he felt the tent flap open

Bef ore he could nove a shadowy figure took one quick step fromthe opening
and

grabbed himby the throat. As he canme fully alert he snmelled soft perfune and
heard a whisper in his ear. "How sweet. You waited up for ne." Then he felt
Natalia's |lips press hard on his as she pushed hi mover on his back, and
pressed

hi m down upon the pillows. He blinked and in the gl oom saw her beautiful face
i nches fromhis as she quickly unfastened her sleeping robe and cast it

asi de.

Pl ayfully slipping one hand down to his stonach, she said, "My brother may
not

be able to think of a way to thank you for saving his life. But |I have

severa

i deas. "

Then she | owered her head and ki ssed hi m agai n.

CHAPTER FOUR

Choi ce

Tal sat down.

He sank heavily into the cushions of the divan while regarding the figure
standing quietly in the corner. "Pasko has run Amafi down to the narket on a
pointl ess errand before the market closes, so we're alone for a few mnutes,"
he

said, raising a cup of wine. "Join ne?"

The tall figure stepped out of the corner, and renoved his hat. Long white
hai r

fell to his shoulders as pale blue eyes regarded Tal. "I won't be here | ong.
Father's sent ne with a message and a few questions.”

"At |least sit down, Magnus."

"I"ll stand," said the young magi ci an. For a while Magnus had taught Tal a
l[ittle about magic and logic, but of all of those who had taught Tal, Magnus
was

the one with whom he felt the | east kinship. Tal thought it ironic, as Caleb
Magnus' s younger brother, was the only man in the Conclave with whom Tal felt
any sense of brotherhood. Both were hunters, both non-magic-users in a
culture

of magi ci ans, both unable to understand much of what they saw around them
every

day. O all those who served the Conclave, only Mranda, Magnus's nother, was
nore of a stranger to Tal

Tal said, "Forgive ne, but | had a taxing day and night. |I've had al nbst no
sleep and nmy wits have fled."

Magnus smled. "Your heroics with the bear and with the Lady Natali a,

gat her ?"

"You' ve heard?" Tal sat up, shocked. He had been back in the city |less than
an

hour before departing the palace, which had been | ess than an hour ago. Wich
meant runmour woul d have had to have spread in record time. H s eyes narrowed.
"You couldn't have heard. You saw "

"Yes, | was watching."
Tal didn't hide his displeasure. It was the second time Magnus had secretly
wat ched Tal. "I can al nbst understand you wi shing to observe ny fight with

Raven, but why a sinple hunt?"
"Because not hing involving Kaspar of O asko is sinple. Father asked me to



ensure
you were well on your way to ingratiating yourself w th Kaspar and between
t he

rescue fromthe bear and your conquest of his sister, it appears things are
wel |

in hand. Besides, it will be the last tine | spy on you."

n W]y?ll

Magnus hel d his broad-brimred hat in both hands. "First the questions. Are
you

ready to take service with Kaspar?"

"Al nmost, but not quite."

"Soon, then?"

"Yes, soon."

"Has either the Duke or his sister nmentioned the man Leso Varen to you?"
"No. | would have taken note."

"Father's last question: do you have any idea why Kaspar seeks to put troops
on

t he border of the Kingdomof the Isles, hundreds of nmiles from any

signi ficant

obj ective?"

"Not even a hint."

"Now, a question fromme: why did you save Kaspar fromthat bear?"

Tal shook his head and sipped his wine. "To tell you the truth, | had no idea
at

the tine. | just reacted. But after dwelling on it, | decided it nust be the
gods telling ne sonething."

"What ?"

"I't's not enough to see Kaspar die. At the very | east he rmust know why he is
dyi ng, but even nore..."

"What ?"

"I want to see himhunbled. | want to watch as he realizes that everything
he' s

done, every nurderous order given, every treacherous decision, has cone to
naught . "

Magnus was quiet for a nonent, then said, "Killing himw |l be far easier

t han

reducing himto such a state."

"Still, that is ny goal."

"Your goal," said Magnus, "if | may remind you, is to first discover why he
desires a war with the Kingdom Every shred of intelligence we have tells us
you

are correct in your surmse: Kaspar has sone mad design on forging an

al liance

anong the Eastern Kingdonms so he may | aunch a strike against the Isles.

"And | enphasize the word 'mad’ for none of what he has acconplished so far
reveal s a hint of sanity."

Tal nodded. "Yet | would wager my life that Kaspar is anything but mad.

Devi ous,

nmur der ous, charm ng, even amusing; but he is as sane as any man. H s choices
nmay

appear pointless, but there is always a design behind them" He | eaned
forward

and put his wine cup on the table. "Now, Pasko and Amafi will return soon, so
we

nmust be done with this quickly."

"Then to the message. This frommy father. You are to be detached."

"Exactly what does that nean?"

"It neans no one will be calling on you at any tinme, Tal.'
hi s

hat. "Wen you decide to take Kaspar up on his offer and enter his service,

Magnus adj ust ed



find

an excuse to discharge Pasko. | leave it up to you as to what you do with
this

Amafi fellow But you are oath-bound to never nention your connection to the
Conclave to him or even hint of the Conclave's existence.

"From now on, we will have no further contact with you until you seek us out.
| f

you are in the north, find a way to send a nessage to Kendrick's or go there
yourself. In Rillanon, seek out an inn called the Gol den Sunrise, and you've
al ready been to the Cask and Vine in Sal ador. Should you find yourself in
Krondor, you already know the Adm ral Trask. Here, see the night barman at
Mol konski's Inn. We don't have any agents in Opardum nore's the pity, but if
you can get a nessage up to the Anvil and Tong, in the town of Karesh' kaar in
Bardac's Hol dfast, it'll get to us."

Tal laughed. "Are all your agents ensconced in inns and taverns?"

Magnus smled. "No, but we find inns and taverns to be useful places to
col | ect

i nformati on. Devise a way to get a nmessage to any of those |ocations,

addr essed

to the Squire of Forest Deep, and it will reach us. Use the code phrase if
you

can. There are other inns in other cities, and Pasko can see you have a ful
list before you part conpany."

"Why am | to do wi thout hinP"

"Two... no, three reasons. First, with each additional agent of the Conclave
who

gets near Leso Varen, the risk to us is multiplied. Mther has Lady Rowena as
cl ose to Kaspar as a wonan can get—+ assume in the vain hope Kaspar m ght | et
sonmet hing slip anmong the pillowtal k—and with you there, our vulnerability

i ncreases; Pasko adds not hing of use to us, but increases the hazard.
"Second, we have other tasks for Pasko.

"And |l astly, he works for the Conclave, not Squire Hawkins of Ylith, no
nmatter

what you have cone to believe."

"Poi nt taken."

"Now, | rmust make this clear: no matter what opportunity you have to revenge
yoursel f on Kaspar, he is only part of the problem find out what you nmay of
Leso Varen. He is the true danger in this. Finally, if you are found out, we

will see you dead before risking the security of the Conclave. |Is that clear?"
"Abundantly."

"Good. So, don't get killed, or at least try to do sonething useful before
you

do. If you get into trouble, we can't and won't fetch you out."
Suddenly he was gone. There was a slight intake of air where Magnus had stood
and the roomwent silent.

Tal reached out and took his wine cup and nuttered, "I hate that he al ways
has

to have the last word."

* * %

Tal awoke feeling a little disoriented. He had only had one cup of w ne the
ni ght before during his conversation with Magnus. The day had been uneventf ul
a

somewhat |eisurely ride down the nountain and through the city to the pal ace.
But he hadn't slept well, and wondered if his restless night was due to the
choi ce that now confronted him

Kaspar was in his debt; so how was Tal to take service with himand not | ook
overly anxious? H's idea of killing Prince Matthew and havi ng Kaspar

i ntercede

to protect himnow seened em nently plausible; Magnus was correct: Tal's
status



as Champi on of the Masters' Court gained himmany privil eges, but what were
t he

obligations? Tal pondered that for a nonent.

He knew he coul d mani pul at e any nunber of social situations where Prince
Mat t hew

woul d be forced to call himout for a duel. Soneone would insist it be to
first

bl ood and Tal could "accidentally" kill him unfortunate, but these things
happen. Ironically, Tal considered, they happen to me a lot, actually. No,
t hat

woul dn't do, for a duel would be about honour and while the King night never
again allow himin the pal ace. .

A brawl perhaps? Matthew had an appetite for some of the seedier bordell os
and

ganming halls in the city. He went "in disguise", despite the fact everyone
knew

hi m and he used his position to great advantage.

Tal discarded the idea; not public enough

There was no easy way to kill himin such a way as to land in that magic
pl ace

bet ween being forgi ven and bei ng beheaded. And even if he did land in that
magi cal place, and Kaspar interceded on his behalf, that would settle

Kaspar's
debt. Tal I|iked having that debt.
No, he decided as he arose, he wouldn't kill Prince Matthew.

Anot her idea came to him He sat back and thought about it, and deci ded he
had

not considered his own role closely enough. There m ght just be a way to make
hi nsel f persona non grata in Roldem He could keep hinself off the headsnman's
bl ock yet seemingly have no social future left in Roldem At which point it
woul d seemas if he had no choice to but take service with the Duke.

"Pasko," he called and a nonent |later Amafi entered the room "Magnificence,
nmay

| serve?" he asked in the |l anguage of the Isles.

"Where's Pasko?" he asked, motioning for his trousers.

The former assassin handed themto Tal. "He went to the norning market,
Magni fi cence, shopping for food. What nmay | do for you?"

Tal considered this, and then said, "I guess nowis as good a tinme as any for
you to learn to be a valet."

"Val et ? Magni ficence, | do not know the word."

Tal had forgotten he was speaki ng Rol deni sh, a | anguage in which Amafi could
barely keep up. "Il cameriere personale,” said Tal in the Quegan | anguage.
"Ah, a manservant," said Amafi in the King' s Tongue, as the |anguage of the

I sl es was known. "I have spent sone tine anong nmen of breeding, Mgnificence,
so

it will be of little matter to | earn your needs. But what of Pasko?"

"Pasko will be leaving us soon, I'mafraid." Tal sat and pulled on his boots.
"It's a fanmly matter, and he nmust return to his father's side up north in
Lat agore."

Amafi didn't ask for any details. He just said, "Then | shall endeavour to
mat ch
himin caring for your confort."

"We still need to work on your Roldem sh,"” said Tal, falling back into that

| anguage. "I'mfor the Masters' Court. Wait here for Pasko, then tell himto
begin to acquaint you with ny routines. He will explain as he goes. Becone
like

his shadow for a while and observe. Ask questions if they do not disturb ne
or

any in ny conpany, otherw se keep themuntil the two of you are al one.

"Tell himto nmeet me at Renmarga's at nidday and bring fresh clothing. Then



will dine at... Baldwin's, outside along the Gand Canal, then sone afternoon
cards at Depanov's. I'Il return here to change into sonething nore
appropriate

for supper."

"Yes, Magnificence."

Tal put on the sane shirt he had worn the day before, and threw a casua

j acket
across one shoul der as he grabbed his sword. "Now, find sonething to do unti
Pasko gets back and 1'll see the two of you at noon."

"Yes, Magnificence," Amafi repeated.

Tal left the apartment and hurried down the stairs. He fastened his sword
around

his wai st and kept the jacket over his shoulder. It was a warm day and he had
elected to forgo a hat. As he worked his way along the streets to the

Mast er s

Court, he pondered just how nuch damage he could do to a royal without
getting

himself into too nuch trouble.

The norning sun, a warm breeze off the ocean, the nmenory of the Lady
Natalia's

ent husi astic | ovemaki ng—al |l conbined to put Tal into a wonderful frame of

m nd

By the time he reached the Masters' Court he had a plan as to howto hunmliate
a

royal w thout getting hung, and had convinced hinself it mght even turn out
to

be fun.

* * %

A week later, the gallery was full as Tal wal ked onto the floor of the
Mast er s

Court. Wth the return of the Greatest Swordsman in the Wrld, observing
practices and bouts had becone the favoured pastinme of a | arge nunber of
young

worren in the capital. Many nobl e daughters and a significant number of young
wi ves found reason to take pause during their day's shopping to indulge their
newfound interest in the sword.

He had been practising every day for a week since returning fromthe hunt,
and

waiting for his opportunity to confront Prince Matthew. He had finally
realized

the Prince was waiting until he departed to appear at Masters' Court every
second day. Tal judged that the vain prince didn't wish to share the
attention

of those at the Masters' Court with the Chanpion. So this day, Tal began his
practice sessions in the late afternoon, rather than the nmorning, as was his
habi t .

Tal was saluted by every nember on the floor, including the instructors, in
recogni tion of his achi evenent. Today Vassily Turkov was acting as Master of
t he

Fl oor, head instructor, and arbiter of any dispute. Other instructors worked
with students in all corners of the massive hall, but the Master of the Floor
supervi sed the bouts at the centre

The floor of the court was of inlaid wod, arranged in a conplex pattern that
after a brief study revealed itself to be a clever series of boundaries

bet ween

various practice areas. The floor was surrounded by massive col ums of
hand- pol i shed wood supporting the ornate high ceiling. Tal glanced up and saw
that the ceiling had been repainted, white with gold | eaf over enbossed
gar | ands

and wreat hs whi ch surrounded | arge skylights. Galleries ran al ong one wall



bet ween the columms, while the other wall boasted floor-to-ceiling w ndows,
keeping the entire hall brilliantly lit.

Vassily came and took Tal's hand. "When you didn't appear this norning, |

t hought perhaps you' d given yourself a day of rest, Squire." He glanced at

t he

crowded gallery and said, "If this continues, we may have to put up those
tenmporary seats again."” During the Masters' Chanpion Tournanment, tenporary
seating had been erected in front of the wi ndows, to acconmpbdate as nany

onl ookers as possible.

Tal smled. "I just cane to practise, Master."

The ol der man smled and nodded. "Then | shall find you an opponent." He saw
several young nen lingering nearby, eager to cross swords with the Chanpion
of

the Masters' Court. He beckoned one of them "Anatoli, you are first!"

Tal had no idea who the young nman was, but the youth approached w t hout
hesitation. He bowed to the Master, then bowed to Tal. Master Vassily cried
out,

"Rapi ers! Three points to the victor!"

Bot h nmen wore heavil y-padded jackets that covered themfromneck to groin,
over

| eggi ngs and | eat her-sol ed slippers. Each donned a basket nesh hel net that
allowed air and vision, but protected the entire head frominjury. They
advanced

and faced one another.

The Master came to stand between them holding out his sword. Each conbat ant
rai sed his own weapon, touched it to the Master's and held it in place. Then
t he

Master pulled his weapon away and the contest began.

Tal had been duelling during his nearly year-long stay in Sal ador. The Court
of

Bl ades was no match for the Masters' Court in ternms of the nunmber of quality
opponents, but there were enough good swordsnen there to keep Tal sharp

He had needed the time, for on Sorcerer's Isle there was only Caleb to spar
wi th, and he had been absent a great deal of the tine, out on one m ssion or
another for his parents. And while he was the best hunter and archer Ta
knew,

Cal eb's bl ade-work | eft room for inprovenent.

Before then, Tal had been with mercenaries, and nost of the niceties of the
duelling floor were lost on them They were not | ooking to perfect swordcraft
as

an art, but rather as a means of survival, and Tal was fairly certain the
Masters of the Court would | ook dimy upon his using kicks to the groin, eye
gougi ng, and ear biting as part of his sparring regime. Tal realized that
many

of the young men who woul d spend years of their lives here in the Masters
Court

woul d never have to use their blades in anger. Such was the life of a young
noble in the civilized bosom of Rol dem

Young Anatoli was quickly dispatched, for he was sound at basic swordsmanship
but | acked any particular gift. Three other young nmen were al so quickly

di sposed

of, and Tal elected to | eave the floor.

Rat her than headi ng straight for the changing room he went to a table at the
end of the hall which was [aden with refreshnents. A crystal bow stood in

t he

centre, filled with water and floating slices of |lenons. Tal had cone to
appreciate the drink after getting used to its tartness. Fresh fruit,
cheeses,

breads, pastries and snoked neats rested on trays. Bottles of ale and w ne
wer e



al so there for those who had finished with the day's practices. Tal took a
cup

of lemon-water froma servant, then picked up a slice of apple to nibble on
whi |l e he surveyed the room

One of the court's many servants stood next to Tal, busily restocking each

di sh

so that the presentation always | ooked fresh

He cal cul ated t he expense and consi dered how costly it nmust be to operate the
Masters' Court. Any nobleman was free to use the court for the furtherance of
the art of the blade. Commoners with gold could use it for a

not - i nconsi der abl e

fee, and many chose to do so, for political reasons. O herwise, the entire
cost

of operating this palatial undertaking was borne by the Crown.

For an idle nmonent, Tal wondered just how rmuch weal th King Carol conmmanded.
He

called up fromnenory a book he had read on the |life of the Krondorian trader
Rupert Avery, and reconsi dered how exaggerated the various sums nentioned by
t he

sel f-aggrandi zing fellowreally were. Sitting alone in his little hut on
Sorcerer's Isle, Talon of the Silver Hawk had thought those figures nust have
been inflated to bolster the author's claimof inportance in the history of

t he

Ki ngdom But now that he consi dered how vast the pal ace of Rol demwas, and

j ust

the cost of operating this court alone, not to nention the funding of

Rol demi s

navy, Tal realized just how naive Tal on had been. From sonmewhere in his
nmenory

cane the phrase, "It's good to be king", and despite not being able to
remenber

whi ch of his teachers had uttered it, Talon was inclined to agree.

For a brief instant he thought he was on the edge of understandi ng Duke
Kaspar's

greed for power.

Then he saw another large party enter the floor and w thout needing a second
gl ance, he knew Prince Matthew had arrived. Tal reconsidered his plan again,
as

he had countless tinmes since he had dreaned it up the week before. Fresh from
his heroics in saving the Duke and with the King' s approval he now stood the
best chance of making it work w thout ending up on the headsman's bl ock, or
bei ng di screetly dunped into the harbour

Si pping on his drink, he anbled to where the Prince stood surrounded by his
entourage. Prince Matthew was a vain man, despite the fact that by the age of
thirty he had accumul ated an anple girth around an ot herw se sl ender figure.
I't

gave the comic effect of a large reptile trying to digest an even | arger
bal I .

Still, the Prince heroically attenpted to mask the result of his excesses by
enpl oying a jacket that was cinched tight around the niddl e and padded across
t he shoul ders. He wore his hair short, heavily oiled, and conbed forward to
di sguise his rapidly-retreating hairline, and affected a thin noustache that
nmust take hours to trimeach day, thought Talon. He also carried an ornate
little viewi ng-glass, a thing of light purple quartz inported from Queg

t hr ough

whi ch he woul d peer at things as if the gl ass sonehow gave hima better |evel
of

detail .

Tal waited a short distance away until he was noticed, then bowed.

The Prince said, "Ah, Squire. Good to see you back. Sorry | m ssed you at the



gala, but | was indisposed."”

The runour in the pal ace had been that the Prince had consumed so nmuch w ne
t he

ni ght before Kaspar's wel conming gala he dared not step nore than a dozen
paces

fromthe garderobe in his quarters lest his irritated bowel s rebe
unexpect edl y.

"My loss, Highness. It's good to see you recovered."

"Have you duel | ed?" asked the Prince.

"I just finished, Hi ghness."

"Ah, a pity. | had hoped for sone decent competition today."

The Prince was an indifferent fencer, but for reasons political, he rarely
| ost

a bout. Tal had no doubt he had waited in the nearby changing roons, under
t he

soot hi ng hands of a masseuse, waiting for word of Tal's sessions being over
"That's no trouble, Hi ghness. | haven't left the floor yet, so | would be
happy

to accomodat e you should you wish a bit of a challenge."

Several of the Prince's party exchanged gl ances. On his best day the Prince
woul d be no match for Tal on his worst, and few thought the Chanpion of the
Masters' Court likely to allow a victory to the Prince, given that Tal had
never

lost a bout and if he continued to win until the next Masters' Court

Tour nanment

he woul d be the undisputed naster of all tine.

Prince Matthew forced a smle. "Again, a pity. |'ve already booked ny

opponents. "

Three young fencers stood nearby, one of them being the youth, Anatoli. He
beamed as he stepped forward and said, "Highness, | would gladly surrender ny
pl ace to all ow the Chanpion to acconmodate you."

If ooks could kill, Anatoli would have been instantly reduced to snoking
debris. Instead, the Prince said, "How kind, young sir. | shall be sure to
remenber. "

Tal tried to suppress a grin. "Wiy don't you begin with the other two,

H ghness,

while | finish ny | enmon-water? Wien you're finished with them 1'I1 be
del i ght ed

to be your |ast opponent."

The Prince sniled, for at |least Tal offered hima way to save face. He would
wi n

his first two bouts, after which being defeated by the Chanpi on woul d be no
shane. And, who knows, perhaps the Chanpion night seek to curry favour by

all owi ng a draw<ertainly he had done so before.

Tal wandered back to the buffet and hel ped hinsel f to another piece of apple.
The Prince quickly disposed of both his opponents who contrived to lose in an
al nost convi nci ng fashi on

Tal put down his cup of water and returned to the floor. "Congratul ations,

H ghness. You barely broke a sweat." In fact the Prince was puffing |ike an

old

horse that had been run uphill all day.

"Kind of you... to say that... Squire."

"Let's say to seven? That will give us both a good workout."

Master Vassily glanced at Tal with narrowed eyes. To seven neant best of
seven

touches. The usual match was to three touches. Tal would win w thout
difficulty,

but woul d have to score on the Prince four touches instead of the usual two
out

of three. The Prince was caught exactly where Tal wanted him unwilling to



decline. He said, "Of course.”

Then Tal said, "And if you would be so gracious, we've already both natched
with

rapiers. | could use some practice with a heavier weapon. Sabres? O

| ongswor ds,

per haps?"

Everyone within hearing range fell silent. Prince Matthew was indifferent
with

the rapier, but it was his best weapon. The heavy cavalry bl ade required

qui ck,

powerful attacks, and the infantry sword required stam na. The Prince el ected
the I esser of two evils. "Sabres, then, Squire."

Tal notioned for one of the floor staff to hand himhis helmet and sword,
whil e

anot her attendant brought the Prince a practice sabre. Master Vassily

appr oached

and whi spered, "Wat do you think you' re doing, Squire?"

"I just thought it about time someone took sone of the wi nd out of that
ponpous

fool's sails, Master Vassily."

The Master of the Floor stood dunbfounded. His entire experience with Squire
Hawki ns had led himto believe hima young man of exceptional soci al

adr oi t ness.

He could charmnearly every woman he nmet and nost men wanted to be his
friend.

Yet here he stood ready to humliate a royal prince. "He's the King' s cousin,
Squire!" hissed Vassily.

"The fact of which the swi ne makes sure we never forget,'
sound venomous. "Let's get on with it."

From the monent they took their places, Tal knew he could have his way with
t he

Prince, injure him or even kill himif he wanted. Despite the padding and

t he

hel met, a sabre—even a practice sabre with a blunted edge—oul d wreak great
harm

in the hands of a master, and no nan was nore of a master than Tal

Rel uctantly, Vassily took his place and rai sed his weapon. "Places!"

Bot h men approached and touched bl ades, and when Vassily ordered, "Begin!"

t he

Prince attenpted a quick but feeble overhand strike.

Tal knocked it aside effortlessly. The Prince was al ready overbal anced and
Tal

shoul d have without hesitation riposted with a strike to the shoul der or
exposed

side of the body for the point. Instead he retreated a step. "Wy don't you
try

t hat again, Hi ghness?" he said in a voice that nmerely hinted at nockery. It
was

alnost as if he was turning a practice duel into a | esson

Tal took his position, sabre down at his side, waiting, while the Prince
retreated and approached with his sword at the ready. The Prince tried the
same

nmove, even nore clunsily than before, and Tal easily blocked to the side.
Prince

Mat t hew over bal anced and was open to any nunber of light taps that would wn
Tal

the match, but at the last instant, Tal slashed hard with a punishing blow to
the ribs, hard enough to bring an audible grunt of pain fromthe Prince.
"Score, Squire Hawkins!" announced Vassily, as he |ooked at Tal with an
expression hal fway between a question and outrage.

said Tal, trying to



Wth a gasp, Prince Matthew pulled hinself upright, his left hand across his
stomach, clutching his ribs. Affecting concern, Tal asked, "I trust | didn't
hurt you, H ghness?"

For an instant Tal wondered if the Prince was going to be sick, for his voice
sounded as if he were swall owi ng between words. "No... I'm.. fine... Squire."
Brightly, Tal suggested, "Let's try another."

For a nonent it appeared as if the Prince might decline, but instead he
returned

to his position and Tal said, "Be careful not to over-extend, Hi ghness."
Wth barely-conceal ed anger, Master Vassily approached. There was nothi ng he
could do, really. As Master of the Floor he could halt any match for any
reason,

and over the years he had stopped several matches in which an advanced

st udent

was bullying a novice. But this was a royal prince of the House of Rol dem and
to

halt this bout because Tal was punishing himwould only humliate the Crown.
Tal scored two nore brutal touches, and by the tine the Prince approached the
line, Master Vassily whispered, "Squire, this is nmore than enough!"

"If Hs H ghness wishes to retire, | will not object,"” Tal said with as much
contenpt as he could manage in his tone. He let his voice carry just enough
t hat

all those nearby coul d overhear

Prince Matthew was a proud nan, even if that pride was founded in vanity

rat her

than achi evenent. He seemed to be choking back tears when he said, "I'm not
going to quit."

Brightly, Tal said, "Well said, H ghness. Let's give the gallery sonething to
remenber, shall we?"

When Vassily instructed themto start, Prince Matthew held his ground,

wai ting

for Tal to make the first nove. Tal feinted and the Prince reacted. In quick
order, Tal knocked the Prince's sabre fromhis hand, then slipped the point
of

his sabre under his helnet, flipping it off his head. Then he stepped past

t he

Prince and adm nistered as hard a bl ow across the buttocks as he could. The
crowmd' s reaction was instantaneous. Gasps of astonishnent were mxed with
catcalls and jeers. The bl ow was so hard that Prince Matthew fell forward to
hi s

knees, hand stretched out before him H's face was flushed, and his eyes
swol | en

fromthe tears of pain he had shed fromthe previous blows. But the |ast
strike

had reduced himto crying, and despite his best efforts, he could not help
hi nmsel f.

Courtiers rushed forward and hel ped the huniliated prince to his feet. Ta
turned his back and wal ked away, another breach of decorum In the gallery,
several young wonen who had cone to the Masters' Court in the hope of

cat chi ng

Tal's eye rose up and departed, contenpt in their eyes as they regarded him
Master Vassily hurried over and said, "Are you totally bereft of reason?"
Smiling at the Prince, Tal answered, "Quite the opposite, really, Master
Vassily."

In ow, warning tones, Vassily said, "If | were you, Squire, |I'd consider a
voyage somewhere very soon. Chanpion of the Masters' Court or not, you've

j ust

made a very dangerous enemy. The Prince may be many things, but forgiving is
not

one of them"



Tal | ocked eyes across the roomw th Prince Matthew and saw that through the
tears of anger and humiliation, barely-checked rage was directed at him "Yes,
I

believe you're right," said Tal. He let the nockery in his voice sound as he
all owed his words to carry to those nearby. "But judging fromthis
afternoon's

bout, he's really not all that dangerous."

Unable to think of another thing to say, the Master of the Floor turned and
| eft

him Tal wal ked to a distant corner where Pasko and Amafi waited. Pasko
under st ood what had taken place, but Amafi said, "Mgnificence, are you

i nclined

to suicide?"

"No, not really. Wy?"

"For the Prince now wants you dead." Wth a bright smle, he added, "And he
does

have enough gold that | would at |east consider betraying you."

Tal | aughed, again |oudly enough for those nearby to think that he was

enj oyi ng

the nonent. "Then don't betray me, and I'll consider increasing your pay."
"Yes, Magnificence."

As they headed to the changing room Pasko whi spered, "Be careful. Even
before

t he bout was over, Matthew s agents were | eaving the building with word of
hi s

hunbl i ng. You' ve made a powerful eneny."

Tal let out his breath slowy, as if releasing the tension he had felt

i nsi de.

"Then, | think it's time to seek out a powerful friend."

CHAPTER FI VE

Servi ce

Kaspar smil ed.

"So, young Hawkins, | see you've managed to create a decidedly unconfortable
position for yourself." Duke Kaspar sat back in a large chair, notioning for
hi s

servant to fill a pair of wine cups on a round table in a roomthat was part
of

a large apartment given to himby the King to use on his visit.

Amafi stood just outside the door in his role of manservant, while Pasko was
back at the apartnment meking ready for his departure. The story of a sick

f at her

was acceptable to himand he had al ready purchased passage on a ship bound
for

Prandur's Gate, where he would find another ship to Coastal Watch, then by
wagon

to Kendrick's. He would be gone within the week

Tal had sent the Duke a nmessage the day before requesting an audi ence, and

t he

next norning a pal ace page had delivered the reply. Tal was invited for a

| at e- af t ernoon neeting, but advised to use one of the palace's servants'
entrances rather than the main gate, for obvious reasons.

Kaspar |ounged in a brocade-trimed tunic that buttoned up to the neck, a
fashi on Tal had not seen; it rust be something worn in O asko, he thought. "I
judged you to be a young man of uncomon sense and cal m judgnment. What caused
you to do such an uncharacteristic thing?"

Tal picked up his cup, and sniffed the wine out of habit. He sipped, then
sai d,

"Ah, this nmust be the new vintage from Krushwi n in Ravenswood!"

Kaspar's eyebrows rai sed and he said, "You know your wine, Talwin. Yes, it



arrived last nmonth, and the King was kind enough to have a few bottles

wai ting

here when | arrived. Now, answer the question.”

The [ ast was as pointed a conmand as Kaspar had ever directed at Tal.

Tal tried to | ook sheepish. "Prince Matthew is a boor."

"True, but that hardly nakes hi muni que among nobl es here in Rol dem Wy
hum liate himin public?"

"Because | couldn't kill himand avoid the headsman, | suppose,” said Tal
taking a sip of wine to give himpause. "Had he not been a royal | would have
called himout on a matter of honour."

"Ch?" said the Duke, his brows rising again. "Wose honour? Certainly not
your s?

You seemto be a pragmatic sort, not one given to overblown principles.”
Real i zi ng he hadn't thought this through as thoroughly as he should, Ta
sai d,

"A lady's honour, sir."

"You're in dispute with Prince Matthew over a | ady?"

Tal knew this wouldn't undergo close scrutiny if he strayed too far froma
pl ausi bl e story, so he inprovised. "Not in dispute, but rather in defence.
The

lady in question is a widow and the Prince has been... too enthusiastic over
pressing his attentions on her."
"Ah, then it would be Lady Gavorkin," said Kaspar with a chuckle. "I have

sources for gossip here as well as in ny own court."

Tal shrugged. "The lady and | have been close. Wile | have no interest in
marri age, she is |ooking for a new husband shoul d circunstances permt, for
already the Crown is considering taking away sone of her estates and she
fears

the | oss of revenue."

Kaspar waved away further comrent. "I know her situation. Had Matthew been
seen

in public with her, other interested noble sons would avoid her. |

under stand. "

Tal wasn't certain if Kaspar believed the story or not. Al Tal had go on was
one remark Lady Gavorkin had made when he had come to call upon her one
afternoon: that she found the Prince repellent.

"Still," asked Kaspar with another chuckle, "did you have to make himcry I|ike
a

child in public?"

"Better than killing him" offered Tal

"Perhaps not," Kaspar said, "You have nmade a very bad eneny, because Matthew
has

no shred of forgiveness in his nature. He is the only menber of the King's

cl ose

fam |y who woul d use his power to avenge a personal slight. Even now there
nmay

be a bounty on your head. |I'd watch your back for assassins, young Hawkins."
"That's why |'ve conme to you."

"Wth the King I mght have sonme influence, and I amin your debt. But with
Matthew..." He spread his hands and shrugged.

"Matt hew woul dn't dare attack me directly if | were in your service, Your

G ace

| have decided to take you up on your offer of enploynent."

Kaspar sat back. "l understand the cause, but it seenms a sudden reversal, to
be

bl unt."

"I wei ghed your offer before, Your Grace, and seriously considered it. | had

hoped, however, to be able to find a position with a trading concern out of
Sal ador, Ran and Bas-Tyra. Perhaps you' ve net their |ocal agent, Quincy de
Cast | e?"



Atiny flicker in Kaspar's eyes revealed the lie as he said, "Don't know the
man. But why tradi ng?"

Tal paused, as if gathering his thoughts. "I'ma noble only by the thinnest
t hread, Your Grace. The head of ny famly barely knows | exist, for I ama
third

cousin, once renoved." He lowered his voice. "I only hold the title 'Squire
by

a deft manipul ation of a local nagistrate on nmy father's part, truth to tell
And the |l ands that come with that title provide no income." Returning to a

normal tone, he said, "To advance, | need two things: wealth and fane. |
coul d
either join the arnmy—and truth to tell, | tried that for a little while, and

t hrashing goblins in the cold north is no route to either—er | could marry
wel | .

But to marry well, | need wealth and fanme. A circle, don't you see?"

"l do."

"So | came east. Here is where politics and trade give a man opportunity, not
out in the west. There it's all duty and service, but here a man can find
prospects. So, becom ng Chanpion of the Masters' Court gave nme fame. And if |
could rise financially with de Castle and his partners, then would | have
weal th."

"I appreciate the general design, Squire, but aren't there nore direct

rout es?"

"None that | can see. My best opportunity was Lady Gavorkin, but the Crown
woul d

never approve her marrying a poor country squire fromthe Isles.”

"Especially now," said Kaspar with a chuckl e.

"Yes," agreed Tal with a pained smile. "But even had | restrained nyself
regarding the Prince, | think my future lies somewhere else. And now that it
appears my prospects in Roldem have dimnished..." He shrugged.

"You thought you would ride ny coat-tails to greatness," finished Kaspar
"Yes, Your G ace."

"Not an unwi se choice," said Kaspar. "I have a use for clever men—assum ng
you

resist the tenptation to hunmiliate princes in public in the future. There's a
captaincy for you in Cpardum”

"Captaincy?" Tal smiled. "As | said, |I've tried the mlitary life, Your

G ace

and found it less than ideal for ny talents."

"It's atitle. If you like, you may continue to call yourself 'squire', for
no

one will salute you and no one will have you marchi ng around a parade ground.
I

have nmany captains in many capacities, and none of themwear a uniform"
"Ah," said Tal, as if he now understood. "You seek an agent."

"Agent is a good word. Factor is another. O representative, depending on the

need. Whatever the title, the function will be the same: to serve ne with
unswerving loyalty and vigour. The rewards will be quite in keeping with the
effort.”

Tal finished his wine. "Should | pack?"

"Soon," said Kaspar. "I linger here another week, then it's off to Rillanon
and

a visit with the King of the Isles, then back to Opardum You are not
officially

in my service until we reach Opardum The reasons for this will be nmade clear
to

you t hen.

"Until then, however, you will be under my protection. | will send a quiet
wor d

to Prince Matthew that | would take it as a personal affront should any il



befall you, and then reassure himthat I'mgetting you as far away from

Rol dem

as possible.

"Perhaps in three years' time you mght return to defend your chanpi onshi p.
I't

will be awkward, but at |east by then Matthew will have had a chance to
reflect." He paused, then added brightly, "Or maybe by then someone el se wll
have killed the posturing fool."

Kaspar rose, signhalling that the interview was over. "Return to your quarters
and try to stay out of trouble, Squire."

"Yes, Your Gace," said Tal.

The Duke left through one door, and Tal departed through the other, finding
Amafi waiting outside. He gestured for his newvalet to fall in and they left
t he pal ace together, this tine exiting through the main gate.

When they were safely outside the pal ace, Amafi asked, "Magnificence, what
transpired?"

"We are now in the service of Duke Kaspar of d asko, Amafi."

The former assassin grinned, for a nmoment | ooking positively |upine. Then he
said, "So, now our rise to greatness begins!"

"Yes," said Tal, though inside he felt as if it was a descent into darkness
t hat

| ay before them

* * %

The ship beat against the rolling conbers as a stiff breeze hurried it

t owar ds

the nobst magnificent city Tal had ever seen. No, he thought, nore magnificent
than he coul d have i magi ned.

Ri |l anon stood outlined against the hills, a stunning creation of col oured

st one

and graceful arches. The |ate-afternoon sun etched its formw th brilliant

hi ghl i ghts set agai nst deep shadows. Tal had been told of its history, that

t he

Mad King, Rodric the Fourth, had ordered the city rebuilt with every drab
facade

repl aced by cut stone of brilliant hue. Kings Lyam Patrick and now Ryan had
continued with the project, and now nearly every building in the capital of

t he

Ki ngdom of the Isles was a study in splendour. A thing of marble and granite,
Ri Il anon glimered white and pink, yellow and anber, with hints of purple,
green, red and blue scattered across the scene. As they approached, details
resolved and both Tal and Amafi stood in nute astonishnent in the bow of Duke
Kaspar's ship, The Dol phin.

A voice frombehind themsaid, "Is this your first visit, Squire?"

Tal turned to see the Duke and bowed before he answered. "Yes, Your G ace."”
Amafi stepped away discreetly, giving his master and the Duke the opportunity
to

speak in private.

"I amsecond to no man in ny pride in ny homeland, Squire," said the Duke.

"Opardumis a magnificent city in its own way, but 1'll concede that upon
first

viewing, no city matches Ri|lanon in beauty."

"I must agree, Your Grace. | have read histories..." Tal forced hinself to

renenber his place. "Wen a student, ny father insisted | master the history
of

the Kingdom " He turned, and waved his hand. "But this... it's beyond
description.”

"Yes, isn't it?" Duke Kaspar chuckled. "If one were to wage war upon the
Ki ngdom

of the Isles, it would be a tragedy to have to sack such a wonder. It would
be



far better to force themto surrender before having to stormthose towers,
don't

you agree?"

Tal nodded. "Though | would think not going to war with the Isles the wi ser
choi ce. "

"There are other nmeans of winning a struggle besides arned conflict," said

t he

Duke. He spoke, as nuch to hinself as to Tal. "There are those who will avow
that war is the result of failed diplonmacy, while others will tell you that
war

is but another tool of diplomacy; |I'mnot enough of a scholar to decide if

there's really any difference between those two positions.” He turned and
smil ed

at Tal. "Now, get to your cabin and change into your finery. W shall be
di ni ng

in the King's palace tonight." He glanced at the sails. "I judge us to be
| ess

than an hour out of the harbour, and we shall have clear sailing to the royal
docks. "

Tal went bel ow and did as instructed, and by the time he was ready for
presentation in court, he heard a knock upon his door. Amafi opened it to find
a

cabin boy standing before the portal

"Yes?"

"Duke's conplinments, Squire. You're to join himon deck."

"I"l1l be along straight away," said Tal

Tal quickly adjusted his new tunic and grabbed his hat, an outfit tail ored
for

himin Roldemprior to | eaving. He had spent the week lying | ow as Kaspar had
suggest ed, avoiding public places for the nost part. It hardly mattered
anyway,

for the invitations fromRoldem s elite had stopped i medi ately after his

hum liation of Prince Matthew Tal assumed Kaspar had sent out word that Ta
was

now under his protection for there had been no attenpt at reprisal, at |east
none that Tal and Amafi coul d see.

Tal hurried up on deck as the ship approached the breakwater outside the
harbour. |If Rol dem had been breath-taking the first time Tal had seen it from
a

ship, Rillanon was astoni shing. The closer they got the nore stunning the
vista

became. For not only was the city constructed of polished marble and granite,
it

was trimed in all nmanner of ways: there were flower trellises, hillside
gardens, colourful pennants and banners, and wi ndows of quartz and gl ass. The
| at e-afternoon sun set the stones ablaze with reflected gold, anmber, rose and
whi te highlights.

"Amazi ng," said Amafi.

"Yes," said the Duke. | always try to arrive before sunset, just to see this."
A royal cutter flying the banner of the Kingdom of the Isles was on an

out ward

tack, and dipped its pennant in salute to the Duke of O asko. Sailors on both
shi ps waved greetings, and Tal was rendered al nost nmute by the grandeur
around

him Ships fromevery nation on the Sea of Kingdonms were at anchor or sailing
in

or out of the harbour. He saw Keshian traders, ships fromthe Eastern

Ki ngdons,

and cargo-haulers fromevery point in the known worl d.

Sails were reefed and The Dol phin slowed as the captain allowed a smaller



boat

to conme al ongside. A rope |adder was dropped and up it scanpered the Harbour
Pilot, who quickly nade his way to the quarterdeck. He took control of the
shi p:

fromthis point on, it was his job to sail the ship into the Royal Dock

Tal tried to drink in every sight before him He renenbered his first view of
Lat agore, and then Krondor, Sal ador, then Roldem Each had offered new

i mpressi ons and new sensations, but Rillanon eclipsed themall.

The ship's last sails were reefed, and the ship drifted confortably into the
designated slip, where docknmen waited with long poles to hold off the ship
whi | e

fenders were dropped al ongsi de the quay. Then the fore and aft |ines were

t hr own

ashore and before Tal knew it, the ship was secured.

Lady Natalia canme up fromher quarters, her servants behind her, and flashed
a

brilliant smile at Tal. "We're here, | take it."

"Yes, mlady," said Tal with a grin. "W nost assuredly are."

Natalia's smle remained in place, but her eyes darted around, as if wary.
Then

she focused on Tal. "W nmust be sure to be on our best behaviour, Squire."
Tal nodded. It was an unnecessary warni ng. He knew he was bei ng eval uat ed
every

m nut e between Rol dem and their eventual destination of Cpardum This

hum liation of Matthew was so untypical of himthat suspicion was directed at
hi m even by the Duke's sister. Their night of passion seemed entirely
forgotten

and Tal thought better of nentioning anything to her that night be perceived
as

an overture. In this situation, he decided, it was better to let the |ady

t ake

any | ead.

Duke Kaspar was the first to depart, followed by his sister then the other
menbers of his entourage. Tal followed, since his status as a nenber of
Kaspar's

court had not yet been formalized. Then cane Amafi and the ot her servants.
Carriages awai ted, each bearing the royal crest of the Kingdom of the Isles,
a

golden lion ranpant on a field of crimson holding a sword al oft, a crown
hovering over its head. Liveried coachmen waited. Kaspar and his sister
entered

the first, nost ornate, carriage, and the rest of the Duke's retinue
fol | oned.

The coach Tal entered with Amafi behi nd hi mwas serviceabl e and cl ean, but
far

from | uxuri ous.

Tal half hung out of the wi ndow as the carriage wended its way through the
streets of the city, taking himpast shops and houses, through | arge squares
with majestic fountains, and up the hill towards the palace. The city rested
upon a series of hills, so that at tines they saw the ground fall away as

t hey

crossed soaring bridges. Several times Tal |ooked down to see snall rivers

running towards the sea. "This city is wonderful,"” he said to Amafi in the
Ki ng' s Tongue.

"Assuredly, Mgnificence," said his valet. "It is said that when the first
Ki ng

of the Isles built his fortress, he picked the highest peak here, and a
series

of wooden bridges protected his band of men—who were little nore than pirates
it



is said. Over the years the city has grown up fromthe docks and down from
t he

pal ace, so that now you have this maze of streets and bridges."

As they crossed the second to last bridge on their way to the pal ace, Ta

| ooked

down and saw houses built into the very hillsides, it seemed, with clever
cantil evered supports bel ow and narrow flights of stairs leading up to the
streets above them Below themthe River Rillanon raced towards the sea over
a

series of small cataracts, hemmed in on both sides by mghty granite walls.
As they neared the palace, Tal said, "I wonder if those who |ive here get
used

to this beauty."

"Undoubt edl y, Magnificence. It is the nature of man to become oblivious to
t hat

which is around himdaily," Amafi comrented. "It is sonething a good assassin
understands. The trick to not being discovered until it is too late is to
becone

part of the expected surroundings. Stealth is nore the art of blending in
with
t he background t han sneaki ng through dark shadows."

"You're probably right," said Tal

"OfF course I'mright, Mgnificence, for were | not right, |I would by now be
| ong

dead. "

They were speaking the King's Tongue, which seened appropriate to their
setting,

but Tal realized he could be overheard.

Switching to the Quegan tongue, he said, "There are some things you nust do."
"I live to obey, Magnificence."

"When | do not need you at ny side, | wi sh you to hang back, to keep a short
di stance away. | want you to be my second set of eyes, ny second pair of
ears.

Wat ch who wat ches nme, listen for any words about ny lord Kaspar or nyself."
He

waved his hand to indicate everyone el se around them "As far as anyone el se
is

concerned, you do not speak the King's Tongue. W will converse only in
Quegan. "

"As you instruct, Mgnificence."

The carriages rolled across the last bridge to the palace, and by the tine

t he

door opened, Tal could see the Duke's carriage and several of those that had
foll owed i medi ately behi nd were al ready gone, having been returned to the
royal

carriage house. Tal stood nute.

If the pal ace appeared splendid fromthe docks, up close it was al nost
unbel i evabl e. An anci ent stone keep had risen upon this hilltop centuries
ago,

but since then wi ngs and new buil di ngs had been added, until it had becone a
spraw ing creation of corridors and galleries, gardens and fountains. The
courtyard itself was three times |arger than the pal ace at Rol dem But what
set

this pal ace apart was its facade. Every inch had been covered with matching
stone, a white granite flecked with gold and silver. In the rosy glow of the
setting sun it was a thing of glittering pinks and dazzling orange punctuated
by

i ndi go shadows. Every w ndow was of arched, clear glass, and high in the
towers

brilliant pennants flew. Flowers grew everywhere on trellises or in w ndow



boxes.

A servant approached. "Squire Hawki ns?"

"Yes?" Tal replied.

The servant notioned and a royal page appeared, a boy of no nore than
thirteen

years of age. "Show the Squire and his man to their quarters,
i nstructed.

Tal knew his |luggage woul d be brought later. He set off, his eyes upon the
back

of the boy who | ed themup the broad steps to the pal ace entrance. Two guards
stood to the side of each step, so that a dozen nmen were standing to
attention

on the right and left. Al wore polished netal helns with flared edges, and
red

t abards enbl azoned with the gol den royal |ion, over black tunics and
trousers.

Their boots were polished to a gl assy sheen and each man held a hal berd.

Upon entering the palace, Tal could see directly ahead through a huge pair of
open doors revealing a garden and a stone path to another open pair of doors
into a gallery. Tal and Amafi followed the boy to the right and down a series
of

long halls, until they reached the guest apartnents. The page stood before
Tal's

door and said, "Sir, Duke Kaspar is at the other end of that hallway." He
pointed to the far end of the hall. "It is a bit of a walk, sir." He opened

t he

door and Tal entered first.

Tal was inpressed. As a minor nenber of Kaspar's party, he expected nodest
quarters, and if these were such, then Kaspar's roommust rival the King's in
Rol dem

There was a | arge bed which had a canopy with heavy curtains which were drawn
back. The bed was bedecked with a heavy conforter and several bolsters and
pillows. A huge fireplace stood in the opposite wall, currently cold. This
tine

of the year there was no need, though Tal judged it probable that there was a
fire going all through the w nter

t he servant

Large tapestries hung on every wall, cutting the cold of the stones, for this
was an ol der part of the palace, Tal suspected, even if not part of the
ori gi nal

keep. The page pointed to the door on the left of the fireplace and said,

" Your

man has a bed in there, sir."

Tal opened the door and stuck his head in. It was a closet, but a closet that
was bigger than his apartnment in Roldem Enough clothing to wear different
outfits every night for a year could fit in here, along with the bed, table,
ni ghtstand, and chair that were in place for a servant's confort.

Tal turned and said, "That is sufficient."”

The page said, "Sir, through the other door is your water closet."

"Thank you," Tal replied, and the boy made to depart.

As he reached the door, the page said, "Should you need anything, pull this
cord, sir. The reception for the Duke is in tw hours, so you should have
tine

to refresh yourself, sir."

He opened the door and Tal saw that there was a group of pal ace servants

out side. As the page slipped past them his |uggage was brought into the
room

Anot her servant entered with a tray of delicacies, small cakes, fruit

pastri es,

and bunches of fresh grapes. Yet another servant brought in a tray laden with
goblets of chilled wine diluted with fruit juices, and a pewer pitcher of



al e,

with half a dozen cups

As soon as they left, a parade of young men carrying buckets of steani ng

wat er

ent ered, making straight for the bathing room Tal waited until they had
finished their work and gone, then went to inspect what they had done.

The bathing roomturned out to be a private bath, a stone tub lined with
tiles.

Tal stuck his hand in and said, "It'll cool to the perfect temperature by the
time | get undressed. Amafi, lay out my best clothes for tonight, the
russet-and-black tunic, with the grey |eggings and nmy bl ack ankl e-boots with
t he

gol den buckles. 1'Il wear the silver-handl ed rapier and the black felt hat
with

the hawk's feather."

"Yes, Magnificence," Amafi said and set to unpacking the |uggage and putting
away the clothing, while Tal stripped off his travel clothing.

As Tal settled into the tub he noticed an odd nechani sm hanging over it. It
consi sted of a brass pipe with a flared head dotted with snmall holes. Next to
it

hung a chain with a handle. He sat up and pulled on the handle. Instantly he
was

showered with cold water. He yelped in surprise and pulled the handl e again,
causing the water to stop.

Hearing the cry, Amafi was in the roomal nost instantly, a dagger in his
hand.

Seei ng not hing except Tal sputtering and his hair now drenched, he said,
"Magni ficence, what is the matter?"

Laughi ng, Tal said, "Nothing. | was just not prepared for a dowsing. It is to
rinse you off. But the water is rather cold." Tal found a | arge bar of

scent ed

soap on the side of the bath and began to wash. "Wen |'ve finished, fee

free

to use the tub, Amafi. The water will still be fairly clean.”

"You are generous," said the Quegan

"And bring me some w ne, please," he asked, and nonents | ater, the servant
returned with a chilled cup of w ne.

Tal finished his bathing and settled back with the wine for a nonment to

rel ax.

Thi nki ng of how rmuch nore | avish the King's apartnents nust be, he smled and
muttered, "It must be good to be king."

If Tal had been inpressed by the royal court at Roldem he was rendered
nearly

sensel ess by the throne roomof the King of the Isles.

As one of Kaspar's retinue, he was pernitted entrance after the Duke, but no
formal presentation was made. He stood to one side of the hall while the King
wel comed Kaspar and his sister.

King Ryan was a young nman, no nore than twenty-three years of age. Hs

f at her,

King Patrick, had died unexpectedly a few years before, ending what had been
a

troubled reign. Patrick had been a man of tenper and questionabl e judgment,
who

had foll owed two kings, Lyam and Borric, who had been quite the opposite.
Patrick had ruled in Krondor during the troubled rebuilding of the Wstern
Real m

after the horror that was called the Serpentwar. Myth and history collided,
and

dependi ng on which sources one was inclined to believe, Pantathian Serpent
Priests, creatures of dark | egend, had engi neered a nonstrous invasion of the



Ki ngdom at Krondor, sailing a fleet of a thousand or nmore ships around the
worl d. Whatever the truth of the story, the fact of the aftermath was sinple:
Krondor had been reduced al nost to rubble. Patrick had to contest with Kesh

on

two occasions during his rule in Krondor. Wen his father, King Borric, had
died, Patrick had already been a tired and worn-out man. Hi s rul e had not been
a

happy one.
Ryan was consi dered an unknown quantity, and Kaspar's visit was intended in
part

to assess the young nonarch's abilities. One of Kaspar's captains, Janos
Prohaska, stood next to Tal. He whispered, "The King rmust be concerned about
our

master. "

As the formal introduction droned on, Tal whispered back, "Captain, why do
you

say that?"

"Do you not know your own nation's nobility?" he asked softly.

"Not by sight," admtted Tal

Hal f a dozen nen stood on either side of the King, who being unmarried sat

al one

on a single throne on the dais. Kaspar was thanking the King for his wel cone
whil e those six nmen studied him

Prohaska said, "Next to the King stands Lord Vallen, Duke of Rillanon, but
next

to him stands Lord Janes, Duke of Krondor. The King has his two nost powerful
dukes at his side. They rule the Eastern and Western Real ns on his behal f.
Wth

no prince in Krondor, Janes is also Regent of the West."

Tal studied both nen. They were simlar in stature, elderly, but still tall
and

powerful with keen eyes and the cal mconfidence of men who had wi el ded power
for

decades. Beside the Duke of Krondor stood another man, sonmewhat younger, who
was

talking quietly to the Duke. Prohaska said, "That man tal king to Lord Janes
is

Lord WIlianson Howel |, the King' s Chancellor of Finance and the Exchequer
He's

a court duke, but as powerful in his way as the other two. He is considered
to

be as shrewd with gold as any man |iving. Behind him the two old sol di ers?"
Tal nodded. "Yes, | see them" A nman of middle years, with the upright
mlitary

bearing of a career soldier, wrre a royal red tabard, but the other wore a
tabard mat ching that of Duke James, a blue tabard bearing a circle of |ight
bl ue, upon which an eagle could be seen flying above a nmountain peak. He

| ooked

to be a man in his late seventies, and Tal could see he had once been very

| arge

and powerful. Hs nuscle had softened with age, but Tal would still count him
a

danger ous opponent .

"That's Sir Lawence Ml col m Kni ght-Marshal of the Armies of the East, and
next

to himis Erik von Darknmpor, Knight-Mrshal of Krondor. Behind himstands the
Admiral of the King's Eastern Fleet, Daniel Marks, and his adjutant.

"If this wasn't a reception, 1'd say it was a war council."

Tal studied the men, and was forced to agree. They didn't possess any of the
festive demeanour of those attending a gala. The light, celebratory nood that



was al ways there in Roldemwas absent in this court tonight.

The Master of Cerenonies stepped forward as the Duke backed away fromthe
throne, and struck his iron-shod staff of office on the stone floor. "M

| ords,

| adi es and gentlenmen, H s Mjesty bids you cone forth and dine in the G eat
Hal | . "

Tal followed the others and found his place with the help of a page. Here

t 0o,

the nmobod was far nore subdued than what he had experienced in Roldem People
chatted and he was engaged in |light conversation by several |ocal ninor

nobl es

in turn, but while Roldemis court was alive with nmusic and performers, here a
smal | ensenbl e of mnusicians played softly in the background.

The food was superb, as was the wine, but Tal couldn't help but feel a sense
of

foreboding. As Tal was about to finish his meal, a pal ace page appeared at
hi s

el bow. "Sir, the King comrands your presence."

Tal stood, uncertain why he was being singled out, but he foll owed the page
along the side table until they reached the gap between it and the head

t abl e.

He was escorted to a place directly before the King and found hinsel f under
t he

scrutiny of the entire assenbly.

The King sat in his high-backed chair, with Duke Kaspar on his right as the
honoured guest. To his left sat the Lady Natalia, and fromwhat Tal could
see,

she had charned the King. The other nobles of the Isles were arrayed al ong

t he

tabl e.

The page said, "Mjesty, Squire Talw n Hawkins."

Tal bowed as effortlessly as he could manage, but found that he was nervous.
He

hidit well, but he felt it. He had no trouble passing hinself off as a ninor
Ki ngdom nobl e in other nations, but here he stood before the nmonarch of the
nati on in which he was supposed to have been born, and worse, just four
chairs

away sat the duke to whom his so-called cousin owed fealty; he forced hinself
to

br eat he deeply.

The King was a fair-skinned man with sandy-col oured hair. H's dark brown eyes
studied Tal. He | ooked intelligent, thought Tal, and even if he wasn't a

ki ng,

nost wormen would find himattractive. Then he snmiled and said, "Wl coneg,

Squi re.

You do us honour."

Tal said, "Your Majesty is too gracious."

"Nonsense, " said the King. "You bring honour to the Isles as Chanpion of the
Masters' Court. We have several times enquired as to your whereabouts.”

Duke James studied Tal closely. "Your kinsman Baron Seljan Hawki ns had no

i dea

how to find you." There was something in his tone that led Tal to believe the
Duke was suspi ci ous.

Tal nodded. "Your Majesty, Your GGace, | amforced to admt that by the nost
generous accounting | ama shirt-tail cousin to the Baron. | believe himto
have

been ignorant of nmy birth until news of ny victory reached him Hi s

gr andf at her

and m ne were brothers, and all we have in comon is the fanmly nane. My
claim



to the rank of squire is only through ny father's adroit influences with the
Ofice of Heraldry, as | understand it."

The Duke grinned. "In other words, your father bribed someone."
Tal returned the smle and shrugged. "He never said, and | never asked. |
only

know that the estates my father claimed consisted nostly of swanpl and outsi de
Ylith and |1've never seen a copper fromthemin rents."

Thi s brought a round of laughter from everyone at the table. Tal's

sel f-deprecati ng humour had eased the nood.

"Well, even if your father was skirting the edge of the lawin this matter,
hereby do affirmyour rank and titles, even if the Iand you own is
wort hl ess, "

said the King. "For to have one of our own as Chanpion of the Masters' Court
warrants reward. "

He signalled and a page brought forth a purple cushion upon which rested a
sword

of stunning beauty. It had a silver filigreed basket-hilt, and the bl ade was
of

the finest steel Tal had ever encountered. "This is fromour foundry at
Rodez, "

said the King. "It is agreed that the finest blades in the world are nmade

t here,

and this is a suitable blade for a chanpion, we think."

Tal took the blade and the ornate scabbard that was handed to hi m by another
page and said, "Mjesty, you overwhelmne."

"W understand that you have taken service with our friend Duke Kaspar."
"Yes, Mpjesty, | have."

The King sat back and his smle faded. "Serve himwell, but should time and
fate

bring you back to your honel and, Squire, know there will be a place for you
here." d ancing sidew se at Kaspar, the King said, "W can always use anot her

swordsman in our service, especially one so talented."

Tal nodded and with a wave was di sm ssed by the King. He foll owed the page
back

to his place at the table, but the King' s | ast words had agai n danpened the
nood

in the room

As he sat down, Tal considered Prohaska's words and was forced to agree: this
was no festive gala. This was a council of war.

CHAPTER SI X

Ri Il anon

Tal wat ched.

He stood upon a bal cony near the royal apartments. He had been requested to
wai t

there for Duke Kaspar, who was closeted with the King. Below, the city
stretched

out and Tal was struck again by its beauty. He wi shed time pernmitted himto
expl ore: for had he not taken service with Kaspar that is what he woul d have
been doing this very nonment. However, as Kaspar's retainer, he awaited his
master's pl easure

"Quite a sight, isn't it?" came a fam liar voice at his shoul der

He turned to find Lady Natalia approaching, so he bowed. "That it is, nmlady."
"My brother will be out shortly and will have sonmething for you to do, | have
no

doubt . "

Tal rarely felt disquiet in the presence of any woman, but since the night
after

the hunt, he had wondered what he should expect from Natalia, or nore to the
poi nt, what she m ght expect from him



As if reading his thoughts, she smled and canme cl ose. Touching himlightly
on

t he cheek, she said, "Don't worry, Tal, our tine together was fun, nothing
nor e.

I aman instrunent of the state, ny brother's tool, much as you are. He has
plans for ne, so you're safe fromthe need to nmake any declarations to ne."

Tal grinned. "It wasn't a declaration that worried me, mlady. Only if | was
to
be cast aside or... if nmy attentions were required again."

She paused, then regarded him "Wy do | suspect that either choice is of
little

i mportance to you?"

Tal took her hand. "That's not true, milady. You are w thout peer anong
wonen. "

He cane close to the truth with that statenent, for few wonmen in his
experi ence

were as ardent as Natalia had been

"Liar. You use wonen as | use nmen. We are too alike, Tal. Have you ever

| oved?"

Tal hesitated, then he said, "I thought so once. | was nistaken."

"Ah," said Natalia. "So, you're arnoured agai nst |ove because of a broken
heart ?"

Tal made light. "If it pleases you to think so, then so be it."

"I think sometines having no heart is a better condition. My brother's Lady
Rowena is like that. She | acks sonething."

Tal could only silently agree. He knew her well, for she had been the woman
who

had broken his heart, the harshest |esson taught himby the Concl ave.

Al ysandr a

as she was named there, indeed | acked something. She had no heart, and had
wounded Tal deeply.

"I will marry for reasons of state. So | take ny pleasures where | might."
She

paused, then asked, "Wat think you of this young king?"

"Ah," said Tal. "Your brother seeks to nmake you Queen of the Isles?"
"Perhaps,” said Natalia with a grin. "There is no suitable match from Rol dem
with the el dest princess being nerely eleven years old. | suppose Ryan could
wait until she was of age, but | think Lord Vallen and the others are anxi ous
for himto wed and start breeding heirs. | amthe npst advantageous natch
anong

the ladies of the eastern courts, and Isles needs allies to the east."

Fei gni ng i gnorance of regional politics, Tal said, "I thought Isles had
treaties

wi th Farinda, Opast and Far Lorin."

"They do, but those states are... inconsequential. Ryan needs O asko as an
ally."

Tal's mnd raced. Al signs pointed to a coming conflict between the Isles

and

A asko, otherw se Kaspar's campaigns in the region made even | ess sense than
they did now Trying to fish for information, Tal asked, "But they provide a
buffer. It seems to ne O asko and the Isles have little cause for contention."
"I ndeed, " said a voice from behind.

Both Tal and Natalia turned to see Duke Kaspar there. Tal bowed and said,

" Your

Grace," while Natalia approached and ki ssed her brother on the cheek.
Kaspar came to stand next to Tal. "The city is quite breathtaking, isn't it,
Squi re?"

"Yes, Your G ace."
Kaspar was dressed in a white tunic buttoned up the right side, with yell ow
pi ping. He wore red | eggings and slippers and his only decoration was the



ornate

silver buckle on his black |eather belt. "Natalia," he said. "W dine with
t he

King tonight. A page will come and fetch you at the seventh hour. Squire,
have

no need for you this afternoon. Wiy don't you keep ny sister anused unti
supper, then feel free to take your nman and visit the city. Rillanon is quite
an

i nteresting place; you should avail yourself of the opportunity to learn
about

it." He studied Tal's face and softly added, "Learn it well."

"Yes, Your Grace," Tal said with a slight bow.

"Now, | must go to another neeting. Run off and find sonething to do, you
t wo,
and I'lIl see you this evening, nmy dear."

Nat al i a ki ssed her brother again and he departed. Wen he was gone, she

t ur ned

brightly to Tal and said, "My brother commands us."

Tal laughed. "Yes, and what is ny lady's pleasure?"

She slipped up close to himand ki ssed himdeeply. "Pleasure is my pl easure.
And

| know exactly what will anmuse nme, Squire."

Tal glanced around to nmake sure they weren't being observed. It would not do
for

a potential Queen of the Isles to be seen enbracing a lowy squire on the
bal cony of the castle. "This is hardly the place,” he whispered.

She smled even nore broadly, and said, "Then let's go and find the right

pl ace."

Turning, she didn't wait to see if he foll owed her, but wal ked inperiously
into

t he hal lway, turning away from her apartnments, and wi thout asking, led him
back

to his own room

She opened the door to find Amafi busy polishing a pair of Tal's boots. The
Quegan rose and bowed.

"Leave us," conmanded Natalia as Tal entered the room Amafi threw Tal a | ook
as
i f asking confirmation, and Natalia's voice rose. "l said | eave us!"

Tal nodded. "Leave us for an hour," he said in Quegan

As Amafi moved to the door, Natalia spoke in Quegan as well "Mke that two
hours."

Amafi found hinsel f standing outside the door, a pair of Tal's boots in one
hand, and a rag in the other. For a nmoment, he stood uncertain of what to do,
then he decided the King's boots nust need cleaning, so he'd go and find a
page

and ask directions to where such matters were addressed. Remenbering he was
to

speak only Quegan outside the roons, he hoped he could find one who m ght
under stand him

* * %

Tal put down his cards and said, "Not this tine."

The man sitting directly across fromhimal so folded his hand. The man to
Tal's

right |aughed as he raked in the coins. "Not your night, eh, Squire?"

Tal smiled. "Can't win every night. Were would be the fun in that, Burgess?"
Tal was playing cards at a nodest tavern called the Black Bull, |ocated by
t he

northern gate of the city. It was inhabited nostly by | ocals and the

occasi ona

farmer or mller fromup the island staying there.



Tal had followed Kaspar's instructions. He had spent the |ast three nights
and

two days, |earning everything about Rillanon he could. As he had suspected he
mght, after his first foray into the city Kaspar had peppered himw th
guestions. They ranged fromthe | ocation of critical intersections, where he
had

seen soldiers of the Crown, to what sort of people were on the streets after
dar k.

Each day nore exploration and each day nore questions. Tal's skills in
hunt i ng

and tracking, and his sense of place and direction served himwell. At this
poi nt he could probably draw a map of the city and get nost of it right.
Kaspar informed himhe was to continue his explorations until the end of the
week, when the Duke's party would be | eaving for hone. Tal had been to sone
of

the seedier waterfront inns and several of the nost |uxurious brothels,
ganbl i ng

halls both | ow and high, and nearly every tavern worth nmentioning. Hs only
regret was that Rillanon | acked the dining establishments that were now al

t he

rage in Roldem so npbst of the food he encountered outside the pal ace was
unr enar kabl e.

"Your deal," said the merchant.

Tal picked up the cards and began his shuffle. He had nmet Lynan Burgess the
ni ght before in a ganbling hall down near the central market square, and the
affabl e trader in luxury goods had suggested they neet at this inn. As

proni sed,

it was a convivial little establishnment with decent food, better drink, and a
friendly ganme of poker

Everyone tossed in a coin and Tal began the deal. Burgess had expressed

i nt erest

in maki ng Tal's acquai ntance the night before when he had di scovered his
identity. Wiile a few others had recogni zed his name as Chanpi on of the
Mast er s

Court, Burgess had been nore interested in his relationship to Duke Kaspar
Burgess dealt in rare trade itens, gens, fine jewellery, ornate statuary and
other itens of value. His clientele were the very wealthy and the nobility of
the city, including according to him the pal ace, where several of his nore
extravagant itens were on display. He made no effort to hide his interest in
maki ng t he Duke's acquai nt ance.

Tal | ooked at his cards and saw no hope in bettering his hand. Wen it cane
to

his turn to bet, he again folded. He caught indifferent cards as the deck
made

its way around the table and it was his deal once nore. Wile dealing out his
cards, he glanced around the room Besides the five of them playing cards,
there

were half a dozen other nen in the room Amafi was one of them sitting a

di screet distance away, watching everything.

After the hand, Tal tossed in a coin, and waited for the next hand. As if

maki ng

conversation, he asked Lyman, "Do you ever trade down in Rol denf"

Burgess picked up his cards. "No, not really. I've sold some itens here to
Rol dem sh traders, but have never been there myself."

"You ought to go," said Tal, |ooking at his own cards. He at |ast had a hand

worth betting, so he waited, then called the bet before him As he tossed in
t wo

cards and picked up the replacenents, he said, "Quite a market for |uxury
goods,

|"d say."



Burgess | ooked at his cards. "So | hear. But it's a hard place to get a
foothold. Very old firns with a strangl ehold on comrerce down there." He
shook

his head. "This will never do," he said, and threw in his hand.

"I have a friend in Roldem" said Tal. "He's a Kingdom nan. He mi ght be able
to

hel p."

"Real | y?"

Tal showed his cards, the w nning hand, and gathered in the coins with a
chuckl e. "The cards have turned." As the deck was passed, he added, "Yes, he's
a

trader of sone influence in the city, by the nane of Quincy de Castle.

Per haps

you' ve heard of him"

Tal studied Burgess's face. There was a tiny flicker, but Burgess said,
"Can't

say as | have."

Tal knew he was |ying.

The gane went on for another hour, Tal neither winning nor losing. By night's
end, the two travelling traders had done well, a local nerchant had broken
even,

whi |l e Burgess had lost big. Tal had lost only a little. "Let me buy a drink
bef ore we say good night," he said to Burgess as the others departed.

"Fine," said the nerchant.

Tal notioned for the serving girl and said, "Wne, the best you have."

The girl appeared with a bottle and two goblets, and renoved the cork. She
poured out a tangy young red, |oaded with the flavours of fruit, spices, and
oak. Burgess sipped it and said, "This is good."

"A blend of several grapes, from sonmewhere near Sal ador, | guess."

"You know your wines," said Burgess.

"I lived in Salador for a while. It's a famliar blend. If | hadn't been
drinking ale earlier, | mght even presunme to guess which vintner nade it."
Burgess | aughed. "I've never been much of one for wine. |I prefer stout ale.”
Seeing Tal was about to call to the girl, he said quickly, "But this is good.
I"mcontent to drink it. Especially as you're paying for it."

Tal took a long sip then said, "I could learn to love living here, | think."
"It's a wonderful city," said Burgess. "Though I've never been to Cpardum”
"Neither have |," admitted Tal

"Ch, | thought you were in service to the Duke."

"I am" said Tal, taking another sip of wine. "But only recently. W net in
Rol dem after the Tournanent at the Masters' Court."

"That's quite an achi evenent, Tal."

Tal shrugged. "Every man has a skill or two. Sone of us are nore gifted in
one

thing than another. 1'ma good hunter and swordsman. You?"

"I"ma successful trader," admtted Burgess, "even if |I'ma dreadful card

pl ayer."

"Married?"

"Yes," said Burgess. "My wife is visiting her famly in Dolth. That's why |I'm
out and about the city these nights. The house gets lonely."

" Chil dren?"

"A boy. He's in the arny, serving in the King's Om."

"That's quite a position."

Bur gess pushed hinmself back fromthe table. "I've been selling itens of art
to

the pal ace for twenty years, Tal. |'ve nmade sone deals that have cost ne
profit

to keep people like Lord Howell happy. My son's comm ssion didn't cone cheap
but he always wanted to be a soldier and I didn't want to see hi m manni ng
some



battl ement with the Border Barons up in the frozen north.

"Besides, if he rises through the ranks, there's a chance for a good

marri age

per haps even the daughter of a noble."

Tal nodded. "Ambitious for your son."

"What father isn t?"

Tal renenmbered his own father. H's people had been so different in their
out | ook

on life. For a nonent he felt a distressing stab of nostalgia, then forced it
down. Dwelling on the past only brought pain. His father was anmbitious in the
way of the Orosini; he wanted Talon to be a good father, husband and man of

t he

vi | | age.

Finally Tal said, "I think you're right. My father wi shed me to succeed."
"And you have," said Burgess. "You're Chanpion of the Masters' Court and in
service to Duke Kaspar of O asko. You have a bright future ahead of you."
Seei ng

no one nearby, Burgess |eaned closer. "And | can help make it bright for you,
Tal . "

Lowering his voice, Tal said, "lI'mlistening."

"Wthout knowi ng what you're privy to, let's say there are those here in

Ri | anon who woul d wel cone a friend in Kaspar's court."

Tal sat back as if digesting the statenent. "You want ne to spy?"

Bur gess shook his head and said, "Nothing of the sort, Tal. | have a desire
to

be presented to the Duke should | come to O asko, and if you hear of this or
that, something that might gain me and ny associates a tradi ng advant age,
wel |,

let's say the rewards might prove generous."

Tal agai n paused, then said, "How generous?"

"That depends," said Burgess. "If you can get ny trading consortium an
audi ence

wi th Duke Kaspar, you'll be well rewarded. If we can arrange for trade
concessions, you'll be wealthy."

Tal remained silent, as if pondering the offer. "As long as | don't find
nysel f

violating nmy oath to the Duke."

Burgess spread his hands. "W woul d never consider asking you to do sonething
i ke that."

"Well, | mght be willing to see what | can do."

"Wonderful . My offices are well known; they are down by the dockside, not too
far fromthe Royal Docks. Anyone there can direct you to ne. Should you

deci de

to cooperate, either conme visit or send word. If I am back home with my wfe
when she returns, one of ny associates will be there." He stood up. "Now,
Squire, | best be to bed. This has been a pleasant, if costly night." They
shook

hands and Burgess depart ed.

Tal waited a few nonents, then rose and crossed the roomto where Amafi sat.
"Wait, then follow See if anyone cones behind ne," he said as he wal ked past.
Amafi nodded slightly as Tal departed.

Tal stepped out into the night air, aware that the city had fallen quiet.
There

were still plenty of signs of life, but none of the din that acconpanied the
busi ness of the day. He wal ked al ong the cobbl ed road, heading towards the
pal ace. He was going to be wal king alone for at |east half an hour, so he set
his mnd to thinking about what he needed to do next.

Ei t her Burgess was an agent of the Isles Crown, or he was as he said, an
anbitious trader, but either way his first concern wasn't serving the Duke or
Tal's enrichnment. He would have to be carefully dealt with.



Hal fway to the pal ace, Tal realized he was being foll owed. He kept alert for
attack, but none cane by the tine he reached the palace gates. He identified
hinself to the guard on duty and informed himthat his manservant woul d be

al ong

shortly, and that he didn't speak a word of the King's Tongue. The guard
captain

said they would send him al ong, and Tal reached his quarters w thout incident.
Less than a quarter of an hour later, Amafi entered the roons. "Magnificence,
it

was as you thought. You were followed."

"An agent of the King of the Isles, no doubt," said Tal as he renpoved his
boot s.

"No, Magnificence. | recognized the man who foll owed."

"Who was it?"

"Captai n Prohaska. The Duke had you foll owed."

"Ah," said Tal. "That changes things."

"What will you do, Magnificence?"

Tal notioned for Amafi to take away his dirty clothing. "Wy, that's obvious.
Tormorrow, | will go to the Duke and confess everything. Now, blow out the
candl e

and go to sleep.”

* * %

Tal waited as the Duke considered a parchnent nmessage that had been delivered
by

messenger from Opardum Wen he put it down, he said, "You wi shed to see ne,
Squi re?"

Tal said, "Your Gace, last night | was approached by someone | believe to be
an

agent of the King of the Isles.”

"Ch, really? Tell ne about it, Tal."

Tal outlined his encounter with Burgess two nights before, and his
conversation

t he previous night. Wen he finished, Kaspar nodded and didn't speak for a
nmonent. Then he said, "You' re probably correct. This nman Burgess may be part
of

Lord Vallen's very capable spy network. Lord Janmes's grandfather established
it

back during the reign of King Lyam first in Krondor, then here in Rillanon
It's endured, grown, been refined, and is now the match of the Keshians'." He
| ooked out of the wi ndow towards the city and added, alnost to hinself,
"Lacki ng

their resources, | nmust rely on other solutions." Kaspar turned back to Tal
studied him then went on, "You acted correctly, inform ng me of this contact.
I

woul d I'ike you to seek out this man Burgess and tell himyou are willing to
act

as interlocutor upon behalf of his trading concern.™

Tal showed his surprise in his expression, but said only, "Yes, Your Gace."
"It may be this Burgess is exactly who he appears to be, and perhaps sone
good

will come of this; he might actually have some goods that |'ll purchase, or
perhaps a nore beneficial trade arrangenent can be made with the Isles than
we' ve had heretofore—they tend to need little of what we have to offer, and
many

thi ngs we need, so trade with themis usually disadvantageous.

"But it also may be that Burgess is attenpting to recruit you as a spy."

"I would never violate an oath, Your Gace!" said Tal

"I know, but while you seem a capable young man, Tal, you have no idea how
devi ous these people can be. This nan would probably [ et you think for some
tine



to come that he was who he clained, and all ow you to provide sone infornmation
t hat seemed harm ess enough, but eventually, you would find yourself
confronted

by Burgess who woul d then produce sonme sort of 'evidence' that if put before
ne

woul d make you | ook guilty of betraying O asko. And fromthat point forward,
you

woul d be Burgess's creature.

"No, let us play this out for a while and see what happens. Eventually it

will

be clear which of the two nen Burgess is, the spy or the trader." Tapping his
chin with his forefinger, Kaspar added, "It also mght prove useful if he is
a

spy, for then we can tell himwhat we want the Isles to know. "

"What ever Your Grace wishes,” said Tal

Kaspar said, "W have two nore days here, then we are off for Opardum Keep
studying the city and find this man Burgess and do as | said. You may go now. "
"Yes, Your G ace," said Tal.

Tal left the Duke's quarters and hurried to his own. It was barely an hour
past

dawn, and the city would be bustling. Already he felt sorry to be |eaving
this

fabled city behind, but he had a duty. Reaching his own quarters, he found
Anmaf i

waiting for his instructions.

"Lay out a change of clothing. I"'mgoing to spar with the officers of the
Roya
Guard, then I'lIl want a bath. WAit an hour, and order up hot water. Then
[ unch

inthe city and nore sightseeing.”

"Yes, Magnificence," said Amafi

Tal closed the door and headed for the Royal Arnoury.

The arnoury had none of the grandeur of the Masters' Court, or even the

el egance

of the Court of Blades in Salador. It was a drab building near the southern
gate

of the pal ace conmpl ex, fashioned fromstone, with high windows that let in

j ust

enough light to keep the hall in a state of near gloom Five |arge wheels set
wi th candl es were hung fromthe ceiling and provided additional |ight.

The roomwas filled alnpbst to capacity, as word spread through the pal ace

t hat

t he Champion of the Masters' Court would be sparring with the best the

Ki ngdom

of the Isles had to offer

They cheered when Tal disposed of his third opponent, a gifted young

kni ght -1i eut enant who pushed hi mquite hard. Laughing, Tal shook his hand and
said, "Bravo, ny friend. Had you been in the |last tournanment, | wager you

m ght

have been in the round of eight! Well done!"

The King's Swordmaster, in charge of training the soldiers of the Royal
Househol d Guard, said, "Squire, | have seen forty years of service under
three

kings, and while | may have seen swords to match yours, there haven't been
nany.

Thank you for the entertaining and instructive display."

The assenbl ed officers cheered and for an odd nmonment, Tal felt a kinship with
them He was not fromthe Isles, yet so long had he worn the fal se col ours of
a

noble of this nation he felt alnost as if he were one of them He lifted his



sword in salute, then bowed his head. "You honour nme, Swordnaster."”

The officers began to disperse and Amafi handed Tal a towel. "Your bath is
ready," he said in Quegan

Anot her voice from behi nd, al so speaki ng Quegan, said, "Isn't the plunmbing
here

in Rillanon wonderful ?"

Tal turned to see Lord Janes approaching. He bowed. "Your Gace."

In the King's Tongue, Janes said, "I have a lot of dealings with Queg. It
hel ps

to speak the |l anguage.” He glanced at Amafi. "How did you cone to have a
Quegan

manser vant ?"

"It's a long story, Your Gace," said Tal

"Some other time, then," said James. "You're quite remarkable with that
swor d,

young sir."

"Thank you. It's a gift, and | really take no nore pride in it than a bird
does

in singing. It's sonething I can do."

"Mbdest ?" The Duke raised his eyebrows. "Surprising. Mdst young nmen woul d be
how ing to the noon over their achievements. But then, you're not |ike nost
young nen, are you, Squire?"

"I don't take your neaning, sir."

In Quegan, Janes said to Amafi, "Go ahead and prepare your naster's bath. |
shall see he comes to no harm" The servant glanced at Tal who nodded once;
Amafi bowed and |l eft them By now the rest of the officers had departed, and
they were alone in the arnoury. "Let's have a talk, shall we?"

"I amat Your Grace's service."

"Not really, since you serve Duke Kaspar. Cone, 1'll walk with you a way."
They

left the building and as they crossed the yard, Janes asked, "Howis it you
have

a Quegan assassin as a bodyguard, Tal ?"

Tal tried not to | ook surprised. "Assassin?"

"Petro Amafi is not unknown to us. In fact there's a warrant out for himin
Sal ador. Did you know t hat ?"

"No," said Tal honestly. Now Amafi's desire to take service with Tal nmade a
great deal nore sense

"I woul d have him arrested, but as part of Duke Kaspar's company, he benefits
froma certain diplomatic i munity. | trust you' re taking himwi th you when
you

depart ?"

"Yes, of course."

"Good. He's not the only one who isn't what he seens to be," said the Duke as
t hey wal ked across the enpty parade ground.

"Your G ace?"

"\Whoever you are, ny young friend, your papers don't bear scrutiny. |I've seen
your patent of nobility and it's perhaps the best forgery ever, but it's stil
a

forgery."

Tal attenpted to | ook shanefaced, w thout |ooking guilty. "As | said to His
Maj esty, Your Grace, how my father got the patent accepted | don't know |
have

never traded upon the rank and |'ve never attenpted to collect rents from
anyone

on those estates."

James | aughed. "A good thing, as your 'tenants' consist of frogs, nosquitoes,
bl ack flies, swanp pigs, sone poisonous snakes and a few smugglers. It is as
you

sai d, worthl ess swanpl and near Ylith.



"I don't know who put those patents in the hall, your father or soneone el se.
Either way, | now face sonething of a dilema."

"What woul d that be, Your G ace?"

James stopped as they reached the steps leading into the heart of the pal ace.
"The King acknowl edged your rank in front of w tnesses; whatever the origin
of

those patents, they are now as valid as if his father had bestowed them upon
your fat her.

"Moreover, you are sonething of a hero here in the Isles. You are the first
non

I sl esman to be Chanpi on of the Masters' Court.

"Lastly, if you were staying in Rillanon, | would ask Lord Vallen to keep a
cl ose watch on you, but you're not. You're leaving in tw days for a very
distant city.

"But | can't help thinking you nay be a very dangerous man, Tal. M

gr andf at her

taught me to appreciate what he called his 'bunp of trouble', that itch on

t he

back of his neck that told hi msomething was wong. And you, sir, make ny
neck

itch.

"So, should you ever return to the Isles, expect to be watched very cl osely.
And

shoul d you ever return to the Western Real m expect that 1'll be watching you
closely, Talw n Hawkins, Squire of Mdrgan River and Bellcastle, Baronet of

Si |l verl ake.

"Because there is one fact | can't seemto get nmy mnd around."

"What woul d that be, Your G ace?"

"You're reputed to have been a Bannerette Knight-Lieutenant for the Duke of
Yabon. But ny old friend the Duke can't find one man who remenbers serving
with

you. Odd, isn't it?"

Seeing no easy way out, Tal said, "Well, Your Grace, while the patent was ny
father's invention, truth to tell, the claimof service was ny. ..
enbel | i shnent,

if you wll."

The Duke said nothing for a I ong nonent, nerely |ooking at Tal. Then he said,
"Good day, Squire."

"Good day, Your Grace," said Tal as Lord James wal ked away.

Tal exhaled slowy. He couldn't help but feel that he had cone very close to
a

di sastrous encounter. But he didn't find any confort in having avoided it,
for

he now was under the scrutiny of Lord Janes of Krondor, and everything Ta
had

seen of the old noble convinced himthe Duke was a very dangerous nan.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Gat h

The ship beat against the waves.

The Dol phin raced north by northwest, heeling over on a close haul against a
sout hbound autumm squall. The rain bit through the oil-soaked canvas cl oak
and

Tal found his tunic clinging to his skin, but he could not take another

m nut e

in the close quarters assigned to himand Amafi. Sailors huddl ed mserably in
the | ee of whatever shelter they could manage, waiting for the call to trim
sails as the ship was about to swing to a westerly tack

The call came and Tal watched in fascination as barefoot seanen scranbl ed

al of t



or haul ed on sheets to nove boons and yards. The ship cane around with a
shudder

and a groan of wood, then settled into another rhythmas the sails took what
they could fromthe wind and the rolling waves struck the hull from anot her
angl e.

The sky was a canvas of roiling clouds, all black and grey, and Tal w shed he
could fix the inmage in his mnd, for to paint the subtle differences would be
an

achievenent. Al his Iife he woul d have said that during a stormthe sky was
a

uni formgrey, but now he realized that at sea the rules were different.

Then he saw the |ight.

To the west, a shaft of light broke the gloomas a single ray of sunlight cut
t hrough, and at that nonment, he felt the rain |l essen. Wthin mnutes the sky
began to clear, with patches of blue appearing in the west. A sailor nearby
said, "We're through the squall, Squire," and started to gather up rope off

t he

deck.

"That was sonething," said Tal

"Not really. You ought to try tacking through a big bl ow, say a week or nore
in

the teeth of a gale. O a day and night running froma hurricane. Now, that's
somet hing to renenber."”

Wth a grin, Tal said, "I think I'Il find another way to anuse nyself."
Scranbling up the ratlines, the sailor said, "Suit yourself, Squire."

As the storm abated, the breeze turned warner, or at |least with the absence
of

rain it felt that way to Tal. The ship seened to ramthrough the water, a | ow
rolling notion that remi nded Tal of a cantering horse, up and down. The

r hyt hm

gave himthe illusion of riding into sight of Opardum s towers.

The | ookout al oft shouted, "Land ho!" and Tal caught a glinpse of Qpardum as
t he

weat her br oke.

While RilIlanon was the nost spectacular city he had ever seen fromthe deck of
a

shi p, Opardum was i npressive.

The ship heeled over and they were suddenly on a sout hwestern tack, racing
straight for the city with a following wind. Directly ahead Tal saw a
brilliant

sun-drenched norning reveal ed as the cl ouds above bl ew away, |ike so many
curtains being pulled aside.

Tal knew t he geography of this region fromthe maps he had studied, but those
lines of ink on parchnent did little to prepare himfor the sight which [ ay
ahead. He knew that the southeastern corner of O asko was a network of

i sl ands

and waterways, with only one habitation of any size, the port city of |naska.
Hundreds of villages dotted the thousand or nore islands, which rested in
what

was in reality the nouth of the Anatak River. The rest of the islands were

[ ush

pl antations of fruits, cotton and flax, intercut by glades full of exotic
trees

and animals, and a few hills high enough to encourage dry-land fam ng. But on
the north shore of the river, above a small but thriving harbour, rested

Opar dum

The city seened to be carved out of the face of the nountain, which was an
illusion, Tal knew, as they raced towards the harbour. But fromthe sea, it

| ooked as if a junble of spirals and towers had sprouted out of the rock-face
of



a nountain thousands of feet in the air.

Tal knew from his reading that the nmountains were really a massive cliff, and
at

the top a relatively flat grassland ran downhill for a dozen miles to the
west .

There a series of fault lines cut canyons and crevasses across the entire
regi on, maki ng use of that l|and inpossible to anything that couldn't fly to
reach it. Beyond that junbled | andscape |ay vast grasslands and woodl ands,
still

wild for the nost part, until the city of O asko Gateway was reached.

The ship's captain called out orders and sailors scranbled aloft to reef
sail s.

Amafi cane up on deck. "Magnificence, | brought you a dry coat."

Tal slipped off the soaked oil-treated canvas covering he wore, and

t hankful |'y
took the dry coat. Amafi asked, "This, then, is our new hone?"
"Yes," said Tal, "and you nust |learn to speak the |ocal tongue."

The | anguage of the region was simlar to Roldenish, as settlers fromthat

i sl and had founded the various nations that conprised the Eastern Ki ngdom
The

exception being the Duchy of Ml adon and Senrick, which had been settled by
nen

fromthe Kingdomcity of Ran. They spoke both the King's Tongue and a | oca
di al ect of Rol demi sh

Tal said, "It's Roldemish to all intents and purposes, but it has | oca
i di ons
and sonme different words. You'll |earn quickly, understood?"

"Yes, Magnificence," said Amafi

As they began the final tack into the harbour, the ship slowed as the captain
turned into the wind. Drawing closer to the city, details began to energe in
t he

bright light of day.

"The cal mafter the storm as they say," said Lady Natalia from behind them
Tal turned and grinned. "I believe the expression is the cal mbefore the
storm

m | ady. "

"\What ever the case may be," she said. "Hone."

Tal conceded that it might be home to her, but to himit was just another
alien

pl ace. The harbour beckoned and i nbound shi ps gave way to The Dol phin, for
she

flew the ducal banner. Conpared to Rillanon, Roldem Sal ador or even Krondor
it

was a small harbour. Behind it the city was relatively flat, then suddenly
rose

up on an incline, an alnost evenly sloped face of soil and rock that had been
terraced over the years and connected by ranps and streets. Then suddenly the
citadel rose up behind, hard against the cliff-face, and from what Tal had
been

told by menmbers of the Duke's retinue, dug back deep into the rock

It struck himas incongruous that the original builders had chosen to use a
white, or very light grey, stone to fashion the place, for it stood out
dramatically agai nst the darker colours of the cliff.

The citadel was massive, rising ten storeys above the foundations, as far as
Tal

could judge, and surrounded by a wall of less than half that size. At the
corners, towers rose up another twenty or so feet, so that overl apping archer
fire could stop anyone com ng up through the city to the citadel

Tal turned his attention away fromthe city itself, |ooked towards the south.
He



could make out little of the southern islands at this distance, save what

| ooked

to be brown smudges on the horizon

Nat al i a put her hand on his shoul der and said, "W shall have fun, Talwin."
He patted her hand, sonewhat distracted by the events of the last two days in
Ri |l anon. He had foll owed Kaspar's instructions and | ocated Burgess, for whom
he

had promi sed to intercede with the Duke. The trader would arrive in Qpardumin
a

nmonth or so with sanples of trade goods, seeking concessions and |icences.

But sonething didn't feel right. No matter what he said, Burgess just didn't
ring true as a nerchant trader, the way Quincy de Castle did. De Castle m ght
be

an agent for the Crown of the Isles, but he was truly a trader. Tal had

pl ayed

cards with too many nerchants, as well as gained some insights into their

nat ure

by readi ng the biography of Rupert Avery, but Burgess was something el se.
Under

that apparently soft exterior, Tal was certain he was dangerous.

The ship rolled into the harbour, and unlike the Kingdomcities or Roldem no
pil ot canme aboard. The captain sinply directed the ship to the Duke's

per sonal

slip, at the far end of the quayside, closest to the nost direct road to the
ci tadel .

Wth years of practice, the captain saw his ship safely into its berth, and
by

the tine the lines had been tied, the ship made secure, and the gangpl ank run
out, the Duke was on deck, ready to depart. He hurried down to his waiting
carriage, followed by his sister and his senior captains.

Tal followed in the third carriage, along with a Lieutenant Gazan, whom he
knew

only slightly, and a junior clerk who had cone to the dock to give the Duke
messages his staff felt needed his i mMmediate attention. Amafi rode above, on
a

smal | bench behind the carriage, next to the coachnan.

By the time they departed for the citadel, Tal was genui nely curious about
Opardum He considered his expectations about the place m ght have been

col oured

in part by his attitude towards Kaspar. Wile affable enough on the surface,

t he

Duke was a man w t hout scruple capabl e of whol esale murder. For that reason
per haps, Tal had expected the city to be a sonbre, even dour place. In the

m dday sunshine, it |ooked anything but.

Br oad- bott oned skiffs plied the harbour, running small |oads of cargo to and
fromships. Smaller trading vessels up fromthe southern islands deposited
their

wares on the quay. As the carriage rolled through the city, Tal saw that npst
of

t he buil di ngs were whitewashed, made brilliant by the sun, and the roofs were
mai nly of colourful clay tiles of red or orange. Many small tenples dotted

t he

squares, which were centred around graceful fountains. Traders hawked their
wares in the markets, and many shops were thronged with custonmers. By al
appear ances Opardum was a prosperous, thriving and busy city.

They passed over a canal and Tal saw nore signs of comrerce, as riverboats

j ust

of f the Anatak River were slowy manoeuvred through a series of |ocks by

pol ermen

| abouring on the decks, heading for the harbour quays for |oading and



unl oadi ng.

A asko had two cultivated regions, the islands to the south, and the great
rolling nmeadowl ands and hills between O asko Gateway and the border with the
Principality of Aranor. Mst of the | and between Opardum and d asko Gat eway
was

forest and wild prairie, very dangerous to cross, sSo npst conmerce between

t he

two cities was by the river

They reached the citadel and entered the nain gate, but had turned at once to
the right, noving around the side of the old bailey past what | ooked to be a
parade ground to what was obviously the stabling area. A huge carriage house
and

stabl es | arge enough for perhaps fifty or nore horses were snug agai nst the
outer wall.

Groons ran out to take the horses, while the coachman opened the door. A page
sought them out, asking, "Are you Squire Talw n?"

"Yes." Tal gl anced around, realizing that Kaspar and Natalia were already up
t he

stairs and into the citadel.

The boy snmiled and said, "I am Rudol ph, Squire. | amto guide you to your
quarters.”

To Amafi, Tal said, "See to the luggage," and turned to follow the boy.
Rudol ph was a | ad of about el even or twelve years of age, fromwhat Tal could
j udge, handsone in his palace togs of red | eggings and a black tunic. The
crest

of O asko, a charging boar of silver on a field of black, was sewn above his
heart.

The boy nmoved quickly and Tal had to hurry to keep up. "You'll Iike your
quarters, Squire," said the |ad. Mving purposefully on, he barely gave Ta
tine

to take note of his surroundings.

They entered a side entrance to the citadel, one that Tal assuned the Duke
preferred, which neant it was probably close to his personal quarters. Ta

t ook

not e of | andmarks, which door they entered, the corridors they used, what
stairs

they clinmbed, and while he had a rough sense of where he was by the tinme they
reached his quarters, he was certain he had a good chance of getting |lost for
a

while if he ventured out on his own.

The suite was conprised of a full five rooms. A sitting roomwth |arge

wi ndows

greeted Tal as he entered. It was decorated with tapestries to mnimze the
cold

fromthe stone walls, a fine carpet, and several tables and chairs. He could
entertain up to six people here in confort, he judged. A big fireplace rested
bet ween two ot her doors.

To the right, Rudol ph showed hima large bathing room with a drain in the
centre of a tiled floor. A brass tub sat nearby and there was a pair of

seat s,

as well as a particularly well-fashioned mrror. "A barber will call upon you
every norning, sir, if you wish."

"I prefer to let nmy manservant shave ne," said Tal

“I'I'l mention that to the housecarl, sir."

He then showed Tal the bedroom which had a | ow but huge bed, with nultiple
conforters, many cushions and pillows, and a smaller fireplace, which Ta

j udged

nmust share the chimey with the one in the sitting room A door to the right

| ed

to a small room which also had a door onto the sitting room It was a



servant's

room and woul d be given over to Amafi.

On the left was one nore door, which led to another, smaller bedroom which
Tal

assuned meant that once a famly with children had occupi ed these apartnents.
He

said to Rudol ph, "Thank you. | think I shall be fine now Make sure ny

ser vant

arrives with ny luggage."

"Yes, Squire." The lad noved to the door to the hall and asked, "Is there
anyt hi ng you require before supper, sir?"

Tal judged supper to be several hours away. "I wouldn't mind a bit of a tour
of

the citadel ."

"I can arrange that, Squire. |'ve been detailed to be your page until you're
at

hone. 1'Il run to the housecarl and tell himabout the shaving, sir—+ nean
about

you preferring to have your manservant shave you—and then |I'Il be straight
back. "

"Not too straight," said Tal. "Say an hour after ny |uggage arrives. | need
to

bat he and change out of these travel clothes."

"Very well, sir. I'll have hot water sent up straight away."

"Good," said Tal, taking a liking to the affable boy.

"The Duke will expect you at supper, Squire, so we must be back in tine for
you

to change again."

Tal raised an eyebrow in question, but said nothing.

Readi ng the gesture, the boy said, "H s G ace always has a gal a when he
returns

hone, so sonething festive is in order."

"Very good. Cone back when |'ve finished cleaning nyself up."

The boy stepped into the hall. "Here comes your man with the | uggage now,
sir,"
he said. "I'll be back in an hour."

Amafi showed the porters where to put the two | arge bags, then di sm ssed

t hem

Then he gl anced around the roons. "Very nice, Mgnificence."

Tal said, "Get used to it. It's hone for a while." But inside he knew it

woul d

never be home, and he knew that he had to blend in and becone one of Kaspar's
creatures, or his long-termplans for the Duke's destruction woul d never
succeed. But he couldn't help but feel that he had wal ked straight into a
trap,

like a wild bull charging into a net with a band of hunters just out of sight.
* * %

Tal foll owed Rudol ph as the boy scanpered up yet another flight of stairs.

Tal

was working diligently at menorizing every hallway, flight of stairs and
significant roomin the citadel. He was drawing a map in his mind

They reached a | andi ng where stairs headed down in two directions, to the

ri ght

and left, and Tal said, "That way | eads back to my quarters.'
to

the right.

"Yes, Squire. Very good," said the boy with a grin.

"Where does that |ead?" He pointed to the left.

The boy said, "I'll show you," and they were off.

For al nbst two hours they had been exploring the vast edifice that was

He was pointing



Opar dum s

citadel . Tal believed the boy when he said that between the extra roons,

out er

buil dings inside the wall and sone of the older tunnels into the rock, the
entire popul ation of the city mght take shelter there if the need arose. The
pl ace was nassive. For sone reason the Dukes of O asko had over the years
felt

the need to keep adding to the citadel

Hal f an hour later, they reached a hallway and Rudol ph stopped. They had j ust
passed the large hall that led to the Duke's great hall and his private
quarters, a vast apartment conprising nore than a dozen roons. Rudol ph said,
"Down this hall is a stairway, Squire. No one is allowed to go there."
"Real | y?"

"Yes. The Duke is nobst enphatic on that subject.”

"What's up there?"

"Leso Varen," whispered the boy, |looking as if even speaki ng the nane
frightened

hi m

Tal pretended ignorance. "Wo or what is a Leso Varen?"

The boy took Tal's hand as if to pull himalong. "W need to keep novi ng.
He's

an advisor to the Duke. He's supposed to be a w zard, everyone says. He | ooks
li ke everyone else, but..."

"But what ?"

"I don't like him" said the boy, again in a whisper. "He scares ne."

"Why?" said Tal with a laugh, as if trying to make light of it.

"I don't know, Squire. He just does."

Tal feigned indifference, but he narked the entrance to Varen's quarters
clearly

in his mnd. Then a faint arona cane to himand his eyes w dened. He

recogni zed

the scent, the particular perfunme and the hint of the skin that it had

t ouched.

Al ysandra! O, Lady Rowena as she was known here. The other agent of the
Concl ave of Shadows, a woman of cold cal cul ati on and renarkabl e beauty. Wat
had

she been doing near the nmagician's lair?

"We should start back now, Squire," said Rudol ph, bringing Tal out of his
reverie with a solid yank on his hand. "W need to nmake sure you're ready for
t he Duke's gala."

Tal nodded as Rudol ph rel eased his grip on his hand, and fell in behind the

boy.
From what he'd |l earned of the citadel thus far, Tal knew the | ad was taking a
circuitous route back to his quarters to avoid passing by the hall leading to

the wizard's quarters. As he followed, his mnd returned to the question of
what

Rowena had been doing in the conmpany of Leso Varen

Tal had been astoni shed to discover new clothing waiting for him Amafi had
laid

everything out. The jacket was sewn with seed pearls and what appeared to be
garnets, on a fabric of |avender hue. The | eggings were white, and a pair of
ankl e boots with silver buckles stood by the bed. A new belt for his sword
from

the King of the Isles conpleted the ensenble. There was no hat, so Tal went
bar eheaded.

The Duke's hall was huge, alnbst as large as the King of Roldems. Ta
recogni zed that once this had been the central keep of the citadel, a huge
single roomin which an ancient noble and all his retinue once lived. A
massi ve

fireplace housed a huge fire behind the Duke's chair, far enough away t hat



Kaspar and those at his table were confortable. The Duke's table sat on a

rai sed

platform two | ower tables running perpendicular to the head table, formng a
"U'. Fromhis elevated vantage point, Kaspar could see every guest at his

t abl e.

Sitting at Kaspar's right hand was Natalia, and at his left was the Lady
Rowena.

Tal caught Natalia's eye and smled slightly, but purposely ignored Rowena,

t hough he marked her. He found hinself once again amazed at her ability to be
whoever she wi shed to be, and yet at the sane tine the beautiful girl who had
beguil ed himon Sorcerer's Isle, overwhelmng himto the point of his

t hi nki ng

he was in love with her, only to discover she was conpl etely without
conpassi on

or affection. Now, effortlessly, she was a |ady of Kaspar's court, a lovely
trophy for the lord's arm and one who enthusiastically shared his bed. Ta
wondered if it was possible that Kaspar suspected the woman he bedded was one
capabl e of plunging a dagger into his throat w thout feeling an echo of

renor se

Probably not, Tal concluded. For if he had, Rowena woul d be dead al ready.

Tal was escorted to the left flanking table near the Duke. He sat next to a
man

of mddle years who introduced hinmself as Sergey Latinov, the Duke's
Assessor,

or collector of taxes.

The dinner went on quietly, without the entertainers in other courts. As the
| ast di shes were being renoved, Duke Kaspar stood up. "My friends," he said,
loudly. "There is an addition to our conpany | would now like to introduce.
He

is a clever young man of many talents who will be an asset to O asko. Squire
Hawki ns, pl ease stand."
Tal stood, and Kaspar said, "It is nmy pleasure to introduce you all to Squire

Tal wi n Hawki ns, late of the Kingdom of the Isles and Chanpi on of the Masters
Court in Roldem Tonight he enters our service."

There was a polite round of applause. Lady Rowena di splayed just the right
amount of interest, then returned her attention to the Duke. Tal noticed one
significant nmenber of the Duke's table was not appl audi ng. Captain Quint
Havrevul en, nost senior of Kaspar's officers, sat silently, observing the
young

stranger. As Tal resuned his seat, he wondered if the Captain's |ack of

ent husi asm stemmed from a general dislike of Islemen or because at the
Mast er s

Court Tournanent he had killed one Lieutenant Canpaneal, Havrevulen's

ai de- de- canp.

As the nmeal ended, Kaspar stood up and said, "Squire, please attend nme." He
wal ked away fromthe table, |eaving the Lady Rowena unattended.

Tal nodded to Amafi—who had stood behind his chair throughout the neal +o
return

to their quarters, then hurried to the Duke's side. Kaspar put a |arge hand
on

Tal's shoul der and said, "Nowis as good a tinme as any to get the matter of
your

oath taken care of. Conme with nme: there's soneone | want you to neet." Over
Kaspar's shoul der, Tal could see Natalia's expression was drawn as if she
wer e

concer ned.

To Tal's surprise, no servants or guards acconpani ed them as Kaspar led Ta
through a series of hallways. Then Tal saw they were at the flight of stairs
t hat Rudol ph had said was forbidden. Kaspar said, "This area of the citade
is



not to be entered, unless you are sumoned by mysel f, Squire. Is that
under st ood?"

"Yes, Your G ace."

They clinmbed the stairs and went down a hall, to a | arge wooden door. Wt hout
knocki ng, Kaspar opened the door and notioned for Tal to enter

The room was | arge, but sparsely furnished, containing just one table and a
chair. Tapestries covered the walls against the cold, but otherwi se the room
was

wi thout confort. Afire burned in a |large hearth, and three men were waiting.
Two were guards, who quickly came to stand on either side of Tal and grip his
arms. "Tie himin the chair," said Kaspar

Tal realized the futility of resisting and let hinself be | ashed to the chair
as

the third man came to exanmine him He was slender, of mddle height, with

| ong

dark hair that reached past his shoulders. H s face was al nbst pinched, wth
a

prom nent nose that woul d have domi nated his face had it not been for his
eyes.

The eyes were bl ack, and sonmething in them made Tal fearful. The nman cane to
stand before Tal and said, "Hello, young nman. Duke Kaspar says you are a

talented lad with great potential. | certainly hope so." He | ooked past Ta
at
Kaspar for a nmonment, then back at Tal. "Because if you are not, you wll not

| eave this roomalive."

He turned his back on Tal and went to the table. He picked something up and
returned to stand before Tal. "Shall we begi n?" he asked the Duke.

Tal sat notionless. Behind himDuke Kaspar said, "Begin."

Suddenly there was a faint buzzing sound in Tal's ears, just at the edge of
bei ng recogni zable. It sounded l|ike the distant nurmnuring of voices. He found
his eyelids growi ng heavy and he felt his body becone heavy, as if he were on
t he verge of sleep.

Then a voice said, "Your mind is mne, and you may not hide any fal sehood."
Tal felt an oddly fanmiliar tingling along the base of his scalp, just above
hi s

neck, and recogni zed the use of nmagic. He had known such a sensation many
tinmes

at Sorcerer's Isle as he had been subjected to nany different types of nagic
spells. He could only trust that whatever Pug, Mranda, and Magnus had done
to

himover the time he was there would see himthrough this ordeal

Duke Kaspar cane to stand within Tal's field of vision. "Do you, Talw n

Hawki ns,

swear an oath upon your life, to serve me and ny line, until such tinme as you
are rel eased by me? Do you serve freely, wthout reservation, enendation, or
subterfuge? Do you offer your life if false?"

"I do," said Tal, and his voice felt thick in his own throat. He thought of
hi s

father, before a fire late one night, and the words that he could stil
recal | .

"Never offer an oath lightly. For you pledge not only your life and sacred
honour, but your people's honour as well. To break an oath is to be w thout
honour, to be without a spirit, and to be apart fromthe people.”

"I do," he repeated.

After a noment, the strange sensations vani shed and the odd-I| ooki ng man said,
"He offers his oath truly."

"Cood," said the Duke. "Untie him"

Tal sat rubbing his wists for a nonment as the Duke said, "I have nany

eneni es,

Tal, and ny enem es have nany agents. You wouldn't be the first of those to



seek

nmy service." He smiled. "I had no doubt you would be found to be a nan of
your

word." Turning, he said, "This is ny nost trusted advisor, Leso Varen."

The man inclined his head politely, but his eyes were fast upon Tal. "You are
an

unusual young man, Squire," he said.

Tal stood up. "Thank you, sir."

The Duke waved the guards away and took Tal by the arm Steering himtowards
t he

door he said, "Go now and rest for the night. | have business here with Leso.
Tomorrow we have sonme tasks to set you on."

"I thank Your Grace for the opportunity to serve."

Wth a | augh, Kaspar opened the door and said, "Don't be so quick to thank
nel

young Hawki ns. You haven't heard the tasks yet. You may not be so grateful
when

you see what plans | have for you."

Wth that, he ushered Tal through the door and closed it behind him Tal set
of f

down the stairway, thinking that whatever night have been said, Leso Varen
had

reservations which were expressed in his eyes, if not his words. He would
have

to tread carefully around the magi cian, Tal knew.

Still, he had endured the first trial and was still breathing, and as it was
said, so far, so good

CHAPTER EI GHT

Task

Tal sl ogged through the swanp.

A conpany of O asko soldiers wearing knee-hi gh boots and heavil y- padded

j ackets

wer e trudgi ng through cal f-deep water. Kaspar had given Tal his first task

t he

mont h before: By fast ship go to | naska and di spose of a band of snugglers
who

are causing problens for the | ocal merchants. They were also pirates, Ta

di scovered after two days in O asko's southernnost city. He had spent hours
in

seedy taverns and seedier brothels, but after two weeks of spreading gold
around

he had got the information he had needed.

He had presented hinself to the garrison conmander at |naska, shown his
war r ant s

fromthe Duke, and hand-picked the twenty nmen who now were working their way
towards the smnugglers' canp. Leading the |locals was a sergeant who seened to
be

t he toughest of them a snake-eater naned Vadeski. He had a forehead |ike an
anvil and a jaw that jutted like the ramon a Quegan war-galley, and his
shoul ders were as wide as the Duke's, though he was a full head shorter. Ta
had

seen his type in nany a tavern: a braw er, bully, and, probably, a mnurderer
but

he was exactly the type of man Tal needed for a thankless job Iike this.

The other men all were either trappers or hunters at one time, for Tal knew
he

woul d need nmen familiar with the local area. For the first time in his life,
Tal

found hinmself feeling lost. He had hunted in the nountains, and | ow and



forests,

and across grasslands, but never in the swanps.

They had taken a boat fromlnaska to a village called Inrisk, where they had
secured provisions and conmandeered a pair of |arge shall ow draught boats.
Those

had been paddled to the wi ndward side of the island, opposite where the
pirates

had their canp.

Two smal |l coast-sailers were reputedly anchored on the lee side, along with a
dozen or nore of the shall ow draught boats identical to the ones Tal's nen
used.

Tal expected no nore than thirty smugglers to be in canp. A quick attack

t ake

some prisoners for questioning, fire the boats and base—these were his plans.
He notioned for Vadeski to hold the men in place, telling him "I'mgoing to
scout ahead."

"Yes, Captain," answered the sergeant.

Tal noved through alien-looking trees with their underwater roots, having no
i dea what they were called. He kept his eyes busy, |ooking for danger, human
or

ot herwi se. The swanp held many predators, alligators, lizards, and especially
a

ferocious big cat; nost of those would give the soldiers a wi de berth, but
there

was al so a particularly deadly water snake that had no fear of men.

When he saw dry | and ahead, he clinbed out of the water, noving as silently
as

possible, to a rise before him He snelled the faint tang of smoke. d ancing
over the rise, he saw a | ong depression running for nearly a quarter of a
mile

to another ridge. Fromthe other side he saw the snmoke from canpfires, a

fai nt

haze agai nst the sky, being blown away by the w nd.

He returned and notioned for his men to follow, and |l ed them down the shall ow
gully. At the far end, they halted, and Tal signalled for themto wait. He
peered over the rocks and saw the pirates' canp. Then he sat down and swore
silently. He beckoned for the sergeant to join himand when the old veteran
was

at his side, they both took a | ook

Tal counted close to ninety or a hundred nen, three |l arge sailing boats
riding

at anchor off the beach, and nore than a dozen of the shall ow snuggl ers

boat s.

"See those?" said Vadeski, whispering in his ear, pointing to the boats.
"They

cone rippin out of the islands and swarmya. If'n they can, they' Il offl oad
al |

the goods, then fire the traders' boat to the waterline. Those three big 'uns
are to haul plunder."

"How often do they nove to new canps?"

"All the tine," said Vadeski

Tal sat down quickly. Then he |l ed the nen back to the other end of the gully.
When they were safely away fromthe canp, Tal said, "Wwo is that |ying
bastard

who told us there would be about thirty or so smuggl ers here, Sergeant?"
"Jacos of Saldonmm; he's a trader o' sorts, Captain,"” answered the Sergeant.
"Remind me to have him fl ogged when we get back, assum ng we get back
There's

close to a hundred nmen in that canp." He turned and did a quick inventory. He
had twenty nen, and only four crossbows.



"Five to one ain't all that bad, is it?" said the Sergeant with a grin.
"Only if we have an advantage," said Tal. "Let's head back to the water's
edge

in case one of those |ads decides to cone over that rise to take a piss, and
we

can ponder this."

Tal knew that to return for nore nen would be a waste of time. The snugglers
nmoved their canmp on a regular basis, so he assuned they'd scout around every
once in a while. There was no way any experienced scout would miss the signs
of

twenty-one nmen down in that gully and on this beach. He gl anced down as they
reached the water's edge.

"What's this?" Tal asked, kneeling. The shore was covered in a crushed white
substance that didn't |ook |ike sand or rock

One of the others said, "Looks |like broken shells, Captain."

"Shel | s?"

"Swanp oysters,'
for

eating unless you're starvin', but sonme do." He pointed. "Look over there."
Tal | ooked where the man indicated and saw a | arge nmound of shells. Something
started nagging at him He remenbered sonethi ng about oyster shells but

coul dn't

recal | what.

They wal ked over to the pile and he said, "Someone put these here."

"Probably lookin' for pearls," said the first man who spoke. He picked one

sai d another. "They're conmmon enough around here. Not much

up.
"CGot a pearl ain't worth much, not |ike those that cone fromthe sea, but
some' Il buy "em Al kind of blokes range through these swanps, set up canp,
abide a while, then nove on."

Tal was notionless as he held the shell. Then he said, "What happens when you

burn these?"

"You get a white ash," said another man. "Did it all the time in ny village.
I

grew up in these islands, Captain."

"White ash?" asked Tal, thinking. "Wat do you use the ash for?"

"Well, nme mum made soap by mixing it with tallow Nasty stuff'll take the
skin

right off you if you leave it on too long, but it'll get your face and hands
cl ean enough. Good for clothes, too, if you get it all out. OGtherwise it'll
eat

a hole in a shirt."

Tal grinned. "Now | renenber. Something | read a while ago!" He notioned to
t he

Sergeant. "Set two pickets at the near end of the ravine. If they see
anyt hi ng,

tell themto come running." Vadeski detailed two nen to do as ordered. Ta

t hen

said, "Start a fire, there." He pointed to a spot just above the water.
"Start

gathering shells,” he instructed the other men. "As many as you can find.
Then

enpty out your kits."

The nmen did as ordered, dumping the contents of their backpacks on the
ground.

They gathered shells and then once the fire was going, Tal started dumnping
shells into the flanes.

They let the fire burn throughout the afternoon, and Tal watched as a huge
pile

of ash formed. As the sun lowered in the west, Tal said, "W attack at
sundown.



The eveni ng breeze shoul d be at our backs, right, Sergeant?"
Vadeski said, "Right, Captain. Wnd's pretty constant across these islands.

Still as the grave at sunrise, nice little zephyr every sundown.™

Tal said, "W've got dirty work ahead, Sergeant."

Wth a grin that was positively evil, Vadeski said, "That's the kind I IiKke,
Captai n!"

* * %

Twent y-one nen crouched bel ow the top of the rise. Tal peered over and saw

t hat

the pirates were gathered around a | arge cook-fire, or |ounging nearby. He
signalled to his nen, and they spread out along the |ow ridge, two

cr osshownen

in the centre, one each at either end of the line.

He had given clear instructions to his nmen; now he had to wait for the w nd
to

freshen. As the sun touched the horizon, he felt the breeze pick up. He
nodded

and spoke in a quiet tone. "Now "

H s men stood. They waited until one of the smugglers saw them and shouted.
The

snuggl ers all grabbed up weapons and made ready for an attack. Tal had
ordered

his men to hold their ground.

The two groups stood notionless, facing each other, until Vadeski shouted,
"Well, what are you waiting for, you ugly buggers?"

The pirates shouted and charged. The distance fromthe beach to the rise
wher e

Tal waited was | ess than a hundred yards, and nost of it was slightly uphill
Tal waited until the first snuggler was only twenty yards away and then he
shout ed, "Now "

The nmen picked up their backpacks and started throwi ng handfuls of the white
ash

into the air. It was picked up by the wind and blew into the eyes of the
attackers. Suddenly nen were dropping their weapons and screaning in pain.
The four crossbownen fired, and four of the pirates went down. A few of them
kept their eyes covered, and nanaged to get to the line, where they were

qui ckl'y

cut down by Tal's nmen. O the ninety or nore charging pirates attacking, only
a

dozen reached Tal's line, all dying quickly.

"Now " shouted Tal and the soldiers dropped their packs and charged. There
wasn't rmuch fight left in the pirates, as many of themwere blind. Ta

shout ed,

"CGet me sone prisoners!”

Tal | eapt anong the smugglers, many of themflailing about wildly with their
swords, doing nore damage to their conpanions than to any of Tal's nmen.

In less than ten m nutes, the slaughter ended. Tal had only two wounded nen,
both with superficial cuts, and four prisoners who were sitting down by the
boats trying to wash out their eyes with wet rags.

Ser geant Vadeski approached. "Captain, there's somethin' you should see.™
Tal followed himto where his nen were digging graves for the dead. "Wat is
it?"

"Look at the feet," said the Sergeant.

Tal did so and noticed that a full dozen of the corpses were wearing boots.
"Those aren't sailors.”

"No, sir," said the Sergeant. He bent over the closest nan with boots on and
pul | ed open his shirt. "Look at this, sir."

Under the dead man's shirt was a pendant. "Bet you'll find the same as this
on

the others, sir.



"What is it?"
Vadeski pulled it off the man and handed it to Tal. He | ooked closely and saw

that the nedallion was enbossed with the head of a roaring lion. "It's worn
by

the Bl ack Lions, sir."

Tal shook his head. "I don't understand."

"The Bl ack Lions are a special group, sir. Soldiers workin' for the Prince of
Sal mater. These ain't pirates, sir, but soldiers come across the border to do
m schief.”

Tal | ooked at the four prisoners and saw that one of them was wearing boots.
He

went to stand over the man and nudged himwith his foot. The man | ooked up
and

blinked. "I think I"'mblind."

"Most likely," said Tal. "Or at least for a while."

"What is this?" asked the nman, pointing to his swollen eyes.

"Lye," answered Tal. "Ash containing Iye. Now, I'll ask the questions. \Wo
was

your officer?"

"I don't know what you nean," said the prisoner

Tal nodded at Vadeski, who kicked the man as hard as he could in the side.
The

prisoner couldn't see the kick com ng and he doubl ed over, crying out in

pai n.

He lay on the sand, unable to catch his breath for alnost a full mnute,
finally

inhaling with a great rasping noise.

"You're not bloody pirates,” said Tal. "You're soldiers of Salmater. You're
across the border in Oasko territory. If | take you back to Opardum it'll
nmean

war . "

"I"'ma smuggler," the man said weakly.

Tal | ooked around. "Right." He notioned to Vadeski. "We'll stay the night,
and

tomorrow we' Il burn all the boats but one." He pointed to the three |arge
boat s

anchored off the shore. "Send four lads to see if there are any nore of these
cut-throats hiding aboard, and if not, what cargo they hold. If you can, nove

all the cargo to one of the boats, and we'll sail it back to Inaska. Detai
f our
men to fetch our boats on the other side of the island. | want to get this
news

back to the Duke as quickly as | can."

"\What about hin?" said the Sergeant.

Tal | ooked at the man huddling in the sand, blind and hunched up in such a
way

that Tal suspected Vadeski had broken some of his ribs. Wthout pity, Ta
sai d,

"Make himtal k."

"dadly, sir," said the Sergeant.

The old soldier started shouting orders while Tal went over to the cook-fire.
A

| arge iron pot bubbled over the flames. He lifted a wooden spoon out of it
and

tasted the contents of the pot; it was a sinple but acceptable fish stew He
beckoned over one of the soldiers and said, "Pass the word; hot supper

toni ght .

After burial, | want pickets posted, then the nen can start eating."

"Yes, Captain.”

Tal knelt and took a quick inventory. There was enough hard bread and dried



fruit to last his men four or five days. Mre than enough to conpensate for

t he

provi sions they had dunped to acconmmodate the ash in their packs. Tal sighed.
This was the first of many bl oody tasks Kaspar would set for him he was
certain.

If he was to realize his anmbition, to utterly destroy the Duke of O asko, he
nmust be a good and faithful servant until such time as the Duke reveal ed his
true nature and betrayed Tal. Then he would be free of his oath and could
bring

Kaspar down.

But that day was a |long way off, for there was still much to know. And Ta
was

patient in many ways.

He got a wooden bow froma nearby pile and used a ladle to pour out sone hot
stew. Then he tore off a chunk of bread and sat down, noticing sone bottles
of

wi ne nearby. He decided to | eave those for the men. As he put the bread into
t he

stew and took a bite, he could hear the prisoner starting to scream
* * %

Tal stood quietly as Kaspar read the report. "You did well, Tal," he said as
he

put down the parchnent. "Your report is detailed. The goods recovered wl|l
pay

for the cost of the trouble we went to, but what do we do about the Prince of
Sal nat er ?"

"Send hima message, sir?"

"Yes, nmy thoughts exactly." He picked up one nedallion fromthe pile Tal had
deposited on the table before him "I think returning these to him m ght get
t he

poi nt across."

"WII it, Your G ace?"

Kaspar | eaned back and regarded Tal. "You have sonething on your nind

Squi re?"

"The smuggling was no nore than a nui sance, Your Grace. It harmed sone

mer chant s

and perhaps diverted sone duty noney fromyour treasury, but it was only a
smal | -scal e problem Wy detail crack troops to such an undertaki ng?"

"You have somnething for ne?"

"Only a thought, Your Grace. The soldier we captured knew nothing, but his
of ficer had orders not shared with the nen. W got that fromthe soldier

bef ore

he died. The other three prisoners were conmon riff-raff, nothing nore than
t hugs and dock rats working for the pronise of easy booty.

"But we did find this." He notioned to a servant who deposited a bundle

bef ore

t he Duke. Inside was a case, which Kaspar opened, revealing fine witing
instruments. The parchments that were fol ded below the box lid reveal ed pages
covered in cryptic notes, and other pages with |line draw ngs.

Finally the Duke asked, "A mapping expedition?"

"Yes, Your G ace."

"To what end?"

"A straight route fromMcel's Station to A asko Gateway. | studied the maps
of

the area in your collection before | eaving. Having just returned fromthe
region, | know they are inconplete and inaccurate. What | ooks to be a |large

waterway turns out to be shallow and filled with debris, and there are

i sl ands

mar ked where none exist, sandbars that build up and shift, all manner of
hazar ds



to any deep-draught vessels." He pointed to one of the Iine maps. "If | have
understood their codes and these draw ngs, they were returning froma
successf ul

expedi ti on—and not the first.

Hi s finger pointed to another page. "They were

al nrost finished. | know fromnore reliable sources that there is only one

vi abl e

route fromthe point where they stopped to the river itself. They would have
found it on their next trip, | amcertain.”

He rubbed his chin absently for a nmoment, then added, "If war were to cone to

the north, having a direct route that would all ow seizing the Gateway wi thout
having to confront your forces at |Inaska and here in Opardum woul d give an
eneny

a strategi c advantage: he would hold a fortress city on your western flank
and

cut off any supplies fromthe heartlands of O asko. Another attack on | naska
frominside the island group coupled with a sea assault could take the city
in

| ess than a week, in ny estimation."

"Real | y?" said the Duke, snmiling. He turned to Captain Havrevul en and said,
"What do you think, Captain?"

In neutral tones the Captain said, "I think we should fortify Inaska and send
a

strong nessage to Sal mater."

"So do |," said Kaspar. He | ooked at Tal. "You' ve done well, young Hawkins."
To

the Captain he said, "Draw up plans to fortify Inaska and get themto nme by
tomorrow. " The Captain bowed and depart ed.

To Tal, Kaspar said, "I want you to start tonorrow in incorporating this

i nformati on on our maps. Bring themup to date." He | eaned back in his chair
and

said, "Clean up and rest before dinner. That will be all."

Tal bowed and departed. He returned to his quarters and found a hot bath, and
Amafi, waiting.

"Magni ficence, next time you nmust take ne with you; you need eyes watchi ng
your

back." Amafi |owered his voice. "The servants hear things. This is not a

happy
pl ace. Many political rivals and nmuch plotting."

"Your command of the | anguage is inproving, | see," said Tal as he slipped
into

the hot tub.

"You conmand, | obey, Magnificence." Amafi started soaping a large cloth, and
noti oned for Tal to lean forward so he could scrub his back. "It is to ny

advant age that nost here don't realize |I'mlearning fast, and think ne

i gnor ant

of their tongue. So, they gossip, and let slip things."

"So, what have you found out ?"

"The entire household is afraid of that man, Leso Varen. Those who serve him
are

in and out, do not linger. The only people who visit with him are Duke Kaspar
and sonetines, the Lady Rowena."

"Hmm " Tal said, wondering what Rowena might be up to. He observed the

i nstructions of the Conclave, and nade no attenpt to speak to her outside the
normal social contact that resulted fromthemboth serving in Kaspar's court.
When a di nner or sone other function brought themtogether, both observed
their

roles inpeccably and neither hinted at their prior relationship. Still, Ta
had

to admit to devoting a lot of time to considering what her m ssion mght be.
That she was spending time with Varen piqued his curiosity.



Amafi went on, "No one has said Varen has done bad things, but it is a
feeling

of those here that he is a wizard and a bad man."

"I"ll concede that point," said Tal. He took the cloth from Amafi and

conti nued

washi ng. "Wat el se?"

"Mbst of those who have been here a long tinme renmenber Duke Kaspar as a

di fferent man; the ol der servants who tal k about himas a boy. Mst blane

Var en

for Kaspar's changed nature."

"A man nakes choices," Tal said.

"True, but what choices a nan makes depends on what choices he is offered.”
"You' re occasionally profound, Amafi."

"Thank you, Magnificence. Duke Kaspar is devoted to his sister. The Lady
Nat al i a

is refused nothing. She Iikes men, horses, fine clothing and gal as. There are
many entertainments here in the citadel, at |east one a week. Many seek her
hand

in marriage, but Kaspar is keeping her for a special alliance."

"He wants her to be Queen of the Isles, | think," said Tal

"I amno expert on politics, Magnificence, but | think that will not happen.”
"I agree," said Tal, standing.

Amafi wrapped himin a towel, then asked, "What is your pleasure unti

supper,

Magni fi cence?"

"A bite. You go fetch sonme bread, cheese and wine, while | dress nyself. Then

find that page, Rudol ph, and tell himto come here. | think it's time to see
nore of the citadel."

"More?" Amafi shrugged. "I thought you had seen it all."

Tal smiled. "Hardly. There are things here that | have only imgi ned, Amafi."
"Very well, Mgnificence. | shall do as you command."

Amafi bowed and left the room and Tal finished drying off. There was so nuch
to

learn, if only he could nanage to stay alive |long enough to learn it.

* * %

Tal foll owed Rudol ph. The boy took himthrough a hallway that was cl ean, but

rarely used. "These quarters are enpty, Squire," said the boy. He reached the
farthest door and rattled the handle. "All |ocked up proper, sir." He turned

around. "Well, that's it, then. You've seen it all, fromone end of the
ci tade

to the other."

Tal smled. "Not all, | warrant."

"Well, all the stores back inside the caves..."

"Caves?"

"There are caves used as storehouses behind the citadel, Squire. Big nasty,
draughty dark places, and sone of them| hear go back for mles. No reason to
go

there, but if you must..." He started to wal k.

Tal put his hand on the boy's shoul der, restraining him "No, some other tine
per haps. How do | find these caves?"

"There are several entrances, Squire. One lies behind the arnoury, but that
door

is always | ocked and only Captain Havrevul en and the Duke hinsel f have keys
to

that door. There's another one behind the kitchen, through a door that's

behi nd

where you go to dunp the kitchen waste to the nidden, and there's another one
down off that old room| showed you that had all the different furniture in
it

that we keep around for Lady Natalia when the nood strikes her to change



t hi ngs.

Then there's the dungeon, but you don't want to go there.”

"No," agreed Tal

"There's one ot her door that cones up somewhere else, but | don't recal
exactly

where." He | ooked at Tal and said, "I've shown you everywhere | know about,
sir.

Al that's left then is the wizard' s apartnments, Squire, but you don't want
to

go there either."

"I'"ve been there," said Tal to the boy's open-nout hed amazement. "No, | was
t hi nki ng of the servants' passages."

"The serving ways? But none of the gentry want to know about those. Even
don't

know all of them sir."

"Why don't you show ne what you do know?" Rudol ph shrugged and wal ked past
Tal .

"This way, then, sir, but if you ask ne, it's a bit odd."

Tal | aughed. "Then why don't we keep this between oursel ves?"

"Mumis the word, Squire," said Rudol ph as he I ed Tal towards the kitchen

An hour | ater they wal ked through a narrow hall, barely wi de enough for Ta
to
nmove wi t hout his shoul ders brushing a wall. Rudol ph held a candle up. "This

| eads to the Duke's quarters, Squire. Can't go too close, unless we're
sunmoned. "

As Tal had anticipated, there were passages out of sight of the residents and
guests of the citadel that were used by the servants to fetch and carry al
sorts of things. Laundry and food, soil-buckets and water were |ugged through
t hese narrow hal l ways, so as not to inconvenience the residents and, as Ta
knew, they were often used as shortcuts fromone part of the building to the
next .

He suspected that nore than one nobl e had skul ked through these passages on
hi s

way to the bedroomof a visiting noble's w fe or daughter, and nore than one
pretty maid had nmade her way towards a nobleman's quarters that way as well
They passed a | adder and Tal asked, "Rudol ph, where does this |ead?"

"Next floor up, Squire," the boy answered, now very bored wi th exploring.

"I know that, boy. Wiwere on the next floor?"

"Can't say as | rightly know, sir. Mst of us don't use the | adders. Sone of
‘em

are so rotten with age and you can fall and break your neck. Wen you're
carrying a tray or a bundle, you can't clinb up or down. So nost people don't
use them"

Tal closed his eyes for a nmonent, calling up what he renenbered of the
passages

above, and had a fair idea of where that | adder exited. As he suspected,
whi | e

entrances below in the citadel primarily in the kitchen and | aundry

ar eas—wer e

regul ar doors, alnost all the exits above were disguised as wall panels or
behi nd cl osets or through doors behind tapestries. He wondered if even the
Duke

knew al|l these passages, though he found it hard to believe that a man as

t horough as Kaspar would remain ignorant of what could turn out to be a

vul nerability; but on the other hand, even the smartest people took too many
things for granted, and if Kaspar's parents had been ignorant of all these
byways in the citadel, then Kaspar m ght be as well.

They nmoved on through the dark tunnel and Tal decided he would return to

t hese

tunnel s and explore on his own sone tine soon. Just as he would visit the



dungeon and the caves as well.

The only places he would give a wide berth were Kaspar's apartnent and the

r oons

occupi ed by Leso Varen.

Tal said, "I think that's enough. Show nme the fastest way back to my room™
"Thank you, Squire," said the boy, not hiding his relief. "The housecarl's
goi ng

to beat me if | don't get back soon."

"Don't worry. I'Il tell himl required your services."

"That's all right, Squire. It won't do ne any good. My naster reckons |'ve
got

to learn to be in two places at once sooner or later."

Tal | aughed and foll owed the boy.

* * %

Tal stood silently, feeling sonething akin to triunph. He was in the nouth of
a

cave, | ooking across a deep ravine still shrouded in darkness as the early
nmorning light began to illumnate a cliff-face less than half a nile away.
Looki ng down he felt alnmost giddy with delight.

A few days after returning fromhis mssion down to the Southern Islands, Tal
was called into Kaspar's presence and inforned they woul d be hunting for a
week

starting the next day. Tal had instructed Amafi to prepare his travel bags,
had

secured new strings for his bow fromthe Duke's armpury and chosen two dozen
arrows. Then just before dinner, his stomach had rebelled and Tal had cone
down

with a rmurderous stomach flux, either from something he had picked up on the
way

back fromthe southern islands or something he had eaten that norning. Ta
had

spent the day in bed or in the garderobe. He couldn't even keep water down
wi t hout having it conme right back up.

The Duke's heal er had come to see him giving hima foul -tasting concoction
to

drink, but Tal vomited that back up a minute later. Shaking his head, the
chirurgeon had prescribed bed-rest and waiting it out. He had informed the
Duke

that Tal would be bedridden for at |east three days. Kaspar then sent a note
wi shing Tal well and inviting himto join the party in a day or two should he
qui ckly recover.

The afternoon after Kaspar's departure, Tal had endured a fever for half a
day.

He had awoken thirsty and the water had stayed down. He had rested for that
ni ght and the next norning inforned Amafi he would not be joining the Duke

i mediately. And then he decided to use the tinme he had to further explore

t he

caverns behind the citadel.

Dressed in black, carrying a lantern, he had slipped out that night into the
| ower basenent of the citadel, quickly negotiating the servants' passages and
maki ng his way to the pantry. Since the Duke and rmuch of his household were
out

hunting, kitchen activity had been at a minimum so he easily avoided the few
cooks' hel pers working late at night, |ocated the ancient caves Rudol ph had
told

hi m about, and explored them As the boy had proni sed, some went on for
mles.

Hs first night had been difficult, for while the fever and flux had |eft
hi m

he was still feeling weak



On the second night he had found a | ong tunnel unmarked by any sign of human
passage for a very long tine and had followed it to a huge gallery with three
passages | eadi ng eastward. One of them contained a barely noticeabl e draught
of

air and he had followed it.

It had taken himthree nights of exploration, but at |last he had di scovered
t he

exit where he now stood. He put down the lantern and studi ed the crevasse

t hat

the maps in the Duke's library clearly marked as the biggest barrier across
t he

escarprment. H gh above he coul d see the brightening sky between the two
opposi ng

faces of the deep cut in the earth. And directly across fromhim Tal saw
sonmet hing totally unexpected, a pathway down fromthe opposite side of the
crevasse. He noved to the edge of the entrance and | ooked down and behel d
anot her stone pathway | eading down. Tracing the route with his eyes in the
early-nmorning light, he saw what he had never dreaned m ght exist: the neans
of

traversing the chasmthat had safely guarded the rear of the citadel for
ages.

These paths were not natural. Some ancient war chief or early Duke of O asko
had

cut those narrow paths into the face of the cliffs. They were little w der

t han

goat trails, but two or even three men could wal k abreast down one side and

up

the other. They were not nmarked on any documents in Kaspar's library. Ta
j udged

that some past ruler had wanted to make sure there was a fast way out of
Opar dum

that few, if any, besides hinself knew about.

Tal made his way carefully down the path to the bottomof the cliff. It was
not

a difficult journey, although the descent was steep, for the path was w de
and

free of obstacles. At the bottomhe found a pair of stone pillars. A matching
pair mirrored themon the other side of a broken, rocky gully. Once in the
past

wat er must have fl owed through this part of the gorge, Tal decided, but at
some

| ater stage the water source had been diverted or dried up. He negotiated his
way across the broken gully to the other side and | ooked up. It would be an
annoying clinb to the path above, but he could nanage it if he wi shed. But he
knew he woul dn't bother: because when he canme here next, it would be fromthe
other side with a conpany of engi neers who woul d have a bridge across the
gully

in a mtter of hours.

Tal started back. It woul d be dark before he reached his room and Anafi
woul d

keep servants away from his "sl eeping" master, fighting off what was going to
turn out to be the last of his fever. Tonorrow Tal woul d awaken sufficiently
recovered to join Kaspar on his hunt, and no one would know that he had

di scovered the citadel's glaring weakness. For a nonment he considered telling
Amafi then decided against it; he could not confess what he didn't know.

Besi des, no matter how |l oyal the former assassin had been since coming into
Tal's service, Tal wasn't certain he would always remain so. Renenbering the
story Nakor had told him of the scorpion who had killed the frog crossing

t he

river, thereby doom ng hinself as well because it was his nature, Tal decided



t hat Kaspar night not be the only scorpion he had to contend with.

Since killing Raven in the Land of the Orodon, Tal had dreamed of how he

m ght

def eat Kaspar. He had inagined finding himalone and killing himwith a sword
in

hand, telling hi mwho he really was at the last. He had i magi ned sneaki ng
into

his quarters in the dead of night, using the hallways and servants' passages
to

win his way past his guards. Now it seermed he ni ght have another choice. He
felt

positively buoyant as he made his way back through the caves.

* * %

Tal sat in nute anazenent as the servants brought in the bear. It had been

gi ven

to a taxidernist in Roldemwho had prepared the trophy for display, and had
been

delivered the day before Kaspar and his conpanions returned fromtheir nost
recent hunting trip. The bear rose up on his hind legs, his nuzzle set in a
snarl. The assenbl ed nobl es and privil eged commoners of Opardum gawked at the
creature.

"My lords, ladies, and gentlenmen," declared the Duke, "ny view of this aninal
the last time he rose up like that was Iying at his feet, as he was preparing
to

devour ne. | would not be here this evening if it hadn't been for the quick
and
heroi c action of your newest nember of the court. My friends, | present to
you

Tal wi n Hawki ns, ny emissary at large."

He notioned for Tal to stand. Tal did so to a round of polite applause. He
sat

down again as quickly as he could. Kaspar went on to add, "This bear will
stand

on display with the other prizes in the Trophy Hall, with a plaque detailing
Squi re Hawki ns's nobl e achi everrent. Now, please continue with the
festivities."

A | ow buzz of conversation returned to the room The officer next to Tal, a
Li eutenant Adras, said, "Good luck, Squire. None rise so fast as those with
luck."

Tal nodded. Natalia glanced over at himwhile pretending to be listening to a
story one of the Duke's senior advisors was telling. She threw hima quick
smle, then returned her attention to the courtier

The Lieutenant said, "Slowy, Squire. Qur lady is known to... let's leave it
that she rarely takes prisoners,” he finished with a chuckle.

Tal | ooked at him "Really?"

"Not that | have first-hand experience, you understand, Squire. I'mnerely a
lowy lieutenant of cavalry, not even a nenber of the Household Guard. A few
of

us are allowed to dine here fromtinme to time, but | expect nmy next turn wll
be

a year or nore comng around." He pointed to the far end of the table, where
Captai n Havrevul en dined, and said, "Qur esteenmed Captain Quint is the only
soldier in the duchy who would think of so lofty a prize. The rest of us may
nerely gaze on in adoration." He sat back, appraising Tal. "You, Squire, have
nobl e |ineage, are Chanpion of the Masters' Court, and—udgi ng by the size of
t hat bear—o nmean hunter. Since our lord and master is not given to overbl own
praise, he is also in your debt. So, you have a chance, slimas it mnight be,
to

court our |ady."

"The lady is the Duke's nost inmportant treasure,"” observed Tal. "She will be



wed

to whi chever ruling prince nost advantages O asko, |'Il wager."

Wth a | augh, the Lieutenant said, "You' re no country boy, Hawkins, that's
for

certain.”

The banquet continued for another half an hour and Tal put the conversation
with

Li eutenant Adras behind him He knew that if he continued his affair with
Natalia he was putting hinmself in harms way, but to spurn her advances m ght
make hima powerful eneny who was close to the Duke.

He gl anced at a lovely bl onde woman sitting to the left of the Duke who was
engaged in conversation with another of the nmany courtiers present. The Lady
Rowena had entered tonight on Kaspar's arm and it was Tal's first
opportunity

to see her since he had come back to Opardum fromthe Southern Islands.

She had been absent when he first cane to the city, ostensibly away visiting
her

fam ly. Tal knew she had no fam ly, as she had been rai sed on Sorcerer's
Isle,

so he wondered what she had been up to. He knew that it would be inpossible
to

find out. Both he and his former |over were deep in their roles, so neither
woul d acknow edge the existence of Talon of the Silver Hawk or Al ysandra.
Seei ng her al ways made hi m consi der the enotional punishment he had gone

t hr ough

at her hands. He felt only a hint of pity, for he knew she was a broken

t hi ng,

devoid of true feelings for any person, content to take instruction from

M randa, mstress of Sorcerer's Isle, and the only person who could
effectively

control the young woman.

As the banquet ended, a page appeared and said, "Squire, the Duke requests
your

presence in his private apartnent."

Tal foll owed the page and soon entered a | uxurious roomwith a | ow round
tabl e

and hal f a dozen chairs spread around it. Sideboards, candl estands of gold,
mrrors and tapestries decorated the place. On the table rested a crystal
decanter and several crystal goblets.

Kaspar sat alone. He notioned for Tal to take another seat. A servant poured
wi ne for them then departed.

"I"ve decided to send you to Sal mater, Talwin. You will take ny message to
Hs

H ghness, the Prince of Salmter."

"Sir?"

"It will be short, albeit very flowery, very diplomatic, but the heart of it
will be this: he will acknowl edge me as his liege lord and subnit, or else
will reduce his city to rubble around his ears." Wth a grin, he asked, "How
do

you think he'll react?"

Tal sipped his wine, to gain a monent in which to consider this. Then he
sai d,

"Not knowi ng the man, that might be hard to anticipate, but | can't inagine
he'l'l be pleased.”

Kaspar |aughed. "No, he nobst certainly won't be. But he is a fool and soneone
is

using him™"

"Who, Your G ace?"

"Al nost certainly Paul of Mskalon. It might be soneone el se, but | doubt it.
Prince Janosh of Salmater is wed to Duke Paul's sister, and she rules the



Prince. She might neet with an untinely accident."”

"Your G ace?"

"Not yet, but that is a possibility." Kaspar reached down behind his chair,
drew

out a map and placed it on the table. "Here are the disputed | ands, Tal

a asko,

Sal mater, M skal on, Roskal on, Mal adon and Senrtick, Far Lorin, and Aranor al
have clainms to part or all of those lands." He sat back. "Some of us have
better

clains and others of us have bigger armies."

Kaspar watched as Tal studied the map.

Then the Duke said, "O asko has four frontiers to be concerned with. You've
al ready uncovered a problemon one of them anong the islands that conprise
our

sout hern provi nce.

"To the north we have the thugs up in Bardac's Hol dfast. As |long as they stay
thugs, | don't worry. | keep enough troops in the City of the Guardian to
make

them think twi ce about raiding south, and they have their own problens to the
north with County Conar—that nerry band of nurderers woul d nmake anyone
nervous."

Tal said nothing, but he remenbered stories about the nmen from Conar; they
wer e

cl ose enough to the land of the Orosini that there had been conflicts before.
"To the west," continued Kaspar, "is ny cousin in Aranor, about whom | have
no

concerns.

"That | eaves the east."

"Which is the sea,"” said Tal

"Which is the sea," agreed Kaspar. "The sea can be a great barrier, but it
al so

can be a highway. If you study the histories of the late war in the Kingdom
sone

thirty years ago, you'll find that an arny came from hal fway around the world
by

ship, and they laid waste to nearly half the Western Real m before being
destroyed. "

Tal said, "So you seek to secure borders?"

"Yes," said Kaspar. "And nore. Some of which I'll tell you later, but for now

consider this: while Kesh and the Isles have been raising up mghty nations,
under one rule of |law, under one common admninistration in each nation, the
East ern Ki ngdons have been squabbling |ike poor relatives at a feast over

ki tchen scraps.

"Only dasko's unique relationship with Rol dem keeps the Kingdom of the Isles
at

bay. Roldemis navy is vast, for she is an island nation, and just the
presence

of that fleet makes our eastern frontier secure.” Wth a chuckle, he said,

" As

long as we stay on good terns with Rol dem

"No, it's to the south I must |ook right now, and eventually in other

directions, but before | have finished, | nean to bring all these squabbling,
petty little rulers to heel and then what is now a collection of independent
little kingdons, principalities and duchies will be fused into one nation
with

one ruler.”

Tal said nothing, but he realized now that what he had suspected before was
true: that Kaspar craved power. He just hadn't anticipated the particul ar
vi sion

that served Kaspar as the vehicle for his ambition



"So, go and rest. Tonorrow you | eave for Salmater. | will have all the
necessary

papers for your office drawn up, as well as ny nmessage for Prince Janosh."
Tal rose and bowed, departing quickly. He hurried to his quarters, thinking
t hat

now he was becoming fully Kaspar's creature.

CHAPTER NI NE

Emi ssary

Tal stood silently.

Before himrose the throne of Prince Janosh of Salnmater, a slender man with a
di stracted expression who blinked constantly and appeared to have difficulty
sitting still. Next to himsat Princess Svetlana, who eyed Tal coolly as the
Prince's First Mnister read the nissive from Duke Kaspar

When at |ast the reading of the demand for subm ssion was over, the Prince
sai d,

"Well, | never." He | ooked at his wife and said, "Madam have you ever?"

I gnoring her husband, the Princess addressed Tal. "So, Kaspar is seeking war?"
Tal inclined his head. "No, Myjesty. My Duke is seeking resolution for a

pr obl em

that has plagued this region for generations. | aminstructed to nake this as

clear as | can." He turned and notioned to Amafi, who today was dressed as
finely as Tal. The manservant stepped forward and handed a pouch of bl ack
vel vet

to his master, who opened it and turned it upside down, allow ng a dozen
nmedal lions to fall to the marble floor with a clatter. "These twel ve
nmedal | i ons

were taken fromthe corpses of a dozen 'pirates’ who were on a mappi ng
expedi tion of sovereign O asko territory. Had these men been sinple

mer chant s,

nmy | ord Kaspar woul d have been nore than obliging in seeing they had
up-to-date

charts of the acknow edged trading routes. W can only assume they were up to
m schief.”

"Medal I i ons?" said the Prince. "Wat have nedallions to do with maps?"

The First Mnister, a whip-thin man naned Odeski, | ooked at Tal with a
narr owed

gaze, his blue eyes trying to ascertain the quality of the man before him
Tal

| ooked fromhimto the Princess, ignoring the Prince for a pointed nonent,
t hen

speaking to the nmonarch. "Majesty, those nedallions belong to your Bl ack
Lions."

"My Black Lions?" The Prince positively fluttered with confusion. "Wat have

ny

guards to do with this?"

(deski said, "Majesty, | think it best if we adjourn fromthe court and
retire

to less public quarters, where we may discuss this matter at |eisure.”
"Yes, that sounds capital," said the Prince, rising.

The Princess foll owed her husband, and as she passed, she studied Tal

m nut el y.

When they had departed, Odeski said, "W shall be in chanmbers for the

af t er noon.

| suggest you return to your allotted quarters and stay in them Diplonmatic

status protects you only in the palace. Qur nore comon thugs do not care if
Duke Kaspar gets upset over your dem se."

"Your point is made," said Tal

A court page escorted Tal and Amafi back to the quarters they had been given
upon arrival the day before. Tal glanced around, as if expecting to be



ambushed

at any mnute, but they reached the apartment w thout incident.

Tal notioned to Amafi to check to ensure they were al one, and when the
assassi n-turned-manservant did so, he nodded. At the table, Tal took out a
writing pack. He unfolded it and said aloud, "I wonder what the Prince's
answer

to the Duke m ght be."

"Who can say, Magnificence?" Amafi replied.

Tal took out a charcoal and wrote on a parchnent, "Can you do it?" Then he
showed this nessage to Amafi .

Amafi smiled. "I should find ny way to the kitchen, Magnificence, and see to
havi ng some fruit and wi ne sent here. Qur hosts have been rem ss in providing
for the confort of an envoy from a nei ghbouring nation."

He bowed and left the room while Tal crossed over to the fireplace and threw
the parchnent in. They could be certain they weren't being watched, but they
had

no certainty someone wasn't listening close by.

Tal threw hinself down on the bed and stared at the ceiling. H's mnd
returned

to the first night at sea on the fast ship which had sped them south from
Opardum The Duke had given hima portfolio which contained his docunents,
instructions, the nedals fromthe dead soldiers, and a note with the duca
seal

on it which said, "Open when you are alone at sea."

He had waited until after dark to open the note, and within found only one
instruction: Kill Princess Svetlana. Then he had gone up on deck and thrown
t he

nmessage overboard.

He now understood Kaspar's instruction. Wthout his iron-willed princess,
Prince

Janosh was a fool who could be easily controll ed.

A short time later, Amafi returned to find Tal half-dozing on the bed.

"Magni ficence," he said softly.

Tal sat up. "I am awake. | was just thinking." He got up and went over to the
table and wote, "Wat did you find?"

Al oud, Amafi said, "I got lost, master, and a servant was ki nd enough to

di rect

me to the kitchen. The maj or domp of the palace is beside hinself that no one
saw to your confort and food will be arriving shortly.” Then he wote on the
parchnent, "l have found a way."

Tal said, "Well, that will be welcome. |I'mfeeling peckish."

He threw the parchnment into the fire just as a knock came at the door. Amafi
opened it and three servants entered with trays. One bore cheeses, breads,
and

fruit, the next pastries and sweet candy, and the |ast w ne and gl asses.

Tal waited until they were gone, then sanpled the wine. "Good," he said, and
meant it.

"Shall | leave you to rest?" Amafi asked.
"Yes," said Tal. "Wiile we wait for a response fromthe Prince, hurry into
t he

city and see if you can find a gift suitable for the Lady Natalia. And while
you're at it, find an apothecary and see if they have sonething for sea
sickness. That last trip was dammed unconfortable.”

"At your command, Magnificence." Amafi hurried out. He would go to the
Capt ai n

of the Pal ace Guard, requesting an escort, and would be detailed a pair of

bor ed

pal ace guards, who would follow himas he anbled from shop to shop. Al ong the
way, besides some pretty trinkets for the Duke's sister, Amafi would secure
some



itenms of a less felicitous nature.

The at nosphere at the state dinner that evening proved as warm as the
nount ai n

streanms of his youth in winter, thought Tal. The Prince and Princess ignored
Tal

absol utely as much as possible wi thout breaching political decorum He had
been

politely greeted once, nmoved to a table occupied by mlitary officers who
spoke

i n monosyl | abl es and ot herw se ignored him and at one point during the neal,
the Prince politely asked himif he was enjoying his food and wi ne, to which
Tal

had graciously replied in the affirmative.

Tal had been back in his quarters for less than half an hour, inspecting the
gifts Amafi had found, when a knock came at the door

In Quegan, Tal said, "It can't be a reply to the Duke at this | ate hour, can
it?"

Amafi smiled and shrugged. "Anything is possible, Mgnificence."

Tal opened the door to find a young woman standing there. She said, "Sir, the
Princess requests your presence in her apartnent.”

Tal | ooked over his shoulder at Amafi and said, "Anything is possible."

He foll owed the young wonan through a corridor, then past a pair of guards at
their post. She led himalong another |ong hallway that |ed past the throne
room and down a side corridor. At a |arge ornate doorway, the girl paused
and

knocked. "Enter," cane a voice fromthe other side.

The girl opened the door and let Tal enter first. He stepped through and
found

hinself in a large drawing room lit by only a few candl es. The girl said,
"The

envoy, Highness."

Princess Svetlana sat on a long divan, her |egs drawn up under her in a very
casual pose. She said, "Leave us."

The girl bowed and departed, |leaving Tal alone with the Princess. He took a
qui ck |1 ook around the room and kept a straight face, for he had an inmpulse to
smle. He bowed and said, "M anP"

The Princess wore a | ounging robe of a nearly-diaphanous silk, with a

sl eevel ess

over-jacket of the same material. It was of a pale blue which accented her
vivid
eyes. She was still a striking woman, thought Tal as he heard her demand,

" Approach, Squire."

Tal noved to stand before her and she patted the divan, saying, "Sit."

He did as instructed. Despite being in her forties, she showed only a slight
dusting of grey in her otherw se dark hair. She had a thin face, but her eyes
were wi de and expressive, and her neck and shoul ders—shown to good advant age
by

t he cl othing she had chosen—waere el egant. Tal took it all in with a glance,

t he

full bosomand | ong | egs and, despite the fact that she had given birth to

t wo

children at an early age, her small waist.

Kaspar had given Tal all the information on the Princess that he possessed,
whi ch was extensive: she was the sister of the Duke of M skal on, at one tine
had

been all but thrown at Kaspar as a possible duchess, had married a nan she
basi cal | y despi sed, and was all that kept Sal mater from being overrun or
controll ed by one of its neighbours. Her son, Serge, was as big a fool as his
father, and her daughter Anastasia was a sinpering, spoiled brat. Svetlana's
passi ons included politics, hunting and nmen. Tal had noticed all the pal ace



guards in the Princess's retinue were uniformy young, handsone and tall.

"I trust you don't mind the informality, Squire."

Tal smiled, a polite and unrevealing expression. "Not at all, Hi ghness. | am
at

your service."

The Princess |aughed. "Hardly. Kaspar would never send a fool with a nmessage
that is one rude word shy of a declaration of war. What does he really want?"
Tal realized the seductive setting was designed to throw himoff bal ance and
di stract him He had no doubt he stood a fair chance of the Princess dragging
himoff to bed in the next room He could read a woman's noods as well as the
next man, indeed better than nost, and he knew she found himattractive. She
was

also the true ruler of this nation and used to indul ging her every whi mmaonen
who rul e through weak husbands, Tal had di scovered reading his history, had
deci ded advantages in their personal choices. As she was an attractive enough

worman by any neasure, he would be nore than willing to indul ge her in any
fashi on she desired before he killed her. Gven the curves of her slender
body,

he woul d certainly enjoy it.

"I make no presunptions about ny master's desires, Princess," Tal answered.
"He

stated his brief clearly in his nmessage to you and the Prince."

"Well, then, Squire," said the Princess, |eaning forward to pour two goblets
of

wi ne, and opening up the top of her gown enough to give Tal a clear view of
her

very attractive body, "let's play a gane, shall we?"

"Ma' an®"

"Let's pretend we're both seers, and we are able to read Duke Kaspar's nind."
She handed hima goblet. "Now, you go first."

Tal | aughed. "Hi ghness, | would be doing ny naster a disservice if |
attributed

to himmotives or desires beyond the nmessage he sent."

"I'"ve known Kaspar since before | cane to this throne, Tal—+ may call you
Tal ,

may | ?" He nodded. "I've known him since we were children, though | amonly a
few years ol der." She sipped her wine. "I know himfor the doubl e-dealing,

| yi ng, nmurderous bastard he is, and | ove himanyway." She snmiled and Ta

f ound

her even nore attractive. "He's one of ny favourite enem es and | over s— hat
was

before | married Janosh, of course. Besides, we're playing a game, aren't we?"
Tal considered. He quickly arrived at something that would not conpronise his
position, yet might help himresolve this little inpasse. The sight of the
Princess by candle |ight was beginning to captivate him He smiled, "Yes,
it's

just a game, Princess.”

"Call me Svetlana when we're alone, Tal."

She | eaned forward. "Now, what does Kaspar really want?"

"I can only guess, but |I think he neans to ensure you don't end up aiding

ot her

enem es. The mappi ng expedition was clearly designed to find a clear route
through to O asko Gateway, and that's of great concern to the Duke."
"Under st andabl e, " said the Princess, dipping her finger in Tal's w ne, then
playfully outlining his lips with the finger

Tal felt hinself growing warm and would have nerely attributed it to the

wi ne

and the Princess's seductive play, except that his training at Sorcerer's
Isle

told himthat something el se was going on. He sipped his w ne, applying his



tutored palate to the task, and after a long sip identified a strange and
ever-so-slightly bitter quality in the finish of the wine that was not
supposed

to be there.

He wasn't certain what had been added to the wi ne, but he suspected a
particul ar

powder made froma certain tree bark. It was sold throughout both the Ki ngdom
of

the Isles and in Roldemas a curative for ol der nmen whose ardour was

fl aggi ng.

At his age it was unnecessary, but it certainly did seemto be working.

He put the goblet aside. "I think what nmy lord Duke really wants is to find
one

of his borders secure, so he can turn his nind to other things. He has
anbi ti ons—=

"As well we know," said Svetlana, noving even closer as she started tracing
Tal's jawine with her finger

"—anbitions that require he not fear for the safety of O asko on multiple
fronts.

"He sees your husband as a tool of M skalon or Roskal on, or perhaps even the
Isles, and would like to find an absolute way to end that threat."

She ki ssed him then nmoved back slightly and whispered, "W nust find another
way to reassure our bel oved Kaspar, but we will never swear fealty. Perhaps
you

could attend a neeting with ny husband's Cabi net tonorrow and we shall ponder
things a little while |longer."

Tal whi spered back, "I amat your service."

Smiling, she pulled himforward as she | ay back on the divan and said, "Yes,
you

are."

* * %

As norning drew near, the Princess said, "Time to go."

Tal dressed. As he pulled his boots on, he said, "I thank Her Hi ghness for
her

hospitality."

Svet | ana | aughed, a genui nely anused, warm sound. "I thank the Squire for his

ent husi asm "

"That was easy enough, nil ady.
t he

W ne was unnecessary."

She feigned a pout. "At my age one worries."

"Wth your beauty, you needn't."

She rose up, ignoring her nakedness. Enbracing him she said, "You have no

i dea

how difficult it has been. Since our two children were conceived, our [ ast
over

a decade ago, ny husband... let's say he prefers the conpany of others.”

Tal shrugged. "His loss.™”

"And it's so difficult sonetimes to convince a young man of the court that..
well, they fear the Prince's wath." Her voice turning bitter, she added,
"When

t hey shoul d expect his thanks and relief."

"I mght fear him save | expect to be departing tonorrow, perhaps with a
decl arati on of war follow ng ne."

She escorted himto the door of her apartnent. Kissing himdeeply, she said,

He | eaned over and kissed her. "The drug in

"Al'l is not lost. You're a wonderful boy and | admire you, but | shall not
bend

nmy stance for your protection. However, | will tell you that war is a | ast
resort and | see no joy init. I wll expect you to make a persuasive brief

to



the Cabinet this afternoon, Tal. G ve ne something to work with and we can
prevent it." Lowering her eyes, she said, "Either way, | expect we shall talk
about this alone, |ater tonight?"

"My pl easure, Highness," said Tal before kissing her once nore, then | eaving
t he

apart ment.

If the pal ace guards were surprised to see a visiting envoy |eaving the
Princess's private apartnents at dawn, they did a masterful job of disguising
the fact. They held their positions with eyes forward as Tal returned to his
own

quarters.

He entered the room and found Amafi asleep in a chair, feet out before him
next

to a table covered in vials and jars. As the door closed with a faint click
of

the latch, Amafi cane awake

"Magni ficence," said Amafi. He stood and pointed to the table. "It is done.™
Tal | ooked at Amafi in surprise. "After you left,” Amafi said, "I took the
liberty of conpletely inspecting these prem ses. Sal mater observes the
formalities of diplomacy. There are no secret |istening posts or peep-holes,
of

that I'mcertain.”

Tal nodded, then | ooked at the clutter and said, "Wich one?"

Amafi picked up a tiny blue vial and said, "This is the one."

"No one is suspicious?"

"l paused at three apothecaries, buying different ingredients at each
telling

the guards | could not find that which |I needed for your health. They were
bor ed

and distracted by the time | had wasted the entire norning in several shops
seeking nmore gifts for Lady Natalia." He pointed to another table in the

cor ner,

where several objets d art, itens of personal jewellery and bottles of rare
perfune rested.

"Natalia will be nmpost anused," said Tal

"How was your night, Magnificence?"

"Pl easant enough," said Tal. "lIt's a shame, in a way. She thinks nme a young
f ool

and will try to play me to her advantage while | am sent back to Kaspar wth
a

clever little request fromher husband. It's a ploy to buy tine.

"It's a shame we can't find out who she sends nessages to, and identify the
true

architect of this plot against d asko."

"You mght if you could find a source of information inside the pal ace.

M ni ster

Odeski seens a man of anbition.”

Tal grinned. "My assessnment as well. But all this cannot play out in one
ni ght .
W nust get back to O asko before the unfortunate events that are to take
pl ace

transpire.” He notioned to all the apothecary itens on the table. "Mike sure
everything is destroyed."

"Of course, Magnificence. | will drop a vial into different garderobes
t hr oughout the palace. No one will be sifting through the m ddens, | am
certain.”

The waste fromthe pal ace woul d be haul ed away by wagons and per haps dunped
outside the city or spread out in the mdden fields to dry and | ater be used
for

fertilizer on local farms. Either way, should a farmer find a tiny blue gl ass



bottle in his fertilizer, he would have no idea where it came from

"Very well, that should do it."

"\What then, today, Magnificence?"

"Today | rest until called before the Prince's Privy Council, at which tinme |
can sit and watch the Princess run the nation. It should be entertaining, if
predictable.” He noved to the door to his bedroom "Wike nme at an hour after
noon, and have sone food ready. | expect to be in with the council al

aft ernoon. Then anot her banquet."

"Then the Princess?" asked Amafi.

"Then the Princess, assum ng a handsone young pal ace guard doesn't take her
fancy during supper.”

"Not to worry, Magnificence."

"The Princess seens a woman of fickle appetites, and you seem sure of

yoursel f."

"I know wonen, Magnificence, or at least as well as any man might. You are a
novelty, and fromwhat | heard before taking your service, well regarded by
t he

| adies. And even if he's a very handsome young guard, he will be here next
week,

and you will not."

Tal smiled. "You are probably right." He took the blue vial and put it in his
belt pouch, then entered his bedroom and cl osed the door. As he fell into
bed,

he coul d hear Amafi clearing up the accunul ated itens and was sound asl eep by
the tine Amafi left to get rid of the evidence.

The neeting was proceedi ng exactly as Tal had antici pated. The Cabi net
appear ed

unconvi nced of Duke Kaspar's resolve and Tal had on several occasions to

i nform

them that he had been given no latitude to negotiate.

First Mnister Qdeski tried nore than once to beg nore tine of Tal, and each
time Tal gave the sane answer: any reply to Kaspar that wasn't ful

acqui escence

woul d be seen as defiance. Sal mater would conme to heel or be crushed. Ta
managed to convey this choice in as diplomatic a fashion as possible, but he
gave no hint of |eeway.

As the neeting dragged on, Tal realized the truth of Kaspar's observation
Princess Svetlana let Prince Janosh prattle on at |length, but whenever it
becane

time to nove to the next item of discussion it was the Princess who nade that
deci si on.

Tal used his training to stay cal mand appear unconcerned, for he had his own
orders and no matter what the outcome—ncluding a conplete capitulation-his
one

task was clear: Princess Svetlana nust die.

Finally, the Prince said, "W shall prepare a response to Duke Kaspar's
demand,

and | rmust tell you, young sir, it will not be to his liking. Not in any way!
Then we shall see you off on the norning tide. | bid you good evening!" He
rose,

and all those in the chanber rose as well. The Prince left and as she
fol | oned

her husband, Princess Svetlana snmiled at Tal in such a way that he knew she
woul d send himan invitation after supper
When the Prince and his wife had departed, First M nister Odeski said,

"Squire,
a nonent of your time, please?"
Tal bowed. "I'mat your service, Mnister."

"Walk with me a way," said the ol der man. \Wen they were out of earshot of
t he



other mnisters, Odeski said, "W have sonething of a nmess here, don't we?"
"I'f by we, you nean Salmater, sir, then yes, you do."

"War profits no one, and Kaspar's demands seemto ne to be a rather extrene
response to a relatively mnor offence.”

"Mappi ng expeditions di sguised as srmugglers, in Oasko's sovereign territory,
in

anticipation of mlitary action is hardly '"mnor', Mnister."

"You're fromthe Kingdom Squire, so perhaps you're ignorant of our history
here

in the East, but we spar, feign, threaten and generally play rough with one
another as a matter of course. |'ve been in the Prince's court and his
father's

before himfor thirty years, and |'ve seen half a dozen border clashes with
A asko, an equal nunber with M skal on, two naval conflicts with Roskal on, one
with Roldem another with the Isles, and the disputed | ands are a constant
battl eground any tinme one of the local rulers gets anbitious.

"But never in that time has one rul er demanded of another an oath of fealty."
Lowering his voice, Tal said, "My master seeks stability. He sees a tine when
this region will come under the scrutiny of either the Isles or Kesh.

Rol demi s

navy can protect the region fromKesh to a point, should they honour their
treaties with Aranor and 4 asko, but who can protect Roskal on, M skal on, and
Salmater fromthe Isles if they decide to march? Rol dem mi ght chall enge a
Keshi an war fleet in the Sea of Kingdons, but they will not |and troops on

t he

mai nl and to | end support against the Isles.”

"The Isles have never sought eastern expansion. Her eyes have ever been

t ur ned

to the west."

"But who can say that has not changed?" Tal |owered his voice even nore. "I
do

not say this lightly, but it is in all our interests that Salmater and d asko
remai n good nei ghbours." He glanced around. "I would hate to see this |ovely
pal ace reduced to rubble." As Pasko woul d say, Tal had just shown the nule

t he

stick, nowit was tinme to show himthe carrot. "My lord is very generous with
his friends. He woul d appreciate any good work done by any nenber of the
Privy

Council in avoiding this war."

Qdeski | ooked as if he might say sonething, but he closed his nouth and

remai ned

silent for a noment. Then he said, "I will caution reason to Their

H ghnesses. "

"I shall keep in mnd your good works when | report to ny naster."

"Good day, Squire," said the First Mnister, |eaving.

Tal realized Amafi's reading of the ol der noble was correct. Odeski woul dn't
blatantly betray his prince, but he would be willing to work on behal f of any
peaceful settlement that kept himin his place of privilege.

And once the Princess was dead, the royal household would be in turnoil and

t he

Prince woul d be as unable to govern as a chicken in a thunderstorm Qdesk
woul d

al nost certainly take charge of the council and fromthat point on, Kaspar
woul d

have his way in Sal mater

* * %

Tal stood al one on the deck of the ship. He was four days out from Opardum
and

by his cal culations, Princess Svetl ana shoul d be dead by now. The concocted
poi son Amafi had bl ended for himwas one he cl ai ned woul d not take the



Princess's life for a full week after being adninistered, and would nmake it
appear she had succunbed to heart problenms. The beauty of the poison, said
t he

former assassin, was that synptonms were m sl eading, |ooking |ike a fever,
whi ch

woul d cause chirurgeons and healing priests to attenpt cures that would avai
t hem not hing. Death cane swiftly, so unless a healing priest of great power
i ntervened quickly, there was little chance of the Princess surviving.

It had proven easy enough to administer, as Amafi had said it would. While
she

slept, Tal took out a slender silken cord and a tiny vial of the poison. He
had

slowy dripped the poison, one drop at a time, down the cord onto the
Princess's

lips. As Amafi had predicted, she had licked themin her sleep and when she
stirred, Tal paused. The poison had a sticky, sweet taste, and by the next
nor ni ng what residue was left on her |ips had been nade harnl ess by being

| eft

to dry. Tal kissed her awake w thout fear. They had nade | ove before dawn,
Tal

knowi ng that she was al ready dead by his hand.

Tal felt a stirring of renorse, and he pushed it down inside. Despite her
char m

he knew Svetl ana was as ruthless in her owmn way as Kaspar and that sex was
but

one of her many weapons, that her passion and the sweet things she whispered
into his ear were neaningless, only part of the experience, and not to be

t aken

seriously.

H s m ssion was bl ack and he had already given up his soul to pursue it. Like
t he scorpion, Kaspar's nature was betrayal, and eventually Tal would be
betrayed, and then free fromhis oath and able to strike at the man
responsi bl e

for the obliteration of his people. Even if he should die while taking
Kaspar's

life, he would have done his duty to his ancestors.

But before Kaspar, one other had to die: Captain Quint Havrevul en, the man
who

personal |y oversaw the murder of Tal's famly. Yes, he would have to watch
for

an opportunity to destroy the Captain before Kaspar. If he survived, if he
killed Quint and destroyed Kaspar, only then would Tal rmourn the | oss of his
own

soul .

If he survived

CHAPTER TEN

Di scovery

Tal wait ed.

Kaspar sat back reading a message and at last put it down and smiled. "Wrd
j ust

in fromour agents in Mcel's Station. Princess Svetlana was unexpectedly
t aken

by a sudden fever that caused her heart to stop beating. Prince Janosh is
besi de

hinself with grief, and the Privy Council has declared himunfit to rule.
Prince

Serge has been nanmed ruler, but as he is only a boy, Mnister Odeski will
rul e

as regent in his nanme until such time as he reaches his mgjority." He put



down

the parchnent. "Brilliant, Tal. How did you achi eve such a perfect
resol uti on?"

Tal spoke calmy. "My manservant, Amafi, knew of a particul ar poison that
coul d

be concocted from seem ngly harm ess ingredients—a few of themdifficult to
find—and visited several apothecaries in the city. He prepared the poison, and
I

found neans of adninistering it the night before ny departure. The Princess
shoul d have died in a week's tine."

"There is no clear connection between your visit and her death." Kaspar
positively beamed. "My boy, | amvery happy with your work. | expect we'll
hear

fromthe First Mnister within days asking for sone 'clarification' or

anot her

on ny | ast message so that he can try to negotiate his way out of ny denmand.”
Tal said, "WIIl | return to Mcel's Station?"

"No," said Kaspar. "My insistence on fealty will go away. | wanted Svetl ana
dead, though I will mss the old harridan." He held up his hand, finger and

t hunb separated by only the tiniest margin. "You know | came that close to
bei ng

wed to her? My father thought it a good match, but | persuaded hi m ot herwi se.
One of us would have killed the other." Suddenly, Kaspar |aughed and said,

"Well, one of us did!" He stood up. "I reward excellence, Tal, and for this
you
are now a baron of ny court. 1'll have the patent drawn up and will find a

usel ess piece of land to give you to go with the useless land you own in the
I sl es.

"But you will find other benefits awaiting you if you continue to serve ne
this

well."

"Thank you, Your Grace. | will always do ny best."

"Come, |et us have some lunch and see what other m schief we can dreamup for
you. "

Tal foll owed Kaspar out to a bal cony overl ooki ng the harbour. The day was
col d,

as autumm was fully upon them and both nmen wore heavy coats. Yet Tal found
t he

chilly air invigorating as servants put food and wi ne on the table between

t hem

Kaspar notioned for the servants to withdraw, and when they were a discreet
di stance away, he said to Tal, "I nust say | was prepared to hear you had
been

arrested and executed, which would have given nme an excuse to march down
there

and avenge you. Not that | needed an excuse, but you take ny neaning."

"Yes, Your G ace."

"Now | can probably wing concessions out of Mnister Odeski and save nyself
t he

bot her of a war."

Tal said, "I was under the inpression you wanted total subservience, Your

G ace. "

"From Svetl ana and her idiot husband, yes. If you failed in your m ssion
Remenber, never rely on one plan, Tal. Al ways have two or nore in place when
you

undert ake something perilous. If the first one fails, go to the second pl an
I f

the second plan fails, go to the third."

"If the third plan fails, Your G ace?"

Kaspar |aughed. "Then run like hell if you're still alive."



Tal | aughed, though his heart wasn't in it.

Kaspar said, "If | had gone to Svetlana with a reasonabl e demand, insisting
Sal mat er stop working on behalf of nmy enem es, she would have insisted we
tal k

and by the time | left, I would have a concession from her that Sal mater
woul d

stop working for ny enenmies every other week

"By demanding fealty and a conplete surrender to nmy rule, | knew they'd be so

busy wonderi ng what nmadness had taken possession of me, they wouldn't give
nmuch

t hought to the possibility | had a different anmbition."

"To rid yourself of Princess Svetlana."

Kaspar nodded. "Yes, as nuch as | regret it. She's never had the resources to
chal l enge nme directly, Tal. She's always had to depend upon others to bol ster
her position. At various tinmes she's acted in concert with Roldem the Isles,
and this time it was M skalon. She really never forgave me for refusing to
narry

her."

Tal sat back, his expression betraying his thoughts.

Kaspar said, "Yes, a |lot of what passed between Svetlana and me was over ny
refusal to take her as ny wife. Not that she was in love with nme, you
understand."” He chuckled. "W were two of a kind, in many ways: anbitious,

renorsel ess, unrelenting. Had she been a man, |1'd have taken her for ny first
general w thout hesitation, then watched ny back. But as a wife..." He
shrugged.

"She needed a puppet |ike Janosh to control. But her npbst recent

i ntransi genci es

wer e beyond forgiveness. Wrking with Mskalon to take O asko Gateway... that
was too nuch. It was the first time she'd attenpted to abet a direct attack
on

A asko soil, and that | could not tolerate." He slapped the table with a
grin.
"But it is of no matter. She is gone, and soon | will have a new treaty with

Salmater, and it mght as well be O asko's southern province by the time I'm
done with them" He sat back. "Now | can turn ny attention to other matters."
Tal said nothing, merely sipping his wine and taking a small bite of food.
Kaspar did |ikew se, then after swallowi ng said, "Do you discern any plan
her e,

Tal ? Any pattern that | eads you to believe you understand what |'mtrying to
do?"

"In truth, Your Grace, | do not. | think there are some obvious things, such
as

securing your borders and making sure you're protected from potenti al

eneni es,

but beyond that, nothing obvious."

"Good, because you are a very astute young man, and if you see nothing

obvi ous,

then there is nothing obvious to see.

"Now, about your next undertaking. | want you to rest and enjoy your new rank
for a week or so. Then, when | tell you, |I wish you to voyage to Sal ador.
have

a variety of errands and tasks for you in that city. But | want you
establ i shed

by the Mdw nter Festival as a resident of that city."

"That will be no difficulty, Your Gace. | have resided there before and can
easily revive old friendships and establish nyself again."

"Good. Because Duke Varian Rodoski will be attending a festival hosted by the
Duke of Sal ador. Do you know hi n®?"

Tal said, "I have seen him and was briefly introduced to himonce, but | do
not



claimto know him™"

"Do you know his inportance to the throne of Rol denf"

"He is the King's cousin, and in line for the crown after... Prince Mtthew?"
"And Prince Mchael, Constantine, and the Princess. In short, he stands sixth
in

line of succession. So, he is anpbng Rol denmi s nost inportant dukes, if not
anong

the nore powerful."

"So, Your Grace. | amin Salador and so is Duke Rodoski. What is your

pl easure?"

"My pl easure, young Hawkins, is to see you | eave Sal ador after the festival
whi | e Duke Rodoski doesn't."

"You wi sh himnot to return to Rol denP"

"Yes, exactly."

"And how | ong do you wi sh the Duke to remain in Sal ador, Your G ace?"

"For the rest of his life, my friend," said Kaspar. "As short as it may be."

Tal said nothing for a monent, then said, "I will see what | can do, Your
G ace. "
"I know you will not displease ne, Baron Talwin," said the Duke with a cruel

thin smle

Tal sat back and watched the distant harbour. The cold air caused his breath
to

steam as he exhaled: but for the first tine since sitting down he felt the
chill.

* * %

Tal sat at the table three seats away from Lady Natalia. Wth his elevation
to

the rank of court baron cane his ascension to the Duke's head table at
supper.

To his imediate | eft sat another young baron, Evegeny Kol das, and between
hi m

and Natalia sat Captain Quint. Everyone had congratul ated Tal on his new
rank,

t hough Tal could see Quint was only being polite. There was a distance

bet ween

the two men that had existed fromthe nonment they had met, and Tal did not
know

if it was caused by some sort of personal aversion, a rivalry for Natalia's
attention, or a sense of Tal's ultimate hostility, however well masked it

m ght

be.

If fate permitted, Tal would see Quint and Kaspar dead, and then..

Tal had no idea what he would do after that, if he survived. He realized he
was

dwel ling on that overly | ong when Evegeny Kol das said, "Baron?"

"Sorry," said Tal. "I"'mjust alittle overcone by H's Grace's generosity, and
ny

m nd wandered. You were sayi ng?"

"I was saying that should you have the tine, | would enjoy taking you up the

river, to the wlderness beyond the Broken Lands. Your reputation as a hunter
makes me desire to see what | can learn fromyou."

Tal judged Kol das a sincere sort, not given to enpty flattery, so he smled
at

the conpliment. "If tine permits, | think I would enjoy that."

The supper went on in typical fashion; Tal had grown used to the tenpo of the
court in the nonths he had been in residence. The Duke was an unusual ruler
in

so far as he didn't require his courtiers to be in constant attendance. A
fair

anmount of Kaspar's tinme was spent in the conpany of Leso Varen, who al nost



never
left his quarters, but on those rare occasions he did it was always in the
Duke' s conpany.

Tal watched cl osely on those occasions, and attenpted to | earn as much about
t he

man as he could on behalf of the Conclave. He decided that his best choice at
first was to be entirely passive in the matter. He never brought up Leso's
name

or asked about him He nerely listened if anyone el se spoke of him

After nmonths in Opardum Tal now began to think of Leso Varen as The Man Wo
Wasn't There. Hi s nane never canme up in any context, save one: when the Duke
was

not around, occasionally soneone would remark, "He's up in Varen's suite."
Tal was not in any hurry, but he was curious. He decided the day woul d cone
when

he asked questions, but that day wasn't here yet.

Amafi had al so been instructed to do |likewise with the other servants in the
citadel. To listen, but not to question. Al he could discover was that twice
a

day a meal was left outside Varen's apartnent door, and every week a pile of
clothing to be |aundered was |l eft outside. No servant was pernitted inside
except on rare occasions, always at his request, and always involving a
particul arly repugnant task. One servant had been overheard to conplain that
i f

Leso Varen wanted anot her corpse dragged out of his quarters in the dead of
ni ght, he could bloody well do it hinmself, and another once remarked that
what ever the black stains were on the walls of one of the roonms up there,

t hey

were nearly inmpossible to scrub of f.

Tal instructed Amafi in his role of manservant and found himto be Pasko's
rival

in the coomon matters of the day. Tal's clothing was al ways cl ean, laid out

i npeccably, and his nmessages were delivered in a tinely fashion. The man
coul d

bl end into the background, despite his somewhat col ourful choice of clothing
upon occasi ons, and he remenbered everything he saw and heard.

After supper, Natalia notioned to Tal to join her and whi spered, "Have you
sone

tinme for me later?"

Tal nodded and replied in | ow tones, "As nuch as you require, mlady."

Wth a smile, she accepted her brother's invitation to depart with himand
over

her shoul der said, "I'Il send word."

Tal nodded. Captain Quint Havrevulen turned to Tal and said, "Cetting
anbi ti ous,

Bar on?"

Tal pretended not to take the Captain's meaning. "Sir?"

"Just watch yourself, Baron. Qur |ady has nmany suitors and sone of them do
not

abi de competition well."

"I ammerely our lady's servant, sir," Tal said, then with a smle and nod he
turned and wal ked away.

Amafi fell into step beside his master and said, "Qur dear captain wants you
dead, Magnificence."
"Well, then, the feeling is reciprocated."

They reached Tal's apartnment and Amafi said, "What is your pleasure,
Magni fi cence?"

"Qur master has no need for ne, it seens, tonight."

"Shall we go into the city?"

"No, tonight I wish to explore for a short while," said Tal. "Kaspar has no



need

for me later, but | suspect Natalia will, probably after the el eventh hour
SO!

| need to be back here should the call arrive."

Amafi said, "Mgnificence, that's less than two hours away."

"Should it come before | return, send word | am .. bathing... have sone hot
water drawn, and | will be along shortly."” Tal quickly stripped off his
ornate

tuni c and donned a plain one of dark grey. He went to the door and gl anced
out,

| ooki ng qui ckly each way. "1'll be back shortly," he said

When Anmafi | ooked out a nmonment | ater, he saw that the corridor was now enpty.
"Very good, Magnificence," he said softly and then shut the door

Tal noved quietly through the dimhallway. Every chance he had since the
first

day young Rudol ph had guided himinto the servants' network, he had expl ored
on

hi s own.

He had al ready di scovered two cave networks, apparently unknown to the
servants,

that ran back into the cliff for mles. One ran downward, and Tal had ceased
exploring due to time constraints. The other ran slightly upward, and ended at
a

| oose fall of earth and stone, and Tal was convinced that with a little

di ggi ng

he m ght have found a way to the surface of the plateau above the citadel
Now he was seeking a hidden entrance into Leso Varen's private apartnments. He
had unsuccessfully tried several hallways that ran parallel to the halls

| eadi ng

to that part of the citadel, and now he was exploring an old hallway above

t hat .

He had al nost taken a punishing fall trying one of the other |adders to the
upper levels, for as Rudol ph had warned, the wood was old and rotten

But he had found three sound | adders that took himto a series of halls

hi gher

than any other he had seen. They started in the distant wing of the citade

t hat

was seal ed off, and worked across the highest |evel of roonms. He had nentally
mapped every roomin the citadel he could see, and had a firmgrasp on his

| ocation every step of the way.

He al so knew he was running out of time and woul d have to be back to his
quarters quickly. He came to a door

Tal paused. If he judged direction and di stance correctly, on the other side
of

this door would be a hallway, one that should lead within a hundred feet to
some

sort of servants' entrance to the hallway outside Leso Varen's private
apartments. He inspected the door and as soon as he touched it, the hair on
hi s

neck and arns stood up.

There was a ward on the door. Even in this forgotten passage, the w zard had
ensured his privacy. Tal quickly pulled away. He hoped that merely touching
it

hadn't alerted the spell-caster. He thought it inprobable, since enough rats
travelled these halls to nake it likely he'd be up here checking to see if
someone breached his privacy two or three tines a week.

Tal decided to call it a night and return to his quarters. He took the

short est

route back and after clinbing down half a dozen | adders and travelling nearly
half a mle of hallways, he cracked open the servants' door across fromhis



own
rooms. He peered out, saw the hall was enpty, and quickly crossed the hall
Letting hinmself into the apartnent, he saw Amafi waiting. "The Lady Natalia
sent

word. "

"How | ong ago?" asked Tal, stripping off his very dusty tunic.

"Ten m nutes, perhaps. | said as you instructed that you were bathing and
woul d

be al ong shortly."

Tal tore off his remaining clothes and clinbed swiftly into the tub. "I can't

very well show up covered in dust."

He washed rapidly and was drying hinself with a large towel a nminute |ater
Amafi tried to comb as nmuch water as possible out of Tal's shoul der-1ength
hai r.

Still feeling slightly damp, Tal said, "This will have to do," and left the
room

He hurried al ong as best he could without drawing attention to hinmself. He
reached the door to Lady Natalia's suite and knocked. The two guards on

ei t her

side of the roomignored him so he knew he was expect ed.

A servant girl opened the door and admitted him As Tal stepped into the
apartment, the girl exited through the sane door, |eaving himalone. He found
his way to the door to Natalia's bedchanber and opened it.

"You bastard,"” she said, sweetly. "You kept ne waiting." She sat propped up by
a

mountain of pillows, covered to her shoulders by a snowy-white sheet. Her
bare

shoul ders and neck were bathed by the light of a single candle, as she had
chosen to pin up her long black hair.

"I was in ny bath," said Tal. He crossed the room and sat next to her

She let the sheet drop as she reached out and pulled himtowards her. "Mst
nen

are not so fastidious."

"Any conpl ai nt s?" he asked just before she kissed him

After a lingering, deep kiss, she said, "No, though I will admit | |ike your
snel | —+n noderati on—better than the soap you use. | shall have to send sone |
found in Rodez that | like."

“I"l1l be happy to use it."

"Now, shut up and take off those clothes."

"Yes, mlady," said Tal with a grin.

* * %

As norning came, with the sun lingering just bel ow the eastern horizon
Nat al i a

stirred as Tal tried to disentangle hinself fromher. She woke and cl utched
at

him "Don't go."

"I must. If your brother sumons me, it would be better for everyone if the
page

found ne in ny quarters.”

"Ch, bother," she said, pouting. At times Tal thought she really was a little
girl.

As he dressed she lay on her back, staring at the canopy above the bed. "I
wi sh

sometines you were a prince or at |least a powerful duke somewhere, Tal."
"\Why 2"

"Because then ny brother mght consent to us narrying."

Tal felt an unexpected stab in his stomach at those words. He turned and
sai d,

"Natalia..."

She | aughed. "Don't | ook so panic-stricken, Tal." She rolled over and sat up



hugging a pillowin front of her. "I'"'mnot in love with you." She narrowed

her

eyes. "l don't knowif | could be in love with anyone. | think it's been bred
out of ne. And | know you're not in love with nme. | don't think either of us
is

that sort.

"But you are great fun. If | must be married to a man | don't love, it m ght
as

wel | be to one whom | enjoy. You know so many things and have done so nuch for
a

man of your few years. And | think you might be... | don't know, sonething
speci al . "

"You flatter me, Natalia."

"Yes, | do, but you deserve it. You are the youngest man ever to be naned

Chanpi on of the Masters' Court—+ had a clerk research it. The way you saved
Kaspar fromthat bear. You speak many | anguages, know food and w ne, and what
el se do you do? Play nusic?"

"Poorly," Tal admitted as he pulled on his boots.

"What el se?"

"I paint alittle."

"You must do my portrait!" she said with glee. "See, you are so many things
nost

of the nmen in ny life are not. You are not dull. | am never bored when you
are

around. Oh, do sonething truly great, Talw n Hawkins, so ny brother will have
to

consent to our marriage. Go conquer a country or overthrow a dynasty for
Kaspar . "

Tal laughed. The girl's uncharacteristic romantic inmpul se amused him " Your
brother might consent if | could lay a nation at his feet, but short of that,
I

suspect we nust plan on going our separate ways in the future."

As he made ready to stand up, she lunged forward and threw her arns around
hi s

shoul ders. "Not for a long time, Tal. | rmay not be able to love, but if I
coul d,

it is youl would |love, deeply and with all my heart."

For a brief, unconfortable noment, Tal didn't know what to say. He had bedded
many wonen in his time, but he didn't claimto understand them beyond t hat
point. This was sonethi ng he had never encountered: Natalia was unlike any
worran

he had known, and he wasn't sure if she was indul ging herself in a fancifu
monent, or if she were revealing a hint of sonething that lay buried deep

wi thin. He sought a facile way out of this unconfortable nmonent and ki ssed
her,

then said, "If a woman like you could love a man |ike ne, deeply and with al
her heart, that would be a truly remarkable thing. Even the gods woul d
notice."

She | ooked at himand grinned. "Well said. Now, before you flee, tell me, did
you sleep with Princess Svetlana before you killed her?"

Suddenly Tal knew that here was the other side of Natalia, the cold,

cal cul ating, vicious side. "MIady?"

Natalia | aughed. "Not to worry, Tal. Kaspar has told nme little, but | know
enough to see clues and draw concl usi ons. You may | eave nme now. "

Tal bowed and hurried out. The norning staff were busy in the citadel,
hurryi ng

about their business, |less than an hour before the Duke's retinue would be up
and asking for their norning neals.

He slipped into his own quarters and found Amafi already awake, with a change
of



clothing waiting should Tal require it. Tal notioned towards the tub. It was
steam ng, so Tal knew it had just been refilled. He snmelled of Natalia and
her

perfune, and knew that would bring raised eyebrows should he get too close to
t he other menbers of the court today.

As he slipped into the water, he said to Amafi, "Should |I ever forget, please
feel free to remnd nme that Natalia is every bit as dangerous in her own way
as

her brother."

Amafi notioned for Tal to | ean forward so he could scrub his master's back
"No,

Magni fi cence, she is nore dangerous."”

Tal couldn't think of any reason to argue.

* * %

Tal | ooked up as Amafi cane into the room He was covered in what appeared to
be

bl ood. "Gods, what happened?"

"Somet hi ng extraordi nary, Magnificence. Put on sinple clothing, quickly."

It was al most nidnight and Tal had just returned froma late supper wth
Kaspar

and sone ot her nenbers of the court. The nmeal had turned into an after-dinner
bout of drinking and storytelling with no one but Natalia | eaving the table
for

hours. She had excused herself, claimng fatigue, and with one quick gl ance
had

conmuni cated her frustration to Tal. Wth an equally quick shrug and tilt of
hi s

head, he had responded that that there was nothing that could be done, and he
woul d have to visit her sone other tine.

Tal changed into a tunic and | eggings he wore for exercising in the

mar shal | i ng

yard.

"The boots will not do," said Amafi.

"I have nothing plainer.”

"Then cone barefoot."

As Tal stood, Amafi canme over with a handful of ashes fromthe fireplace.
These

he rubbed across Tal's face and into his hair. "Magnificence, try to | ook like
a

|l owly peasant, and perhaps we will both live through this night." Then he
rubbed

sone bl ood off his tunic and onto Tal's tunic and face.

Tal followed as the former assassin led himstraight to the wing of the

ci tade

used by Leso Varen. As he neared the w zard' s quarters, what he saw woul d
have

caused himto falter, had he not had a strong stomach.

Servants, all of them ashen-faced and many trying not to be sick, were
carrying

bodi es out of the wi zard' s apartnent. M xed anong the servants were faces Ta
did not recognize, perhaps workers fromthe city. Soneone shouted, "You two!"
pointing at them "Fetch that tub in here and be quick about it."

Tal and Amafi grabbed up a | arge wooden tub filled with water m xed wth
somet hi ng caustic. Even breathing the fumes nade Tal's eyes water. Turning
hi s

head to one side, he hel ped his manservant haul the tub into the w zard's
apartnent.

Leso Varen stood off to one side, studying a pile of parchnments on a table
before him He would glance up every so often to watch the work, but his
attention was focused on the witings.



The roomthey first entered was the very roomin which Tal had been sworn to
oath, and it was flanked by | arge doorways on either side. The doors on the
| eft

were open, and Tal and Amafi were directed to lug their burden into the
adj oi ni ng room

Tal set the tub down. For a nonent he couldn't believe his eyes. He did not
have

the words to describe what he saw before him The roomwas stone, w thout a
tapestry or any other itemof confort to be seen. Shelves |ined one wall,
filled

wi th books and scrolls. The wall opposite the door was adorned with a series
of

shackl es hanging from chains, and fromthe abundance of bl ood splattered
there

and on the floor below them it nust be where the bodies had come from Ta
decided. The third wall revealed a solitary window. In front of that sat a
smal |

desk upon which a solitary inkwell and quill rested. To the inmredi ate right
of

the door stood a large table covered with vials, jars, and boxes. The floor
had

a large drain in the mddle, and blood was trickling towards it.

Tal didn't need to feel the hair on his arms and neck stand up to tell him

t hat

foul magic perneated this room He renmenbered enough of his training from
Sorcerer's Isle to have sone idea of what was going on here. Dark spells of
bi ndi ng and powerful incantations designed to confound enem es, as well as
many

ot her arcane practices, all were made nore pui ssant by human death and bl ood.
This Leso Varen was a necromancer, a master of the magic of death, and he had
undert aken sone great spell recently. Fromthe distracted expression he wore
as

he consulted his notes, Tal deduced things hadn't gone well for him

Tal took up a brush and began scrubbing the floor, while Amafi worked on the
wal I's. Tal used his task to menorize every detail he could about the place.
He

wor ked his way over towards the bookshelves, attenpting to read titles if
possi bl e. Many of the volunes bore no lettering on the spines, while others
reveal ed gl yphs and marki ngs he could not understand. But a dozen or nore
wer e

readabl e, in the | anguage of Kesh, Roldenish, the Isles, and a few other

t ongues

he knew. He nmenorized themall, determned to make a copy of those titles
agai nst the day he reported back to the Concl ave.

So intent was Tal on this that he alnost didn't sense someone com ng up

behi nd

him As he |Iowered his head, he felt a hand upon his shoul der. He turned,
keeping his eyes lowin case it was someone who m ght recognize him and saw
a

pair of bare feet below a long dress with a filthy hem He glanced up and saw
a

young wonman hol ding a fresh bucket of water. In heavily-accented Rol deni sh
she

said, "To clean."

He nodded, stepped away and put his hand on the wall as his head swam She
didn't pay hima second gl ance as she threw the water on the floor, washing
away

t he bl oody mess and | eaving a clean area behind.

He stood motionless as the girl wal ked away, taking the bucket to a |arger
tub



of clean water. Amafi saw Tal standing and yanked hard on his sl eeve.

VWi spering, he said, "You' re staring, Mgnificence. Keep your head down!"

Tal returned to scrubbing, all thoughts of recording titles of books driven
from

his mnd. The work went on for another hour and then he was ordered to carry
t he

tub out of the room OQutside, he found a stairway |eadi ng down, and he and
Anmaf i

ducked down it. Halfway down a | ong corridor, he opened a hidden entrance to
t he

servants' passages, and led Amafi back to their quarters. The tub fromthat
day

was still full, and Tal said, "We'Ill both have to use it, then you will have
to

enpty it by the bucket. W can't have anyone seeing all this blood. "

Amafi said, "Mgnificence, what happened back there? You | ooked as if you had
seen a ghost."

Tal | ooked up. "Alnost, Amafi. Alnpst." He pulled off his bl ood-soaked tunic
and

tossed it to his servant. "Burn these,” he instructed, taking off his filthy
trousers. He sat in the tub and closed his eyes. But the face of the young
worran

hung in his mnd s eye like a portrait burned into his menory. Every hair on
her

head, the smudges on her cheek, and the marks on her face—bruises, sone old,
SOMEe new.

But he remenbered her in a time when her face was dusted with freckles by the
sun, and her honey-col oured eyes narrowed as she regarded himin a way that
made

himwant to die. He ducked his head under the water and washed his hair. As
he

cane up spluttering, he covered his face with his hands, for he had seen a
ghost. He knew that tall, slender body. He had seen her run with the other
girls

at Village Kul aam back when Tal wi n Hawki ns had been naned

Ki el i anapuna—tittle

Red Squirrel —and she had been called Eye of the Bl ue-Wnged Teal

Amafi cane and said, "Wat is it, Mgnificence?"

Tal felt the urge to shout, I amnot the last of ny kind, but knew to do so
woul d nean telling Amafi nmore than he wished to share with the fornmer
assassi n.

Finally he said, "That girl, in Leso Varen's room with the blonde hair."
"Yes, Magnificence?"
"She... put ne in nmind of soneone | have not seen for years."

"Ah," said Amafi, as he began peeling off his blood-stained clothing. "A
startling resenbl ance. "

"Very startling."

They exchanged pl aces and Tal dried off with a towel. As he got ready for
bed—knowi ng that sl eep would probably not come—he said, "Tonmorrow, while the
Duke gives ne ny final instructions before we |eave for Salador, | want you
to

find out what you can about who those people were who canme to clear away the
bodies. It must be soneone the housecarl trusts to keep silent. Find out what
you can."

"About the girl?"

Tal considered. "Not yet. For the tine being, just find out where she is, and
who her master is."

"Yes, Magnificence."

Tal sat in front of the fireplace, trying to get warm and discovered it took
far longer than it should have done.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Sal ador

The carriage rolled down the street.

Tal and Amafi were heading to a house that had been rented through one of
Kaspar's agents in Sal ador. He was not acting in any official capacity for

t he

Duke on this journey. There were no envoys, no diplomatic tasks, no
representing

A asko in the pal ace of the Duke of Salador. No one was to know he was
Kaspar's

agent, or of his installation as a court baron of O asko. To everyone in

Sal ador, he would continue to be Squire Tal Hawkins, returning to a city he
had

resided in years ago.

He had a plan, and he knew what was expected of him and what his fate would
be

if caught, or if he failed. Still, he forced hinself to re-exam ne the plan
again, for he always felt as if sonehow he was m ssing sonething. For the
first

time since taking Kaspar's service, he felt uncertainty. Tal knew every

det ai

of his plan, yet he was constantly distracted.

And he had been since the night he had seen Eye of the Blue-Wnged Teal in

t he

ci tadel .

Amafi had discovered only a little, that a trader named Bowart was the man
cal l ed upon to occasionally haul away the dead fromthe citadel. He di sposed
of

t he bodi es and no one knew where. Amafi al so discovered that he ran a gang of
knackers, nen who carried away dead animals, horses and cattle for the nost
part, that had died in traces or in the field. It was runoured he al so had
connections to the slave trade down in Kesh, and snugglers down in the

sout hern

i sl ands.

If Eye of the Blue-Wnged Teal had been sold to himby the raiders in Raven's
party, then there m ght be others who had al so survived. Tal understood why
Eye

of the Blue-Wnged Teal mi ght have been spared; she was a striking girl of
rare

beauty. He al so understood why she night be reduced to the nost nenial

servi ce,

for while she m ght survive rape, she would fight with every bit of strength
she

possessed, as would any woman of the Orosini, and she woul d never submit to
working in a brothel. A slaver who had purchased her from Raven's gang for

t hat

reason woul d be sadly di sappoi nt ed.

The frustration of knowi ng she, and possibly others, had survived turned
Tal's

world on its ear. Since the day of the raid he had assunmed he was the | ast of
his people, for no word of any other Orosini had reached Kendrick's or any
ot her

pl ace he had visited in the region. That woul d make sense if whoever survived
had been imredi ately nmarched back to A asko after the raids. But Tal had no
way

of knowi ng that, and he had based his entire existence since then on the
noti on

that no one el se anong his people had |lived past that day. No one to care
about .



No one to live for

H' s course was clear, but for the first time since taking the road of
vengeance

he now had a reason to live. Until the nonment he saw Eye of the Bl ue-W nged
Teal, he didn't care if he survived as | ong as he avenged his people. Now he
must survive. He nust destroy Captain Havrevul en and Duke Kaspar, and survive
so

he could find Eye of the Blue-Wnged Teal and find any others who m ght have
survived, and perhaps, sone day, return to the nountains of home and rekindle
the spark of the Orosini, no matter how faintly.

Amafi sensed a change in Tal, and on several occasions had asked his master

i f

somet hing was am ss. Tal had deflected the questions with vague answers t hat
he

was concerned with Kaspar's orders.

Tal constantly rem nded hinmself that no matter what had changed, one thing
remai ned constant; to survive, he nust do Kaspar's bidding until such tine as
Kaspar coul d be destroyed, and until then, Tal nust be his |oyal servant.
The carriage reached the house Tal was renting and a footnan opened its door
Tal exited with Amafi behind him and Tal wal ked up to the house and knocked
on

t he door.

A girl opened it and said, "Yes, sir?"

"I am Squire Hawkins."

She stepped aside. "Welcome to your home, Squire. | am Magary."

As he entered, Tal said, "My manservant is Amafi. He will be major donmo. Wo
else is here?"

"The cook, sir. Well, he's not here, but he's on the staff. He is at the

mar ket ;

we just got word of your arrival yesterday fromthe owners of the house.

can

make tea, if you care for sone."

"That will be fine. Anyone else?"

"No one else, sir. Wen the house is not occupied, | keep it clean and Lucien
cooks for the two of us. W never know quite what is needed until the tenant
arrives."

Tal could see a drawing roomin front and a hall which no doubt led to the
ki tchen. Another room s door could be seen on the right side of the hall,
behi nd

the drawing room Tal asked, "What's in there?"

"The pantry, sir."

"No di ni ng roon®"

"Upstairs, sir. It's a bit of an odd house, but it's a nice enough pl ace,
once

you're used to it."

Tal nodded. "I'Il be upstairs. Have Amafi bring up our |uggage, then bring

t he

tea."

Tal went exploring. Wthin the space of a few mnutes he found the girl's
description apt. The small house had a | ovely view of the central square of
t he

city, directly across fromthe road that led up to the Duke of Salador's
castl e.

At the front of the upper floor, his dining roomhad two floor-to-ceiling

wi ndows whi ch commanded that view. There were two bedroonms on the floor
above,

one slightly larger than the other. As he exam ned what woul d be his room
Tal

realized why this house had been picked by Kaspar's agent in Salador. It had
one



uni que quality: a small, inconspicuous door that led out to a tiny sitting
area

on the roof, a little deck surrounded by a lowiron fence. It overlooked the
city in the opposite direction fromthe Duke's castle, affording a clear view
of

the city rolling down to the harbour. There was a single tiny table and a
pair

of chairs. Wiile in the shadow in | ate afternoon, during the sunmer it would
be

a lovely place to take a glass of wi ne at sunset.

It also would be a lovely way to slip in and out of the house w thout being
seen. Tal went to the edge of the tiny deck and | ooked down. The w ought iron
fence was primarily there to keep soneone frominadvertently stepping off. On
the bottom of the fence, a series of very sharp spikes pointed downward,
probably to keep curious thieves fromclinbing up and entering through the
door.

Tal had no doubt that a determned thief could easily circumavigate the
hazard,

but he would be nore likely to find an easier target than bother, especially
if

the [ ocal thieves knew the house was rented, which nmeant it contai ned not hing
worth stealing nmost of the tine.

But what intrigued Tal was how easy it would be to get across the narrow

al l ey

bel owto0 the house opposite, one which appeared conveni ently abandoned, if

t he

br oken wi ndows were any indication. A stout board of sufficient Iength and no
fear of heights were all that was needed.

Tal woul d have Amafi | ook around for such a board, or secure one froma

suppl i er

of | unber.

He went back inside to find Arafi unpacking. "Is the house sufficient to your
needs, Magnificence?"

"Yes."

"It has no tub, and the jakes are downstairs to the rear. But they've left a
very nice pot for night soils."

Tal shrugged. He had got used to having a copious bathing tub in the room at
Kaspar's citadel, but his home in Roldem had had only a tiny tub. That one
was

so small he had to sit with knees up to his chin in order to bathe and it
didn't

hol d enough water to stay hot for nore than a few m nutes.

"Find out where the nearest acceptable bathhouse is. | know a few closer to
t he
har bour, fromwhen | |lived here before.” For a nmonment he remenbered his tine
in

Sal ador, with Cal eb and Pasko, perhaps the happiest time in his life after

t he

destruction of his village. Perhaps sonme tinme in the next week he m ght
revisit

a few of their old haunts.

There was one ganbling house he particularly |liked, down by the fish market,
which was a little rough conpared to the others, but a friendly, honestly-run
pl ace where he and Cal eb had spent quite a few nights.

He wondered what Cal eb was doi ng. And the others, Robert de Lyses, Pasko,
Magnus, Pug and Mranda... everyone who had taken a near-dead boy fromthe
Orosini mountains and turned himinto what he was today, Baron of the Court
Tal wi n Hawki ns, anoi nted greatest swordsman in the world, culinary and w ne
afi ci onado, nusician, painter, |inguist, dancer, and dandy. Bitterly he

t hought ,



and add to that list liar, spy and assassin. And servant of his nost hated
eneny.

Then he reflected, did he truly hate Kaspar? He hated Kaspar and Captain
Havrevul en for what they had done. The Captain he felt no affinity for; given
the type of man he was, he did little to earn affection. And his obvious

j eal ousy over Lady Natalia's preference for Tal's conmpany kept things cold
bet ween the two nen. But Kaspar, Kaspar was a different natter

Kaspar had qualities Tal found attractive; he was brilliant, with perhaps the
nost conplex mind Tal had ever encountered. He had an unusual sense of hunour
and often took delight in the nost nmundane and trivial details of life. He
was

ruthl ess and wi thout scruple, yet he was caring and generous to those who
served

hi m

Tal woul d destroy Kaspar wi thout hesitation, revenging the wong done his
peopl e, but he now wondered how Kaspar had cone to be this dangerous,
anbi ti ous

man. Not for the first time, Tal wondered where Kaspar's crinmes ended and
Leso

Varen's influence began

Tal decided it was tinme to send a nmessage to the Concl ave. He found his
writing

instruments, in a |eather carrying-pouch, set out by Amafi on the table in
hi s

bedroom He unrolled a piece of silken paper, very expensive, but durable and
nearly inpervious to water once the indelible ink had dried. He recorded on
it

what he had seen at the citadel, with as nmuch detail as possible. He
recount ed

every recogni zable itemon Varen's table, drew what he coul d renenber of
synbol s

he had seen, and listed the titles he recalled of the volunes on the

bookshel ves. He spent a short paragraph specul ati ng on what influence Varen
had

over Kaspar. He kept the names of Varen and Kaspar out of the nessage,
referring

to themonly as "the magician" and "the nobl eman”, and at the end, he signed
it

simply "Tal on".

He fol ded the paper, sealed it with wax, but did not inpress it with his
ring.

Then he addressed it to The Squire of Forest Deep. When Amafi returned, he

i nforned Tal of a nearby bathhouse of sufficient quality to warrant Tal's
patronage. Tal gave himthe nmessage, asking if he knew his way to the Cask
and

Vine. Amafi knew of the place, and Tal instructed himto go there and deliver
the nessage to the owner without coment or waiting for a response, then to
neet

him at the bathhouse with a full change of cl othing.

Amafi ran off and Tal went downstairs to interview Magary and the cook, who
had

returned fromthe market. Tal said, "You nust be Lucien."”

The cook was a young man, just a few years older than the girl by the | ook of
him and was trying to |l ook confident. "Yes, sir."

"Well, you're going to have an easy tinme of things, | think. | don't dine at
hone nuch, and | rarely entertain. So, nostly you'll be cooking in the
nor ni ngs,

and perhaps making up a neal at midday."
"Very good, Squire."
Tal detected an accent. "Were are you fron®"



"Bas-Tyra, originally, sir. Asmall town called Genoui, not too far fromthe
city."

"Ah," said Tal with delight. "The food of Bas-Tyra is famus. Wat are your
specialities?"

Lucien launched into a list of dishes he favoured, and Tal interrupted to ask
hi m how he prepared one in particular. As Lucien started to describe the
preparation, Tal asked questions, often offering alternative spices or herbs,
and quickly the cook seemed to |ight up. "You know your food, sir."

"I worked in a kitchen, once," said Tal nonconmittally. "I amnot what you
woul d

call a rich squire," he said when Lucien and Magary | ooked at himin
surprise.

Tal | aughed. "Poor squires have to eat, too."

He saw the way gl ances passed between them so then he asked, "Are you
married?"

Magary was a pale girl with light brown hair, but her col our changed to a

deep

red as she blushed. "No, sir... not yet, but we would like to sone day."
"Il tell you what," said Tal. "I was planning on dining out tonight, and
for

soci al reasons | nust, but tomorrow why don't you prepare sone of your
specialities? | don't care if you make too much for ne to eat—you two and
Amaf i

can finish off what | don't try, but I would Iike to see if you cook as well
as

you tal k about cooking."

"You won't be disappointed, sir."

Tal said, "Well, I"'moff for a bath and nmassage. I'l|l expect to eat an hour
after first light... wait, make that two hours. It may be a late night. By
t he

way, where are your sleeping quarters?"
"I'n the basenent, sir. W have a tiny roomwe share, and there's a bed for

your
manservant there, as well."
"That won't be necessary. He's al so ny bodyguard and will sleep in the small

roomupstairs next to mne. You can keep your privacy."

Magary | ooked relieved and Lucien positively beaned. "Yes, Squire!"

Tal left the house and started his walk to the bathhouse. Looking around the
city, he realized that he had m ssed Sal ador. What is beconm ng of ne? he
wondered. | amnot sentinental by nature, yet now !l feel as if |'ve cone back
to

a place that's dear to ne.

Then he realized the place wasn't dear to him it was the nmenory of the tine
he

had spent here that was dear. He and Cal eb had studied together, got drunk
toget her, and even whored together. He had | earned about wi ne, food, and the
arts in Salador. He had |learned to play nmusic and to dance, to paint, and had
| earned how to be charm ng and seduce wonen of quality. It had been the only
time he had felt free of the dark urgency that was revenge, and he had not

t hought about his future, living only in the nmonent.

Now he found he m ssed Cal eb, and he | onged to save Eye of the Bl ue-W nged
Teal .

And nost surprising of all, he found he m ssed Natalia.

* * %

The neal was stupendous. He | ooked up at Lucien and said, "I've had better
meal s." The cook's face started to sag a little, but then Tal said, "But not

many. You do honour to your craft."

"Thank you, Squire."

Tal considered. He knew his tenure in Sal ador would be brief, despite the
fact



they were making it appear as if he was settling in. The weat her was turning
cold and soon people would begin preparing for the Mdw nter's Festival. Duke
Rodoski would be in the city in slightly nore than a nmonth. But he would Iike
to

do something to help this young couple.

"What are your |ong-term plans, Lucien?"

The young man shrugged. "Plans, sir? | don't know. | amrather fortunate to
have

this enploynment. There are nore cooks than jobs in Sal ador these days. It
woul d

be nice to have steady work with someone who took advantage of ny ability,
sir,

such as yoursel f," he finished up in a rush

Tal | aughed. "Have you thought of perhaps finding soneone to back you in

est abl i shing your own pl ace?"

"A tavern?"

"I'n Roldem private dining clubs are all the rage." Tal described Dawson's,

t he

Metropol, and a few others. "The very best cooks, or what you in Bas-Tyra
woul d

call gran chefs, are nen of stature, and very rich."

Magary, who had been | ooking on, said, "Ch, sir, that would be a wonderfu

t hi ng. "

"I'"ll be doing sonme entertaining. Let nme see if | might find you a backer."

"Sir, that would be... beyond imagining," said Lucien

"Well, just keep cooking like this and we'll both be happy." Tal pushed

hi nmsel f

away fromthe table. "But | will say the pudding could have used a touch nore
gi nger."

Luci en seened ready to argue, but he caught hinself in tinme. "Perhaps you're
right, Squire."

Tal | aughed. "The pudding was just fine. | was seeing if you could keep your
mout h shut. Arguing with chefs is like trying to hold back the tide."

Luci en and Magary both | aughed and | ooked enbarrassed.

Tal said, "That will be all for tonight." To Amafi, who had stood at his
shoul der throughout the nmeal, he said, "Grab a bite for yourself. It's quite
good. Then neet me down at the club called Ruthia's Palace. It's time for

Sal ador to renenber ne."

He had dined at a small tavern the night before, and ganbled at an

est abl i shnent

close to the city square, but in neither place had he seen one person he knew
fromhis previous tenure in Sal ador. He had introduced hinself to the owners
of

both establishments, ensuring word of his return would eventually spread, but
he

deci ded he needed a nore dramatic return. Ruthia's Pal ace was the nost

popul ar
ganming hall in the city, and he was well known there.
"Yes, Magnificence. I will follow as soon as | have eaten.”

Tal headed out into the night, and the entire way to the ganbling hall he
westled with his enptions. Since that night in the citadel, everything had
changed. Now, he felt as if he had somehow been trapped within a box, made of
t houghts, feelings, and not of wood, but confining neverthel ess.

He felt constantly on the verge of anger, so strong was his desire to wal k
away

fromwhat had become his reason for existence, the desire to revenge his
peopl e.

Now he suddenly felt ensnared, caught by forces pulling himthis way, then

t hat .

He ached for a noment at the thought of Eye of the Bl ue-Wnged Teal suffering



one nore day of hardship, and he longed for the sinple joy a man |i ke Lucien
had

at being told his work was good.

He stopped, |eaning against the wall by a miller's shop, shuttered for the
night, and felt as if he couldn't take another step. The pit of his stomach
seened to drop away, and his chest constricted. Suddenly, w thout warning, he
wept. Pain he thought [ong forgotten came welling up from sonewhere deep

Wit hin;

t hen anger at what the gods had visited upon him then sadness, for all he
had

lost. For nearly half an hour he stayed at this quiet place, ignoring the
occasi onal passer-by who cast hima glance, thinking himintoxicated, or

per haps

mad.

Then he recogni zed the trap his own nind was setting for him This way |ay
only

destruction, he renmi nded hinself. He could not | eave Kaspar's service, nor
recant his oath. He could only endure until such tinme as he was free, or he
could die. But to survive while in Kaspar's service he nust be as i movable as
a

mountain, as cold as ice, as hard as steel. Enotions could destroy himfaster
t han the nobst dangerous swordsman.

He | ooked up, seeing a few stars peering from behind clouds as they swept

al ong

the coastline. He felt the breeze off the harbour and its cold bite remn nded
him he was only as weak as he let hinself beconme. H's feelings of sadness,
anger and renorse were all honestly earned, paid for with the bl ood of

ot hers,

and he need not apol ogi ze to anyone, |least of all hinself for them But they
could not be enbraced. They nust be acknow edged, then let go, for to cling
to

them to keep themalive in his heart, would be to doom hinself and nake
nmeani ngl ess everything he had done so far.

If he survived, and if he destroyed Kaspar, then he coul d wonder at what fate
t he gods would have for himfor his dark deeds. |If he survived, perhaps then
he

could find Eye of the Blue-Wnged Teal and free her fromher captivity. If he
survived, perhaps he could find a true hone in one of these cities he had
known.

If he survived, perhaps he could finance an eating establishment, with a
young

chef like Lucien. Perhaps he could find | ove agai n. Perhaps sonme day he could
be

a husband and father. If he survived.

He took a deep breath and drew hinself upright. He nmust never let his
feelings

overwhel m himagain in such a way. It was only through the kindness of fate
it

happened in so benign a spot. In the citadel or in any nunber of other

pl aces,

it would have nmeant his death.

Step by step, he resolved to grow stronger, to use every nental discipline he
had |l earned to protect hinself, fromhinself. Renorse, anger, fear and hate
woul d only undo him and he must renenber that always.

By the time he reached Ruthia's Palace, he was back w thin hinmself, strong
and

ready, and had vowed that never again would he betray hinself.

* * %

Rut hi a, the Goddess of Luck, favoured Tal again. He put down his cards with a
smle and said, "All cups, gentlenen."



Five cards of the same suit was the best hand at the table, and Tal gathered
in

the gold coins on the table, while the other five players threw down their
cards. Squire John Mowbry of the Duke of Salador's court was a young nan,

per haps no nore than seventeen or eighteen years of age. He shook his head
and

said, "You nust be an honourabl e man, Squire Hawkins, for with luck Iike
yours,

who needs to cheat ?"

Suddenly those at the table went silent. Realizing he had cone close to
deadl y

insult, the young squire said, "Apologies, sir. | was nmerely naking a jest.
Apparently a bad one."

Tal glanced at the boy and snmiled. "Not that bad, really,’
| aughed. "Actually, nowthat |I think of it, quite good."
He passed the cards to the young man. "But you win the deal."

The young squire, obviously relieved that no insult had been taken, shuffled
t he

he said, then he

cards.

"How | ong are you with us, Squire Hawki ns?" asked a trader naned Ruben of
Ravensbur gh

Tal shrugged. "Indefinitely. | have travelled and find |I |ike Sal ador very
nmuch.

| studied here sonme years ago and enjoyed ny stay. | amat liberty presently
and

decided to return here to see what the future holds."

Anot her man, an officer in the Duke's guard naned Dunmont, |aughed and said,

" And

getting out of Roldem nmust have been good for your health." He had been one
of

Tal's regul ar ganbling opponents when he had lived in Sal ador; he was, if not
a

friend, then an am abl e acquai nt ance.

Tal feigned a wince at the remark, but then snmiled and said, "There is that."
Squire John's expression as he dealt the cards indicated that he didn't

under stand, and Dunont said, "Qur friend here managed to publicly humliate
Prince Matthew of Roldemin such a way that it was unlikely he'd ever be
invited

back to the palace for a gala.”

"Real | y?" said another nan at the table, a shipper named Vestla. "Tell us
about

it."

Tal picked up his cards, |ooked at them then threw down his hand. "Nothing
to

draw to." He sat back and said, "I'd rather not."

Dunmont said, "Wat | heard was that our friend reduced the Prince to tears in
public on the floor of the Masters' Court. Literally spanked himwth the
flat

of his sword, he did."

The nen at the table |aughed and Dunont added, "I1've met the Prince, once,
and

"Il wager not a few of those watching were silently saying 'bravo’ to you,
Squire, for hunmbling that |out."

Tal shrugged. "I1've been travelling. Wat's the news?"

The ot hers | aughed as they made their bets. Dunont said, "Well, enough. W'l
drop the story of your bout with the Prince. As for news, not rmuch. 4 d Duke
Duncan rules wisely. H s son Laurie is a chap who is well regarded by all,
and

will be a good ruler in his own right sone day. W are at peace with Geat
Kesh,



and last time | heard, the Western Realmwas quiet, so it is a time for
sol diers

like nyself to grow lazy and fat.'
ni nes."

No one could beat the hand, so Dunont pulled in the coins. "Ch, and Duke
Rodosk

of Roldemwi |l be visiting for the Mdwinter's Festival."

Tal feigned surprise. "Varian's conming to visit the Duke?"

"An old friend?" asked Ruben

"An acquai ntance, fromthe Masters' Court."

"G ven your contretenps in Roldemw th the Prince," said Dunont, "don't

expect

to be invited to the Duke's gala."

"I wouldn't, normally," said Tal as the cards were dealt again.

"Don't underestimate yourself, Tal," said Dunont. "Wen |ast we nmet you were
merely a mnor squire fromthe west. Very minor," he added, and the others

| aughed. "But now you are Chanpi on of the Masters' Court, and that is no mean
t hi ng. "

Tal picked up his cards and organi zed them The bet was made and he repl aced
t wo

He put down his cards and said, "Three

of them "Well, perhaps sone other tinme I'll earn the pleasure of an
introduction to H's Grace, Duke Duncan, but for the nmonment, |'mcontent to
spend

Mdwi nter's Day crawling fromone tavern to the next in search of a convivia
wench or two."

The others | aughed. "Well said." Tal won the hand, and Dunont declared, "I
nmust

get back to the castle. | have duty in the norning." He glanced at Squire
John.

The boy rose, saying, "I as well. Good night, gentlenen." Tal turned to the
other three nen. "Shall we continue?" Ruben stood up. "I've |ost enough for
one

night, Tal. It was good to neet you."

The other players also left, and Tal rose. There was another ganme in the
cor ner,

with an open chair, but he felt he had played enough cards for the night.
There

were ot her ganes as well, dice and the wheel, but he felt he couldn't raise
t he

ent husi asm for them The goal of his visit had been achi eved; while Dunont
m ght

mention himto only a few at the Duke's castle, young Squire John was al npst
certain to tell everyone he had ganbled with the Chanpion of the Masters
Court.

Tal had drunk little that night, sipping at his drink and watchi ng ot her

pl ayers

succunmb to drunkenness. But he felt the need for one nore before | eaving. He
gl anced to the far corner of the roomwhere Amafi stood silently, holding the
same flagon of ale he had nursed throughout the night. Tal had insisted that
when he was ganbling, the bodyguard should keep his distance. Tal needed to
know

who wat ched him and Amafi was his second set of eyes.

Tal ordered a brandy and sipped it. The pungent, bittersweet |iquor warned as
it

went down. As he stood silently, he felt the dark enotions that had

over whel ned

himearlier that night rise up again, and he used every nental trick taught
hi m

at Sorcerer's Isle to fend themoff. Then he pushed away his unfinished

br andy



and went to the door.

Qut si de, he gl anced around and judged that it was six hours or |ess to dawn.
He

wal ked slowy, waiting for Amafi to catch up with him

He heard footsteps approaching rapidly frombehind and turned. But instead of
hi s manservant, he saw a figure in black clothing | eaping at him dagger

dr awn.

Tal's al most unnatural reflexes were all that saved him He stepped aside

j ust

enough for the blade to nmiss, and he was borne down to the ground, grappling
with his assailant.

Tal gripped the man's right hand with his left, while he reached down to his
own

belt. The man's body kept Tal fromreaching his dagger, so Tal reached up and
clawed at the man's eyes.

The man pulled his head back, grunting in pain, then suddenly he stiffened
and

his eyes rolled up into his head and he went |inp.

Tal saw Amafi standi ng above the now dead assassin. Amafi used the man's

cl oak

to wi pe his blade clean and asked, "Magnificence, are you all right?"

"Fine, but feeling like a fool. | heard himbehind nme and assunmed it was you."
"I saw himleave an unfinished drink at the ganbling hall, Magnificence, as
soon

as you did, so | knew he was up to no good."

Tal knelt by the man and exanmi ned him He was slender, w th unremrarkabl e
features, wearing a black tunic, grey trousers and cloak. He carried nothing
to

identify him no purse and no jewellery, just a sword and dagger

"Who was he?" wondered Anmafi

Tal notioned for his manservant to acconpany him "Let us away before someone
el se cones by. | do not want to spend the night talking to the Sheriff of

Sal ador . "

As they turned a corner and hurried away, Tal said, "The inportant question
isn't who he was, but rather, who sent him"

Amafi said, "You have enenies, Magnificence."

Tal nodded. "I do."

They hurried back to the house, and every step of the way Tal realized he was
feeling something new He was feeling what it was |ike to be hunted.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Bet r ayal

Tal | unged.

He struck his opponent easily, and the crowd in the gallery applauded. He

sal uted his opponent and then the Master of the Fl oor

The House of Bl ades was a nodest establishment conpared to the Masters' Court
in

Rol dem Instead of dominating an entire city block, it was a single building
of

some size, but it lacked the complex of roonms, had no bath, and offered few
of

the anmenities seen in Roldem It was not subsidized by the King of the Isles
or

t he Duke of Sal ador, but rather had cone about as a private club for nobl enen
seeking to hone their skills. Wiile frontier nobles and garrison sol diers had
anpl e opportunity to train under the watchful eye of a swordmaster, those
nobl es

of the court in cities such as Salador were often left to their own devices
when

it cane to the art of the blade. Menbership was not inexpensive, but Tal, as



Chanpi on of the Masters' Court, had been invited as a guest, and granted ful
privileges as long as he resided in Salador. It was a canny nove, Ta
conceded

to Amafi when he got the invitation, for his attendance sparked a renewed

i nterest in menbership anong the younger nobles and sons of wealthy commoners.
And as had been the case in Roldem many daughters of wealthy famlies and
young

girls of noble birth now found watching duelling practice to be a fascinating
pastine. His first visit to Salador, while mastering the role of squire, Ta
had

been nerely a young nobl e of promi se. Now he was fampus, or infampus if the
story of his affront to Prince Matthew was known, and the dashi ng young
squire

fromthe west was considered anong the nore eligible of the young courtiers
in

the city.

He had made his one obligatory journey to the Duke's castle, a relic of

anci ent

days, large and draughty, despite nmany attenpts to refurbish and nodernize

t he

pl ace. The present Duke, Duncan, a distant cousin to the King, was a

bri ght - eyed

man in his late sixties, who wel coned the young squire to the city and

of fered

hi m any hel p he nmight need, all the while comunicating that it would be in
poor

taste for Tal to ask for anything.

The Duke's son, Laurie, stood next to his father, quietly amused by the
entire

affair. Tal had caught a glinpse of the young man on a coupl e of occasions.
Unl i ke some nobl e sons, he didn't appear to waste his tinme and energy on too
much drinking, wonen, or ganbling. On one occasion, Laurie had been escorting
a

young wonman of unusual beauty—tater, Tal had discovered she was the daughter
of

a nobleman in service to the Duke of Krondor—and the other tine, he had been
qui etly ganbling for nodest stakes at one of the better establishnments in the
city, again with the sane young wonan at his side. The young | ady was
runour ed

to become the next Duchess of Salador. Tal had never seen Laurie touch a
drink

besi des water. City gossip | abelled the next Duke of Sal ador a nopdest young
man

of quick wit, anple skills, and a steady nature. The only remarkable quality
he

possessed was an unusual gift for nusic, as he played several instrunments and
sang with a strong, pleasant voice, talents inherited fromhis
great - grandfat her, according to city lore.

Tal w shed that circunstances permtted hima better chance for acquainting
hinself with the young man, but it seemed unlikely. Laurie appeared the sort
who

woul d steer clear of notorious acquai ntanceshi ps.

Tal crossed to where Anafi waited with a towel and clean tunic, and said,
"Vl |

done, Magnificence."

"Thank you, Amafi."

It had been alnpbst a nonth since the attack outside Ruthia's Pal ace, and so
far

there had been no repeat of the attenpt. Amafi had some contacts in the city
and



had tried to di scover the nanme of the assailant which night lead to

di scovering

who paid him So far, he had di scovered not hing.

Tal's life since then had been a constant cycle of working out at the House
of

Bl ades, dining at the better establishnents in the city—+though he ate at hone
often, given Lucien's talent—accepting invitations to various soci al

gat heri ngs

and festivities, ganbling, and spending tine with a variety of charm ng

| adi es

of rank.

As he paused to consider what to do next, |leave for the day or try one nore
bout, a stir in the crowm heral ded the arrival of someone else of note. Ta
watched with interest as half a dozen ducal guards entered, foll owed by a
retinue of courtiers, then Duke Varian Rodoski. For a brief instant, Tal felt
sel f-consci ous. He had considered the possibility that the Duke and he woul d
encount er one another, but had not anticipated it mght be in such a simlar
location to the scene of where Tal had humiliated the Duke's cousin, Prince
Mat t hew.

The Duke was a young man, no nore than thirty-five years of age, and darkly
handsome; he had reputedly been quite the rogue with the ladies until his
marriage to a noble woman of Kesh seven years ago. An unfortunate riding
acci dent had w dowed the Duke two years previously and he genui nely nourned
t he

loss of his wife. Now, according to gossip, his only vice was an occasi ona
ganbl i ng bi nge, wagering on horses or watching Guild League Football.

O herw se

he was a devoted father to his two children, a daughter of six and a son of
f our

years. He was dressed for swordwork, wearing the traditional heavily-padded
jacket, tight |eggings and slippers, and he was carrying a rapier. At his side
a

servant held his duelling helm a metal basket protected the face and neck
from

acci dental cuts.

The Duke caught sight of Tal and nodded, then as if thinking of sonething, he
wal ked towards him Wen he was a short distance away, he stuck out his hand
in

greeting. "Squire. It's been a while."

Tal was taken off guard, but after a noment's hesitation, he took the Duke's
hand, bowi ng slightly. "Your Gace. Yes, it has."

The Duke had a face that | ooked untouched by guile or pretence. He | eaned
over

to whi sper, "You know, not everyone in the famly was angered by how you
hunbl ed

Matt hew. The only thing | wonder was why soneone didn't do it sooner. He can
be

an unbearable prig one minute, and an excruciating bore the next. He's as
annoying as a fly in the pudding. Did himgood to have his bottom t hunped.
Hs

not her shoul d have done so years ago." Then he paused, and smiled at Tal
"Sir,

woul d you care to engage ne in a bout?"

Tal smiled back. "You' re serious, Your G ace?"

"As serious as a kick in the runp, Squire."

Tal nodded, grinning. "It will be ny honour, Your G ace."

The Duke said, "Just don't thunp ne the way you did Matthew, and we'll get on
famously. "

"My word, Your G ace," said Tal.

They took to the floor and the crowd imredi ately started a | ow buzz of



conversation. The two men squared off and the Master of the Floor said,
"Centlenen, first to three touches."”

The match was al nost predictable, given that Tal was a vastly superior

swor dsman

to the Duke. But he refused to take several openings, and all owed the Duke to
work on his technique. At last, the match was over and the Duke said, "Wl
done, Squire. Your generosity is nost appreciated.”

As they wal ked to where servants waited to help themoff with their padded
jackets and provide towels, Tal answered, "M/ pleasure, Your G ace. Besides
t he

fact that | regret ny intenperate outburst with your cousin, you are an
experi enced swordsman. Should your duties in office not have put such
excessive

demands on your tine, | suspect you m ght have been one of the better
opponents

I would have faced at the Masters' Court."

"You're too kind, sir. |I entered once, when | was young, and was ceded the

thirty-second place," said the Duke, as he towelled hinmself off. "That was
due

to rank, I'"'mafraid, and they did me no service. | was hunbl ed quickly by the
first opponent | faced. | think it would have been better to let ne struggle
in

the earlier, open conpetition."”

"It is a better way to learn than being quickly ousted," agreed Tal as he
handed

his towel back to Amafi

"If you are not hurrying off, perhaps you' d join me for a cup of w ne across
t he

street, Squire. There's something I wish to discuss with you."

Tal | ooked at Amafi and said, "Fetch ny clothing." To the Duke he said, "M
honour, Your G ace."

"Say hal f an hour?"

"I will be there."

Tal changed and found his way across the street to an inn called the Cutting
Edge. It was a favourite of many of those who were nenbers of the House of

Bl ades. He found a private roomin the rear had been secured for the Duke's
use,

and had been there only a few m nutes when Duke Varian arrived.

The Duke made small-talk while the wine was served, then sent his servants
outside. He inclined his head towards Amafi, and Tal nodded to Amafi that he
was

to wait outside, as well.

When they were al one, Duke Rodoski said, "So, did Kaspar send you here to
kill

me, Squire?"

Tal kept his face i mobile, then feigned shock. "Your Gace, is this sone
sort

of dark jest?"

"Hardly," said Rodoski. He sipped his wine. "Don't be so confoundedly proud
of

yoursel f, Talwin. Your master is not the only one with agents craw ing over
every port and city of significance in the region. Roldem has arrangenents
with

several other nations to share information when it's mutually benefici al

Your

visit with Prince Janosh was just a little too tinely relative to the dem se
of

Princess Svetlana. |I'mnot sure how you did it, but..." He shrugged. "Wile
had no ennmity with her, | also don't particularly mss her."

"Way in the world would you presune | had a hand in it?"



"Because it is exactly Kaspar's style, Squire. And because | know what Kaspar
is

really up to, and | suspect you do not."

Tal sat back, interested. He had studied Kaspar's anbition and nost of what
he

did nade little sense in terns of a larger picture. The assassination of
Princess Svetlana did nake sense froma tactical point of view, since it
secured

a stable border for Kaspar as he turned his attentions el sewhere, but why
Kaspar

want ed Rodoski dead still nade no sense to Tal

"Let me draw you a map," said the Duke, sticking his finger in the wine. On
t he

table he drew a rough outline of the Sea of Kingdonms, then a line from Rol dem
to

Aranor. Then from Aranor to Qpardum "It is only six short steps from A asko
to

Rol dem Now do you under st and?"

For a nonent, Tal didn't. What did the Duke nmean by six short steps? Then it
dawned on him Softly he said, "Kaspar neans to be King of Roldem"

"You're a bit brighter than nost," said Rodoski. "Kaspar is a nore than
conpetent general, an extrenely talented adm nistrator, and a charismatic

| eader

who can get idiots to die for him He'd nmake a wonderful King of Rol dem

except

for the fact that I'mrather fond of ny fam|y—even that idiot Mtthew-and
al ong

with seeing themstay alive, | also would like to see a ripe old age. Hence,

I

must frustrate Kaspar's plans.”

Tal wanted to deflect attention fromhinmself for a moment | onger while he
scranbled to devise a story to keep hinself out of harms way, if possible.
"1 f

what you say is true, why all the mlitary activity in the north? Kaspar

wi ped

out the Orosini, brought Latagore to heel, and is noving agai nst Farinda."
"Kaspar wants to put his army on the border of the Kingdomin a place where

Ki ng

Ryan has no choice but to respond by marching an arny from Ran and Rodez up
there to neet him To protect Ran and Rodez, he will need to dispatch troops
fromDolth; to protect Dolth, soldiers fromEuper, and so on until the
garrison

from Sal ador is on the nove

"Kaspar won't need an army to seize control of Roldem He'll have wung
concessions out of his cousin, Prince Phillip of Aranor, and he'll have

di sposed

of the other six claimants to the throne before him In short, he will arrive
in

Roldemwith little opposition and a great deal of support, not only from
agents

within the King's court already loyal to him but from others anxious for an
orderly transition in government.

"King Ryan will quickly recognize the finality of things and acknow edge
Kaspar's legitimate claimto the throne. He might even consent to marry the
lovely Natalia as part of the bargain, and the Isles' recognition of Kaspar's
reign will keep Kesh at bay.

"It's really quite a wonderful plan, except for the fact it will not be
al | owned
to happen."

Tal sat back. Something didn't nmake sense to him "It sounds marvell ous, very



conpl ex and subtle and the like, but it seens to ne that if you were certain
of

this plot, you wouldn't be sitting here drinking wine with me, Your G ace.
I'd

be dead al ready."

The Duke knocked loudly on the table. The door flew open and a pair of
crossbowren entered with their weapons levelled at Tal. "Don't try to draw
your

sword, Squire. You mght just reach ne, but | doubt it."

Over the shoul ders of the two guards, Tal could see Amafi being held tightly
by

two nen, one with his hand cl anped over the nmanservant's nouth, while another
hel d a dagger at his throat. Tal sat back, slowy raising his hands above the
tabl e.

"You're right, Squire. If | wanted you dead, you'd be dead." He paused. "You
are

a goat."

"Sir?"

"To capture a tiger, you stake out a goat and wait. Don't you consider it odd
t hat Kaspar would send you to this city, for this festival, so soon after
your

debacle with nmy cousin, and so soon after your visit to the court of
Sal mat er ?

Could it be any nore obvious?"

"You still have no proof," said Tal

The Duke | aughed. "I need none. If | wi sh, you'll be found floating in the
har bour at dawn, and the strongest reaction that will cone from Duke Duncan
will

possi bly be a note of condol ence to your cousin the Baron. But | wll not

kill

you. I will send you back to Kaspar in chains, and | et himdecide what to do
with you. For you failed himutterly, Squire.

"You see, you were not supposed to kill me. | was supposed to kill you, while

the real assassin found nme after | was convinced | was safe.”

"Real assassin?"

The Duke snapped his fingers and fromoutside a man was carried in. He had
obvi ously been beaten to the point of insensibility and was hanging linply
bet ween two nore guards. "Do you recogni ze this man?"

Tal struggled to put a nane to the man, but couldn't. But he did | ook
famliar.

"He's an officer in Kaspar's garrison."

"Prohaska! " Tal whispered.

"So, you do know him"

Tal sat back. "Not well, but | recognize him"

"Li ke yourself, he is a man of nmany guises. Wile in Sal ador, he was calling
hi nsel f Coshenski, a trader from O asko Gateway. Very influential friends got
himan invitation to the Duke's gala on Mdwi nter's Day."

Tal said, "You obviously have good agents in Oasko if you knew he was

com ng. "

"Yes," agreed the Duke. "But you were a gift."

"What do you nean?" asked Tal

Duke Varian said, "W were supposed to find and kill you, Talwi n. You were
gi ven

up to us, so that | would be caught off-guard when your conpatriot Prohaska
killed me at the gala."

"I was given up? By whon®"

Rodoski | aughed. "You still don't see? You were given up by Kaspar. He uses
peopl e just like you use towels after a bath. Kaspar |et our agents know you
were coming to kill me. Kaspar wants you out of the way. The Lady Natalia is

a



little too fond of you, and you' ve already made enemes in his court by your
rapid rise. Kaspar may even see you as a threat, for without heirs, if
somet hi ng

happens to himand you wed his sister, who else is there to rule in Opardun?
You

were the goat. Do you see?"

It all made sense to Tal. He sat back. "If you know all this, why not nove
directly agai nst Kaspar?"

Varian said, "I need no proof to dunp you in the harbour. And | need no proof
to

have soneone slit Kaspar's throat in the dead of night. But we can't get
anyone

that close, for reasons you know all too well."

"Leso Varen."

"Yes. That evil w zard is too dangerous, so we're content to | et Kaspar play
hi s

ganes, as long as they don't become too deadly. And we bl ock himwhere we
can.

But one day he'll go too far—and this attenpt on ne is as close to the linmt
as
King Carol is willing to permt—when that day conmes, we will sail our fleet
to

Opardum and unl oad soldiers from Kesh and | et them destroy Kaspar."
Tal sat back. "So why let ne live?"
"Because | need to send a nessage to Kaspar he can't ignhore, or pretend to

m sunderstand. | will have the body of Prohaska delivered to him and yourself
bound up in chains, and the conclusion he conmes to should be clear." The Duke
stood up. "And I'll leave you to Kaspar's tender nercies. The day may cone
when

you wish | killed you. Ch, if you do survive, understand that you will be
killed

on sight if you set foot on Roldemagain." To the guards, he said, "Take him"
Tal was grabbed by two sol diers who quickly di sarned himand bound his arns
behi nd him One stepped behind hi mand suddenly pai n expl oded behi nd his eyes
and he slipped into unconsci ousness.

* * %

Tal awoke in the dark, and quickly realized he was chained inside the hold of
a

ship. The rocking nmotion told himthey were already out of the harbour and
out

at sea. Amafi groaned next to him and Tal said, "Are you awake?"

After a noment canme a choked groan, then Amafi said, "I am here,
Magni fi cence. "

"W have been betrayed," said Tal

"So it seems."

Tal tried to make hinself as confortable as he could, for he knew it would be
a

long, cold, wet journey. After some hours a sailor cane down the

conpani onway,

bearing two bow s of food, a m x of boiled grain, dried fruit, and a pi ece of
salted pork, nostly fat. "Eat," he said, handing each man a bow. "It's al
you

get until tonorrow "

Tal took the food and began to eat. It tasted salty and bland, but it filled
hi m

and he knew he woul d need as nuch strength as he coul d nuster

The voyage passed slowy, a seem ngly endl ess successi on of days spent in
rocki ng darkness, interrupted only by a daily visit by a sailor who brought

t he

same nmeal. On the forty-first or—-second day, Tal noticed they no | onger got



t he

salt pork.

Sone ten days later, the ship shuddered, and Tal realized they were maki ng
t he

final reach for Opardum Before another day was out, they'd be haul ed up
before

Kaspar .

A thought ran through Tal's m nd over and over again. He had been betrayed.
The

ki ng of foxes had shown he was really a scorpion, and being true to his

nat ure,

he had stung.

Tal was freed of his obligation. He could now kill Kaspar w thout betraying
hi s

oat h.

If he survived

They had been taken straight away to the castle. Tal had hoped perhaps he

m ght

be unchai ned and all owed to cl ean up before being dragged before Kaspar, but
t hat hope proved to be in vain. He was brought before Kaspar, who sat al one
in

his great hall, with only soldiers around him no Lady Natalia, no courtiers.
"So, Baron Talwin," said Kaspar w thout preanble, "you' ve failed."

Tal decided there was no benefit to feigning ignorance of events. "As | was
apparently destined to, Your Gace."

Kaspar |aughed. "Well, you obviously didn't get yourself killed, so | assune
Duke Rodoski had ot her plans, such as rubbing ny nose in ny failure."
"Something like that. He did say you have now conme as close to the line as
Ki ng

Carol will permit. One nore infraction and a Roldem sh fleet will be

del i vering

conpani es of Keshian Dog Sol diers to Cpardum”

"Ch, he said that, did he?" Kaspar chuckl ed. "Ganmes within ganmes, Baron
There

i s another |evel of play underway that even one so highly placed as Duke
Vari an

i s unaware of.

"Still," he added with a wave of his hand, "that is a matter which no | onger
concerns you. You've failed ne, Baron. You not only didn't kill Rodoski, as
ordered, you didn't have the good grace to get yourself killed in the
attenpt.

So, in a sense, you've failed me twice, which is one nore failure than I
usual |y

permt. Still, you' ve been an earnest young fellow and have given nme sone
anusenment. For that sake, | will have your death be quick and painless." To
t he

guards he said, "Take him away."
As the guards seized Tal's arms, Tal shouted, "You owe me your lifel™
Kaspar sat back and notioned for the guards to stop. "Damm ne, but you're

right," said Kaspar. He shook his head. "Very well, | will not be bound in
life

by a debt not paid. | will give you your life, Squire—'mrescinding your
office

of baron—but you will wi sh before |I"'mdone | hadn't." He then | ooked at
Amafi,

and said, "Wiat am| to do with you?"

Amafi said, "You could start by renoving the chains, Your Gace."

The Duke notioned and guards freed him After Amafi was out of his chains, he
bowed and said, "I hope the Squire's failure does not taint nmy service, Your
G ace. "



"No, not in the least, Amafi. You are the perfect tool. You do exactly what |
bid you to do, no nore, no less."

Tal | ooked at his manservant and said, "You?"

"Someone had to carry word to the Duke's agents in Sal ador that you were sent
to

kill him Squire," said Kaspar. "I certainly couldn't depend on Rol dem sh
agents

here to get word back to the Duke in time. Bribing your nan to betray you was
a

far nore el egant solution. | told himhow to contact one of ny agents in

Sal ador, who in turn put himin touch with a nenber of Duke Duncan's staff,
and

fromthere it was but one step to Duke Rodoski."

Amafi bowed towards Tal. "As you yourself observed the first night we net,
Magni fi cence, 'Until such time as you can successfully betray ne w thout
risk.'

This was such a tine."

"You will be rewarded, Amafi," said Kaspar. "Now, go and get cleaned up."
The former assassin said, "Yes, Your Grace, but may | caution you in one
t hi ng?"
"What ?"

"I have served Tal wi n Hawki ns | ong enough to know t hat despite his youth, he
is

an extremely dangerous nman. You would do well to put aside your debt and have
himkilled. "

"No," said Kaspar. "I understand your caution, but | have ny sense of honour
peculiar as it my be. He saved ny life, so | can't ignore that debt." He
paused, then said, "But | will take your warning to heart. Now, |eave us."
Amafi bowed to the Duke and departed. To Tal, Kaspar said, "l give you your
life, but it will be spent in a place no man should endure, and few have for

long. You are to live the rest of your life in the Fortress of Despair. If

t he

gods are kind, you will die quickly there. But in ny experience, the gods are
rarely kind."

To the captain of the guards, he said, "Wen he arrives, informthe comander
of

the Fortress that this man is to be fed well and not tortured. Well, not
tortured after he cuts off the prisoner's right hand."

Tal stood nunbly for noment upon hearing his fate, then suddenly without
further

word, he was dragged off by the soldiers. H s |ast inmage of Kaspar was of the
Duke sitting on his throne, an expression of satisfaction mxed with regret

pl ayi ng across his face.

PART TWD
Sol di er

"Revenge shoul d have no bounds."
W1 1liam Shakespeare, Hanmlet, Act |V, Scene vii

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

Prison

Tal stood on the deck

He had been dragged to Qpardum harbour. He had been off the ship from Sal ador
| ess than half a day before he was chained in the hold of yet another ship.
Rat her than forty or nore days, this journey took only a week. Thoughts of
escape had run through his mind and nore than once he had tested his chains
where they passed through a large iron ring fastened to a beam After the
first

day, he had fallen into a nobod of dejected misery. After a week, Tal had been



roughly haul ed up to the deck, where the ship's captain waited.

"There's your new hone, Squire," he said in an oddly convivial tone, pointing
to

an isl and.

Tal | ooked where the captain indicated and felt even nore hopel ess. The
Fortress

of Despair was an old keep, six storeys tall, which overl ooked the narrow
passage between this island and the mainland, nmerely three niles away. It

st ood

bl eak against a grey winter sky, as the wind cut icily through Tal's cl othing.
"One of the Duke's ancestors built it," said the captain. "Then it was called
Fortress Sentinel. Wen the City of the Guardian was built up, this place
sort

of fell into disuse, until one of the old dukes decided to make a prison out
of

it."

A |l ongboat was | owered and Tal was forced to clinb down a | adder to be yanked
into the |l ongboat by a couple of rough-handed seanen. As the boat was rowed
towards the dock, the captain waved and cheerfully said, "Enjoy your stay,
Squire!™

Tal sat in the boat, the winter sky as forebodi ng and dark as his nmood. The
sal t

spray that struck himin the face was frigid as it whipped off the spindrift.
The boat rocked as the four rowers pulled to reach the dock as quickly as
possi bl e. The sooner they were done the sooner they could be back on board

t he

ship, back to a slightly warner and drier berth.

Three nen stood waiting on the dock, wearing heavy cl oaks; the boat drew up
and

the sailors steadied it. They didn't even bother to tie off: two of them

st ood

up and gripped the pilings, while another notioned for Tal to clinb a short

| adder. He did so, with one sailor following him and when they both stood on
the dock, the sailor said, "Here's the wit, Governor."

Wt hout thanks, the man took the paper, and wi thout another word, the sailor
was

back down the | adder and the boat pushed off. The man who had been handed the
paper | ooked at Tal and said, "Cone."

The other two nen were arned guards, both looking little nore than street

t hugs.

Neither wore a uniform and they carried | arge cudgel s rather than swords.

Tal

had no doubt either man could and woul d quickly break his armor leg with the
clubs if he tried to escape. As he wal ked towards the Fortress, he | ooked
around, and thought, Were would | escape to?

As if reading his thoughts, the Governor said, "You can try to run; you | ook
like a fast lad, so you nmight outrun Kyle and Anatoli here, but with them
chai ns

on, maybe not. If you did, you' d maybe find your way down to the beach up
there

on the north side of the island, but then where'd you go? Looks close, don't
it?

The mainland, | nmean. Three miles, a bit nore or less. But there's a current
there wants to take you north, and there's sharks and other things. That's if
the chains don't pull you down and you drown. But maybe you're a strong

SWi nrer .

If you nmade it to the beach, you're niles fromfood."

They reached an ol d drawbridge that | ooked to have been down for years. As

t hey

crossed over it, Tal |ooked down and saw a twenty-five-foot ravine filled



with

broken rocks at the bottom "So, maybe you're a hunter," said the CGovernor
"Maybe you get by, even though it's winter. You build a fire and sonmehow
don't

freeze to death.

"Quess what?" he said and turned, and for the first time Tal got a | ook at
hi s

face. The governor of the prison had no left eye, just a closed lid, and a
not ch

in the bridge of his nose, as if someone had cut himacross it with a bl ade.
Hs

own teeth had been knocked out and he wore some sort of contraption nade of
wood

and teet h—perhaps human or ani mal +hat would serve himfor eating. He grinned
and said, "The only civilization for hundreds of mles is the City of the
Guardian, and it's a border city, so the guards | ook close at everyone com ng
in"

They reached the entrance to the old fortress and the Governor stopped. "Take
a

| ook around, |ad. Look up."

Tal did so.

"It's the last tine you'll be seeing the open sky, |I'mthinking." He notioned
and the two guards escorted Tal up the steps into the old fortress.

What had been the entrance hall was now bare, a huge roomw th a set of doors
in

each wall. They marched across the stone floor, worn featurel ess and snooth
by

centuries of feet trudging across it, and passed through another door. "This
used to be the great hall,"” said the Governor. "Now we only use it for
banquets. "

The two guards | aughed. "Cone along," said the Governor

They led Tal to what nust once have been the private apartnent of the
commander

of the Fortress. Now it was an office, containing a large table littered with
food and enpty wine cups as well as papers. Arat scurried off the table as
t he

Governor waved his hand at it

Taki ng of f his heavy cl oak, the Governor tossed it across a chair. "Let's
see,

now, what we have here," he said, unrolling the wit.

"Squire Talwin Hawkins, is it?"

Tal said not hi ng.

"I'"'m Governor Zirga. Used to be a sergeant in the Duke's father's househol d
guards. CGot this," he said, pointing to his face, "at the Battle of

Kar esh' kaar,

when | was not much ol der than you. So as a reward, they give ne this job.
get

a week off a year to go to City of the Guardian and spend gold on whores and
getting drunk. The rest of the time | care for you prisoners.

"So we understands one another. You don't cause trouble, and we'll get al ong
fine. You' ve come here to die, nore or less, and it's up to you how you fare
bet ween now and when we toss your ashes off the cliffs." He waved the papers

at

Tal and said, "Says here you're to be treated well, which neans a little nore
food and we'll put you up in the keep, instead of the dungeon bel ow. Them
down

there dies right fast. Most go in less than two years. Up above, well, you've
got a bit of sunlight and sone better air—though it do get bitter cold in the
Wi nter—but in the summer you'll be glad for the breezes. But |'ve got a

coupl e



o' lads up there been with us fifteen, twenty years.

"So, we'll get you upstairs straight away... as soon as we cut off your right
arm"

The Governor notioned for the two guards, who seized Tal by either arm

lifting

himslightly off his feet so he couldn't get purchase on the stones. They
frog-marched hi mout of the door and across to another door, then down a |ong
flight of stairs, half-carrying, half-draggi ng himalong a narrow corridor
"We don't have a proper chirurgery here, so we have to nake do with the
dungeon

when it comes to cutting and the like," said the Governor. "Qccasionally one
of

the lads gets a cut or scrape that turns putrid and |I've got to do sone
cutting."

They passed a third guard who was sitting on a stool next to a table, and the
Covernor said, "Fetch sone brandy."

The two guards who held Tal pulled himinto a chanber that had obvi ously been
used for torture in the past. "Fromtime to time the Duke sends us soneone he
wants really punished, so we bring them down here. Used to be we could do a

| ot

with what was left over fromthe old days, but as you can see— he pointed to
a

pile of rusty inplements left on the filthy straw strewn on the floor "—ae've
fallen on harder tinmes. Don't have that many good tools any nore. Just sone
pi ncers and knives and the like." He pointed to an iron ring in the ceiling.

"Used to have a dandy hook hanging there. | could hang a man on it just right
and he'd be screaming for a couple of days. Last time | used it, damm thing
broke off. | sent a request in for another one, but no one's bothered to do

anyt hi ng about it back in Opardum"

The guard with the brandy appeared and the Governor said, "Start a fire."
There was a |l arge brazier which at one tine nust have been used for heating
torture devices, and the guard quickly got a fire started with sone dry straw
and kindling. He fed wood into it until it started blazing brightly. "Heat an
iron," said the Governor. "Can't have you bl eeding to death, now, can we?" he
said to Tal.

Tal was notionless. He felt as if he wanted to | ash out and fight, to run

but

he knew t he situation was hopel ess. He knew that if he was to have any chance
at

all for survival, he must not fight. He must just endure.

The Governor took off his jacket, revealing a dirty white shirt underneath.
He

went to the wall and found what | ooked to be a large cleaver. He put it in

t he

fire. "We used to have coal. | could get the sword so hot | could ruin the
temper of the steel if | wasn't careful. Just the thing. The trick is to sear
t he wound. Used to be, when | had coal, | could slice right though your arm
and

the netal would be so hot your stump would hardly bleed. Now, | make do with
wood. If the hot blade doesn't do it, then we'll poke at where it's bl eedin

with the iron."

The bl ade grew red after a few mnutes in the flane, and the Governor nodded
to

the guard who wasn't holding Tal. He picked up a pair of bellows, |like those
a

smth woul d use, and began punping it, causing the wood to flare up and send
a

fountain of sparks spiralling upward.

Tal's mind was in turnoil. He was thinking up to this nmoment that sonehow he
could devise a way to escape. As the Governor said, he could outrun these two



and make it to the north beach, swmto the coast..

Suddenly his chain was yanked hard, tugging himoff balance, and he felt
power ful arms w apped around his waist. One guard held himwhile the other
used

the manacle to pull his armstraight, across a wooden table. Wth a swift
nmoti on, the CGovernor grabbed the sword out of the fire and in a single
sweepi ng

bl ow, severed Tal's right arm between the el bow and wri st.

Tal cried out in shock, and his head swam The Covernor | ooked at the wound,
then took up the iron and seared a bleeding artery. Then he tossed the iron
back

into the fire. He picked up the bottle of brandy and took a long drink. "This
sort of work upsets ne, Squire."

Tal could barely stand and the pain that shot up his armwas excruciating. He
felt faint and the Governor said, "I'd offer you a drink, but we can't give
strong drink to the prisoners. Rules are rules."” Then he poured sonme of the
brandy over the charred stunp of Tal's armand said, "But | did happen to

di scover, purely by accident one time, that if you pour a little brandy over
t he

cut, it's less likely to fester.
away.

North room third floor."

Tal was dragged away by the two guards and fainted before they reached the
first

flight of stairs.

Tal lay in agony. The stunp of his right armthrobbed constantly, and he was
racked with fever. H's mind |lapsed in and out of consciousness, and at tines
he

was | ost in dreans and visions.

He occasionally got lost in menory, thinking he was once again feverish in

t he

wagon on its way to Kendrick's, after being found by Robert and Pasko. O her
times he dreamed he was in his bed in Roldemor Salador, trying to wake up
from

a nightmare, know ng that once he was awake, he would be fine.

On ot her occasions he cane wi de awake with a sudden start, his heart

poundi ng,

and then he would I ook around the cold roomw th the grey Iight and cold wi nd
com ng in through a high wi ndow. Then he would rel apse into unconsci ousness.
After sone period of time, he awoke, drenched in perspiration, but clear
headed.

H's right armthrobbed, and for a nmoment he could feel the fingers on his

ri ght

hand. He tried to stretch and nmove them then saw there was only a bl oody

st unp,

encased in rags and some sort of unguent.

He | ooked around, trying to make sense of his surroundings. He had seen the
room

before, many tines, but nowit was as if he was seeing it for the first tine.
The cell was fashioned from stone, containing no furnishings. His only itens
of

confort were a mattress filled with old straw and two heavy bl ankets. His
beddi ng was sour with the snell of sweat and urine. He saw a single door
wooden, with a small view ng-hole, |ocked fromthe other side. Opposite the
door, at slightly nore than his own height, a single windowwith two iron
bars

admtted daylight. In the far corner a hole in the floor, its edges crusted
with

filth, showed where he was to relieve hinself.

Tal stood up and his knees threatened to buckle. Reflexively he put out his

He nodded to the two guards. "Take him



right hand, and was betrayed by the nmenmory of a hand no | onger there. He
stunbled and fell, his stunmp hitting the wall, and he cried out, then fel
back

to the mattress, his head sw nm ng.

He | ay gasping for breath, tears running down his face as his entire body
echoed

the agony he felt in his arm Shock ran up his armto his shoulder and up his
neck. The entire right side of his body felt as if it was afire.

He forced hinmself to breathe slowy and attenpted a neditation taught him at
Sorcerer's Isle, one that would help himmster pain. Slowy, the pain noved
farther away and becane snmaller, until it felt as if he had somehow put it in
a

box that he could hold away from hinsel f.

He opened his eyes and stood up, this tine carefully using his left hand to
steady hinself. H s knees wobbl ed but at |ast he got his balance. He | ooked
around. There was nothing to see.

He staggered to the wi ndow, and reached up. He tested the bars and found t hem
deeply set in the rock. The one on the left he could twist alittle in the
socket drilled into the rock. He gripped it hard with his left hand and tried
to

pull hinmself up so that he could see, but the effort caused his entire body
to

hurt, so he decided that investigating the view could wait.

An hour after he had awoken, the door to his cell opened. A very dirty man
with

unkenpt shoul der-1length hair and a ragged beard entered, holding a bucket in
front of him He saw Tal and smiled. "You' re alive," he said. "That's a bit
of

all right, in"it? Thenms who's been cut don't usually survive, you know?"

Tal said nothing, just |ooking at the man. He could hardly see any of his
features, under the dirt and hair.

"I know how it is," he said, holding out his left arm which also ended in a
stunp. "Ad Zirga cut it off when | got here, 'cause it was festerin'."

"Who are you?"

"Nanme's WIIl. Thief by trade until | got caught." He set the bucket down.
"They let you cone and go?"
"Ch, they do with sone of us which has been here a while. |I'mhere ten years

next spring. They're a lazy lot, so they let us do sone of the work if they
think they can trust us not to cut their throats when they're drunk, and
besi des, there's not nuch to do around here, so fetchin' and carryin' a bit
here

and there is all right. Besides, | get alittle extra food and if they're not
payi ng close attention, | can nick a bottle of wine or brandy every year or
t wo.

"And you get to haul out the dead, which is a bit of all right."

"Haul i ng out the dead?" said Tal, not believing his ears.

"It's a good tine. You're outside for the afternoon, first burning the body,
t hen di gging up some ashes, then you carry it down to the cliffs over there
above the north beach, and scatter themto the wind with a prayer. It's a

ni ce

little break fromthe ordinary, init?"

Tal shook his head. "Wiat's in the bucket?"

"That's your kit." WIIl reached in and pulled out a netal pan, then a wooden
spoon. "Me or one of the other lads will be by twice a day. You get porridge
in

the norning and a nice stew at night. Not much by way of variety, but it'll
keep

you alive. Zirga told nme you was one of the specials, so you'll get nore."

" Speci al s?"

"It's a bit of a joke, actually,"” said WII, smling and letting Tal see



there

was a face under the dirt and hair. "Duke Kaspar gives orders for some extra
food and an extra bl anket, maybe even a coat, so the prisoner's around a | ong
time, to 'enjoy the stay', as Zirga says.

"Most of us are in the niddle. W're just ordinary blokes, and if we don't
make

trouble, they feed us and don't beat us too often. W used to have this one
guard, nane of Jasper, he'd get crazy mean drunk and just beat soneone to be
doing it. Got drunk one night and fell off the cliff; broke his neck. No one
m sses him

"Then the ones the Duke really hates are down in the dungeon. They don't | ast
| ong down there, maybe a year, maybe two.

"You, you get some bread with your meals, and on special days, maybe
somet hi ng

el se. You never know. Depends on Zirga's noods."

"Does anyone ever | eave?"

"You mean |ike is anyone pardoned or serve out their sentence?"

"Yes."

"No," said WII, shaking his head. "W all come here to die." He sat down on
hi s

haunches and added, "Well, strictly speakin', if | can |last another twenty
years, then | should be freed. O course, by then, I'll have to renmind them
ny

sentence was for thirty, and then |I've got to hope someone here cares enough
to

send a message to Opardum and that soneone there can find a record of ny
trial.

Then someone el se has to review the trial record, and get a judge to sign an
order to release ne, and bother sending it back to Zirga or whoever's the
Governor here in twenty years. So, you can see, | don't put nuch faith in it.
Mostly because no one's lived thirty years in the Fortress of Despair.”

"You seem uncomonly cheerful for a man condemmed to live his life on this
rock."

"Well, the ways | look at it, you got two choices: you can curl up and be

m serabl e, or you can try to nake the best of things. Me, | count it |ucky

t hey

didn't hang ne. They called ne an incorrigible thief. 1'd been caught three
times. First time, | got sent to the work-gang for a year, 'cause | was only
a

lad. Second time, | got thirty lashes and five years' hard | abour. This tineg,
they coul d have hung nme, but for whatever reason, they sent ne here. | think

it

was 'cause the last tinme | got caught it was breakin' into the magistrate's
hone, and he thought hangin' was too good for nme." He | aughed. "Besides, you
never know what night happen. One day | mght just wander down to the dock
and

find a boat there, or maybe those murderers up at Bardac's Hol dfast will
deci de

to attack and kill off all the guards, taking the prisoners with themto be
pirates.”

Tal found hinsel f |aughing, despite his pain. "You're quite the optinist,
aren't

you?"

"Me? Maybe, but what el se can you do?" He stood up. "They say your nane is
Tal wi n Hawki ns. That right?"

"Call me Tal."
"Tal it is." He | ooked around. "Well, |'ve got to head back to the kitchen
and

get the meal ready. You should be hungry by now "
"I could eat. How |l ong has it been?"



"They cut off your hand three days ago. Didn't know if you were going to make
it

or not. After | bring around the neal, let nme take a | ook at your wound." He
held up his own stunp. "I'msonethin' of an expert."
Tal nodded, and WIIl left. Tal |eaned back agai nst the stones and felt cold

sucking the warnth right out of his body. He pulled his blanket around his
shoul ders, funbling as he tried to do it with only one hand. At |ast he had
it

around him and he settled in. He had nothing to do but wait for food.

W1l |ooked at the wound and said, "That's healing nicely." He rew apped the
bandage. "I don't know what that muck is Zirga puts on the rags, but it
wor ks.

Snells like a pig died under the house a nmonth ago, but it keeps the wound
from

festerin', and that's what it's about, in'it?"

Tal had eaten the stew, a watery broth with a few vegetabl es and a hint of
flavour that suggested that neat had once touched the pot the broth was made
in.

He had al so got half a |oaf of a very coarse bread, which WIIl said was to

| ast

himthe week. He said only the specials got bread every week.

Tal asked, "So, how does sonmeone becone |ike you, soneone the guards trust?"
"Well, you got to not make trouble, and do what you're told. Sonetinmes we get
turned out to work, but not often. If a stormhits really hard, we m ght have
to

go clean up debris, repair the dock, or fix |leaks in the cookhouse when it
rains. If you do the work good, and the guards |ike you, then you get out of
your cell

"I'f there's sonething special you can do, that helps.”

"What do you nean?"

"Zirga says he wishes they'd convict a smth, so he could get some things
around

here repaired. W had a fellow clainmed he was a smith, but he wasn't, so
Zirga

put himin the dungeon. Problemwas, Zirga forgot he was down there and the
bl oke starved before anyone renenbered. "

"\What ot her things?"

"I don't know. I'll ask. But even if you can do sonething they need, specials
never get out of their cells."

Tal shrugged, trying to get confortable and finding it al nost inpossible.

" \Why
didn't you say that to begin with?"

"Well, you didn't ask me if you could get out of the cell; you asked how
sonmeone

could get like nme."

Tal laughed. "You're right. | was just thinking you were wasting ny tine, but
then that's the only thing | have any nore, tine."

WIl turned to wal k away. "You' ve got that right, Tal. Still, you never know.

Zirga doesn't always do things by the rules; he likes being in charge too
nmuch,

and no one ever cones out here to check on him So, I'll mention you to him
What can you do?"

Tal thought. "I used to play instruments.” He held out his stunp. "l guess
that's pointless.” He said, "I can cook."

"Cookin's pretty sinple around here."

"So |I've noticed,"” said Tal. "But | was thinking maybe Zirga and the guards
m ght |ike sonething a bit nore tasty."

"Could be. I'"Il nention it to him Wat else?"

"I paint."

"Not much call for that, |leastwise not so |I'd notice. Haven't painted



anyt hi ng

around here since |I've been here, 'cept this one time we had to whitewash a
fence out where they keep the pigs.”

"I mean | paint portraits and | andscapes." He | ooked at his severed arm "At
| east | used to before—=

"Ch, like themfancy pictures the swells have on their walls. |'ve seen 'ema
tinme or two when | was boostin'."

"Yes, like that."

"Seens we got less call for that than whitewashin' ."

Tal said, "I used to play nmusic, too, but..." He waved the stunp for enphasis.
"That's a shame, init?" WIl smled. "But I'Il mention the cookin' to Zirga."
"Thanks. "

Tal lay down when WII left, trying to keep his feelings under control. He
felt

like a caged ani mal, and he had seen trapped beasts throw t hensel ves agai nst
t he

bars of their cages until they bloodied thensel ves. He knew that he could not
escape as things stood, and that his only hope for getting off this island
was

to first get out of this cell. He would bide his time, for that he had in
abundance.

* * %

Tal pulled hard, lifting his body up to the window He had seen the view a
dozen

tinmes in the last half hour, but he wasn't interested in another |ook at the
frigid winterscape he could see once he pulled hinself up. He was trying to
regain some strength and after a nonth of sitting in his cell, occasionally
talking with WIIl, the boredomwas threatening to take his sanity. The first
time he tried to pull hinmself up by his left arm he managed one qui ck peep
out

of the wi ndow before having to |l et hinself down again.

From his wi ndow he could see the north yard of the fortress. He couldn't see
t he

livestock pen, but he could hear the pigs, sheep and chickens. Cccasionally a
dog woul d bark. He could see what | ooked to be the old nmarshalling yard, now
under a sheet of white snow, broken up with patches of grey and brown.

Over the last nmonth he had come to prize that little view of his world, a
pat ch

of snowcovered earth, a section of wall, and a cliff beyond. In the

di st ance,

he coul d see the sea when the weather lifted enough. Gtherwise it was a grey
bl anket beyond the cliffs.

He found the food nonot onous and barely sufficient. He knew he had | ost

wei ght ,

due to the injury and sinple fare, but he wasn't starving. The bread for al
its

coarseness was filling and had bits of nut and whole grain in it. The stew
was

l[ittle nore than thin soup with a vegetable or two in it, but as WIIl said,
occasionally there was a piece of neat as well. The porridge was nerely
filling.

He wi shed he coul d bathe, and realized how nuch he had conme to enjoy being
clean. As a child of the Orosini, he had gone nost of the wi nter wthout
bat hi ng

and thought nothing of it, but now he was a "civilized" man and enjoyed hot
bat hs, massages, unguents and oil s.

He had asked WIIl if he would be given clean clothing, and was told that if
someone in Opardumor Gty of the Guardian purchased clothing for him and
pai d

a bribe to the captain of the next ship that cane bringing prisoners or



supplies, then he could have them as long as there was a bribe for Zirga

i ncl uded.

Real i zi ng that was nore than unlikely, Tal knew he would have to do w th what
he

had, unl ess someone died. Then he m ght get that man's clothing, said WII,
if

they didn't fit someone el se the guards |iked better

Tal fought every day to keep despair at bay, for he knew that he woul d not
gi ve

up and let death take himw thout a struggle. He had al so seen wounded or
trapped ani mal s whi ch stopped struggling, which just |laid back and let the
hunter take their lives. He would not be such an ani mal.

He woul d survive.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Cook

Tal awoke.

Sitting in the window was a bird. He noved slowy, so as not to startle the
creature. He tried to identify what variety of bird it was, but couldn't. It
| ooked somewhat |ike the nountain finch of his honeland, but the bill was
different, |longer and narrower, and the feathers had a slight white band on
t he

wi ngs the mountain finches |acked. He tried to get as close as he could, but
when he approached the wall, the bird flew away.

He junped and grabbed the bar and pulled hinself up. He peered through the
wi ndow and saw that the |ast of the ice and snow was gone. The breeze was
cool ,

but not bitter. He let hinself down.

Anot her spring had cone.

He had now been in the Fortress of Despair for nore than a year. He had cone
to

accept that for an unknown tinme he would sinply abide there.

He had devel oped a routine to keep fromlosing his sanity, one based upon
three

tenets: that despair was the first killer; that his missionin life to avenge

his people would fail if he died; and that his mind nust remain alert so that
any opportunity for escape, even the smallest, would not go unnoticed.
To fill his hours he did nental exercises |earned at Sorcerer's Isle, to

renenber thi ngs—books he had read, chess matches pl ayed, conversations with
ot her students and lectures by instructors. He could renenber things as if he
were reliving them so for hours at a tine he would be subrerged in nmenory,
experienci ng agai n things he had al ready once |ived.

He avoided the trap of becoming lost in those nenories, though, choosing not
to

renenber the loving arms of women, the thrill of the hunt, the pleasure of

Wi nning at cards. Those nenories were a snare, an avoi dance of the suffering
he

endured at the Fortress, no aid in preparing hinself to end his captivity.
And to further avoid the lure of pointless nenories, he forced hinself to
endur e

an hour a day of bleak observation, either of the stonework of his walls and
floor, or through the w ndow of his cell

He ignored his own filth as best he could. He had convinced WII to bring him
a

little extra water when he was able, and Tal used that water to try to keep
clean. It was a scant confort, but it was confort of a kind, and anything he
could do to alleviate the unrelenting bl eakness of his situation he did.
Nakor

had once said to himthat joy in life often came fromthe small victories,

t he



tiny triunphs, and while seizing pleasure out of a danmp cloth and cold water
seened i nprobabl e, he took it.

As best he could, he sought to stay fit. G ven the neagre food and constant
cold

made it difficult. He knew he had | ost a great deal of weight, but now that

t he

weat her was turning warnmer, he felt renewed. He exercised within the confines
of

his cell, walking and running in place, pulling hinself up by his one hand on
the bars of his cell. He contrived ways to take the exerci ses he had | earned
from Nakor at Sorcerer's Isle and adapt themto his surroundi ngs. He was not
whol e, and he was hardly strong, but he was as fit as he coul d manage under

t he

exi sting conditions.

He mai ntained his regine and he kept his nmind agile. He tried to naster

pati ence, and he waited. Eventually, he knew—+n a nonth, a year, or perhaps

t en—sonet hi ng woul d happen. Sonet hi ng woul d change. And when that change
cane,

he woul d be ready.

At the end of his second winter in the Fortress, Tal had |l earned to use his
damaged armto the limt of its ability. He could do nore than sinply use it
for

bal ance when he exercised; he had contrived ways to push, pull and carry wth
it. He was sitting on his straw pallet one afternoon, when the door to his
cel |

opened and WII wal ked in.

WIl was enpty-handed, and Tal asked, "It's not time for supper and you're
not

carrying anything. Is this a social visit?"

"I came to tell you supper will be late."

n W]y?ll

"Charles the cook is dead."

"\What happened?" asked Tal, always anxious for anything that broke the
nonot ony

of his days. He scratched at his beard, which was now | ong enough to reach
bel ow

hi s breastbone.

"Don't rightly know," said WIIl, sitting down on the floor. "I carried out
t he

porridge like usual this norning, then when | got back to the kitchen,

f ound

old Charles |lying face down on the floor. | rolled himover and his eyes were
wi de open, |ike he had been startled by something. H's face was pale and his
lips was blue. Very disturbing, if you don't mnd nme saying."

"So, who's taking his place?"

"I don't know. But | assuned as long as it takes Zirga to figure out who's
cooking, it'll be that nuch | onger before supper is ready. Not to nention
even

| onger, if whoever's going to cook has to help burn Charles."

"Thank you for telling ne."

"You're wel cone."

As WII turned to | eave, Tal said, "WII[?"

"Yes," said WIIl over his shoul der

"If it comes up, remnd Zirga that I know how to cook.'

W1l nodded. "If it cones up, yes," he said, and left the cell

Tal sat back. He wondered if this mght be the opportunity he had been

wai ting

for. Trying to keep anticipation to a mininmum he returned to his
nmedi t ati ons,

but just in case, he started recalling his cooking | essons with Leo at



Kendri ck' s.

Supper never cane.

There weren't many prisoners in the Fortress, apparently, for the next
nor ni ng

when the early nmeal didn't arrive, Tal heard only a small nunber of voices
conpl ai ni ng. He waited.

Sonetime in the md-norning, Tal heard the latch to his cell nove, then the
door

opened. WIIl entered, followed by Anatoli, one of the two guards who had et
hi m

at the dock, and after them canme Zirga

Tal stood up.

"You cook?" asked Zirga.

"Yes," answered Tal

"Come al ong, then," said Zirga

And so, Tal left his cell for the first time in nore than a year. He wal ked
down

the long steps that led to the ground | evel of the keep, then foll owed Zrga
and

the others through the old main hall into the kitchen

The place was a disaster. Soneone had tried to boil up porridge and had

bur ned

it. Zirga turned to himand said, "W have a problem"

"Apparently,” said Tal. "You have no cook."

"Yes, and | have fourteen prisoners, three guards, and nyself to feed."
"Cooki ng for eighteen people is no problem" said Tal

"For you, perhaps, if what you say is true. But for Anatoli here, it is a
probl em"

The | arge guard | ooked up, enbarrassed, but said nothing.

"He cl ai med he renenbered how his nother made porridge, and we can see the

result. So, needless to say, | have no wish to see himmake stew for the
prisoners, or cook supper for the guards. Can you do this?"

"I can, but I'Il need help," said Tal

"\Why 2"

Tal held out his stunp. "There are things in the kitchen I could manage wth
one

hand, if | were cooking for nyself alone. Cooking for eighteen? I will need
hel p."

Zirga thought about it a noment, then said, "I am breaking rules by allow ng
you

out of your cell. Specials are never let out of their cells."

"But you need to eat," said Tal. "And who else is to know?"

"Yes, that is true. Very well. You may have these two to help." He waved at
W1l

and Anatoli. "Wat can you do?"

Tal said, "Gve nme a nonent," and hurried over to the pantry. He took a quick
i nventory and said, "I can nake a stew. |Is there any neat?"

Zirga said, "In the sumer house. WII wll show you."

As the CGovernor turned to |eave, Tal said, "But |I'll need to take a bath
first."”

Zirga turned. "A bath? Why?"

Tal held up his left hand, shoving fingernails black with filth right under
Zirga's nose. "Do you want this in your stew?"

Zirga paused and | ooked at Tal, really studying himfor the first tine. Then
he

| ooked at WIl and Anatoli. "Al'l of you, take a bath."
"We' || need clean clothing," said Tal
"There's clothing in the armoury. Anatoli will take you there."

Less than two hours later, a fully revived Tal stood over two | arge pots of
bubbling broth. He and the others had to endure a cold bath, as there was no



tinme to heat the water, but Tal didn't mnd. As a child he had bathed in the
streans of the Orosini Muntains in the early spring, when the water

consi sted

of ice-nelt. WII had seened less thrilled about being clean than Tal, but
after

a bath and fresh clothing, he looked Iike a different man. WIIl did have a
face

under the grine and hair. It was narrow and constantly set in a grin, with

eyes
t hat seenmed al ways to squint.

Anatoli |ooked like a large round egg with a head, arms and | egs. H s nuscle
had

all gone to fat and Tal knew that he could easily best himin a sword fight,
even using only his left hand.

Tal suspected Kyle and Benson, the other two guards, were also limted in
their

fighting gifts. Big and powerful, perhaps, but not quick. And after five

m nut es

of conversation with Anatoli, Tal was silently adding to himself, not very
bright, either.

Tal had done a quick inventory of the spring-house, a cellar dug under the
ground behind the keep, where nmeat and cheese were kept cool. It was stil

al nost freezing down there as the soil below the surface held the winter's
cold

well into the sunmrer. Later in the sumrer, when stores were used up, they
woul d

sl aughter an ani mal as needed; cattle were pastured in a small neadow on the
east side of the island, along with sheep, and there were pigs penned up
downwi nd fromthe keep

Wth Anatoli and WII to help him Tal felt alnmost as if he had two hands
agai n.

He found the thief to be dextrous and they quickly adapted to each being one
hal f of a pair of hands. Anatoli proved useful for sinple tasks, such as

washi ng

veget abl es and cl eani ng pots.

Tal found a box of jars of spices in the pantry, old but still useful. He
knew

that none had been used to flavour his neals since he had cone to the
Fortress,

so even faded spices would be a wel conme change.

He set water to boiling, then tossed in beef-bones for stock, and added
veget abl es and chunks of diced beef. He also started boiling some turnips he
had

found that weren't too far gone, and set out sone cheese and fruit. He showed
W1l and Anatoli how he wanted things placed on Zirga's table, where he ate
with

the three guards, and started organizing neals for the fourteen prisoners.
The neal was hastily prepared, but still it was the best neal seen in the
keep

in years, Tal wagered. While Zirga and the three guards ate, Tal got WII
started on taking stewto the prisoners. He nade sure each plate had a
good-si zed hunk of nmeat in it, and a heal thy hel pi ng of potatoes, onions,
carrots and turnips. It took the better part of an hour to distribute the

pl at es
to the other twelve prisoners. Wen they were finished, Tal had seen every
occupied cell in the fortress.

He now had a sense of the place's true size, howto navigate it, and where he
could find the itens necessary for his escape.

Zirga came into the kitchen while Tal and WIIl ate their supper at a small
table. "That was good," he said to Tal. "I think you should cook until they



send

me soneone to replace Charles. Now, stop eating and return to your cell."
Anatoli approached Tal as if to escort him back, but Tal said, "I can't."
"Why not?" said Zirga, |ooking at Tal suspiciously. "You can cone back down
here

in the norning."

"But tonight | nust bake bread. That takes nost of the night." He pointed to
a

pl ace on the floor by the ovens. "I can sleep there while the bread is
rising,

then put it in the ovens so that it's ready in the norning."

Zirga thought about it, then shrugged. "Well, it's not as if there's anywhere

for you to go, is it?"

Tal nodded, keeping a straight face.

As Zirga started to |l eave, Tal said, "I'll need WIIl to help ne."

Zirga | ooked over his shoulder. "Fine. Keep him™"

"And Anatoli first thing in the norning."

"Al'l right, you can have him"

If the guard had any reaction to this, he kept it to himself. Zirga and
Anat ol

left, and WIIl said, "How did you do that?"

Tal shrugged, pointing to the pots they would have to cl ean before making the
bread. "Zirga forgot what good food tastes |ike."

"I did, too," said WIIl. "That stew was the best |'ve ever had."

Tal smiled. "I think you just don't renenber. If | can get Zirga to order in
some fresh spices and other things, | can keep us in this kitchen for as |ong
as

we need. "

"Need?" WII dropped his voice. "What do you have in nind?"

"Many things, ny friend. Many things."

They started washing, with WIl scrubbing out pots that Tal held still for
hi m

Then he set about showing WIIl how to hel p hi m make dough. The kneadi ng was
t he

nmost difficult part, but after a few false starts, they got a rhythm going
and

got it done.

Tal started fires under the ovens, then I et them burn down and banked the
fires.

He put away the iron poker and rolled out a ragged bed roll, big enough for
t he

two nmen to share

"Now we sleep," said Tal, "and let the bread rise. At dawn, we put it in the

ovens, and start the porridge." After they were both Iying down, Tal said,
"Tel |

me about the other prisoners.”

"What do you want to know?"

"Who they are. \What crines they have conmitted. Wat skills they m ght have."
W11l whispered, "You re planning an escape!"

Tal said, "Mre."

"What ?"

"I'"'mbuilding an arny."

Weeks went by, and when another prisoner was delivered, Zirga sent the boat
back

to the ship with a list of provisions Tal had drawn up, along with a request
for

a new cook. Tal was convinced he m ght get the provisions, but hoped the

r equest

for a cook would be ignored. After all, Zirga had requested that a new guard
be



assi gned when the one WIIl had told himof, Jasper, had died, and yet after

f our

years, no replacenent had arrived

Tal found the kitchen a haven. He quickly organized WII and Anatoli so that
t he

preparation of neals becane easy. He then started adding variety to the diet,
startling Zirga one norning with a heap of pan-bread and honey, with sl abs of
ham rather than porridge. He interspersed cuts of beef, pork or roasted
chickens with the stews, which he also varied, including a fish stew after he
had convinced Zirga and the guards to spend a day fishing off the dock
Subtly, he usurped command of the Fortress, letting his natural |eadership
quietly assert itself, while Zirga unwittingly fell back into the role of
sergeant, a man confortable giving directions once tasks had been identified.
Oten the idea cane in the formof a question, one couched in ternms that made
t he answer obvi ous, and never let the forner soldier suspect for a mnute

t hat

he was followi ng instructions. Zirga gladly took credit for every inprovenent
in

their daily lives, as if the ideas were his own, and Tal was happy to let him
take the credit.

Quietly, Tal got the two prisoners in the dungeon noved to better cells. One
of

themwas a nurderer, a powerful man who could pick up Anatoli and throw him
across the courtyard if he took a mind. H s name was Masterson. Tal had snuck
down to visit himand found himslightly deranged, a bully who was prone to
vi ol ence. But when Tal prom sed hima better cell and food, Masterson agreed
to

do as Tal told him

The other man was a political prisoner, the forner Baron Visniya, who quickly
agreed to whatever Tal's terns m ght he, against the chance of freedom and
revenge on Duke Kaspar

Tal held little hope that these men would prove reliable in the end, but for
t he

nmonent, he wanted everyone who wasn't working for Kaspar on his side when the
time came to nove. He had a plan, but he was keeping it to hinmself, not even
sharing the details with WII.

The former thief had becone as faithful as a puppy. Besides his undying

t hanks

for the inprovenment in his lot, he was now convinced that Tal was capabl e of
anything he truly wished. But all Tal ever did was smile and nerely say,

"Just

keep your mnd on today's business, WII."

Weeks passed, and then another ship arrived, this tine with provisions and a
new

cook. Zirga came to the dock and when he saw that Tal was no | onger needed in
the kitchen, the Governor visibly wlted.

Tal was in the kitchen when the new cook was shown in. The cook | ooked around
and said, "This will do."

Tal glanced at WIlIl, then started to | eave. Zirga said, "Were are you goi ng?"
"Back to my cell, Governor."

"Wait a minute." He turned to the cook. "What is your nane?"

"Royce." He was a stocky man of middle years, and it | ooked as if he had been
drinking. His face was puffy and his jow s hung | oosely, and there were dark
circles underneath his eyes.

"Why are you here?"

The cook blinked |ike an oW caught in lantern-light. "What?"

"Why are you here? What did you do to get yourself discharged fromyour | ast
position?"

Royce hesitated and said, "Wwell, I..."

"Don't lie to me!" shouted Zirga. "You got drunk on the job, didn't you?"



The man | owered his eyes and nodded. "Yes, sir. | worked at an inn called the
Tunbl ed Mai den, and fell asleep while cooking a lanmb on a spit. The fat
caught

fire and... the inn burned to the ground."

"Ha!" said Zirga. "I thought so." He pointed at Royce. "I asked for a guard,
four years ago! So, you are now a guard." Then he pointed at Tal. "You are
still

the cook until they send ne one who won't burn the keep down."

Royce seemed about to protest, then thought better of it. He shrugged and

| ooked

at Zirga. "Wat do | do?"

"For the time being, you help out here in the kitchen. Anatoli, you come with
ne.
Tal smiled, and said to Royce, "You get to sleep over there." He pointed to

t he

roomthat had been used by Charles, the previous cook. "Put your bel ongi ngs
there. Then cone back and wash vegetables.”

"I can do that," said Royce as he picked up his bag and noved to the door

WIl said, "Well, he can't be any worse hel ping around here than Anatoli was."
Tal winced. "Don't say that. Ruthia listens.”

W1l nodded, meking a good-luck sign at nmention of the Goddess of Luck

The addition of Royce was a stroke of good fortune for Tal. Although he was a
drunk, he was experienced in the kitchen and quickly adapted to a routine

t hat

freed up nuch of Tal's tine.

Tal utilized this free tine wandering the island. He did it by increnents,
letting Zirga find himoutside in the old marshalling yard, inspecting the
chi ckens or pigs, then a month | ater, when Zirga came upon Tal down in the
tiny

meadow on the | ee side of the island, seeing how the cattle and sheep were
doing, Zirga didn't object.

By the onset of Tal's third winter, he knew the island as well as he knew the
mount ai ns of hone. He knew the fastest way to the north beach, where there was
a

stand of trees containing a hive of bees. He snoked the bees out and robbed
their honey the way his grandfather had taught him and Zirga was inclined to
say nothing about his forays as long as the food continued to be wonderf ul
None of the guards seened to notice Tal had noved two prisoners out of the
dungeon, all assuming that Zirga had ordered it, and Zirga never bothered to
i nspect their quarters. And as far as Tal could see, Zirga assuned everyone
was

doing just fine until otherw se notified.

Tal had got to know every prisoner well. He had managed at one tine or

anot her

to bring food personally to each of them Between the information WII had

al ready provided and his own discussions with the nen, Tal had a good idea of
what they were capabl e of.

It was an interesting nmix, nostly political prisoners, which gave hima core
of

five men who were former nobles, like Visniya, nmen who were famliar with
Kaspar's court or the adm nistration of O asko. These nen Tal was deterni ned
to

see safely honme if possible. They would give himallies once he returned to
Opardum for they all had friends and famlies still at liberty.

The other thirteen nmen were conmmon nurderers, rapists, habitual thieves and
robbers, men who had been condemmed to the Fortress of Despair because of
some

oddity in their case, or because a judge had wi shed them nore suffering than
a

qui ck hangi ng woul d bring. These men were expendable to Tal, but at the start



he

woul d need strong and ruthless nmen if any of themwere to survive.

So Tal was doing his best to keep everyone alive. He organized excuses to get
prisoners out of their cell s—such as the honey raid—er to clean away deadwood
fromthe cattle meadow, or to chop firewood for the com ng winter. Everyone
got

some exerci se and much-needed sunshine and fresh air. He even convinced Zirga
to

allow the nmen to gather in the courtyard for a small cel ebration on

M dsumer' s

Day, Banapis. Several nen wept openly at the day spent outside and the food
on

the table.

None of these nmen would be fit for conbat when he nmounted his escape, and
some

woul d die along the way. But he was going to ensure they would survive as

| ong

as possible.

One night, as autumm approached, WII| sat at the small table in the kitchen
with

Tal. He said, "I talked to Donal today."

"How i s he?"

"The coughin' has stopped. He thanks you for that tea you sent 'im
"It's an old famly recipe," said Tal

"You know, these men would die for you, Tal."

Tal nodded.
"You' ve given them hope."
Tal was silent, then said, "I pray that's not a cruelty."

"Me, too." WII was silent as he chewed on a piece of ham After he
swal | owed,

he said, "You renenber when we first met?"

Tal nodded.

"You said | was 'uncommonly cheerful for a man condemmed to live his life on
this rock'. Renmenber?"

Tal nodded agai n.

"Back then, |I had nothin' to lose. Now !l find I'mnot so happy, if'n you take
rTy .

meani ng. "

"I do," said Tal. "Now you feel as if you have something to | ose."

"Ya," said WII. "I feel like | got somethin' to |lose.™

"Hope. "

"Hope," WII| agreed. "So, let me cut right to it. Wen we goin' to escape?”
Tal was silent a nonent, then said, "Next spring. | don't know when exactly,
but

it'll be the day after the next ship puts in."

"W goin' to boost a ship?"

"No," said Tal. "The nmen here are fitter than they were when | got here, but

they're no match for Zirga's four guards and a ship full of healthy sailors.
"But there's a reason | want to go the day after the next ship puts in, and
11

tell you about it when it's tinme."

"And that'll be...?"

Tal grinned. "The day the first ship puts in next spring.”

W11l sighed, and resigned hinself to having to wait another six nonths. After
all, he'd already waited twel ve years. \Wat was another half year?

CHAPTER FI FTEEN

Escape

Tal wat ched.

The ship lay off the point and Zirga and two guards, Anatoli and Kyle as



al ways,

waited to see if a new prisoner was being delivered. Tal observed fromthe
entrance to the keep, hanging back in the shadows. WIIl stood behind him

al so

wat chi ng.

The | ongboat rowed fromthe ship to the dock and Tal saw a prisoner sitting
in

the centre of the boat. As was the case when Tal arrived, the sailors were
efficient in getting the prisoner off the boat and up the | adder. As was the
case when Tal arrived, Zirga didn't bother reading the wit on the dock, but
directed the prisoner to follow himup the hill to the keep

Tal felt the hair on the back of his neck rise. There was sonething very
fam |iar about the prisoner, about the way he noved and carried hinself.
Before

the man's features becane clear, Tal was stepping back and saying to WII,
"Fol  ow ne. "

W1l hurried along as Tal returned to the kitchen. When they reached the

ki tchen, they found Royce asleep in a chair, head on the table, an enpty

br andy

bottle lying next to him One of Tal's discoveries was that the ancient w ne
cellar of whatever noble had built this keep was intact, and while npbst of

t he

wine still down there was |ong past being drinkable, there was an anple
supply

of spirits that hadn't gone bad. Tal had al so discovered that Royce was very
manageable if Tal |let himget drunk once or twi ce a week.

Tal | ooked around and WII| softly said, "Wat is it?"

"The new prisoner, | know him" whispered Tal
"Who is he?"
Tal | ooked thoughtful. "Someone | never expected to see again, unless |I was

running himthrough with nmy sword. He's Quentin Havrevul en, Duke Kaspar's
Speci al Captain.”

"You mean he was Kaspar's Special Captain.”

"Apparently." Tal thought. "Don't talk to himwhen you take himhis first
neal .

Just deliver it and see how he acts. | need to knowif he's really a prisoner
here or if this is another of Kaspar's schenes."

"Way woul d the Duke exile his senior captain here?"

"That's what | intend to find out," said Tal, "but only when |I'mready."

"We still go tonorrow?"

Tal had to decide quickly. He said, "Yes. W go tonmorrow, but tell no one.
know exactly what it is | wish to do and | don't want anyone tipping our hand
before it's tine."

W1l nodded. "I'Il do exactly what you say, Tal."

Tal said, "So, let's get back to naking supper.” WII said, "Wth luck, our

| ast

one on this rock."

* * %

Royce finished his neal and yawned. "Think I'Il turn in."

Tal said nothing, but nodded. When Royce's door closed, Tal picked up his
wat er

cup and wooden spoon, put themon his plate, and carried themover to a big
sink. WIIl followed suit. Wen they were as far away from Royce's door as
possi bl e, Tal said, "Wat do you think of our new prisoner?"

"I'f he's workin' for Kaspar, he missed his callin', Tal. He should a been an
actor. He's no agent; I'll wager ny life onit. He's got that |ook."

Tal knew what WIIl nmeant. It was an expression of shock and disbelief, a
sense

t hat somehow a horri bl e mi stake had been nade. Only the hardened crimnals
didn't have it. Seven prisoners had arrived since Tal, although four had



di ed,

despite Tal's attenpts to help. Three had sinply not had the will to survive,
and the fourth had suffered a gash on his hip that had turned putrid before
it

had been treated.

Zirga thought nothing of this, but to Tal every man |ost was a | essening of
hi s

chance of survival. Still, he had a net gain of three men since he had

formul ated his plan, and those who had died would nost |ikely have been anong
the first to fall after reaching the mainland.

Now Tal westled with what to do with Havrevul en. He woul d eventually see the
man dead, and not hing woul d pl ease himnore than to |l eave himhere with Zirga
and the guards, except the risk that sonehow Quint would turn that to his
advantage and find a way to gain Kaspar's forgiveness.

Even the slightest possibility that Havrevul en m ght somehow survive forced
Tal

to one of two choices: either he kill himoutright before they fled the

i sl and,

or take himwith them There was no alternative but to talk to the man.

Tal waited until Zirga and the guards were asleep, then woke WIIl. "One man at
a

time, have the prisoners cone to the armoury. Tell themto keep quiet until |
get there."

"\Where are you goi ng?"

"To speak with our newest guest."
W1l and Tal parted conpany on the first |anding of the keep, as WII

conti nued

goi ng upward, and Tal found Quint's cell. Tal carried a kitchen knife under
hi s

tunic and made sure he could quickly reach it before he lifted the latch to
Quint's cell door.

Quint cane awake as Tal entered. "Who is it?"

Tal stood in the gloom his features hidden. "Tal Hawkins," he said quietly.
Quint rolled over, and sat up on the straw pallet, his back against the wall.
"How d you find ne?"

"You'll find things are |lax around here, and if you know how, you can w angle
a

few privileges."

"Hmim " said Quint noncommittally.

Tal said, "What happened?"

Qui nt made a sound hal fway between a grunt and | augh. "Failure is what
happened.

You know Kaspar when it cones to failure."

Tal knelt, keeping his hand on the knife's handle. "Tell ne.

"\Why 2"
"Because |'m curious, and because | mght be able to help."

"Hel p? How?"

"I run the kitchen. If nothing else, |I can make sure you get enough to eat."
Quint's expression was hard to read in the gloom but Tal sensed he was
considering this. "Wiat have | to | ose?" he said at last. "I'm not going
anywhere. Al right, I'lIl tell you

"Kaspar is not given to patience. After you didn't kill Duke Rodoski, | was
sent

on a mssion, and | failed. Kaspar was not interested in ny excuses, and here
I

am"

Tal was silent for a nonment, as if thinking, then said, "You were his senior
of ficer, his Special Captain, Quint. You commanded his entire army. It nust
have

been a critical mission.”



"It was. | took a conpany of nen dressed as bandits into the Muntains of
Aranor. Intelligence told us that the Prince and his famly were en route to
their pal ace at Lake Shenan, to enjoy spring in the nountains. W were

supposed

to fall on the canp, overpower the guards, and kill the royal famly."

"Why?" said Tal in surprise. "Phillip has always been Kaspar's |apdog, and
Kaspar keeps himon a short |eash. He's no threat. So why kill hin®"

Qui nt shrugged, the gesture alnost lost in the gloom "I don't know Kaspar's
been doi ng unpredictable things as long as |'ve been in his service, but
lately... they border on the insane. He spends nore and nore time with that

wi zard and... | don't know

"Somehow Aranor's nmen knew we were comng, or they just decided at the | ast
nmonent to send out a nuch | arger company of guards, but for whatever reason
while Prince Phillip was killed, Princess Alena fled to safety, to Opast,

t hen

on to the Isles. Now she and her sons are in Rillanon and both the Isles and
Rol dem are threateni ng Kaspar."

Tal was silent again. After he thought about it, he said, "Kaspar must have a
traitor in his service, if they knewit was his men behind the attack."

"I think so. Your man Amafi rose quickly after betraying you. Kaspar sent him
out on one errand after another. At the start, | thought hima useful tool

but

he is nore than that."

"Much nore than a tool. He's a practised assassin.”

"Kaspar's plan was sinple at first: to put hinmself in line for the throne of
Rol dem then engineer a tragedy which would end King Carol's life along with
hi s

entire famly at once; a ship sinking while they were all aboard woul d have
been

i deal .

"But things began to go wong, starting with your failure to kill Duke
Rodoski .

Tal laughed. "That was Kaspar's doing, didn't you know?"

"No," said Quint quietly. "I had no idea."

Tal expl ai ned how he was to have been sacrificed while Prohaska carried out

t he

actual nurder. Wen he had finished, Havrevulen said, "W were told that you
had

been di scovered and that you gave up Prohaska, and that's why Kaspar sent you

here." Softly he added, "Prohaska was a friend; | would have happily nurdered
you mysel f when | heard you betrayed him Tal." He shook his head in the
gl oom

"To find out it was Kaspar..."

"Maybe not. In all of this, there's another hand at play."

"I see that now. In the |last two years Kaspar has asked me to draw up pl ans
for

several contingencies. Each tine, after reviewing them he rejected ny plans
and

adopted plans that can only be called... strange."
Tal considered his options. He had no desire to see Quint |ive one nonment
| onger

t han necessary, but he al so recognized himas a potential ally, if only for

t he

short term He had just arrived, so he hadn't suffered any debilitation from
hi s

i mprisonnent, and Tal knew he was a skilled swordsman, an experienced

of ficer,

and as col d- bl ooded as anyone he had nmet. He woul d be an asset during the
escape. If he could be trusted.

Tal decided to explore a bit nore.



"I suspect this Leso Varen's hands may be on this."
"Probably. Kaspar has been beconi ng increasingly dependent upon him spending
nore and nore tinme in that abattoir Varen calls honme." Quint was quiet for a

nmonent, then he said, "I'ma soldier, Tal. | don't claimto be a... deep
thinker. I'"ma very good soldier, which is why | rose so high, but this is
al |

beyond anything | have ever seen... it's beyond what | can imagine.

"I know we've never been... friends. |'ve sensed sonethi ng between us since
you

first appeared. | even wondered if Canpaneal's death in the Tournament of

Chanpi ons was an accident or if you neant for himto die. And | never |iked
t he

way Natalia took to you.

"I guess what it is I'mtrying to say is that fate has put us here together
so

| see no reason for us to be at odds. After all, we're both going to be here
a

very long time, and neither of us needs nore enemes."

Tal stood up. "Not that long."

"What do you nean?" asked CQuint.

"Come with nme," said Tal, pushing open the door

Quint followed himand the two nen noved quietly through the keep, past the
guards' room where Kyle lay sleeping on the floor, rather than sitting at
hi s

post. Once they were in the bowels of the keep, Tal said, "Zirga counts on

t he

i sl and preventing our escape."

"You' re planning an escape?"

"No, we're escaping, right now"

Reaching the arnmoury, Tal found all but three of the prisoners waiting, and a

monent later, WII, Msterson and a man naned Jenkins appeared with a single
antern. Tal spoke in a whisper. "I doubt anyone can hear us, but let's err
on

the side of caution.”

"What are we doi ng?" asked one man.

"Escaping. | will tell you ny plan. There is no debate. If you cone with ne,
you

foll ow orders, w thout question. If you won't, you stay behind with Zirga and
the guards. Is that understood?"

Every man nodded or mnuttered agreenent.

Tal said, "Put on as much clothing as you can confortably wear. You will be
wet

and cold before we are through.” Tal turned up the wick on the |lantern and

t he

roomwas illumnated. He pointed to a large pile of clothing in the corner
Most men threw off their filthy rags and put on two or three pairs of
trousers,

and nultiple shirts. "In those chests are boots. Try to find a pair that
fits."”

In less than ten m nutes, the nen stood dressed and every man wore sturdy
boot s.

Tal said, "Wapons," and indicated the racks behind the nen.

Al the political prisoners, as well as Captain Quint, picked swords. The

ot hers

pi cked cutl asses, falchions, and shortswords. Masterson, the huge nurderer
favoured a | arge axe, and Tal considered he could probably cut a man in half
withit.

W1l found a pair of shoulder belts with | oops for daggers and put it on

t hen

filled the loops with six or seven blades. Tal chose a rapier, and a baldric



wi th scabbard he could set on his right hip. He said to Quint, "I wish | had
practised nore with nmy left hand back at Masters' Court."

Quint chuckled. "W're arned and outfitted, but how do we get off this rock?"
Tal notioned for everyone to follow and they quietly noved to the pantry. He
pointed to a pile of bundles and whi spered, "Each man takes one."

They did so and he led them back into the kitchen. "Open them" he instructed
softly.

I nsi de each bundle was flint, steel, twine, and other useful items, as well as
a

handf ul of jerked beef and hardtack. Tal went to a barrel of apples and

qui ckl'y

tossed two to each man, then said, "WII, get the waterskins."” Wile WII did
that, Tal quickly went through the stores and added anot her half a dozen food
itens to the nen's bundl es.

Mast erson said, "Wy all the skul king around? Wiy don't we just kill Zirga
and

the ot hers?"

"And risk injury? You want to be left behind with four corpses and a broken
arn?" Nobody spoke. "Quint's the only man here fully fit. W're going to need
every man here if any of us are to have a chance."

Baron Visniya asked, "Shouldn't we carry nore food?"

"How far are we goi ng?" asked anot her

Tal said, "Silence!" Wen they all stopped muttering, he said, "Either foll ow
orders or return to your cells. Questions are over."

No man said another word, and Tal notioned for one of the prisoners to help
W1l

pass out the waterskins. "Fill themoutside at the well."

They foll owed hi moutside, and once the waterskins were filled, Tal led the
group to the north beach. They went down a steep path and when they reached
sand, Tal motioned for themto keep close, |est anyone get lost in the

dar kness.

Al three moons were down and Tal could barely find the small cave he had

di scovered two years ago.

A few mnutes later, he found it. "Mve those rocks," he said.

Sone of the nen noved a few small boul ders that were keeping a pile of
driftwood

in place, and when that was renpved, the cave opening was revealed. It was
shal l ow and I ow, and two nen had to kneel to enter. A few feet back, they

f ound

| ong pol es and shorter |ogs, along with bundles of ropes, a small cask of
nails

and a hanmmer.

"What next ?" asked Havrevul en

"Build a raft,"” said Tal, "and we have | ess than four hours in which to do
it."

He gave instructions and the men laid out the logs that Tal had pai nstakingly
cut and haul ed down to the beach. He had scraped hinself, dropped |ogs on his
feet, fallen down the trail and earned bruises, tw sted nuscles and
splinters,

but over the past two years he had managed to cut down eight trees, strip

t hem

and drag them down the trail fromthe woods above. The pol es had proven far
easier, since he had discovered themin storage in an abandoned warehouse
near

the outer wall. The wood was old, but still serviceable. Those he had got to
t he

cave in a week.

A few of the nen | ashed the poles on top of the |ogs, and when they had done
that, a frame lay on the sands. Tal raised a single nast, held to the centre

by



four interlocking boards, nailed fast to the two centre logs. The sail was a
bedsheet, fol ded over and sewn to forma triangle, tacked to the top of the
mast. It could be pulled open at the bottomand tied to the rear pole.

"We can't all stand on this thing," said one of the nen.

"W're not," said Tal. He said to WII, "There's another pile of driftwood
over

there." He pointed in the dark. "Take sonme men and nove it."

W1l did as instructed and returned with | arge fol ded bundles of oil-treated
canvas. It was laid on the left side of the raft. "Put all your bundles into
t he

canvas, along with your weapons." After this was done, Tal said, "Tie it
securely, then lash it to the poles."

When the bundle was in place, Tal said, "Here's the plan. It'll be a

nont h-and-a-half to three nonths before the next ship arrives. That gives us
Si X

to twel ve weeks to get off the island and head to safety before Zirga can
send

word to O asko we've escaped. If the ship goes straight to Opardum that's
anot her two weeks we're away from here.

"There's a strong current, and we're going to let it do sone of our work for
us

pushing us north while we head for shore. Mst of you are too weak to swim
nor e

than a few hundred yards, if that, but you can hang on, and the rest of us
will

kick. The wind will do a little of the work for us. W'IlIl take turns pushing
this raft towards the beaches. A nan gets too weak to hang on, he can rest on
the logs a bit. | reckon it'll take us a few hours to get to the mainland and

carry us north while we're doing it. W should land five, maybe six mles
north

of here.”

"Where are we goi ng?" asked Masterson

"Karesh' kaar to start." Tal |ooked around and said, "In Bardac's Hol df ast
we'l |

be a conpany of nercenaries. After we get there, | will tell you what's next.
"Il tell you this nuch now some of you will not rmake it. Some of you will
die

in the attenpt, but you were dead nen in those cells anyway, so you will die
free.

"For those who reach Karesh' kaar, | promise this nmuch: if you want to quit
and

strike out on your own, | won't stop you. But if you stick with nme, and if

t he

gods favour us, one day we will be standing on the battlenents of the citade
of

Opardum with Kaspar's head on a pike!™

The nmen actually cheered, and Tal said, "Get the paddles." He pointed to the
cave.

Four nmen returned with the roughly-carved pieces of wood, barely recognizabl e
as

paddl es. He had found four matching pieces of wood that he'd carved with a

ki tchen-knife. "They're not much," said Tal, "but they are all we have. Now,
get

this raft in the water."

The nmen picked up the nmakeshift vessel and waded quickly into the sea. Wth

t he

nmoons down the breakers were rolling lightly, breaking at chest-height. After
getting conpletely soaked, Tal and WII| stood at the mast, and Tal said,

" Four

men will sit on each outer |og, and take turns paddling. The rest of you wll



hang on to the rear of the raft and you nust kick and push. W have | ess than
an

hour before sunrise. Zirga and the others will be up within an hour after

t hat ,

and | want to nmake sure we are far enough away that they can't see us from

t he

top of the keep.'
and

Quint, to paddle. The others hung on the back of the raft and let it carry

t hem

along until ordered to kick

The current noved them northward, while the paddl ers and ki ckers nade slight
headway towards the mai nl and. Except for Quint and Masterson, npost of the nen
had al nrost no stamina, so at intervals, Tal had two nmen change pl aces, com ng
out of the water to paddle, while those who had just paddl ed rested on the
makeshi ft canvas deck. He hoped by rotating the duty nore nen m ght survive
to

reach the shore.

The progress was torturously slow, but when at |ast the sun rose over the
eastern horizon, the keep was a distant dot to the southeast. Tal had better
eyesi ght than nost nmen, and he was convinced no one |left at the keep woul d be
able to see themfromthe roof.

At | east that was his hope.
* * %

He detailed the ei ght strongest nen, including Masterson

Zirga yawned as he left his quarters and scratched his backside. He saw Kyl e
standing at the door of the guards' room and knew instantly somethi ng was

W ong.

"What is it? Did someone die during the night?"

Kyl e shook his head and said, "No. It's the prisoners.”

"What about then®"

"They' re gone."

"What do you nean they're gone?"

"None of themare in their cells.”

"That's inpossible." Zirga hurried to look in the cells hinself, as if not
trusting the guard's word. After a few minutes, he said, "Soneone's playing a
gane. Look in all the cells.” He shouted and in a few mnutes Anatoli, Benson
and Royce al so appeared, |ooking equally confused. Zirga told themto search
t he

entire keep, and when they returned reporting no one was around, he shout ed,
"Then search the island!"

They took off and Zirga headed up to the roof of the keep. He blinked at the
rising sun and | ooked around in every direction. For a brief instant he

t hought

he saw a speck to the northwest, just on the horizon, but after a nonment, he
saw

only water and sky. Knowi ng what he woul d hear when his men returned, Zirga
descended slowy and wal ked to the kitchen

As he suspected, there were clear signs that the arnoury and pantry had been
rai ded. He sat at the small table where Tal and WII ate every night and
wai t ed.

Wthin an hour, the nmen returned, all reporting the same thing: no sign of

t he

pri soners anywhere.

Zirga said, "W | ooked at the north beach?"

Benson, a portly man with almost no chin, said, "I did, sir.
"What did you see?"

"A beach, sir."

Zirga shook his head. "You idiot! | nmeant did you see tracks or signs of a
boat

bei ng dragged up on the sand?"



"Not so's you'd notice, but then... | wasn't |ooking."
Zirga shook his head and his expression was one of disbelief.

"I mean, | was lookin' for the nen. You want nme to go back and | ook for
tracks?"

Zirga said, "No need. They're not on the island."

Anatoli said, "Wat'll we do?"

Zirga took a deep breath and let out a long sigh. To Royce he said, "Cook us
something to eat." To the others he said, "W wait."

"Wait? For what?" asked Kyl e.

"For the first ship to show up and take us away."

"Away? Where are we goi ng?" asked Royce as he noved towards the pantry.
"Anywhere but Opardum " said Zirga. "Wen the Duke finds out we |let seventeen
prisoners just walk off this island, he'll send another governor and four new
guards and we five will be the first new prisoners in this place."

"I wouldn't like that," said Anatoli.

Zirga just shook his head and covered his eyes. "Bring ne sone brandy. That's
a

good | ad. "

Anatoli did as he was told, and Zirga sat back, |ooking around the kitchen
"I"ve got sone gold put by, so nmaybe | can find sonething to do up in County
Conar. 1've got a cousin down in a village near the border of Salmater. He

m ght

have a place for nme. \Werever | end up, lads, it's going to be far from
here."

He heaved a regretful sigh. "But 1'mgoing to really mss those neals." The
ot her three nodded and voi ced agreenent as Royce started to cook

* * %

By midday Tal judged they had gone farther north than he had anticipated, and
it

was nmore difficult noving towards the mainland. They seened to get no cl oser
to

land no matter how hard they paddled. He could faintly see white water

br eaki ng

on the shores, so he knew they were no nore than two niles out, but for the
| ast

hour they didn't seemto have been cl osing.

He | ooked at the men in the water and saw that several were show ng signs of
succunmbing to the cold water. He ordered the paddlers into the water, then
noti oned for WII to follow himinto the sea. He then told those | ooking
weakest

to get out and try to get as dry as possible in the sun as fresh paddl ers

t ook

up their positions. There was a breeze bl owi ng, which would help themdry
out,

but to Tal's irritation, it was blowing to the northeast, so the prinmtive
sai l

woul d be of no use to them

Tal watched closely and saw that two of the nen who had just cone out of the
water were in serious trouble. Their teeth were chattering uncontrollably and
they could barely hang on as they crouched on the logs. "Sit athwart and | et
your feet dangle, and keep your hands on the log, so you don't fall in," he
instructed them He knew that once their shirts dried they'd start feeling

t he

heat of the sun, but it would be a close thing.

He gauged the progress they were maki ng as best he could fromin the water,
but

after nearly ten mnutes, he thought if anything they were farther away. To
those in the water with him he said, "Kick."

He put his one good hand around the pole before him then started kicking as
hard as he could. The others foll owed his exanple while the paddlers



redoubl ed

their effort. After a few m nutes, he shouted, "Are we getting cl oser?"
"Yes," cane the answer fromone of the nen sitting before the mast. "I'd say
we

were. Keep it up."

For nearly half an hour the men in the water kicked, but except for Captain
Quint, they were tiring quickly. Tal called out, "Wo feels fit to get in the
wat er and ki ck?"

Four of the men who had been in the water an hour before indicated they were
willing to trade places, and Tal organized a rotation of nmen in and out of

t he

water. When it came tinme for himto clinb out and rest, he could barely hoi st
hi nsel f up onto the logs w thout help. He huffed and took several deep

br eat hs

until he caught his wi nd, then he noved forward, scooting along on a |og,
unti |

he coul d stand by the nast.

He saw they were maki ng progress towards the mainl and. "Another hour!" he
yel |l ed

encouragingly. "That's all it will take and we'll be in the breakers!"

That seermed to revive the men in the water a bit and they redoubled their
efforts. Tal | ooked around and considered hinself fortunate. He had thought
he

m ght | ose as many as four or five nen getting to the mainland, but at the
monent it |looked as if all of themwould get to shore.

Then he saw the first shark fin cutting towards the raft.

CHAPTER S| XTEEN

Survi val

Tal stared.

In nmute horror he watched as the shark fin turned and noved in on the man at
t he

far edge of the raft. Before he could give cry to a warning, the man's head
vani shed under the water, as if he had been grabbed by a giant hand and
pul | ed

under .

A moment | ater he popped back to the surface, his eyes wide in surprise, not
quite sure what had happened. Then he started to gasp and a |l ow cry canme from
his throat, rising in pitch to a terrified scream

"Sharks!" shouted one of the paddlers, pointing to the right of the raft
wher e

nmore fins were cutting through the water. Tal counted and three nore were
com ng

in fromthat side, as another joined the one that had struck the first

SW nmer .

Men started shouting. Tal shouted back, "Don't try to clinb up! W'll all be
swanped. "

He gl anced around and saw that the nen were vergi ng on mndl ess panic, so he
screamed, "Kick! Kick as hard as you can!"

Suddenly the water was foanmi ng as nen thrashed, trying to propel the raft
towards the beach as quickly as possible. The man whomthe shark had attacked
made eye contact with Tal for monent, his mouth working, although no sound
energed. Then his eyes rolled up in his head and he went under. Wen his body
bobbed back to the surface, he upended, and both | egs were m ssing.

Then Tal saw the blunt nose of the shark as it rose up fromthe depths and
struck the corpse, seizing it inits nmouth, and pulling it under

"Ki ck, dam you!" shouted WII.

The nmen who were sitting between the paddl ers put their outside hand down in
t he

wat er and paddl ed desperately, as if that little bit of effort would sonmehow



hel p speed them Tal scanned the waves in all directions, |ooking for another
fin, and saw one coining in fromthe right. He shouted, "Shark!" and pointed.
Then he told the paddl er nearest to the nonster, "Hit it!"

The man | ooked at the shark headi ng al nost straight at himand refl exively
tried

to stand up. Shouting in panic, he lost his balance and fell over, right into
the path of the shark

"Cet out!"™ Tal cried.

Anot her shark cane in fast behind the first, and the man was abruptly yanked
downward, only to cone up for a monent, trying to scream but making only
gurgling noises as he choked on water, the sea around himchurning white

wat er

and bl ood.

Tal leapt into the waves and with one stroke of his armreached the paddle.
He

turned and kicked to bring hinmself back towards the raft. Holding his breath,
he

ki cked twice nore and felt hands pulling himout of the water

"Are you mad?" Baron Visniya cried.

"W need the paddle!" Tal said, spitting out water

He held it out and Visniya took it, replacing the man who had fallen. "If

t hey

cone close," shouted Tal to those on the raft, "hit themw th the paddles!"
To

the men frantically pushing the raft he yelled, "If they get near you, kick
them hit them gouge their eyes, do anything to nake them | eave you al one!"
Tal glanced towards the coast and saw they had noved slightly closer, but
their

progress was still torturously slow. dinging helplessly to the nast, he

st ood

up and watched the sharks circle. Two or three of themdarted in where the

| ast

two had pulled the paddl er over, drawn by the bl ood.

Suddenly a third man was pull ed under, and the nen on either side of him
shout ed

and one tried to clinb back on the raft. Captain Quint shoved hi mback in,
shouting, "Kick, dam you!" then he junped in next to himand repl aced the
man

who had just been killed.

W11l whispered, "Three nen, Tal!l"

A man sitting to the fore on the left side of the raft threw hinmself into the
water and started swming to the shore. Tal had seen enough good swimers in
his lifetine to recogni ze that this man was unpractised. H s strokes were
frantic and uncoordi nated, wasteful of energy, so he did not have nuch
forward

nmonentum and would tire rapidly. Tal said to WIIl, "He should have taken his
boots off."

No shark cane near the man, seenming content for the nmonent to feed on the
ones

al ready taken, but hal fway between the raft and the breakers the swinmer's
head

went under and didn't reappear.

Tal again judged their progress and saw they were now drawi ng closer to the
breakers. The rise and fall of the raft was increasing as the conbers rolled
in

to the shoreline. "Kick harder!" he shouted. "W're al nost there!"

Then the raft jerked as if it had hit a rock, and two nen fell over on the

ri ght

side. A second hard bunp came from bel ow and Tal shouted, "There's one
underneath us!" Both nen were desperately trying to get back on the raft when



one di sappeared under the water before Tal's eyes. The other nade it to the
raft

and clinbed aboard, his paddle lost. The first nman never reappeared, but the
wat er turned dark with bl ood

Tal shouted, "Everyone, into the water!"

He leapt in next to the nen propelling the raft from behind, put his one good
hand on the raft and started ki cking.

Wth |l ess weight on the raft and nore nen pushing, the raft picked up speed.
In

a few minutes the surge of tide picked up the raft and noved it closer

t owar ds

the mainland. Tal shouted, "Swimfor shore!"

Tal had been a powerful swimer as a boy, but he had never swmwth just one
arm He struggled to keep sone sort of rhythm and ki cked as hard as he coul d.
Suddenly his right foot touched sonething and he reached down with his left,
and

mracul ously felt sand. The waves were breaking shallowy along the coast, no
nore than two or three feet high. He started to wade in and | ooked around.
Men

were still sw nming behind himor wadi ng through the surf towards the shore.
Behi nd the others he saw Captain Quint and shouted, "Grab the raft!"

The Captain turned to see the raft riding in on the | ow breakers and he

shout ed

for the others to help himpull it ashore. The two nearest men ignored him

t hey

were so frantic to be out of the water, but another turned and did as told
and

soon others joined in and they were pulling the raft into the dry beach

Men fell weeping to the sand. Exhausted, weak and frightened, they were
nevert hel ess now free.

Tal | ooked around and started counti ng.

When he had done so, he knew the horrible fact: there were only el even of

t hem

on the beach. One man had drowned hinself and he had seen the sharks take
four,

so one nmore had been taken or drowned trying to reach the shore.

Baron Visniya, Masterson the nmurderer, Captain Qint, Tal and seven other nen
sat drenched on the sand. Then it hit Tal: WIIl wasn't there.

He | ooked out at the rolling water, listened to the sounds of breakers and

t he

panti ng of the exhausted nmen. For a brief noment he expected to see WII pop
out

of the water and start wal king towards them but after a minute he

acknowl edged

the truth: WIIl was gone.

Tal | ooked at the sky. It was an hour after noon. The journey fromthe island
had taken seven hours and cost six lives, and they still had several hundred
m | es of trekking ahead of them before they reached civilization. The only
sol ace at the nonment for Tal was knowi ng that he was free and that pursuit
woul dn't conmence for weeks, perhaps nonths. He could concentrate on noving at
a

st eady pace, keeping the nen alive, and getting to somewhere where he could
begin to put his plan into effect.

After taking one nore | ook out to sea, he turned and said, "Let's get the
weapons and provisions off the raft, then we need to find a canpsite and start
a

fire. "

Slowy the nmen got to their feet and noved to carry out their |eader's orders.

* k%

Jenkins lay still, his face a mask of agony as Tal cut at his leg with a



knife.

The snake he had just killed lay a few feet away, still withing after Ta
had

cut off its head.

"I's he going to die, Tal?" asked Quint.

"No, but he's going to wi sh he had before the poison runs its course."

Tal had cut above the fang marks and he now sucked out as much of the bl ood
and

poi son as he could. Quint |ooked around. They were in a rocky |ow and, ten
mles

inland fromthe sea, following a series of ravines that ran along a line of
foothills which paralleled the coast. Filthy, tired nen stood and wat ched as
Tal

wor ked on Jenkins's | eg.

Quint studied the sky and then the fallen man. "All right," he said. "That's
it

for today. Get sone wood and let's get a fire started.”

Tal said nothing. Quint had let his natural habit of |eadership cone to the
fore

and had assuned the position of second-in-comand, and Tal didn't voice any
objection. Order was wel cone in this conpany.

Tal glanced fromface to face as the nmen started to nake canp, sonething in
which they were well practised. El even nen had wal ked out of the surf and now
three weeks later, there were eight left in the conpany. Rafel son had fallen
to

his death as they clinbed over a rather innocuous hill, stunbling and
striking

his head on a rock. Vilnewski had sinply been found dead one norni ng under
hi s

cl oak. Jacobo had died after being gored by a boar they had hunted. No one
coul d

stop the bl eedi ng.

The nmen were weak and tired, and Tal had no idea how much | onger they could
endure this journey. He had a rough idea of where they were and realized at
their present rate it would probably take them another nonth to reach the
river

that was the boundary between O asko and Bardac's Hol df ast. He thought Qui nt
and

Mast erson had a good chance of making it to the end, and Baron Vi sniya had
proven unexpectedly tough. Jenkins mght nmake it if he survived the night
with

t he snake's venom but Tal was being optimstic. A healthy man woul d survive
t he

snake bite, but Jenkins was far from healthy. They had |ived on forage for
three

weeks now, and were the worse for it. Sleeping outside didn't help, because
even

though it was spring, the nights this far north were not gentle.

Tal notioned for Quint to nove closer to himand said quietly, "W need

shel ter.

W need to have a place to rest up for a week, maybe nore, a place where we
can

hunt and bring in some stores and get the nmen stronger."

Quint nodded in agreenment. "We're a nonth from Bardac's, at |east," he said.
"Even if Jenkins hadn't found that snake he's not likely to make it." He
poi nt ed

towards three nen who were | ooking for wood, but noving at a very sl ow pace.
"Donska, Wiislia, and Stolinko are dead nen within a week if we don't rest
up. "

He gl anced around. "But where?"



"A cave, maybe," said Tal. "You get the men confortable about the fire, and
11

see if | can find shelter. 1'll be back before dark."

Tal returned two hours later, having found a cave up in a ravine. He told the
men, "We'll stay here one nore night, wthout nmoving Jenkins, then we'll head
up

there tonorrow. '

After a neagre nmeal of berries found along the way and the | ast of the dried
boar neat, the men gathered close to the canp-fire and went to sl eep. Jenkins
groaned and hi s breathi ng becane ragged and shal | ow.

Tal watched the man's face, seeing the perspiration running off as he

whi nper ed.

Quint came over and softly asked, "He going to make it?"

"Maybe," said Tal. "We'll know in the norning."

Quint took Tal by the armand nmoved hima little way fromthe others. "Tal
you' ve sai d not hing about what we're going to do when we get to the border."
"I"mcounting on you to get us across, Quint. You know the O askon mlitary
better than anyone. Sonetine or another you nust have read a report or heard
about a place we can cross, then circle around and get north of Karesh'kaar
SO0

we can enter the city that way."

Quint said, "Maybe. | heard of sone bog-land south of the river, maybe forty
nmles inland, where no one patrols; it's too treacherous. But even if we do
get

across, once we're in Karesh' kaar, what then?"

"W eat, we rest, we heal, then we start recruiting."

"I thought all that 'building an army' talk was just bravado."

"I"mserious. | plan on sacking Opardumis citadel with Kaspar in it."

Qui nt laughed. "Have you ever seen a nercenary conpany, |et alone been in
one?"

Tal smiled. "As a matter of fact, | have. Truth to tell, | was captain of a
conmpany. "

"Real | y?" said Quint. "You never nmentioned it."

"I didn't think Kaspar woul d appreciate hearing about it."

" \Npy 2"

Tal said, "Because |I'mthe man who killed Raven and destroyed his conpany,

bl unting Kaspar's attack into the land of the Orodon."

Quint said nothing for a long nmoment. Then he laughed. "My first reaction was
to

throttle you, because Kaspar was as nad as a bull with a porcupine up his

ar se,

but now that | think of it, good for you. |I served with Raven once. He was an
evil bastard if there ever was one. | ama soldier, but I've no |love for war.
That man enj oyed sl aughter. | saw himkill babies.”

Tal said nothing for a while, then asked, "Wy didn't you try to stop hin®"
"I"d have had to kill him And | was there as a military liaison, just naking

sure Raven found the right targets, not a conmander telling himhowto do his
wor k.

"l saw hi m but cher wonen, order archers to shoot at old nen, saw himride
over

children..." Quint |ooked down for a nonent as if the nenories were
unconfortable. "I saw hi m shoot down a boy, couldn't have been nore than
thirteen, fourteen. Poor |ad was covered in blood, carrying a sword far too
large for him wobbly-1egged, and hal f-dead already. | just warned Raven in
case

the I ad got close enough to naybe take a cut at him but instead of knocking
hi m

down or riding away, the bastard shot himw th a crossbow." He was silent for
a

bit, then added, "d ad to hear you're the one who killed him Tal. Mkes ne



t hi nk you m ght have sonme hope of seeing this mad plan of yours work. But |
have
one question."

"What ?"

"Arm es need gold. Last tine | |ooked we weren't |ugging any along with the
supplies. How do you propose to get gol d?"

Tal said, "Get us to Karesh' kaar and 1'Il get us sone gold."

"I'"ll do ny best," said Quint. "Wiy don't you turn in? I'll take the first

wat ch. "

"Wake me in two hours,” said Tal. He found his own bundle, unrolled it and

| ay

for a while thinking of what Quint had said. He renmenbered the day Quint had
menti oned, for he had been the boy Raven had shot with the crossbow. He could
recall in detail the Captain turning to Raven, while Lieutenant Canpaneal sat
on

the other side, and Quint's nouth nmoving as he warned Raven of Tal's

appr oach.

And he well renmenbered the casual way in which Raven had raised his crossbow
and

shot him
Tal rolled over. Liaison or not, Quint had still been there when his village
had

been destroyed. His distaste for Raven didn't change a thing. One day Quint
was

going to die at Tal's hands.

But before he fell into slunber, Tal wondered if it had been Quint who had
saved

Eye of the Blue-Wnged Teal, and if there had been others saved as well.

He slept for two hours, was awakened by Quint, and then after two hours he
awoke

Visniya and returned to sleep. In the norning he awoke and stretched, then

| ooked across to the canpfire. Jenkins was dead.

* * %

The cave had been their home for a week, and the nen were slowy grow ng
stronger. Tal had set snares around the area and had caught enough rabbits,
squirrels and one fat turkey that they were eating relatively well. He had
found

wild berries and a stand of plants he recognized from his homel and; the roots
were edi ble and nourishing if slowmy heated in water for a few hours. Lacking
a

pot, he contrived a way to cook them he wapped the tubers in |eaves, and
put

themin a pit, which he filled with heated rocks, steam ng the roots by
pouri ng

wat er over the rocks. The process was tedi ous and had to be repeated many

ti nes,

but the nen wel coned the addition to their diets.

Tal felt stronger than he had since |eaving the Fortress, and he knew that in
a

few nore days they would need to start the next leg of their journey. Quint
came

over to where Tal was sitting and asked, "Do you think Kaspar will try to
find

us?"

"You know himbetter than | do. Wat do you think?"

"Depends."” The ol d sol dier had become gaunt since |eaving the Fortress and
now

had a ragged beard and matted hair. "He may be too busy with another of his
mad

plans to send soldiers after us, but he'll surely have his agents around the



regi on keeping an eye out for us."

"He has agents in Karesh'kaar?"

Quint smled. "Everywhere. Sonme work directly for him |ike you did, and

ot hers

are just nmen who know that Kaspar pays well for certain information. There are
a

fair nunmber of O askons living in Bardac's, and |'ve seen the reports.

don't

know who's witing them but Kaspar's got eyes everywhere."

"So what? Once we're out of O asko, he can't arrest us."

"But he can kill us,"” said Quint. He laughed. "My only pleasure these days is

i magi ni ng himfun ng when he hears we've escaped. It will annoy himno end
not
knowi ng where we are. G ven his nature, he will assume we're sitting in sone

tavern right now, drinking, eating and whoring, |aughing at himand calling
hi m

a fool. Brooding is his downfall."

Tal didn't snmile. "I take no confort from Kaspar getting distressed.” He held
out the stunp of his right arm "He has this and many nore things to answer
for.

You m ght be content to get away from himand find service el sewhere, Quint,
but

I mean to see himdead at the end of ny sword." Tal's eyes became cold. "And
not

until 1've taken everything fromhim First | destroy his power, then | take
away his wealth, then | kill him™"

Quint said, "Dreans are nice, Tal, but | ook where we are."

Tal | ooked around the rocky hills, which were broken only by stands of trees
and

brush. The afternoon wi nd was bl owi ng, hot with the prom se of sumrer to
cone,

and birds could be heard in all directions. He | ooked back at Quint. "Well, |
didn't say | was going to do it today."

Quint laughed. "Very well."

Tal stood up. To the other men he said, "I think after a couple nore days of
hunting we'll start noving north again. |1'd like to sleep in a bed before
anot her nmonth goes past."

The nen nodded and Tal turned to Quint. "I think I'lIl check the snares."

Qui nt nodded and watched as Tal wal ked away, carrying a spear he had made from
a

sapling, a knife at his belt, his sword cast aside in his bedding for the
tine

bei ng. The former captain shook his head. Tal | ooked nothing |ike the
Chanpi on

of the Masters' Court, nor would he even if he had had both arms. But then
Qui nt considered, he | ooked nothing |like the conmander of the Arm es of

a asko,

either. He decided to head down to the | ake they had passed on their way up
to

the cave and try his hand at fishing.

* * %

Fi ve ragged men waded t hrough the bogs. Fetid pools covered in green sline
wer e

bounded by muddy flats. Trees with stunted branches dotted the |andscape,
smal |

mar kers by which they judged their position as they noved north.

Tal, Quint, Masterson, Visniya and another forner nobl eman, Stolinko, all who
were |left fromthe escape fromthe Fortress of Despair, waded through
ankl e- deep

water. Flies plagued them and the day's heat beat down on them Even after



t he

cave's brief respite Donska and Wi slia had deteriorated during the arduous
journey and they al so had been |ost.

"You'd think with this heat this damm place would dry up," said Masterson
hi s

huge axe carried over his shoul der

Qui nt grunted sonet hi ng approxi mati ng a | augh.

Tal said, "We're downhill froma big range of nountains." He stopped a
nonent ,

Wi ping his brow, then continued. "It rains up there a lot and this part of
t he

countryside is like a bloody big bow that doesn't drain quite as fast as it
fills up, no matter what the weather's like." He pointed in the direction

t hey

were noving. "But out there, somewhere, it is draining, and when we find a
good-si ze stream coming out of this ness, it'll lead us to the river."
Qui nt nodded. "If what | remenber fromthe maps of the area is right, we
shoul d

be hitting the river in a day or two."

"How are we getting across?" asked Visniya

"There are fords," said Quint. "Quite a few, not well known, but reports list
them Wen we get to the river bank we turn downstream W should find one in
a

coupl e of days."

"If a patrol doesn't find us first,'
didn't

talk much. Tal wasn't quite sure what Stolinko had done to offend Kaspar, but
he

had turned out to be of a tough, reliable type who did his share of work

wi t hout

conpl ai nt .

Quint said, "Qur patrols don't conme this far inland. No need." He waved his
hand

around. "See any reason to guard this?"

They were out of food, and there was nothing obviously edible in sight, so

t hey

staggered on, hoping to | eave the bog soon. Around m d-afternoon, Tal said,
"l

think we're heading into deeper water."

The others noticed that the water was now up around their knees.

"The trees are thinning out," said Masterson

Tal said to Quint, "You' ve never been up here before?"

"Not here. |'ve inspected the garrison at City of the Guardian, and ridden a
patrol inland, but nothing this far out."

"Wait here a minute,” Tal said.

He circled around themfor the better part of twenty mnutes then returned
and

said, "The water is noving that way." He pointed to the east.

"What does that nmean?" asked Visniya.

"It neans the river is that way," said Tal. He headed off in the indicated
direction.

They began hitting drier ground in an hour, and as sundown neared, they found
the Iand rising ahead of themand to the right, and the bog draining off to

t he

left, feeding what was now clearly a w de, but noving body of water. "Let's
canp

up there for the night," said Tal, pointing to an el evation that should prove
dry. "Then tomorrow we'll follow this water and see where it |eads us."

They made a cold canp, wthout even any food, so it was a tired and unhappy
band

said Stolinko. He was a dour man who



t hat awoke the next norning and set off. As Tal had predicted, the water
becane

a stream which ran quickly downhill. Two hours after they had started, they
cane

over a rise and saw the river

Tal studied the |andscape. "I see no signs of anyone el se being around here."

"We're too far east for patrols,” said Quint. "This is no-man's country. The
arnmy doesn't patrol because even the smugglers avoid it."

"Why?" asked Stolinko.

Quint said, "No one knows. Rumpurs. Bands of inhuman nonsters, or wld
primtives who eat hunman flesh.” He saw t he expressions on his conpani ons
faces

and | aughed. "Those are stories. There are sonme people |living around here—the
gods only know why they do—but nostly no one cones here because this land is
worthless.” He pointed to the river. "Across the river is Bardac's. There's a
pretty little coastline over there and a thousand square mles of |land even a
pig farmer couldn't use. Bogs worse than the one we just left, salt flats,

pi ne

barrens, marshes, who knows what el se? Everything in Bardac's worth taking is
within fifty mles of the coast. The only exception is the city of Qul ak,

whi ch

guards the pass leading into Aranor. You've got a road from Karesh' kaar to
there

and al so from Bi shop's Point up north on the coast. One road from

Kar esh' kaar,

to Traitor's Cove, to Bishop's Point. So, there you have it, four cities,
three

roads, and about a hundred junped-up bandit chieftains calling thensel ves

Bar on

this and Count that.

"Whenever soneone tried to build anything this side of the river, bandits
from

across the river canme down and took it. That's why everything worth talking
about in dasko is down south," said Quint.

"So you think we'll have no trouble getting across the river?" asked Tal

"Ch, getting across may be the | east of our problens," said Quint. He | ooked
at

hi s compani ons. "A band of seventeen nen mi ght have been enough to prevent us
fromagetting junped, but the first band of rogues or the first 'noble" we

bl under into— he shrugged "—they' |l cut our throats first, then discover we
have nothing worth stealing. The bastards won't even apol ogi ze afterwards.”
"Well, let's stop tal king about it and get down there," said Masterson

Tal nodded. "Let's go."

They noved al ong the banks of the stream and di scovered that the river was
farther off than it |ooked. It was m dday when they reached the banks just to
the west of where the streamenptied into the river. Tal |ooked around. "Look
at

the col our."

"What about it?" asked Masterson

"The stream nust be dunping silt here. It's shallow |I'mgoing to try to
cross."

Tal waded into the water and found the river was running fast, but that it
wasn't too deep. He noved out until he was nearly a third of the way across
and

the water was only up to nmid-thigh. He stopped and | ooked, watching the
currents, the swirls and eddies, then he waved for the others to follow

The wat er deepened, and suddenly fell off to a channel on the side opposite
where the streamflowed in. He started to swm The nmen were underfed and
weak

wi th exhaustion and | ack of food, but he reckoned that if a one-arned man



carrying a sword and spear could get across, so could they.

A few minutes after he had reached the far shore, Msterson canme across,
foll omed by the others.

Quint | ooked around. "My friends, welcone to Bardac's Hol df ast."

"I"'mglad that's behind us," Visniya nuttered.

"Don't be so happy," Qint said. "It's now that things get difficult."
"What do we do?" asked Stolinko.

Tal | ooked at Quint and said, "I think we go north, find the road, then turn
east for Karesh' kaar."

"That would work if it wasn't for the fact that every bandit in the region
uses

that road. | think we find out where it is, then try to work our way west
j ust

in sight of it, but hopefully out of sight of anyone el se. Any man not
wear i ng

the colours of a local noble is fair game for nurder, robbery, slavers.
There's

law up here, but it's rough law, and it is usually a case of who has the npst
weapons. "

"Sounds like my kind of place," declared Masterson, hefting his axe.

Dryly, Stolinko said, "At |east one of us is happy."

"Well, the day's not getting any longer," said Tal and he started hiking up

t he

river bank, heading north.

* * %

"Man, I'mgoing to go mad snelling that," said Masterson. The snell of
cooki ng

was carried towards themon the breeze.

"Keep your voice down," whispered Tal

They lay on their stomachs along a ridge as the sun set, overl ooking the road
| eadi ng to Karesh' kaar. Canped bel ow was what appeared to be a slave caravan.
About thirty young nen and wonen were chained in a coffle, and were strung
out

al ong the side of the road, their chains secured at either end to a wagon.
Si x

guards were posted, three at each wagon, along with a driver who tended the
hor ses.

"What do you think's in those wagons?" asked Vi sniya.

Tal whispered, "Supplies, I'mguessing." He turned to Quint. "Where are the
sl aves fron®"

"Who knows? If they're comi ng down fromthe nountains, they may be froma

bor der

raid into Aranor. O they could be sone poor bastards taken in a raid from
one

'nobl e's' property by another 'noble'. The way things work up here, if you're
nore than a day's ride fromyour ruler's castle, you're fair ganme." He
poi nt ed

to the wagon in the front. "See that banner? Hol mal ee, a count of sorts, with
a

pretty big arny. He's local to this area. That's why there's only six guards,
i nstead of sixty. This close to Hol mal ee's castle, no one is going to nuck
about

with his caravan."”

"What are we going to do?" asked Stolinko.

Tal | ooked at his four conpanions. They were on the verge of collapse. Quint
judged themto be a day or two nore fromthe city of Karesh'kaar, but Ta
doubted they could rmake it through another half-day w thout something to eat.
I't

was three days since they had | ast eaten, and that had been nothing nore than
berries. It was five days since they had finished the |ast of the food they



had
carried with them

Tal said, "W wait until dark. Then we slip down and kill the guards."

Mast erson said, "Wnderful."

Visniya said, "I don't knowif I can fight."

Tal said, "Don't worry. |I'Il take out one sentry, and if they have a second,
Qint will take himout. If we don't alarmthe slaves, we should be able to

finish themoff before they are awake."

He started noving down the incline, motioning for the others to follow At

t he

bottom of the rise, he led theminto a stand of trees. "W hide here just in
case one of the guards is the fastidious type and cones over the rise to take
a

piss."

They settled in and waited for night to fall.

* * %

Tal crept down the hillside. The sentry was sitting with his back against a
wagon wheel , his head nodding as his chin touched his chest. The two ot her
guards were sl eeping near the fire. The slaves were all asleep on the ground,
and at the other end of the coffle another guard sat by the other wagon. His
t wo

conpani ons appeared to be fast asleep

Quint was noving parallel to Tal, his task being to kill the sentry farthest
fromwhere they had cone over the rise. The other three men woul d cone out of
the trees at the first hint of trouble.

Tal reached a point near his man, who suddenly started awake, perhaps sensing
someone' s approach. Tal slashed the nman's throat before he could cry out and
hi s

hands went up, a fountain of blood spurting through his fingers as he
struggl ed

in vain to hold back the blood. Then his eyes went glassy and he fell over.
Tal quickly killed the two sl eeping nen.

Quint's guard died silently, but one of the sleeping men awoke, crying out in
alarm Suddenly the slaves were awake, yelling, crying and screaning

i magi ni ng

t hat what ever new horror was about in the night would mean nore suffering for
t hem

Mast erson and the others cane running out of the copse and quickly

over power ed

t he guards and suddenly only Tal's nmen and the slaves were alive. No one
hesitated. There was still food by the fire and all five nmen fell to
ravenously.

Tal stood with a half-eaten chicken in his hand and saw several of the sl aves
were pulling on their chain, as if torip it fromthe netal eyelet that

f ast ened

it to the wagon. "Stop it!" shouted Tal in the Opardum dial ect of Rol dem sh
"l f

you want to live, stop it."

The sl aves stopped. Tal chewed and swal | owed, convinced he had never tasted
chicken this good in his life. He went over to inspect the slaves. There were
close to twenty young wonen, none ol der than perhaps twenty years of age. Al
were very pretty. The nen were all young as well, healthy and

br oad- shoul der ed:

for slaves they appeared to be surprisingly well fed and fit.

Qui nt came over, chewi ng sone bread dripping with butter and honey. "Wo are
you?" he asked a young man standi ng next to Tal

"My nane is Jessie."

" Aranor ?"

"Yes. The village of Talabria."

"You all from Aranor?"



"No," said one young wonan. "I amfroma village near Qulak. My father sold
nme

to pay taxes."

Quint | ooked at several nore slaves then | aughed. "Al|l heading for brothels,
girls and boys alike."

"How do you know?" asked Tal

"Look at them C ean themup, dress them oil their hair, and rich merchants
fromKesh will pay their weight in gold." He paused, then said to the nearest
girl, "Did any of these men have their way with you?"

She | owered her eyes, and Tal was struck by how |l ovely she was. "No, sir. The
guards left us all alone.™

Quint said, "That settles it. I'll bet nost of these girls are virgins, and
any

guard touching them would get his head taken from his shoulders by their
master." He shouted, "Do you know who owns you?"

One of the young men cried, "No man owns ne!"

Quint's grin spread. He wal ked over to the boy, who was no nore than

sevent een

or eighteen, and slapped himon the shoulder. "Bravely said, lad." Then he
ran

hi s hand down the boy's face and across his shoulders. "And some rich Keshian
wine trader will pay dearly to see that skin left unblem shed. O herw se
they'd

have beaten any hint of defiance out of you."

A girl said, "These men worked for Count Holmalee. He is selling us to a

sl aver

in the city named Janoski. | heard the guards talking."
Tal ate enough to kill mpst of the hunger pangs in his stomach and said,
"Let's

see what's in the wagons." As he had suspected, there were supplies for the
slaves, including a cage full of live chickens.
Qui nt inspected the other wagons. "W got |ucky,"
" How?"

"Count Hol mal ee and trader Janoski wanted this lot pretty for the auction

bl ock

i n Karesh' kaar. There's enough food here for three tines the slaves. Each of
these will bring four, five tinmes as much on the bl ock as the average
house-servant or field-hand." He rubbed his chin. "So, what do you propose to
do

wi th t henP"

Tal grinned. "Free them | told you, I'mstarting an arny." To the others he
yel l ed, "Find the key on those guards, and turn this bunch | oose."

The slaves started tal king excitedly anong thensel ves. One girl shrieked and
Tal

saw t hat Masterson was trying to paw her

"Masterson!" Tal shouted. "Keep your hands to yourself. If she doesn't turn

he decl ar ed.

you
into a eunuch, | will."

"She's a slave! And a damm pl easure-slave, for that matter."
"No she's not," said Tal. "She's free."

At that, the slaves all started talking at the sane tine.
Tal shouted, "Al'l of you shut up!"

The tal k quietened, and Tal said, "I'm Tal Hawkins. |'ma nmercenary captain.”
He

t ook down the banner of Count Hol malee and threw it on the fire. "I need an
arnmy, so here's your choice. You can | eave now, and take your chances on
getting

back hone again. You know what it's like on the road, so you have an idea of
t he
risks. Or you can stay with us. You'll be free soldiers, but you'll obey ne.



You' |l get an equal share in any plunder and you'll get paid when we don't
fight." He |l ooked at a particularly beautiful young girl with black eyes and
raven tresses who stepped to the front. "You wonen; there will be no
canp-followers in ny arny. No whores. Anyone who's with us fights. That

i ncl udes

worren too. If you don't know how to fight, we'll teach you. Now, you have
unti |

dawn to decide. Stay and fight, or |eave on your own and take your chances."
He turned and went back to the fire to find out what el se there was worth
eating. He settled down with a bl ock of hard cheese and sone bread. Visniya
had

found a wine skin and Tal took a deep drink before passing it on. Wth a
nout h

full of food, he said, "After we eat, let's get rid of those bodies."

Quint sat down next to him "One thing."

"What ?"

"You may not have the best fighters around, but damm nme if you don't have the
prettiest army |'ve ever seen.”

Tal | aughed.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Mer cenari es

The guard stared.

As strange a band of nercenaries as he had ever seen was approaching the gate
of

Karesh' kaar. Tal had taken the arnms and arnmour fromthe six dead guards and
passed it among the thirty slaves. Sone wore only a helm or a breastplate
with

just a dagger at their belt, while others carried a sword and wore no arnour,
but each had sonething that made them | ook Iike soldiers. Every norning
before

breaki ng canp, Tal had had his men instruct the forner slaves as to the

rudi ments of fighting. Some |earned slowy, but they grew in confidence by

t he

day.

The sergeant of the guard at the gate studied themas the two wagons and
thirty-five nercenaries rolled through the gate. They wore an assortnent of
ragged clothing: sonme wore boots, while others wore only sandals, and the
worren

wore shifts instead of tunics and trousers—which hardly made them uni que in
t he

guard's experience—but what was strangest was nost of them were young and

| ooked

i ke pl easure-slaves. Even odder was the |eader, a one-arnmed nan who | ooked
as

if he hadn't had a bath in nonths.

The guard questioned Tal briefly, then waved theminto the city. Ta

or gani zed

themin a small market square. "Sell everything you can,'
Qui nt .

The wagons contained nostly foodstuffs, but also an assortment of cookware and
a

smal | box of trade itens. "I'Il have gold for us in a day or two, but we need
a

place to stay for the night. Find the cheapest nearby inn where these
children

won't get raped, have their throats cut, or get enslaved again, then send
wor d

to me where you are."

"Where are you going to be?" asked Quint.

he instructed



"At a different inn, the Anvil and Tong."

"Why don't we go there?"

"I have my reasons. Find somewhere nearby, then send word." As Tal wal ked
away,

he | ooked over his shoul der and added, "Ch, and have Masterson stand behind
you

when you di cker price for the horses and wagons. It should help."

Qui nt nodded with a |augh and turned to oversee his charges.

Tal asked several tinmes for directions and at |ast spotted an old, faded sign
di splaying a pair of tongs holding an anvil. He entered and saw that the inn
was

enpty. For this time of the day he had expected one or two customers, but he
was

just as happy for the privacy. He went to the bar and waited. A nonent |ater
a

young wonman cane out and said, "Can | get you sonething?"

"I need to send a nessage," said Tal

The girl |ooked surprised. "Sir? | don't take your meani ng?"

"Then get soneone who does," he said quietly. "I need to send a nmessage to

t he

Squire of Forest Deep."

The girl nodded and left. In a few mnutes, she returned with another woman,
slightly ol der, behind her. The woman | ooked at himfor a mnute then said,
"Mayam said sonething about a nessage, sir?"

"I need to send a nessage to the Squire of Forest Deep."

The second worman turned to the girl and said, "I'll take care of this. Go to
t he

kitchen and wait there."”

"Yes, 'mam"

When the girl was gone, the wonman said, "Do you have the nessage?"

"No. Gve ne sonething to wite on and I'll pen one, or you can just tel
Magnus

or Nakor or Robert to use their arts and get here as soon as they can
t onor r ow
i f possible, though tonight would be even better."

The wonman studied Tal's face. "I don't know what you're tal king about, sir."
Tal laughed. "You know exactly what |'mtalking about. | know I'mdifferent
from

what you renenber: |I'mdown to skin and bone, look like hell, smell like a

week-dead cat, and |I've lost an arm but you spent too many nights in ny bed
not

to recogni ze nme, Lela."

Her eyes wi dened and she said, "Tal on?"

Wth tears threatening to well up and run down his face, Tal said, "It's good
to

see an old friend, ny love. Please, | need you to get word to Sorcerer's Isle
as

qui ckly as you can, then if you don't mind, | would |love a nmug of ale."

She stared at him then put her hand on his. "I'Il take care of both."

She left himalone for only a few nonents, then cane back with a | arge pew er
jack of ale. He drank it half-enpty in one gulp then put it down. "Last | saw
of

you was waiting tables at the Admral Trask in Krondor, when Caleb and | cane

t hr ough. "

"They nmove us around," said the girl Tal had known as Lela. "It doesn't do to
have people becone too famliar with a face. Here I'mcall ed Maryanna, Talon."
"And 1'm known as Tal. | saw Alysandra in Opardum " said Tal

"It's better if | don't know about that."

Tal sighed. "I know. Wat you don't know, you can't betray."

He finished his drink and suddenly felt the hair on his arnms and neck stand



up.
Magi c.

He turned and fromthe back rooma famliar figure enmerged. A skinny man with
a

shoul der bag at his side entered the room

Nakor | ooked at Tal and said, "CGot yourself in sone kind of ness, | hear

What

do you need?"

Tal smiled. "Cold, lots of it."

"Gold | can get. Wat el se?"

"Weapons, horses, whatever else | need to build an arny."

"Sounds interesting.” He turned to Maryanna. "G ve me an ale and get him

another." He nmotioned for Tal to sit and they occupied a table. "Wat el se?"
"Cothing and supplies | can buy locally, but if you can, 1'd like you to find
a

man up in Latagore naned John Creed, and see if he can recruit for ne and
bring

nmercenari es south.”

"So, what are you going to do with this arny when you have it?"

"I plan on sacki ng Opardum "

Nakor grinned and took a swig of ale. "That sounds l|like fun. O hers have
tried

it, but you mght get lucky."

"I wll if you and your friends will help."

"What do you need fromus, besides the gold, of course?"

"I need soneone to keep Leso Varen out of the way."

Nakor shrugged. "I1'll have to talk to the others about that."

Tal told Nakor everything that had happened to himsince his last visit from
Magnus. He detailed his nurder of Princess Svetlana and his failed attenpt on
Duke Rodoski. He told himof Amafi's betrayal and Kaspar's decision to
sacrifice

Tal .

Nakor shook his head. "One thing I don't understand.”

"What ?"

"Kaspar is nobody's fool, yet many of these things you' ve tal ked about are..
mad. He's alienated every potential ally, and he's ensured that he wll

pr obabl y

never get another opportunity to get at any nmenber of Roldemis royal famly.
Even though no one can prove anything, they know. Even if he's there on a
state

visit and everyone's standing around with those painful sniles— Nakor

gri maced

with his teeth clenched to denpnstrate "—they're going to watch himevery
mnute. No one will trust himever again. What is he up to?"

"I have no idea," said Tal. "I just thought it was a matter of Kaspar's
vanity."

"Kaspar's arrogant," said Nakor, "but he's not vain. He's earned his
reputation

as dangerous.'
can

al nost be certain he's doing sonething el se.” Nakor said, "If you' re cheating
a

man at cards, you draw his attention to the one place you don't mnd him

wat chi ng carefully, so you can do what you wi sh where you wish to do it."
Nakor grinned. "Kaspar is blundering about trying to kill people because
that's

what he wants us to watch. So, where does he not want us to | ook?"

Tal shook his head. "He's got agents running around everywhere, Nakor. He's
got

themtrying to kill people. He looks as if he doesn't care if he starts a

He was silent for a minute. "Watever we think he's doing, we



war .

The only place |I've seen where he doesn't want anyone | ooking around is that
part of the citadel where Leso Varen resides."

Nakor nodded. "Then that's where we will have to | ook, ny friend."

"Well, you'll have to do sonething about the wizard. |1've been in his
quarters

twice, and neither tinme left me confident that | can walk in there and engage
himin polite conversation, let alone a duel. | suspect he'd reduce nme to

snoki ng ash or turn me into a toad or sonmething else before | got within a
sword's thrust of him"

"You' d be surprised,” said Nakor. "He's a very powerful magician, but
soneti mes

such men are vulnerable to very sinmple things. | will have to see what we can
do

about him™"

Tal knew he woul d have to discuss it with Pug, Mranda and the other senior
menbers of the Conclave. "I understand. But | think Kaspar may be involved in
some very black arts.”

"Ch, we know he is. That nessage you sent was extrenely useful. It confirned
some things we already suspected." Nakor sat back. "Leso Varen is a very bad
man, and he's trying sonme particularly evil magic these days. Pug will tell
you

about himif you live long enough to see himagain. But they have crossed
pat hs

bef ore and Varen opposes everything Pug and the Concl ave stand for."

"Am | working for you again?"

"I'n a manner of speaking, you always were. But yes, you are, especially if we
start giving you gold, ny friend."

Tal nodded. "Understood, but | nmean to have Kaspar's head on a pi ke, Nakor."
Nakor stood. "l1'd better get back. Anything else?"

Wth a wy snile, Tal held out his right arm showi ng the stunp. "Can you fix
this?"

Nakor shook his head. "No." Then he smiled. "But | know soneone who can." He
wal ked back to the door to the kitchen and said, "Be here tonorrow, at the
same

time. I'lIl have your gold and sone answers for you."

He | eft Tal alone again with Maryanna. She canme over with a pitcher of ale
and

refilled his jack. "You look |like you could use a bath." Then she wi nkl ed
her

nose. "Or a couple of them"

"Do you have any old clothing?" Tal asked.

"Maybe, " she said. "Wait here and I'll have Mayanm heat sone water and you
can

bathe in nmy room" She noved towards the kitchen. "You stay here and I|']
send

her to get you when the bath is hot. Want something to eat?"

"\What ever you have."

She returned in a fewmnutes with a plate of fruit, cheese and sone bread.
Tal

had eaten nost of it by the time the girl returned to lead himto the tub

As he settled back in the hot water, the door opened and Maryanna entered.
She

held out a small jar. "Thought you mght like this." She poured a bit of the
liquid on her hand and started rubbing his back. He caught the scent of
lilacs.

There came a knock at the door and Mayam entered, saying, "There's a man
her e,

sir. He said to tell you your nen are beddi ng down at the G een Wagon Wheel ."
Tal thanked her and she closed the door. Maryanna said, "You' re all skin and



bones. What happened to you?"

"A bit nore than three years in prison, where Duke Kaspar had them cut off ny
right arm and a couple of nmonths hiking overland from d asko to here. O her
than that, not nuch."

She | aughed. "You still have that sense of hunour, don't you?"

"What sense of hunour?" He | ooked over his shoulder. "I don't remenber being
particularly funny when we were at Kendrick's."

"Ch, you were funny," said the girl once known as Lela. "You just weren't
intentionally funny."

He turned and grabbed her, pulling her into the small tub with him She

shri eked

and | aughed as he got her dress soaked. "Talon!"

"It's Tal," he said, then he kissed her passionately.

She returned the kiss then pushed away a little. "Three years in prison?"
"Yes," he said.

"Ch, you poor dear,'
* * %

she cooed, as she started to unfasten her bl ouse.

Tal wanted to scratch his right armin the worst way. True to his word, a few
days after first neeting with Tal, Nakor had taken himto see a priest on an
i sl and somewhere. Al Tal knew was that one nonment he was standing with him
in

the Anvil and Tong, and the next they were on a beach in front of an ancient
tenmpl e at the dead of night. Nakor spoke to the priest waiting there in a

| anguage Tal had never heard before and the priest had nodded, then exam ned
Tal's wounded arm

Tal got the gist of it even though he didn't understand a word.

This priest owed Nakor a favour, and Nakor sweetened the deal with a pouch of
gold. Tal was made to lie on a table surrounded by candles in a room hung
with

tapestries bearing arcane designs. Tal had no idea which god or goddess this
tenpl e venerated, because there was not a single famliar icon or image
anywher e.

The priest rubbed sonething on the stunp of his arm and intoned severa

di fferent prayers, then had Tal drink a noxi ous-tasting beverage. Then
suddenl y

they were back at the Anvil and Tong.

Days went by with no apparent change in the arm Tal busied hinself wth
training his recruits and building his arny. The gold secured them an
abandoned

farmhouse half an hour's ride out of the city that they'd use as a base. He
bought horses, weapons, supplies and cl ot hi ng.

Wthin a week it was clear which of the freed sl aves woul d make sol diers and
whi ch were usel ess as soldiers. Four of the girls and two of the boys were

gi ven

nmeni al tasks around the property, while the remaining twenty-four continued
to

train with weapons.

Tal had cautioned Masterson about |eaving the girls al one, unless they
invited

his attentions, and sent himto the city a couple of days a week to get drunk
and spend tine with the whores. Since arriving at the farm Tal had
establ i shed

his chain of command. Quint was his deputy, while Baron Visniya was his
intelligence officer. Wthin a few days, Visniya had nessages on their way to
contacts of his in Qpardum These were people he trusted, he told Tal, and he
kept the | anguage of the nmessages circumspect enough that if Kaspar's agents
i ntercepted them they would di scover nothing useful. They would wait for
replies before attenpting to devel op any intelligence about Opardum

Stolinko turned out to be an adept quarternmaster and a natural -born trader

so



he often went to town to buy supplies.

One norning, Tal stood out on the porch of the farnmhouse, watching Visniya
teach

the former slaves how to ride a horse. He absently started scratching at his
stunp, then pulled his hand away. It was tender

He went inside and sat down at the table they used for neetings and started
unwi ndi ng the bandage from around the stunp. Wen he got it clear he | ooked
at

his severed armand saw that a lot of the skin was flaking off. He picked at
it

alittle and then noticed little bunps at the point of the stunp. He exam ned
it

closely, wondering if Nakor's priest friend had sonehow gi ven hi m somnet hi ng
t hat

was making it fester. He got as close as he could w thout crossing his eyes
and

saw that there were five distinct protuberances coning up

He studied it for a long minute, then gave up and washed the stunp. The
soot hi ng

bath seened to help the itching, but did nothing to alleviate the return of
t he

sensations he had experienced for a long tine after his arm had been severed,
the inpression of having fingers and a hand, and the feeling of connection

t hat

he shoul d sonmehow be able to use those digits. He shrugged and returned to
hi s

wor k.

Wthin a few weeks he would start actively recruiting nercenaries. He had
enqui red about the difficulties he faced in building a private arny and had
been

told that he could do pretty much anything outside the city as long as |oca
officials were bribed. The power in the regi on was di vi ded equal |y between

t he

Lord Mayor of the city and his ruling council and the |ocal Baron, Lord

Resl az.

An i ndependent navy, funded by everyone along the coast with an interest in
keeping their own ships afloat, was based out of Traitor's Cove. Wen it cane
time to secure transport for his army, Tal would have to talk to then they
had

an office and a representative in Karesh'kaar

Tal had introduced hinself to the Lord Mayor, and of fered hima sizeable
gift.

He had done the same with Lord Reslaz. By the tinme he had left the Baron's
castle, they had consumed a great deal of wi ne and Reslaz had let Tal know
t hat

if he was looking for allies in sonme great undertaking, Tal could count on
hi s

support, for a reasonable split of any booty.

Tal was sitting at the table pondering the situation when Quint entered and
said, "You look lost."

"I was just thinking. W've landed in a nation of pirates.”

Quint pulled up a chair and sat down. "There are nonments when Kaspar's desire
to

bring order to the region | ooks attractive."

"It's how he wishes to bring order | object to," said Tal. "He regards people
as

di sposable. "

"He wasn't always like that, you know," said Quint. "I'mnot trying to make

excuses for him He was always a hard man, even when he was little nore than
a



boy; he coul d be beaten bl oody by ol der boys in a ganme of ball and want to

get

right back in to give as good as he got. But he was never nurderous." Quint
reached over for a pear fromthe nearby counter and took a bite. "I nean, if
he

had an eneny he could be ruthless, but that was only with enem es. Now, he

j ust

doesn't care who gets hurt." Quint shrugged. "I think it's Varen. | think
he's

t he cause of Kaspar's change."
"What ever, he's got to be stopped.”

"You'll need nmore than that bunch of babies out at the pasture learning to
ride.”

Tal laughed. "I know. |I'm keeping them around nostly because | don't know
what

else to do with them | can't get them back home, and I won't sell them and

I

woul d I'ike to have at | east a dozen or so nmen with swords wal ki ng around when
I

start to recruit.”

"Waen will that be?"

"A couple nore weeks. I'mwaiting for a nessage fromup north."

" Fr om whon?"

"An ol d conrade-in-arnms. Man by the name of John Creed. He hel ped ne in that
busi ness with Raven. He's smart, tough, and knows nercenaries; he'll get us
nen

who won't run at the first sign of trouble."

"I don't know, Tal," said Quint. "You're going to need nore than just a few

nmercenary conpanies. You're going to need a real army, and | nean support,

f ood,

weapons, chirurgeons, porters, boys for the |uggage, comm ssaries, engineers.
You' re going to need horse, siege machines, and that doesn't even start to

t ouch

on what to do about that evil bastard Leso Varen."

Tal said, "You're wong. I"'monly going to need a crack company of maybe
three

hundred nercenaries, hand-picked and ready to ride at my comrand. The ot hers,
t he engi neers, the support, all that, will be provided by others."

"Who?"

Tal shrugged. "Roldem and the Isles." He shrugged again. "Maybe Kesh,

M skal on,

Roskal on, some others night want to get involved too." He hiked his left

t hunb

over his shoulder, in the general direction of Lord Reslaz's castle. "And we
have no shortage of volunteers to help sack O asko right around here."

"Fi ndi ng people to take booty is one thing; finding those who will fight

bef ore

there's booty to take, that's another. Renenber, | built up Kaspar's arny for
the past eleven years. It's the best force in the region.”

"I know, and |I'm counting on you to help me take it apart."”

"That won't be easy, either in the doing, or for ne: a lot of those |ads are
friends, and others |'ve trained."

"How many of those men would die for Kaspar?"

Qui nt shrugged. "I know a | ot who would stand with me until the end."
Tal nodded. "But how many would willingly stand agai nst you? For Kaspar?
Look,

if facing nen you' ve trained and served with is too difficult, you know that
at

any time you're free to |l eave, Quint."

The ol d sol dier shrugged. "Got nothing better to do for the tine being, so



m ght as well stay."

"Good," said Tal, standing up. "I'mgoing to head into the city and visit a
friend."

Quint grinned. "A lady friend?"

"Just so," said Tal as he departed. Over his shoulder he said, "Don't bother
waiting up for ne."

* * %

Weeks passed, and Tal saw the very best of the freed slaves turn into

sol diers

before his eyes. Twelve of them seven wonmen and five nmen, had turned into
decent riders, adept with the sword and bow, and able to take orders. The
only

thing he didn't know was how they woul d react when blood started flowi ng. Two
gave up on trying to serve and arranged passage to the west on caravans,

hopi ng

to return safely hone. The others were put to work in support capacities.
Tal noticed that several of the girls were establishing alliances with
particul ar men and hoped he didn't regret including wonmen in his arny.

Jeal ousy
could tear apart his little force before it ever becane a coherent conpany.
Still, what else could he do? Turn them over to a brothel -keeper?

Hs armwas starting to drive himto distraction. Two nights ago he had taken
of f the bandage to bathe the stunmp again and found it transformed. The five
little bunps had | engt hened and now what appeared to be a tiny hand was

gr owi ng

on the end of his stunp. It didn't look so rmuch |like a baby's hand as it did
a

tiny replica of his owmn before it had been severed. He wondered how long it
woul d take to growto full size, if it ever did. G ven Nakor's quirky nature,
di scovering the priest did a hal f-baked job wouldn't surprise Tal

By the end of the second nonth at the farm Tal had recruited a core of
seasoned

fighters. He had decided to hire only the very best, both in terms of

experi ence

and reliability. He wanted a cadre of men around himhe could rely upon, and
knew that if things turned sour in battle, many nercenaries woul d throw down
t heir weapons rather than fight to the death. He also knew that if his core
fighters were the sort of men who could be counted on to fight until the end,
t hose around them m ght be nore resolute in the face of adversity.

It was midsumrer, a week before the festival of Banapis, when one of the
young

former slaves ran into the farnmhouse shouting, "Captain! Riders to the north."
Tal stood up fromthe table where he had been readi ng nessages and went
out si de.

He | ooked northwards and saw that a | arge conpany of riders was indeed
approaching. By the time he could nake out any details, he saw there were

cl ose

to two hundred in the party. "Get everyone ready," said Tal

The youngster ran off and spread the word. As they approached, Quint cane to
stand at Tal's side. "Trouble?"

"If they keep riding in a file, no. If they spread out, they're going to hit
us."

The colum stayed in a file and at last, the lead rider could clearly be
seen.

Tal put his sword away and said, "It's all right. It's a friend."

Tal wal ked forward and waved his | eft hand. The lead rider urged his horse
forward to a trot. He was a brawny man with a droopi ng nmoustache and an

of t - broken nose. When they reached one another, the rider reined in and said,
"Tal Hawkins!"

"John Creed," Tal answered. "You got ny nessage.”



Creed got down fromhis horse. "lIndeed. Though I'Il tell you it was delivered
by

the nost irritating little man |1've ever net." They enbraced and Creed asked,
"\What happened to your arn®"

"Long story."

"Well, your man said you were down here | ooking to build an arny and coul d
bring sone bully-boys fromthe north. 1've got two hundred of the best |
coul d

find." He motioned for his men to di smount and they did.

Tal turned to his own people and shouted, "Help them get those horses cared
for!™

A dozen of his young mercenaries ran forward and started directing Creed's
nen

towards a |large pasture area. Tal introduced Creed to Quint and said, "Wat
did

you mean the messenger was irritating?"

"He was a funny little fellow, |ooked alnost |ike he nmight have been a nonk
or

priest, but he was a denon with a deck of cards. Took mpbst of my gold before
he

left.”

"Nakor," said Tal shaking his head. "Well, gold is the | east of my problens.”
Creed said, "G ven how well you paid last tine, | had no trouble getting this
ot to come along. | hope that's enough for you."

"I't's a start,
fini shed,
I'"mgoing to need a thousand nore, perhaps two thousand."

"What are you thinking of ?"

"I"'mgoing to sack Qpardum " said Tal

Creed stopped and stared at Tal, an expression of bew |l dernent on his face.
"You

said Tal as they entered the farmhouse. "Before |'ve

don't think small, do you?"
"As | said, it's along story," said Tal. "I'Il explain over a drink. Wne?
Al e?"

"What ever's cl ose. ™

They sat at the table and Tal fetched a wine bottle. He poured drinks for
hinsel f, Quint, and Creed, and said, "Kaspar's got out of control and there
are

two, perhaps three, nations ready to junmp himany day now. When that happens,
I

pl an on being there for the kill."

"Well, that's all well and good," said Creed after taking a drink, "but
revenge

doesn't pay the bills."

"Same as last time. Pay while you're waiting and booty when the fighting's
over."

"That's enough," said Creed. "I can get nore nen if you need them"

"Send messengers. | want them here by the end of summer.”

"l can do that."

"How many nen?" asked Quint.

"A hundred or so down in Inaska; that's where | was born and |'ve still got
friends there. Another two or three hundred from al ong the borders of the
di sputed lands. | can have them nmeet up at O asko Gateway and sail here from

Opardum As |long as no one there knows what the conming fight is, they should
have no troubl e passing through."

"It mght be a good way to get sone intelligence about what Kaspar is doing,
too," opined Quint.

"I's there one man in the area you can trust?" Tal asked Creed.

"I'I'l seeif | can find an old conrade of mne, Daniel Toskova. He's snart
and



will keep his mouth shut. If | can get word to him he'll have a thing or two
to

tell. Last | heard he was up in Far Reaches. Getting word to himw Il be the
trick."”
"Leave that to ne," said Tal. "I can get nmessages out there."

Creed said, "So what is the plan?"

"I want at |east five hundred swords here before we leave, and I'd like to
have

made contact with two or three reliable conpanies we can join up with for the
assault."

"That's a full battalion," said Quint. "The logistics will be a nightmare if
you're out in the field for nmore than a week or two."

Tal said, "I don't plan on being out in the field that long. | plan on no
nor e

than a week fromthe tine we touch down on A askon soil until we're inside

t he

citadel . ™

"How so0?" asked Creed.

Tal said, "Because | know a way into the citadel that even Kaspar has no idea
exists."

Quint said, "lI've been over every inch of the citadel, and | know every door
and

passageway. There is no such entrance.”

Tal said, "Wth respect, you're wong. And if you were still commandi ng

t oday,

you'd not have a hint how we got in while nmy men were storming the walls from
the inside in support of those who were scaling the walls."

"You'll have to tell ne about this one," said Quint.

"In due tinme. First | have some errands to run.”" To Creed he said, "Gve ne a
list of nmercenary captains you trust and where | might find them and if they
can be reached we'll have word to them by the end of this week."

"What ? Are you using magi c?"

"In a word, yes," said Tal. To Quint he said, "Mke John here our
third-in-command, then start getting his men into shape.™

"Where are you going to be?" asked Quint.

Tal grinned. "After | finish sending the nessages, |'ve got to take a short
trip."

"Why? What are you going to do?" asked Creed.

Tal said, "Wy, |'ve got to go and start a war."

CHAPTER El GHTEEN

Decepti on

Tal wait ed.

The tension in the court was pal pable. That this was no conventional audi ence
was made evident by the conmpany of royal household guards lining the walls,
and

t he dozen cross-bowren in the galleries on either side of the hall and above
t he

t hr one.

King Ryan of the Isles sat notionless, his dress casual, for this neeting had
been hastily called. To Tal's right stood a man in black robes, who despite
hi s

short stature exuded power. Pug, the | egendary Bl ack Sorcerer, and distant
relative to the royal famly by adoption, waited.

The King notioned for the two nen to approach and they did, until a line of
sol di ers stepped before them halting their progress.

The King | ooked at the two men and said at last, "My father warned ne you

m ght

appear sone day, Pug. Fromwhat he said, | take it your parting with himwas
| ess than convivial."



Pug smiled. "That's an understatenent, Mjesty."

"As he recounted things, you renounced your allegiance to the Isles, gave up
your hereditary titles, and said sone fairly unflattering things to him"
"Agai n, an understatenent, Your Mjesty." Pug paused, then said, "In his
yout h,

King Patrick was not the patient and reflective man you knew in | ater years.
He

was given to hot tenper and rash judgment. | acted out of altruistic notives;
I

didn't wish to see himplunge the Isles into a war with G eat Kesh nere

nont hs

after having seen half the Western Real m devastated by the arnies of the
Eneral d

Queen. "

"Yes," said the King. "That's something along the |ines of what | heard.
Nevert hel ess, your renunciation of your titles is considered treason by sone.
So, let's put this aside for the time being and get to the point. Wy are you
here?" Then he pointed at Tal. "And why have you brought this assassin into
ny

court?"

"Because Talwi n Hawki ns was a young man put at risk then sacrificed by Duke
Kaspar of O asko for Kaspar's own personal gains. He was duped, then
betrayed,

and by way of atonenent, he wi shes to warn Your Majesty of a grave threat to
t he

Isles. I'"'mhere on his behalf to vouch for him and to reassure Your Myjesty
that what he will tell you is true."

Tal bowed awkwardly, somewhat hanpered by the sling holding his regenerating
arm He straightened and said, "Majesty, | amcertain your own agents have
kept

you apprised of Kaspar's seemngly endless plots and intrigues. As you know,
he

was behind the death of Princess Svetlana of Sal mater, and because of this
has

managed to convince the Prince to acknow edge Kaspar as his liege |ord.
"I had not heard of that arrangenent," said the King.

Tal notioned to a guardsman and then to Pasko, who had cone al ong with Pug
from

Sorcerer's |Isle. Pasko handed the guard a parchnent. "This is a seal ed copy,
gai ned at much risk from Kaspar's own archives, stipulating the conditions of
the rel ati onshi p under which Sal mater and O asko now exist."

The King took the docunent fromthe guard. "How do | know this is authentic?"
"Il vouch for its authenticity, Mijesty," said Pug.

"And how did you come by this?"

Tal answered. "There are those still within Kaspar's court who are

symnpat hetic

to fornmer victinms of his tyranny. If Your Majesty is famliar with Baron

Vi sni ya

and Baron Stolinko of O asko, you should know that they were inprisoned with
ne

for a while by Kaspar's personal order. They and ot her nobl es have been

nmur der ed

or inprisoned for imagined infractions, or for the personal gain of others in
Kaspar's service. Those wongly-inprisoned nen still have friends within the
court, friends who will undertake to keep us abreast of any conditions that
nmay

bear upon our com ng assault on Opardum"

"You nmean to attack Opardun®?" said the King. "I admre your candour, young
Hawki ns. And your courage. M ght you enlighten nme as to where you have found
an



arny to lead into such a battle?"

"Mpjesty, | will have three thousand dedi cated soldiers at nmy command by the
first week of autumm.”

"A significant force, for raiding a border outpost or even sacking a ninor

garrison, but to take Opardumyou will need..." he glanced at the
Kni ght - Marshal , Sir Lawrence Mal colm who nouthed a figure "...twenty
t housand

or nore. Attacking by sea and land, if I'mright.’
mlitary advisor, who nodded.

"That would be true, Majesty, in a conventional assault. But mny three

t housand

will be attacking Opardumfromthe rear."

The King | aughed. "The rear? Correct nme if |I'mwong, young sir, but the

ci tade

at Opardumis hard against a cliff-face, and if | also remenber correctly,
there's no way to get above it."

"True, but there is a way in, Majesty. And that is where ny arny will attack."
The King seened to be growing inpatient. "Well, then, that's splendid. | wish

He gl anced again at his

you well in your endeavour. Sone nearby nations are bad nei ghbours, but
Kaspar

is sonething of a bully and I will not shed a tear to see himgone. But what
has

this to do with the Isles?"

"l need a diversion."

The King sat speechless for a full mnute, then he said, "You need a

di versi on?"

"Sire, | can show you a course fromw thin the southern islands, avoiding

| naska

entirely, and you can land an army which would threaten either Opardum or

a asko

Gat eway. Kaspar would be forced to | eave soldiers in O asko Gateway, rather
t han

bring themup for support.™

"Or he could march armes fromboth cities and crush my forces between them"
"He'll be too busy to risk it, Mjesty."

"\Why 2"

"Because the King of Roldemw Il have a fleet at anchor off Opardum | oaded
with

several thousand Keshian Dog Sol diers."

"Kesh!" the King al nost yelled. "What has Kesh to do with Kaspar?"

"Kaspar has been found out in the nurder of Prince Phillip of Aranor."
"That's hardly news, Squire, since Princess Alena is guesting here in

Ri I I anon.

W have di spatched strong nmessages to Kaspar on this subject, and expect he
will

see to her return and assure us that a regent will rule until the Prince is
of

an age to take the throne."

"Wth respect, Mjesty, that is hardly likely to happen with Kaspar in

a asko.

The King of Roldem also realizes this, and he al so knows that Kaspar renoved
Phillip, just as he attenpted to renove Duke Rodoski, to put hinself closer
to

King Carol's throne. Kaspar means to see hinself King of Roldem Mjesty."
"So it seenms, but it also hardly seens likely."

"It will be very likely if Kaspar marches his army to Farinda, and puts ten

t housand nen and horses on your border, Sire. You will have no option but to
march your forces up to neet himthere. Meanwhile, he will be in Rol dem bei ng
crowned. "

"And how will he acconplish this? By nagic?"



Pug stepped forward. "Precisely, Mjesty. And that is why you nust act in

concert with us in this matter, for if you do not, then | wll wager that
Kaspar

will be sitting upon the throne of Rol dem before year's end and noreover, he
will not be content to stay there. He will nove again, first against the

ot her

East ern Ki ngdons, bringing M skal on, Roskal on and the others into line with
Sal mater, formng up principalities and duchies |oyal to King Kaspar of
Rol dem

and then he'll nove against Rillanon."

The King was quiet for a noment. Then he said, "You paint a bleak portrait,
gentlemen. Very well, | will hear nore. You will meet with my council after
t he

nm dday nmeal and present all your evidence. But | warn you, if it is not

per suasi ve, you will be departing this palace instantly. Neither of you is
trusted here, sirs, and you nust show us a great deal before trust will be
forthcom ng. Now, your confort will be seen to and we will neet again this
afternoon. "

Pug, Tal and Pasko bowed and departed. Qutside in the corridor, Tal turned to
Pug and said, "So, that's the first step.”

Pug said, "Wth many nore steps to follow"

They foll owed a page who had been sent to show themto guest quarters where

t hey

m ght eat and freshen up before the afternoon neeting with the King and his
counci | .

Inside the roomthey found a large table set with refreshnents and two

day- couches | arge enough to nap upon if they so desired. A servant there
wai t ed

to act upon their every request, but Pug turned to himand said, "Leave us."
The servant bowed and | eft them al one. Pug closed his eyes, waved his hands,
then decl ared, "W are safe from being overheard by magic." To Pasko he said,
"Wait outside the door and see we are not overheard by nore nmundane neans."
Pasko nodded and |l eft the room

Tal poured a goblet of wine and inclined his head towards Pug, asking if he
wi shed one. "Water will do," Pug replied.

Tal poured water for Pug, handed it to him then picked up the wine in his

| eft

hand. He flexed the small fingers on his right hand, under the bandages, and
wonder ed again at the magi c used. Every novenment hurt, but at the same tine,
it

felt wonderful to have true sensation back there. He knew the pain woul d

f ade;

Nakor had reassured himthat it would lessen in tine, and that exercise would
hasten the healing. He knew one thing: when he faced Kaspar it would be with
hi s

sword in his right hand. Tal said, "So, then, it begins."

"Yes," said the sorcerer. "W will have the Isles' support before the day is
out."

Tal sat in a chair and put his feet up on another. Pug sat on one of the
day- couches. Tal asked, "Is there even a shred of truth in what we told the
Ki ng?"

"Truth is a negotiable concept, |'ve |earned over the years."

"Do | even have an inkling of what is really at play here?"

Pug said, "I don't know if any of us does, or if we're capable of truly

understanding." He was silent for a noment, then added, "You' ve been through
a

lot, Tal. You're not yet thirty years of age, but you' ve suffered nore than
nost

men do in two lifetinmes. Wien this is over, if we survive, | will tell you as
much as | can."



"If we survive?"

"Your plan sounds brilliant on the surface, but there are forces involved far
beyond you and Kaspar, or even the Conclave and Leso Varen. The Concl ave w ||
do

its part in shielding you fromVaren's powers. If we are correct in our

surm se

as to what he is trying to acconplish, nost of his energies will be directed
el sewhere, and if that is the case, he will be vul nerable. Even so, he wll
be

t he nobst dangerous player in this gane, for while | amhis equal in power, he
has no scruples and will think nothing of destroying everything around him
rather than face defeat."”

Tal said, "You're filling me with optimsm™

Pug |l aughed. "It's all a risk. But then, all life is a risk."

"This is true," said Tal, sipping his wine. "So, once we convince King Ryan
what next ?"

Pug smiled. "The hard part. Convincing King Carol and the Keshi an anbassador."
Tal shook his head. "You' d better speak fast then, Pug, for |I've the
deat h- mar k

on me should | set foot on Roldenish soil again.”

Pug said, "I'Il speak very fast."

Tal sat back, thinking. He knew the plan was bold, reckless, even mad, but it
was their only hope for a decisive and sudden victory over Kaspar

However, the prospect of finally destroying Aasko didn't fill himw th keen
anticipation. Instead, he felt only a dull holl ow ness. He sipped his w ne.

* * %

A del egation of Roldems officials, as well as a full honour guard, waited at
t he dockside as the King of the Isles' ship was nmade fast at the quay. As the
gangpl ank was run out, the officials stepped forward, ready to receive the
unannounced royal visitor, for at the top of the mmi nmast of the ship, the
pennon of the royal house of the Isles flew, telling the world that a menber
of

the royal famly was aboard.

Instead of a richly-dressed noble, however, a short man in a dark robe wal ked
down the gangpl ank, followed by a figure all too famliar to many of those in
attendance, carrying a single canvas travel bag.

The Chancel l or of the King's House stepped forward. "Wat is the neaning of
this?" He pointed to Tal and said, "Place that man under arrest."

Pug held up his hand. "That man is under the protection of the King of the
Isles, and is a nenber of this del egation.™

"And who are you, sir?"

Pug said, "I amcalled Pug, known as the Black Sorcerer by sonme, and am
representing King Ryan."

"But the royal banner flies upon the nmast!"

Pug said, "I'menbarrassed to admt | inposed upon the King to permt this,

t hough I am a nenber of the royal fanmily by adoption, albeit a distant one.
M

nane is recorded in the archives of the house of conDoin; | was adopted by
Duke

Borric, great grandfather to King Ryan."

The Chancel |l or seemed totally confused by all this. "Your credentials, sir?"
Pug held out an ornate bundl e of papers, all drawn up hastily, but with
attention to detail, by the scribes in King Ryan's service. They were affixed
with all the appropriate seals, and they naned Duke Pug of Stardock and
Squire

Tal wi n Hawki ns as anbassadors extraordinaire to the Court of King Carol and
to

the Court of the Enperor of G eat Kesh and outlined that the two emi ssaries
had

a great degree of latitude in binding the Isles to any nunber of agreenents.



"All this seens in order... Your Gace." Wth a dark |ook at Tal, the
Chancel | or

said, "Please come with nme, gentlenen."

As they approached a carriage, Tal threw his bag up to a coachnan and
fol | oned

Pug i nside. The Chancellor got in after them saying, "Your |luggage will be
brought up to the pal ace.”

Tal said, "I just handed up our luggage, sir."
"You're not staying long, then, sir?"
Tal grinned. "If we are here nore than two days | will be surprised.”

The Chancel |l or | ooked at Pug and said, "Pardon nmy frankness, Your G ace,"
t hen

he | ooked at Tal, "but if the Squire here |eaves this island alive | will be
surprised.”

Tal shrugged. "We'll let the King decide that."

They rode in silence the rest of the way to the pal ace.

* * %

Duke Rodoski could barely contain his anger. The King had listened to
everyt hi ng

Pug had said, then |ike King Ryan, King Carol had insisted on a ful
presentation before his privy council and the Anmbassador of the Enpire of

G eat

Kesh. The Duke had al nost drawn his sword on entering the hall and seeing Ta
sitting there.

"You wi || behave yourself, sir!" commanded the King. "These nen are here
under

the banner of the Isles, and will be treated with diplomatic courtesy."
The Duke had shot back, "Whatever they have to say will be lies, cousin!"

"Sit down, sir!" the King roared.

Duke Rodoski did as he was told but his suspicion was openly displ ayed.
Pug waited as the King called his councillors to order.

The Chancel | or addressed the King and his council. "Mjesty, ny |ords,
this...

oddl y-dressed gentleman is Pug, Duke of Stardock and cousin to King Ryan.
have

asked himto repeat to you what he told nme earlier today. Your G ace?"

Pug stood up and said, "First | would like to nake clear that the title of
Duke

is a courtesy only; | renounced ny allegiance to the Isles back when Ryan's
father, Patrick, was Prince of Krondor. | amcousin to the King, but a very
di stant one.

"Second, | caution you that what | am about to say will stretch your belief
to

its limt. You will hear things that will |eave you wondering if | am bereft
of

all reason, but I will tell you now, ny lords, | amvery sane, and what |
tell

you is not wild inagining.

"I'n your archives, | amsure, will be certain reports gathered by your agents

back during the reigns of Rodric the Fourth of the Isles. The fact of the
Riftwar, the invasion of our world by the Tsurani is not in question; it is
historic fact, but behind that fact lies a tale far nore incredible than what
is

known.

"The war was the result of a manipulation of incredible scale which pitted
t wo

wor | ds agai nst one anot her, and towards only one end: the use of an ancient
artefact hidden under the city of Sethanon, an artefact known as the

Li festone.”

He | ooked at King Carol. "I would be very surprised if any of this is



recor ded

in your archives, Majesty. O those who survived the battle of Sethanon, when
the arm es of the Brotherhood of the Dark Path narched south under the banner
of

the fal se prophet, Mirnmandanmus, the only living beings who knew the truth
wer e

nmysel f, Tomas—eonsort to the EIf Queen Agl aranna—Prince Arutha, and |ater

Ki ng

Lyam and two Tsurani nagicians, now | ong dead.

"Twi ce nore the Lifestone was threatened, first by Del ekhan, a noredhe
chieftain, and then by the armes of the Enerald Queen."

"What is this Lifestone?" asked Rodoski. "Why is it so important that wars
are

fought over it?"

"It was an ancient thing, created by a race that lived on this world before
t he

com ng of man, the Val heru, and it was supposed to be a weapon to be used
agai nst the gods. Miurmandanus, Del ekhan and the Emeral d Queen all wi shed to
use

it torule the world."

"Are you claimng that Kaspar of O asko is going to seize this Lifestone?"
asked

Ki ng Carol
"No," said Pug. "The stone was... destroyed years ago. It no | onger poses a
threat." He thought better of trying to explain to themthat the stone had

been

used by Tonmas's son Calis to free trapped |ife-essences, helping partially to
restore an anci ent bal ance between good and evil

The Keshi an Anbassador said, "I believe we have sonme nmention of this in our
archives, Your Gace."

Pug smiled. "No doubt. There was a force of Dog Sol di ers under the commuand of
Lord Hazara-Khan involved in the first battle of Sethanon. | don't imagine he
negl ected to report everything he saw "

"I find it incredible to believe you were there and that you knew him" said
t he

Anmbassador. "That was nore than a century ago."

"I age well," said Pug dryly. "Now, to the point under discussion. Kaspar of
A asko has been wreaki ng havoc over the region for the |ast ten years now,

i ncluding the murder of the Princess of Salmater and the Prince of Aranor, as
wel | as a planned assassination of every nmenber of the Royal House of Rol dem
Rodoski could not restrain hinmself. H s hand shot out and he pointed an
accusi ng

finger at Tal. "And that nman was instrunmental in it. He killed Svetlana of
Sal mater and was going to be involved in nmy assassination.”

Pug shrugged. "An attenpt you easily avoided, Your Gace, which brings nme to
this point. Kaspar's anbitions are naked and w thout subtlety. He seens not
to

care that the world knows he wishes to sit upon the throne of Roldem And
perhaps the Isles as well, sonme day.

"But Kaspar is not a stupid nan, so you must ask yourself, why so blatant a
series of moves? Why show such disregard for disguising his anbitions and
contenpt for your reaction to his noves?"

Rodoski sat back. Tal could tell that even the angry duke was intrigued by

t he

guesti on.

"The answer," said Pug, "is the reason King Carol nust exercise the nutua

def ence agreement he has with Great Kesh. The Anbassador must urge the
Enper or

to call north those garrisons on the eastern seaboard of the Enpire, and

qui ckly. The Rol deni sh navy nust go to those ports and then transport those



sol diers to anchor of f Opardum

"King Ryan will send an arny up to threaten O asko Gateway, and Squire
Hawki ns

will lead a force into the citadel itself. Al of this must be conpleted
before

wi nter comes, for Kaspar is readying hinself to make his true nove on

Mdwi nter's Night. In the citadel at Opardum in a wi ng of the building where
few are permtted, resides a man known as Leso Varen. He is a nage of great
power and bl ack arts. He serves forces of evil and chaos that seek to
obliterate

all laws and covenants, traditions and social contracts, all that makes nen
| awf ul and peaceful. | can not stress strongly enough the concept you mnust
accept, that these powers dwarf your normal notion of what good and evil
entail .

If you're sane nmen, | think it inpossible for you to envision the degree of
horror that awaits this world if this man Leso Varen isn't stopped.”

"So you need all the eastern garrisons of Kesh and the Rol dem sh navy to

dest r oy

this one man?" asked the Keshi an Ambassador

Pug said, "In a nutshell, yes."

* * %

The King said, "Wiile we waited for the council, we consulted our archives

regardi ng you, Duke Pug. If what | read is to be believed, you yourself are a
magi ci an of great power. Your age al one gives nme cause to think these reports
are true

"That being the case, why have you not sought out and destroyed this Leso

Var en?"

Pug smled and there was pain in the snile. "lI've faced this man before, Your
Maj esty. He has used several different names along the way, but | recognize

t he

stink of his black arts the way you know a skunk by its snell. He is not an
easy

man to kill. Trust me when | tell you | have tried." Hs voice | owered and
hi s

eyes becane reflective for a monent as he said, "Once... | thought hi m dead,
but

obviously | was wrong."

"Very well," said Duke Rodoski. "You've painted a bleak picture of this man's
powers, and told us a story of something dangerous that was destroyed years
ago.

Wuld you like to tie this up so that we understand it?"

Pug said, "It is nmy belief that Leso Varen is in the process of creating
anot her

Li festone. And that he nmeans to use it on the darkest night of the year

Mdwi nter's N ght."

The King sat back. "Another Lifestone? What exactly will that do?"

Pug said, "Sire, it is sonmething that can be utilized in any nunmber of ways,

some for good in the right hands. But | will wager nmy life and the lives of
everyone | have ever loved that in Varen's hands it will be used for evil.
"A new Lifestone will allow himto wage war on a scal e not seen since the

i nvasion of the Isles by the Emerald Queen's arny." This was somet hing of an
avoi dance, for only a handful of men ever knew the truth: that the Emerald
Queen

had been nmurdered and replaced by a demon in di sguise. That detail would have
only confused the nenbers of the King's court. After a pause, Pug continued,
"Wth each death in its proximty, the Lifestone beconmes nore powerful. It
doesn't matter who dies, or on which side they fight. If Varen stands near

t he

van of Kaspar's armnmy, he will be nore powerful at the end of a battle than he
was at the start. And each battle will give himnore strength.



"Utimately, he will hold in his hand a weapon that will afford himthe power
to

rule the world, and nore: the power to chall enge the gods thensel ves.

"Then war will rage in heaven and the very ground beneath your feet will be
char

and ash.”

"I can scarcely believe it," said the King.

Pug waved his hand and Pasko stepped forward, holding a pile of old
docunents.

"These are fromthe archives at Rillanon. King Ryan pernmtted me to renove
these. Here | give you every official document on file, including one by
Prince

Arut ha's own hand, and several by me, detailing all | have said, or at |east
as

much as was known at the time of the Riftwar. Al so, there are reports from
t he

Serpentwar, including a report nmade by Erik von Darknoor. Each is

aut henti cat ed

and vouched for by the royal archivist.

"Beyond what | have given you, | have told you all we know. "

"Who wi Il bear the cost of this?" asked the Keshian Anbassador. "Not just in
gold, but in suffering and lives?"

"Your Excellency," Pug said, "I will make you the same offer | made to King
Ryan. | will underwite the cost of your efforts. Gold | can get. But
procuring

brave men willing to risk all to free the world froma coming horror no nman
can

truly imagine, that is beyond ny powers.

"My lords, Majesty, if we do not act now, by Mdwinter's Night this world
will

begin a slide into darkness beyond conprehensi on. You nmust take this
deci si on,

if not for yourselves, then for your children, and the children they wll
someday bear."

Pug | ooked fromface to face, and Tal felt the prickly sensation that he had
cone to associate with the use of nagic. He knew that what Pug did was
subt | e,

for anything too overt would risk a backlash. He was using a spell to calm
t hem

to make them feel at ease with the coming decision, and to put aside their

suspi ci on.

The King said, "If you gentlemen will withdraw to quarters set aside for you,
we

shal |l discuss this matter." He | ooked at the pile of docunents Pasko had
passed

al ong and added, "It may take us sonme time to read all these. | wll have
supper

sent to your quarters and we will resune our neeting in the norning."

Pug, Tal and Pasko bowed, and the three men left the King's hall. A page
escorted themto nodest quarters, and when they were alone, Tal gl anced at
Pasko. "Not as nice as the roons given to me when | fought for the

Chanpi onshi p

of the Masters' Court."

Pasko said, "They liked you better then. You hadn't tried to kill anyone in
t he

royal famly then."

Pug said, "This is nore problematic than it was in the Isles." There cane a
knock at the door, and Pug waved perm ssion for Pasko to answer. Wen Pasko
opened the door, servants entered carrying trays of refreshments and w ne.
After



they had left, and the door was again closed, Pasko set about preparing a

l'i ght
meal for Pug and Tal
Pug said, "I think we shall convince them but it may take a |l ot nore

di scussion. "

Tal sighed. He was anxious to be back with his nercenaries.

He trusted John Creed, and despite his desire to avenge his people, had cone
to

trust Quint and the others. But it was still a nercenary army, and trouble
coul d

erupt at any monent. And Bardac's Hol df ast was not a good place for there to
be

probl ems anmong his nen.

Tal finally said to Pug, "Wat next?"

"W wait," said Pug. "Which is the hardest thing of all."

Pasko nodded. "I will arrange for baths, gentlenmen, while you enjoy this

r epast ,

and | speak to the staff to see to an early supper.™

Pug rose. "None for nme. | will dine with nmy wife tonight, and return before
dawn." Wth a wave of his hand he vani shed.

Tal glanced at Pasko. "Just |ike Magnus. | hate it when they do that."
Pasko nodded.

CHAPTER NI NETEEN

Assaul t

The wind cut |ike a bl ade.

Tal sat huddl ed under his great cloak, squeezing a ball with his right hand.

Nakor had been the one who had given himthe ball, nade from sone strange
bl ack
material. It didn't bounce well, and was heavy, but it yielded just enough to

give Tal's hand serious exercise. The constant pain had dw ndl ed now to an
occasi onal twi nge or itch, or he got a throbbing dull pain afterwards if he
exerci sed too much

But his armwas now fully restored, and he had been using his hand in sword
practice for a nmonth. At first he could barely hold a sword for nore than a
few

m nutes, and at tines the pain brought himclose to tears, but he persevered.
Now he barely noticed the disconfort unless he paused to think about it. And
at

t he nonent, he was too busy thinking about what was occurring before himto
t hi nk about his hand.

Up a narrow trail, riding single file, three thousand mercenari es nade their
way
onto the plateau. For hours they had been riding, and once they reached the
t op,
t hey spread out, naking cold canp. Still mles behind the citadel, Tal would
not

risk a hundred canpfires. Kaspar's full attention was directed to the fleet
of f

hi s harbour and the army approaching fromthe east along the river, but the
citadel was downwi nd fromthe plateau and snoke fromthat nmany fires would
travel for mles.

The Isles' arny should be fully in place by now Tal had convinced King Ryan
he

could nmove his arny by boats up the route napped by the agents of Sal mater
Tal

had captured for Kaspar, then |l and on the north shore of the river, placing a
force of five thousand nen between O asko Gateway and Opardum

Tal felt trenmendous inpatience, for he knew he was close nowto his fina
accounting with Kaspar. He wished for a nmonent that the Conclave coul d use



its

arts to magic his arny inside the caves, rather than wait for engineers to
construct a new bridge across the bottom of the ravine. But he knew that was
i npossi bl e. Pug had warned Tal that Leso Varen woul d detect any spell used
within mles of the citadel. He nust think until the very last instant that
t he

attack was conventional, for forewarning would doomthis attenpt to failure.
Even i f Kaspar was taken, Varen was the true target and he nust not escape.
Whi |l e Tal wanted Kaspar dead, he knew that his first objective had to be the
magi ci an's roonms, for there he would find the wards that protected the
sorcerer

fromPug and the others, and there Tal would have to destroy them before

Var en

killed him else all would fail. Kaspar woul d endure, the dark magi c of Leso
Varen woul d go unchecked, and Tal's entire life would prove futile and
poi ntl ess.

Tal had sent two of his best scouts forward with the engi neers. He had given
themclear directions to follow Once the bridge was up, they were to cross
over, clinb the long path, then wait inside the first large gallery, where he
woul d take over and |l ead the soldiers through the maze of tunnels that led to
t he one cave big enough to hold his forces. Fromthere it was a short march
to

t he abandoned cellar in the citadel that would prove Kaspar's undoi ng.

Tal regarded his arny as they filed past, making their way to canpsites where
they woul d unsaddl e their mounts and | eave themin the care of |ackeys. They
were a mx of veterans recruited by John Creed, and recruits fromfarnms and
vil | ages near Karesh'kaar, young men and a few wonmen who felt they had no
future

in Bardac's. Tal had proni sed everyone who fought that after the war they
woul d

be permitted to settle in O asko... assunming they won, of course. Tal watched
as

the last of the riders crested the rise and noved off to find a place to
rest.

Pack ani mals brought up the rear, and as they came into sight, Tal rode to

t he

nost forward canp.

Qui nt Havrevul en, John Creed and the Barons Visniya and Stolinko waited. They
had been over the plan a hundred tines, but Tal said, "Once nore. Report."
Quint said, "Signals fromour scouts to the rear show all is clear and no one
suspects we are here."

Creed said, "Everyone knows his job, Tal."

Tal said, "It's in nmy nature to worry at this point."

Vi sniya said, "Wen the Keshians |and, they' Il find key defences have been

| eft

unattended, or orders are confused. W have friends who will ensure the outer
city defence is token, at best."

Stolinko said, "It was never nmuch, anyway, given the [ayout of the city. By
sundown tonorrow, Kaspar's forces will either be in full retreat in the city,
or

al ready behind the walls of the citadel."

Tal nodded. It would take a full day to reach the citadel's basenent by the
tunnel s he had mapped. "Then at dawn in two days' tine, we take the citadel."
There was sonet hing bothering him he knew that he would have preferred to
wai t

until all his men were in place before assaulting the citadel fromwthin.
There

simply wasn't enough roomin the caves or basenents for that. He had to | ead
t wo

hundred nmen up a flight of stairs and hope that they reached the top | anding



bef ore any al arm was sounded, and could hold a key corridor |ong enough to
al | ow

t he bal ance of his forces to start feeding into the citadel.

If he or his men were trapped on that stairway, a squad of six men with
swor ds

and crosshows could hold themthere for a week

Tal gave his horse to a | ackey then squatted down where the others sat. He

pull ed the glove on his right hand off and flexed it. "If | hadn't seen that
stunp,” said Quint, "I wouldn't have believed your hand had ever been cut
from

you. "

Looking at his fingers as he flexed them Tal said, "It helps to have friends
who know 'tricks'."

"Well," said the dour Stolinko, "I hope you have sonme nore good ones for the
next two days."

John Creed said, "Fromwhat Tal's told us, | don't think we're going to need

tricks. This looks to be a straight-up fight, and whoever has the greatest
will

wins."

No one said anything after that.

* * %

For hours they crept through the darkness. Every tenth soldier carried a
torch.

Tal's ability to remenber details of the route after nmore than four years
si nce

his last visit saved themtine and |lives. There were treacherous falls and
dead- end passages all through this region. H's nocturnal explorations in his
first nonths of service to Kaspar were now serving themall well.

The caves were dry at this time of year, and nostly of bare rock, though
occasionally a vein of hard-packed earth was exposed between rock-faces.

Li chen

in the | ower chanbers gave way to dry granite walls and dusty floors as they
rose to the surface. Everything snelled nusty.

Tal paused in the last gallery of any size before reaching the outer limts
of

the citadel. He beckoned to a young wonman, one of the freed slaves from
earlier

that year, and said, "Pass the word back. W rest for an hour. |I'm going
ahead

to scout."

She turned and passed the word, and Tal took a torch, lit it from one already

burni ng, and noved on. He turned a corner and vani shed down a tunnel
Everything was as he remenbered it, and he quickly found his way to the

narr ow

passage that led to a storage area, which had been abandoned | ong ago. The
only

footprints on the ground in the dust were his own, now grown faint after nore
than four years.

At the far end of this cave was a single door, and Tal inspected it closely
before attenpting to open it. It was stiff and noved slowly, but he took his
time and when it was barely w de enough to adnit him he slipped through

He entered a room Now he was in the citadel proper. Three walls had been
chiselled out of the rock, but the far wall was nade from nortar-set stones
around a door. He opened the door in that wall and | ooked down a deserted
hal | way.

Tal quickly inspected the route and reached the |ast door he would open, for
after this roomcane a part of the stronghold that m ght be in use: a short
auxiliary pantry that led to the stairs he would have to use to get into the
heart of the citadel. This was the pantry farthest off the kitchen, and while
it



was rarely occupi ed, occasionally someone canme down to refill salt cellars
from

the large barrels kept here. He took out a red rag and a heavy tack, and

pi nned

the rag to the door.

He then started backtracking, putting rags on every door his forces would
pass

t hr ough.

At one junction, he put up two rags, one red, one blue, and then noved off in
a

different direction. An hour later a second path had been nmarked in bl ue.

By the time he returned to where the vanguard of his army waited, three
routes

up into the citadel would be nmarked. John Creed would | ead a force up al ong
t he

yel low path, into the marshalling yard via a postern gate entrance, opening
into

the bail ey between the outer walls and the citadel itself. H's job would be
to

attack the wall frominside, in support of the Keshian soldiers attacking
from

the city.

Qui nt Havrevul en woul d | ead the second col utm, coming up al ong the blue path,
directly into the arnoury, attacking the main strength of the forces inside
t he

citadel. He would nost likely be the first of the three of themto face the
mai n

strength of Kaspar's forces.

Tal's task was the nost dangerous, for he was to | ead an assault al ong the
red

path into Leso Varen's apartments. He knew it earned him a good chance of a
qui ck and nessy death. He had argued with hinself over this choice, but felt
he

could not order any other man to do it. Additionally, he now realized that
with

victory in sight, he no |longer cared. All he felt was cold inside. For years
he

had antici pated the day when he would crush Kaspar and |let hi mknow why he
was

bei ng destroyed. The thought of revenge on his enem es no | onger gave him
confort. In fact, it felt just the opposite. Vengeance had started to | ose
its

appeal after the death of Raven

Years spent in anticipation of this noment now seened somehow wasted. In the
short time before committing hinmself to an all-or-nothing ganble, he w shed
nor e

than anything that he could just wal k away. He thought of all he had | ost,
al |

he had let go in the past wi thout thought because of his deternmination to
puni sh

Kaspar .

Now he wondered what use it would be? For Kaspar's death would not bring back
his father, Elk's Call At Dawn, or his nother, Whisper O The Night Wnd. His
brother, Hand O The Sun, and his little sister MIliana would remai n dead.
The

only tine he woul d hear the voice of his grandfather, Laughter In H's Eyes,
woul d be in his nenory. Nothing woul d change. No farmer outside Krondor woul d
suddenly stand up in wonder and say, "A wong has been righted." No
boot - naker

in Rol demwoul d | ook up fromhis bench and say, "A people has been avenged."



If he could just expunge Kaspar with a thought, he would gladly turn away
from

the slaughter to cone. Hundreds, perhaps thousands, of nmen and wonen were
about

to die, and not one in a thousand woul d have an inkling of why their Iives
wer e

endi ng. Not one of them woul d understand that they were dyi ng because a boy
had

survived the obliteration of his people and an anbitious nman had nade a pact
with an evil nmagician.

Tal sighed. Try as he might, he could not hate Kaspar or Quint any nore than
he

could hate a bear for acting |like a bear. They were creatures of their own
nature. Wth Kaspar that nmeant he was sick with ambition and devoi d of
scrupl es.

Wth Quint it neant he followed orders blindly and did as he was told, no
nmatter

how repugnant and without norality those orders m ght be.

Yet now Tal was using one of those men's natures to help destroy the other
He

found the irony far from anusing.

He returned to the vanguard and found his officers had all nade their way to
t he

front. Quint said, "W're all in place and ready."
Tal sat on the stones. "So, now we wait."
* * %

The cellar was enpty and Tal notioned his men to followto the far end. He
pushed open the door and in the di stance could hear faint noises. Nothing
very

distinct, but he knew it was the echoes of men and wonen in the citade
rushi ng

to whatever place was appointed themduring battle. Soldiers would man their
posts, while servants would hurry to prepare everything required to wthstand
the assault: food, blankets, water, sand to fight fires, and bandages and
unguents for the wounded.

Tal notioned and the first group noved up the narrow stairway. He peered

t hr ough

t he door and saw that the corridor was enpty. He pushed it open and held it
aside as the first twenty nen raced up the stairs, ten going to the right and
ten to the left. They were ordered to hurry to the far end of the hall and to
hold until a full company was in place.

After the first score of mercenaries were in place, the others came up like a
steady stream one man after another, and when a full fifty were in position
Tal

signal |l ed. Both conpanies hurried off to their specified destinations. Each
band

had one nmission: to find a particular place in the Iower citadel and hold it.
They woul d barricade the intersections between hall s—sing tables, chairs or
anything el se they could find—+then hold those positions using | ongbows and
crossbows until Tal had reached his objective. They would be protecting the
flanks of those fighters sent into the lair of the magician

Tal notioned for those behind himto nove as silently as possible. He had
hand- pi cked twenty-five of the toughest nen in the arny, |ed by the huge
murderer, Masterson, who still carried the nmassive axe he had taken fromthe
Fortress of Despair. Tal knew that if need be, he could chop through an oak
door

with it in noments.

Tal turned the corner, headed down a short corridor, then up a flight of
stairs.

At the top he was confronted by stairs | eading back down again, while two



ot her

flights went up on either side. Companies following his own would head up

t hose

stairs with orders to attack any units of Kaspar's men they sighted. Tal |ed
hi s

twenty-five men down the central set of stairs towards Leso Varen's quarters.
He hurried down the corridor that led into the wizard's first roomand as he
neared the door, he felt the hair on his arns and neck stand up. He halted
and

wi t hout hesitation, shouted, "Back!"

Those behind himhesitated for a nonent, then the retreat began, just as a
shri eki ng sound of unbearable volume split the air. Men covered their ears
and

how ed in pain. Tal, who was cl osest to the door, suffered the worst. Hi s

| egs

wobbl ed and threatened to buckle as he staggered backwards.

When he reached the far end of the corridor, the sound stopped, and Tal shook
his head to clear his vision. Wthout a word, he signalled to Masterson to

t ear

down the door. Masterson nodded, rage etched upon his face, and charged the
door.

If Varen had expected Tal and the others to have fled, or to be |lying stunned
in

t he hal l way, he was ni staken. Masterson's massive axe struck the wood to the
centre of the hasp, and shattered it, sending splinters flying. He struck it
three nore tinmes and the planks fell away. Wth a kick of one huge foot, he
smashed t he wood between hinges and | ock plate and the door fell open. He
charged in with Tal only steps behind him

Twenty-five nmen entered the roomwith Tal. At the far end the magician, Leso
Varen, stood al one. The sl ender magi c-user | ooked nore annoyed than fearful
and

all he said was, "This really is just too nuch."

Then he waved his hand and abruptly Tal was engulfed in pain. He could barely
stand and his sword fell fromfingers that refused to obey him Oher nen
withed on the floor, or fell to their hands and knees, vomting.

Tal saw men falling unconscious on all sides. Only Masterson seened able to
keep

his feet and the large man staggered with each step. Seeing that the huge
fighter was sonehow resisting his magic, Varen sighed as if he was out of

pati ence. He picked up what | ooked to be a slender wand of dark wood, pointed
it

at the axe-w el ding man and spoke a few words.

FIl anes surrounded Masterson's head and shoul ders and he how ed i n agony,
letting

the axe fall. He went to his knees slapping uselessly at the flanmes, which
wer e

tinged an evil green colour, and which filled the roomw th an oily snmoke and
the stench of burning flesh.

Tal struggled to nove forward, although every one of his nuscles tried to
contract in spasm He could not will his fingers to close around his sword
wher e

it lay near his open hand. In a desperate act of will he drew the dagger from
his belt, nustered his remaining strength and hurled it at the magician

It flewtrue but Varen nerely stood still and the blade halted i nches from
hi m

falling to the floor with a clatter as if hitting an invisible wall. Then he
wal ked to stand over Tal and | ooked down on him

"Talwin Hawkins, isn't it? | amsurprised,"” he said softly, his voice just

| oud

enough to cut through the npbans and weeping of the other nmen in the room He



glanced at Tal's right arm and said, "I thought they were going to chop that
of f you." He sighed. "That's the problemw th Kaspar's people. You just can't
rely upon themto attend to details. First you were supposed to die in

Sal ador

and didn't have the grace to do that, then you turn up here unexpectedly with
an

arnmy... it's all very annoying, Talwin!" He glanced around the room "If
Kaspar

can't keep this city of his, 1'mgoing to have to nove... again! That is
really

upsetting." He | eaned over so that his face was only inches fromTal's as the

young man fought to stay sitting upright, refusing to fall to the floor
"You're

quite a stubborn boy, aren't you?" asked Varen. He gently pushed Tal to the
right, and Tal pronptly fell over

"I don't suppose this is all your fault; after all, you can't just whistle up
a

Keshian army... not to nmention that bunch down on the river fromthe Isles.
I'd

| ove to know how you contrived to get Ryan and Carol to agree on anyt hing,

but

time is limted, so | just can't spare a nonment to chat.'
awnay

and | ooked out of the wi ndow. "Now, that doesn't |ook good. Keshians on the
wal |

and a troop of nen | don't recognize opening the gate to the bailey. This

j ust

won't do."

He opened the wi ndow and directed his wand out of it. Tal could feel him

di scharging his magic at those below. But Tal noticed that each tine Varen
did

this the pain he was experiencing | essened slightly. H s vision no | onger
threatened to fail himand he could nove a little.

After a few monents of raining burning terror down on those bel ow, Varen

t ur ned

to Tal again. "Well, as rmuch fun as this has been, it's tinme for you to die,"
he

said. He put away his wand and took a dagger out of his robe. Wth purposefu

steps he crossed the floor, heading directly for Tal
* * %

Leso Varen wal ked

Creed's men were on the walls before the O askon defenders realized they had
been taken fromthe rear. The Keshi ans had cone through the city like a
prairie

fire in sunmrer, and those d askon sol diers who had been ordered to retreat in
order had hit the gate in full flight.

Men on the walls with their eyes on Keshian Dog Sol di ers carrying scaling

| adders and siege-turtles suddenly found enemnmies on the wall beside them
with

others hurrying up the stone stairs to the battlements. Archers who should
have

been raining fletched death down on the Keshians were now struggling in
hand-t o- hand conbat with armed invaders.

Creed | ooked around and nodded in satisfaction as his flying conpany reached
t he

gate, overpowering the squad there, and began opening it to admit the

Keshi ans.

Just then an explosion of fire struck to the right of the gate, sending nen
on

both sides flying through the air. A second, then third detonation of energy
caused nen to duck for cover or just turn and run. Creed spun to see a nan in



a
robe | ook down for a noment, then turn away.

What ever the magici an thought he was doi ng, he created nore confusion, which
ai ded the invaders. Creed shouted orders for his company to finish opening

t he

gate, and once he saw it thrown open he knew this part of the fight would be
over in less than another half an hour. Seeing the state of the struggle up
on

the wall, Creed began directing soldiers still com ng out of the tunnels

t owar ds

a pair of doors at the base of the citadel. So fast had the attack been that
they still stood open. He could send his soldiers inside to support Qint's
and

Tal's forces.

He gl anced up at the citadel and wondered how the fighting there fared. Wth
t he

Keshi ans inside the walls, the battle was deci ded; Kaspar's arny woul d be
def eat ed—he saluted Tal's ingenuity and hoped the lad lived | ong enough to
see

the end of it.

As Keshian soldiers hurried through the gate carrying scaling | adders, Creed
waved over to the captain in command of the Keshian assault forces. "W're
inside already!" yelled Creed, pointing to the gates. "Set your scaling

| adder s

there, and there—= he pointed to two spots "—and we'll shred their forces
from
both sides."

The captain acknow edged t he suggestion and sent his men to the indicated

| ocations. Creed took one |ast |ook around to ensure that everything was
goi ng

as planned and saw with satisfaction that O askon soldiers were throw ng down
t heir weapons and beggi ng quarter up on the wall

Creed notioned for a squad held in reserve to follow himinside the citadel
He

hoped Captain Quint was having as easy a tine as he had.

* * %

Captai n Quint Havrevul en knelt behind a makeshift barri cade—an overturned
tabl e

in the soldiers' nmess. He and his nen had entered the arnoury, only to

di scover

that the Duke's ready conpany of reserves had been billeted in the mess so

t hey

could be easily dispatched to any part of the citadel

Unfortunately for Quint, he could not get enough nmen through the door to nount
a

sustai ned assault. Twice he had |l ed a dozen or so men out fromthe |arge
pantry

fromwhi ch they accessed the nmess, only to be driven back. Now t hey had
archers

on the bal cony above the ness and any man of Qint's who noved was likely to
be

sprouting arrows.

The only thing that had kept the invaders from being overwhel mred was the
breastwork of tables they had erected, for every soldier of O asko who tried
to

cone over it was killed. A nmercenary next to Quint winced visibly every tine
a

shaft struck the wood or the wall behind him "W going to find a way out of
this, Captain?" he asked.

"Dam me if | know," answered Quint. "But |'mgetting pretty bored just



sitting

here." He gl anced around. "Here, help me push this table farther out." He
noti oned to another pair of men to help him They noved the table forward
about

four feet, and Quint signalled for some other nen to do likewise with the
t abl es

on either side. Soon they had enough room for an additional dozen nen to
craw

out of the pantry and prepare for another assault.

Just as Quint was getting ready to charge, a voice shouted out, "You dogs
r eady

to surrender?"

Qui nt shouted back, "Wo died and put you in charge, Alexi?"

There was a nonent of silence, then the voice said, "Quint? Is that you?"
"None ot her," shouted Quint.

"W thought you'd be dead by now. "

"Sorry to disappoint you, but | had other plans.”

"The Duke will reward me greatly if | bring himyour head, ny captain."
"Al'l you have to do is come get it," shouted the former Special Captain of
t he

A askon arny. \Wen no answer was forthcom ng, he added, "O perhaps you'd
like

to tal k about things first?"

"What do you have in m nd?"

"Parlay."
Again there was silence, then the officer named Alexi said, "I can hear you
j ust

fine fromhere. Speak your mind."

"A coupl e of thousand Keshian Dog Sol di ers should be through your gates by
now,

Al exi. There are two ot her conpanies of nercenaries already in the citade
and

nore com ng through fromtunnels back behind you every mnute. You may have
us

bottled up here, but I'll warrant if you send runners you'll find that other
units are hard pressed on all fronts. You can't win. But if you call a halt
to

the fighting, you and your nmen can live."

"And if | call a halt to the fighting, and you're telling tales, the Duke
will

have ny guts for garters.”

"Send runners. Ask for intelligence. | can wait." Qint grinned at the
sol diers
nearby. "lI'mnot in a hurry as long as ny side's w nning."

There was a very long silence then the officer naned Alexi said, "You're a
| ot
of things, Captain Quint, but you ve never been a liar. Wat terns are you

of feri ng?"

"We've no issue with men who are only follow ng orders. Put down your weapons
and you'll be paroled. |I don't know who's going to be running things after
this

is over, but whoever it is he'll need soldiers to keep the peace in O asko
There you have it. Wait, and when the other conpanies start breaking down the
doors at your back, we'll cone over these dam tables. If you surrender now,
everyone gets to live another day. W can even sit down and have an ale

t oget her

when the dust settles. What'll it be?"

"I'"ll send runners, Quint, and I'lIl tell ny nen not to shoot as |long as you
st ay

down behi nd those tables. Agreed?"



"Agreed!" Quint put his sword away, indicating to his nmen that they could
rel ax

and lie down for a while without worry. "This may work out well," he
whi sper ed.

He ventured a | ook and saw the bowren had put their bows down and were
| eani ng

on them while the crossbowren had | owered their weapons. He sat back. "Hope
things are going this well el sewhere," he said.

CHAPTER TVEENTY

Resol ution

Tal wat ched. .

Leso Varen approached slowy, the dagger hanging loosely in his grip. Ta
felt

pain in every part of his body, but it was manageable, |ess than he had
endur ed

after his rescue by Pasko and Robert, |ess than when he had been attacked by
t he

deat h-dancers, |ess than when his arm had been cut off. He focused on that,

t hat

he had endured nore pain and lived.

He drew strength fromw thin and waited, for he knew he would get only one
opportunity to strike at the magician. Tal let his head loll as if he had no
strength to raise it.

Varen ignored the other soldiers nearby. Wen he got close, he said, "Talwn,
I

aminpressed. You're far nore resilient than | woul d have thought.

"You know, | told Kaspar | thought there was sonethi ng odd about you when
exam ned you on the night you took oath. It wasn't that you reveal ed
duplicity,

but rather that you were... without any sort of doubt. | suspected you had
been

trai ned somehow, but had you been a nmagic-user, you would not have lived nore
than a m nute once you were inside this room" He gestured. "l've placed

war ds

everywhere." He sighed, as if overtasked. "I have enenies, you know " He
waved

his hand at a far wall and it shimered, then faded away. It had been an
illusion, and now Tal saw that the roomwas a full ten feet |onger than he
had

t hought. A figure hung fromchains on the far wall, naked and bl oody. Ta
knew

instantly who it was: Alysandra. He couldn't tell if she was alive or not,
and

it took all of his concentration to ready hinself for one last attenpt to
def end

hi nsel f. Varen said, "Qur lovely Lady Rowena tried to kill ne." H s voice
rose

to a near shriek. "She tried to kill me!"

He turned his back on Tal and hurried to where the linp form hung. "She

t hought

to seduce nme!" He | aughed, then turned to face Tal and spoke quickly. "Look
Lnjoy a tunble as nuch as the next man, but there are tines when such things
ﬁ;?ely a distraction. Besides, the energies are all wong for what |'m doing
these days. It's terribly life-affirmng and generative and all that, but
;La?tny efforts are entirely concentrated in the opposite direction, if you
t ake



nmy meani ng. So, rather than some fun between the sheets—and a dagger in ny
back—+ thought she could contribute to nmy work in a good way—er bad, from her
poi nt of view " He | aughed, and Tal knew that by any neasure the man was
conpl etely mad.

Varen reached up and gripped her chin. "Alittle life left in there, yet,
isn't

there, my dear?" He regarded her intently. "Slow death is the best death..
for

me. Right now, | imagine it's pretty m serable being you." He | aughed and | et
her chin drop. Then he started wal ki ng back towards Tal. "It woul dn't
surprise

me to di scover you both work for an old eneny of mine. Sad to say, | haven't

time to put you on the wall and find out. But even if you don't, you've been
a

serious nui sance, Talwin. Bringing an armny, sacking the city, all that

noi se. "

H s eyes w dened and he nodded enthusiastically. "I do enjoy the screaning
and

t he bl ood, though. That's a nice touch."” He reached Tal and knelt beside him
"Now, it's been |lovely seeing you again, but | nust put an end to our tine
together. | fear Kaspar is about to lose his city, and that being the case,
nmust depart for a new hone." He smiled. "Goodbye." Then he reached out with
hi s

dagger, as Tal had expected, and started to slice down on Tal's exposed neck
Tal used every ounce of strength he possessed to slash upward with the dagger
he

had pulled fromhis belt, and bl ock Leso's nove. Varen was a powerful
magi ci an,

but in the use of a blade he m ght as well have been a baby compared to Tal
Varen's bl ade flew fromhis hand and went clattering across the fl oor

Tal then slashed out again, only to find his blade deflected from Varen's
skin

by sone sort of arcane arnmour. But the bl ow caused the magician to fal
backward, |anding hard on his runp, and suddenly the pain racking Tal's body
ceased.

Taki ng a deep breath, Tal rose to his feet. "So, steel can't touch you?"
"I"'mafraid not," said Varen, his eyes narrowi ng. He scranbled to his feet.
"You

know, this is no |onger amusing. Please die now"

He put out his hand and Tal could feel energies building. Only once or twice
had

he wi tnessed Pug or Magnus gathering power, and the results were usually
spectacul ar. Tal had no doubt that if he let the nage finish his incantation
he

woul d not enjoy the results.

In the remaini ng seconds he had, he knew his sword woul d be as useless as his
dagger. He felt a lunp in his tunic, and snatched out the hard ball Nakor had
given him |In a desperate nove to interrupt the magician's concentration, he
drew his arm back and threw the ball as hard as he coul d.

The ball passed through whatever energy-arnmour Varen possessed and struck him
hard in the throat. The incantation was disrupted and Tal felt the power in

t he

room f ade.

The magi ci an's eyes went round as he grabbed his throat. He fought for air,
but

Tal could see he couldn't breathe. He took two steps towards the nage, and
Var en

fell to his knees, his face turning red and the veins on his head starting to
stand out.

A voice frombehind said, "I think you crushed his w ndpipe."



Tal | ooked and saw one of the soldiers rising to his feet. Tal pointed at a

| arge clay object next to the door, hexagonal in shape and covered in mystic
witings. "See that," he said. "Break it. Look around these rooms and you'l
find nore. Break themall."

Tal wal ked over to the quivering nagician and | ooked down at him "Hell of a
way

to die, isn't it?" he said. Then he knelt, pulled Varen upright, noved behind
him and put his arnms on either side of his head. Wth one quick jerk, he

br oke

the dark nage's neck. Leso Varen's body crunpled to the floor

Then Tal rose and went over to the unconscious figure on the wall. He

unf ast ened

t he shackl es and took Al ysandra down gently. He |ooked at the face of the
worran

he had once thought he |oved. Stunning beauty was now terribly scarred, for
Varen's use of the dagger had not been kind. Tal took his cloak off and

wr apped

it around her. Calling to one of the soldiers nearby, he said, "Take her to

t he

rear and see if the chirurgeon can save her.'
his arnms and carried her out of the door
When the | ast ward was smashed, the air suddenly sizzled with energy and
three

men materialized in the room Pug, Magnus and Nakor | ooked down at the dead
mage. Nakor said, "You did better than | thought you would."

Pug said, "Get everyone out of this room Tal. There are things here that
only

we three are equipped to confront." He | ooked down. "Just because this body
is

dead doesn't mean the magi c doesn't linger. There may be traps still."

Tal turned and ordered his soldiers out of the room

Magnus nodded. "Nakor's right. You did well."

Pug said, "How goes the rest of the fight?"

The soldier cradled the girl in

Tal shrugged. "I don't know. |'ve received no word from Creed or Quint, but
now
that this... man is dead, | plan on seeing this thing ended."

As he turned to | eave, Pug grabbed his arm Looking Tal in the eyes, he said,
"Before you find Kaspar, remenber this: you' ve been harshly used all your
life,

Tal, by the Conclave as well as by Kaspar. Wuld I have given you up to kil
this eneny of mne?" He pointed to Varen's corpse. "A hundred tinmes over, ny
friend." For a nmonent pain passed behind Pug's eyes. "You would not be the
first

of those | cared about to die.

Hi s hand tightened a little on Tal's arm

"The

Concl ave will ask nothing nore of you: fromnow on your life is your own to
do

with what you will. In any way we can we will help, with gold, |and, pardons
fromthe Isles and Roldem Ask what you will, and if we can do it, we will.

"But one thing above all you must understand. You are at a crossroads and
from

this moment forward who you will be is in your own hands. Decide what sort of
man you wi sh to be... then act."

Tal nodded. "Ri ght now | have but one goal, Pug. |I will find Kaspar, then
after

| end his life, I'"lIl worry about the rest of mne."

Wt hout another word, he picked up his sword and foll owed his mercenaries
down

the hall and away fromthe magician's lair.
* * %



Tal shouted orders and swung his sword. H s conpany had encountered a room
full

of O askon sol diers who appeared determined to defend that part of the

ci tade

with their lives. The roomto-roomfighting was bl oody and unforgiving. Ta
passed few wounded, but a great nany dead on both sides.

He had been fighting for two hours, the pain he suffered at the hands of the
magi ci an now forgotten. He had cleared half a dozen roons since |eaving the
magi ci an's wi ng. Runners had cone telling himthe outer bailey and the | ower
roonms of the citadel were secured, and that nmen were being detailed to guard
A askon prisoners. But the closer he got to Kaspar's throne room the fiercer
was the defence

The fighting went on for the rest of the day, and twi ce he had to w thdraw
and

take water and food. His arms felt as if they had iron weights tied to them
but

he kept coming back to |l ead his nen.

After hours of fighting, Tal realized they had surrounded the throne room
and

he quickly sent runners to ensure that the doors were secure. He notioned for
a

dozen men to follow him for he knew there were other, |ess obvious, ways out
of

that room

He found an entrance to the servants' passages and al nost di ed when he opened
the door. Only his exceptional reflexes allowed himto bl ock the sword-thrust
that greeted his tripping the latch

"Pi kes!" he shouted and men with pole-arns raced forward. They |lowered their
weapons and drove the defenders back down the narrow passage, and Tal and his
men fol | owed.

There had been half a dozen nen in the passage and they turned and fled after
two were struck down by the pikes. Tal hurried after them but stopped running
when he realized they had found the servants' entrance to the throne room

A peep-hol e had been drilled in the door and covered by a sinple piece of

net al

on a screw. It had been put there so that servants wouldn't interrupt the
Duke

when he was conducting formal court.

Tal peered through and saw Kaspar standing in the mddle of the room
directing

his defenders. He was wearing his black arnmour, and bell owi ng conmands,

| ooki ng

as much like a bear at bay as the one Tal had killed protecting himthose
years

past .

Tal judged he could possibly reach Kaspar before the Duke realized he was in
t he

room but he couldn't be certain. Better to wait for a few minutes and see
how

the assault on the three entrances went. Tal knew he could spare nore

sol diers

t han Kaspar, for by what Tal could see, he had less than a full conpany in

t he

room

From out si de cane a voi ce, speaking Rol dem sh but in a heavy accent:, a
Keshi an

conmander. "WI| you accept quarter?"

Kaspar |aughed. "Never!"

Tal hated to see nen die needl essly. The outcone was no |onger in doubt.
Kaspar



had been totally routed in Il ess than a day. But there was no need for nore
nen
to die. He turned and said, "Send word back that | want as many nen as

possi bl e

t hrough here. Wen | open the door, | will go straight in." To the man behi nd
himhe said, "Go right," then to the second man behi nd hi m he added, "and you
go

left. Each man, right, then left. Flood the roomand draw the defenders away
fromthe doors. Let's end this!"

Tal waited as word was passed, then he flipped the latch and charged into the
room For a nmoment he noved without being noticed, then sonething seen out of
the corner of Kaspar's eye must have alerted him for he turned just in tine
to

raise his sword and take Tal's attack.

Those near the Duke turned to defend him but they were quickly engaged by

ot her

nmercenaries who ran fromthe servants' passage. Tal swung a | oopi ng over hand
blow, then turned it at the last, alnost taking Kaspar's armoff at the

shoul der. The bi g man dodged aside at the | ast second, his eyes widening in
recognition. "Tal!" He slashed back, forcing Tal to give ground. "And with
bot h

arnms. That nust be a tale to tell." He lashed out in a furious conbination
whi ch | acked finesse but was effective.

Tal could not risk taking his eyes off Kaspar, so deterni ned was the Duke to
defeat him but he could sense the rhythmof the fight changing. Wth his own
men attacking from behind, those defending the doors were bei ng overwhel ned.
Kaspar cut and parried, his face a nmask of concentration, oblivious to

everything el se around himas he sought to kill Tal. Tal knew that he was by
far
the better swordsnman, but he was fatigued, still in pain, and his right hand
had

not recovered conpletely. One mstake on his part was all Kaspar needed.

Al'l around the two conbatants the din of weapons di m nished as swords hit the
floor and men ceased fighting. After a few mnutes, the only sounds in the
room

were the groans of the wounded and the clang of Tal's and Kaspar's bl ades
ringi ng together as they clashed.

Kaspar's face was flushed and his cheeks bul ged as he puffed hard, trying to
keep his wind. Tal felt his own body ache with the need to end this; but
Kaspar

was gi ving himno clear-cut opening.

Then Kaspar stepped the wong way, and for an instant his toe touched the Ieg
of

a corpse lying on the floor. He stunbled and Tal was upon himlike a cat on a
nouse.

Tal got inside Kaspar's guard and engaged his blade with his own, and with
one

twi sting nove had the sword out of Kaspar's hand. The next nmonment Kaspar was
notionl ess, Tal's sword point at his throat.

Kaspar braced hinself for the death-stroke, but Tal just kept his sword
pressi ng

that vul nerabl e skin. Then he said, "Bind him"

At this point, John Creed canme into the room "You did it!"

"We did it," said Tal. He | ooked around the chanber. "And a | ot of nen paid
for

the victory with their lives."

Creed said, "So, why didn't you finish hinP"

Tal wal ked up to | ook Kaspar in the eyes as two soldiers bound the Duke's
wists

behi nd his back. "That woul d have been too quick," said Tal. "I want himto



fully understand what he's lost, what's been taken away fromhim" He put up
hi s

sword. "Besides, | can hang himtomorrow as easily as cut his throat today."
Looki ng around the room he said, "Mike sure everyone knows the citadel is
ours.

Then pass the word to stop fighting."

The Keshi an conmmander of the forces that had been attacking the room

appr oached.

"Captain, we will withdraw as we agreed. The citadel is yours."
Tal said, "Thank you and thank your Enperor. | don't suppose there's much
hope

of controlling the looting on the way back to the harbour?"

The Captain shrugged. "Booty is part of war, is it not?" He bowed his head
and

shouted his orders and the Keshian Dog Sol di ers began withdraw ng.

After the Keshians were gone, Creed said, "If there's anything of value |eft
in

the city when those boys are gone, our lads will be surprised."

Tal smiled. "There's enough in the citadel to make every man here feel rich.
W'l get to that tonorrow. Tend to the wounded, and get the staff in the
kitchen to start cooking. If everyone else is as hungry as | am we're going
to

eat the entire stores in one day."

Creed nodded and started conveying Tal's orders. Tal glanced around the room
then said to the two guards who hel d Kaspar, "Keep himhere for the tine

bei ng,

but everyone else is to be taken down to the marshalling yard and put under
guard."

Tal sheathed his sword and made his way out of Kaspar's throne room and
hurried

to Kaspar's fam ly apartment, ignoring the |ooks he got fromfrightened
servants. Wien he reached Natalia's door he found a squad of guards waiting.
He

| ooked at them and said, "It's over. Kaspar is taken. Throw down your weapons
or

I will come back with fifty men. No harmw |l come to your |ady."

The nmen gl anced at one another then slowy put down their swords. "Go down to
the marshalling yard and wait; you'll be given parole in the norning."

The guards left slowy, and when they were gone, Tal opened the door to
Natalia's apartnment. A blur of notion caused himto duck, and a dagger
bounced

harm essly off the wall. Tal called out, "Please don't throw anything el se,
Nat al i a! "

He | ooked to the far corner of the roomwhere Kaspar's sister waited, another
dagger in her hand. "Tal!" she cried, her voice revealing a m xture of
relief,

happi ness and uncertainty. "Kaspar said you were inprisoned." Then she saw
hi s

ri ght hand and added, "And nai ned."

Tal wal ked slowy towards her. "I managed to survive it all."

"What now?" she said. "Is Kaspar dead?"

"No, he's ny prisoner," said Tal

"Your prisoner? | thought we were being attacked by Kesh and Rol dem"

"You were, but in support of nmy attack on the citadel." He sat on the bed,
and

noti oned for her to come closer. She approached slowy and he took her hand.
"It's a very long story and I'Il tell it to you, but | have many things to do

before we can di scuss those details. Right nowl wish to tell you that you
are
safe. No harmwi |l conme to you and | will ensure that your status here is



respected. "
"As what?" said Natalia. "Am | your trophy, Tal?"

He smiled. "You would be a very special one, I'lIl admt." He stood up and

t ook

her other hand in his left, and said, "I would be lying if | said | had no
feelings for you, Natalia, but I would also be Iying if I told you |l |oved
you

with all ny heart.

"Moreover, your future is now even |l ess your own than it was before Kaspar
was

taken. For then you were but a tool for his diplonmacy. Now, you are nuch
nore."

"What do you nean?"

Tal said, "You are heir to O asko. Your brother's renoval |eaves a deadly

political vacuumin the region. Kesh will ensure that the Isles don't try to
claimyour nation, and the Isles will keep Kesh and Rol dem at bay, but others
nearby may see this as an opportunity to install their own vassals on
Kaspar's

throne. That can't be allowed."

Nat al i a nodded. "I understand." She | ooked at Tal. "Wat of my brother? Is he
to

di e?"

Tal said, "Only a few people know this of me: | was born in the nountains of
t he

Orosini. Kaspar's orders destroyed ny race. | am perhaps the only nale

survi vor

and the day | knew | would live, | vowed to have vengeance for ny people."
Nat al i a said nothing, but her face grew pale and drawn. "I would like to be

al one now, if you don't mnd, Tal."

He bowed and | eft. Wen he got outside he saw that a pair of his own soldiers
had repl aced the O askons who had surrendered. "Guard this door and protect
t he

lady inside. I'll have someone relieve you after a while."

They nodded and took up position on either side of the door

Tal nmoved quickly along the hallway, back towards the throne room There was
much to be done yet, but the thing he felt the nost need for now was a neal .
Then perhaps a hot bath. For whatever decisions needed to be nade, they
didn't

need to be made until the next norning.

The day wore on and before Tal knewit, evening was falling. The entire early
part of the day had been devoted to disarm ng Opardum s garrison, paroling

t he

soldiers and directing themto billets outside the citadel. Natalia would
need

t hem back soon, but sone of those who had served her brother would not be
invited to re-enlist.

Adm ni stration of the government was given over to Barons Visniya and

St ol i nko

who between them coul d take care of the short-term needs of the city and
surroundi ng countryside.

And a great deal of need was now evident, for while the invasion of the city
had

been conpleted swiftly, it had been harsh. As Tal had suspected, the
retreating

Keshi ans had taken anything of value they could find, and burned nany
bui I di ngs

out of spite when they found nothing. Still, Tal instructed the barons to
establish a curfew and enlist some men into a provost guard to protect the
citizens fromany further |ooting and viol ence.

A message fromone of the chirurgeons inforned himthat Al ysandra would live,



but it had been a close thing. Tal sent a nessage to the magician's roomto
Pug

conveyi ng the good news.

As the day wore on, Tal found hinself becom ng nore anxi ous. He had won, a
victory that seened easy if one considered only the mlitary costs. Tal knew
what price he had paid over the years to achieve this victory. And his tasks
were not over yet. There were still two nen alive—ene now an ally-—who were
responsi ble for the destruction of his nation.

The one thing that really vexed himwas Anmafi. The traitorous servant had
somehow managed to escape during the battle. He had given a clear description
of

the man to many of his officers, but Amafi was not anong the dead or

capt ur ed.

Those prisoners who knew hi msaid that he had vani shed from Kaspar's side only
a

few m nutes before the final assault on the throne room had begun

Tal cursed hinself for a fool, for Amafi nust have used the sanme servants'
passages to escape that Tal had used to take the citadel. Some day, he knew,

i f

he had the chance, he would find Amafi and make him pay the price for his
bet r ayal

He had eaten his mdday neal apart fromthe others, for he had to decide in
hi s

own heart what to do before he could discuss it with anyone el se. He knew

t hat

Creed would follow his orders, and should he order Quint's arrest, the forner
captain would be in chains in mnutes.

He had seen Pug only once, and Nakor tw ce, and both nmen seemed i mensely

di sturbed by what they had found in Varen's apartments. They did not talk
about

it, but made it clear that, for them sone matter of great inportance was
still

unr esol ved.

Tal put aside specul ati on, knowi ng they woul d apprise himof the probl emwhen
the tine was right. Currently, he had enough problens of his own to deal with.
Vi sni ya approached him as the afternoon session began. "l received a nessage
fromthe representative of Roldem Tal. They have a few demands and sone
suggestions, which are really just politely-worded demands."

"What ?"

"They want reconpense for their fleet being used by the Keshians, which is to
say, they're upset Kesh got to loot the city and they didn't. W have anple

gold

in Kaspar's treasury. The battle went so quickly even the nmen who were
guar di ng

it didn't think to grab the gold and run

"But we'll also need that gold to rebuild."

Tal said, "I will bowto your decision; it's your city, not nmine. But ny
inclination is to rebuild now and pay debts later."

Vi sniya nodded. "I agree. If we pay Roldemtheir bl ood noney, we'll have to
t ax

t he peopl e when they can |least afford it."

"What news fromthe Isles?"

"Nothing currently, but | expect a list of their demands to be delivered at
any

nmonent," said Visniya dryly.

Tal went to the table where the others on his ad hoc council waited. "Wat
next ?" he said.

Stolinko said, "Sonme of the nen are asking, Tal. Are you to be the new Duke?"
Tal laughed. "Wuldn't that put a bee in the ear of the King of Rolden? He'd
turn that fleet around and bring those Keshian soldiers back to turn nme out



of

here." He shook his head. "No, | have other plans."

"Then who will rule?"

Tal said, "Natalia is the logical choice."

"But can she hold d asko?" asked Visniya. "There are any numnber of nobl es,
here

and among our nei ghbours, who would be on the march the nonent our
nmercenari es

left if she's put on the throne alone.”

"I can't very well force her to wed soneone just to ensure regiona
stability,"

said Tal.

"Why not ?" asked Stolinko. "It's been done before.”

Tal thought on it, and said, "Send for Captain Quint and the Lady Natalia."
He waited in silence, fram ng what he would say, and then when they both were
in

his presence, he said, "I have a pair of problens that need to be addressed."
Quint glanced at the Lady Natalia and bowed slightly. She ignored him
"Quint," began Tal, "I have a problem First | nust confess that | have lied
to

you in the past."”

Quint shrugged and said, "In this court it would have been nore remarkable if
you hadn't."

"Do you renenber the story you told ne about the boy Raven killed?"

Qui nt nodded.

"Well, that boy didn't die, Quint. I was that boy."

Quint's eyebrows raised as if he had difficulty believing his ears. "You?"

"To the best of my know edge, | amthe last Orosini nmale alive."
Qui nt | ooked unconfortable. "You were plotting Kaspar's overthrow all al ong?"
Tal nodded, and saw Natalia's eyes flash, though she said nothing. Still, Ta

had a fair notion of what she thought, for they had been | overs and she now
nmust

wonder how nuch of what he had said to her were lies, too

Quint studied Tal's face for a | ong nonment, then he unbuckled his sword belt
and

let it fall. "Tal, you saved ny life by getting ne off that rock, and you
kept

us alive all the way fromthe Fortress of Despair through the wlderness to
Bardac's Holdfast. If ny death is the price for the freedoml've had this

| ast

year, so be it. I won't fight you." Then he chuckled. "Not that | could beat
you, anyway, with a sword."

Tal said, "I have given sonmething said to nme |last night a great deal of

t hought .

| amat a crossroads, and | mnust decide what the rest of nmy life will be.

"I amgoing to spare your life, Qint. For you have only been a good servant,
albeit to a bad master." He | ooked at Natalia, and said, "And you had no

choi ce

in who your brother was. | know you well enough to realize that you had no
part

in his nmurderous schenes."

She sai d not hi ng.

"Here is what nust be done,"” said Tal. "Natalia, you nmust rule in Cpardum as
Duchess of O asko. But the region nmust be stabilized. You nust swear fealty
to

Aranor, fromthis day forward. Aranor and O asko will be provinces of Rol dem
and never again will either have any claimon Roldem s throne.™

Vi sniya | eaned over and said softly, "You can ignore Roldem s demands for
quite

a while after that gesture.”



"But you'll need a strong hand to defend this realm" Tal continued, "so I'm

recomendi ng you return command of your armies to Captain Quint, and name him
along with ny lords Visniya and Stolinko as a council of three to advise you

until you decide who you should wed. Put no fool or anbitious man on the

t hrone

besi de you, mlady, and good will come of this."

She bowed, | ooking somewhat relieved. She turned to Quint and said, "Captain,
I

woul d be pleased if you would return to the service of your nation. | need
you

far nore than ny brother ever did."

Qui nt bowed.

Pug, Magnus and Nakor entered the room and took up positions behind Tal and
hi s
captains. Tal |ooked at them and nodded. Pug | eaned forward and whi spered to

him "Alysandra will live. W' ve taken her back to Sorcerer's Isle. W can
heal

her flesh wounds, but as for the other things Varen did to her?" He shrugged.
Louder, he said, "Finish this. W will talk afterwards."

Tal gl anced around the room and declared, "Bring in the prisoner."

A short while later, Kaspar was brought into the room He had been stripped
of

his armour and wore only a black tunic and I eggings. H's feet were bare: Ta
assuned that an enterprising soldier had discovered his feet were the sane
si ze

as the Duke's.

Kaspar's wists were in nmanacl es and he was hobbled with I eg irons, but he
still

appeared defiant. Wen he finally stopped in front of Tal, the younger man
sai d,

"Kaspar, what have you to say?"

Kaspar | aughed. "You won and | lost. What else is there to say?"

"You' ve ordered the destruction of innocents, and have nurdered out of naked
anbition. You've caused suffering you cannot begin to imagine. If | could
contrive a way to have you live your |ife understanding that pain every day,
I

woul d. But alive you are a danger, so | nust order you to be hanged."

"For revenge?" asked Kaspar. "Disguised as justice, it's still revenge, Tal."
Tal sat back. "lI'msick of killing, Kaspar. But there is no other way."

From behind him Pug said, "Perhaps there is."

Tal | ooked over his shoul der and the magician stepped closer. "If you nmean
what

you say, if you wish for Kaspar to be in a place where he can dwell on his
crimes, yet not be a threat to anyone here, would you spare his |life?"

"How can | ?" said Tal. "Too nmany peopl e have suffered at his hands. Wy shoul d
I

spare his life?"

Pug whi spered, "Because you won't be saving his life, Talon. You'll be saving
your own. You haven't begun to deal with those things you' ve had to do, and
when

ghosts trouble you in the dark of the night, this one act of forgiveness may
be

the difference between your survival and destruction."”

Tal felt a weight lifted off his chest and tears began to well up in his
eyes.

Fatigue and years of suffering threatened to overwhelmhim He remenbered his
fam ly, laughing and alive, and knew that they would live on in his heart if
he

made room for them by casting out the hatred and anger. He thought of the

t hi ngs



he had done, the people who had suffered and died at his hands, sinply to
reach

this moment. What nmade himthat different from Kaspar? He had no easy answer.
At

| ast he said, "Kaspar, | forgive you the wongs done to ne and ny people.
Dwel |
on that wherever you go. Do with himwhat you will, Pug."

Pug went over to Magnus and whispered in his ear. They conferred for a | ong
time, then Magnus nodded. He wal ked around the table and put his hand on
Kaspar's shoul der and then they both vani shed, a slight puff of air being the
only sign of their departure.

Tal rose up. "For this day, our business here is done."

Those in the court noved away, and Tal turned to Quint, Visniya and Stolinko.
"CGentl enen, the fate of this nation is in your hands," he said solemly.
"Treat

her gently."

Then he wal ked over to where Natalia waited. "I hope you can find sone

happi ness

inthe future, mlady."

She smled at himsadly. "And | hope that sone day you find peace, Squire."
Tal kissed her lightly on the cheek and turned away. He came to stand before
Nakor and Pug and said, "Wat are you doing w th Kaspar?"

"I"ll explain later," said Pug.

Nakor said, "I heard fromthe soldiers how you killed Varen. Very clever
throwing the ball at him" He grinned. "Wsh | had thought of that."
"Actually, that merely broke his concentration and cut off his wind. | killed

hi m by breaking his neck." He | ooked at Pug. "Was it worth it? Did you find
what ever it was that you feared Varen was doi ng?"

Pug | ooked unhappy. "It wasn't the story we told the two kings. But it was
somet hing al nost as bad." Lowering his voice, Pug said, "Varen was trying to
open a rift."

"Rift?"

"A gate between two different places,"” said Nakor. "I'Il explain it in detai
later, if you must know. But it's the sort of mmgic gateway the Tsurani used
to

i nvade—

Tal said, "I know what a rift is, Nakor. |I read the books, renmenber? |I'mjust
surprised that's what he was up to."

"As are we," said Pug. "I know nore about rifts than any man alive, or so

t hought. This thing Varen made is unlike any rift 1've encountered. He used
bl ack arts and the lives of innocents to construct his device and it appears
to

have been recently engaged."

"You nean there's a rift here in the citadel ?"

"No, Tal," said Nakor. Then his voice becane sonbre. "But we fear there may
be

one form ng out there sonewhere.”

"But where?" asked Tal

Pug said, "Only Varen knew. "

Tal sighed. "I amglad | amnot a magician. My problenms seem sinple conpared
to

yours."

Pug said, "W have resources. W'Il| keep people here studying Varen's work.

W'l find out what he was doing." He snmiled. "You | ook done in. Go get
something to eat and then go to bed."

"No," said Tal. "I have one task left and it can not wait any |onger."
W t hout

expl ai ning, he turned and wal ked out of the throne room of O asko

Nakor said, "He could have been Duke. Natalia would have married him"
Pug shook his head. "No, he's looking for peace, not power."



"Do you think he'll find it?"

Pug put his hand on his old friend' s shoulder. "Wen he chose to I et Quint
and

Kaspar live, | think he started on his way to it." He smled. "Cone. Tal may
not

be hungry, but I am"

They left the hall.

* * %

The poundi ng on the door was insistent, and the man whose business it was

st ood

up fearfully. The city had been filled with ranmpagi ng Keshi an soldiers unti
dawn, then civilian |looters had followed. He had held his owmn with a | arge
neat

cl eaver and the looters left himal one, as nmuch because he had nothing worth
stealing in his shop as because of his weapon.

But the voice that cane from outside sounded as if it would not be easily
scar ed

away. "Open up or 1'll kick this door down!"

The man shouted, "l1've got a weapon!"

"Then open the door, because if you nmake ne kick the door in, I'll make you
eat

t hat weapon. "

Clearly, the intruder wasn't going to |leave. At |ast, the knacker called
Bowar t

opened the door. A soldier entered, his sword at his side. He took one | ook
at

t he podgy man who stood hol di ng the huge cl eaver and said, "Don't hurt

your sel f

with that. I'mlooking for a girl."

"We ain't got no girls here," said the proprietor. "W're a gang of knackers.
This ain't no brothel."

Tal pushed past the nman. "Were are your slaves?"

Bowart pointed to the back door and Tal pushed it open. He wal ked across a

| arge

yard that reeked of dead animal flesh and old bl ood. There was a shack at the
back. He noved to the door and stepped inside. A dozen beds lined the walls,
and

a single table sat in the centre of the room

Eyes wide fromfear of marauders regarded him A single candle burned on the
table. Tal picked it up and went frombed to bed, searching the faces. At

| ast

he found the worman he sought.

In the |l anguage of his people he said, "Eye of the Blue-Wnged Teal, | am
call ed

Tal on of the Silver Hawk. You knew ne as the boy Kielianapuna."

She blinked as if confronted by a vision. Softly she said, "Kieli?"

He nodded, extending his hand. "I have conme to take you fromthis place if
you
will go with me."

She slowy rose and took his hand. "Anywhere but here." She studied his face,
and recognition cane into her eyes. "You are Kieli," she said softly, and
behi nd

the pain in her eyes he saw hope. Gipping his hand tightly, she said softly,
"l

have a son.'
f our

or five years slept. "His father was a soldier, but I don't know which one,
as

many nen had ne after | was taken."

Tal gripped her hands and | ooked at the boy. He was fair-haired, like his

She inclined her head to the next bed, where a boy of perhaps



nmot her, and beautiful in sleep. Wth emotion thick in his voice Tal said, "I
will be his father."

She squeezed his hand tightly. Softly he said, "W can never be what we were,
Teal . Qur world has been taken fromus, but we can be together and teach our
son

what we know of our ways. Qur people will not be forgotten.”

She nodded, her eyes gleaming with enotion, as tears began to run down her
cheeks.

He asked, "Are there others, besides you, fromour village or the other

vil | ages?"

She said, "I don't know. There were a few taken with nme, but all of us were
sold. "

"W shall abide here a while, then," he said, "and we shall | ook for them
And

if we find them then we shall give thema hone."

He et go of her hand and gently picked up the sl eeping boy. Cradling him

Tal

said, "I do not know what it is we will becone, Teal -©&rosini or sonething

el se—but we will discover that together." Holding the boy in his right arm
he

extended his left. She took his hand, and he led her into the night, and into
an

unknown future.

EPI LOGUE

Retri bution

Two nen appear ed.

It was just after dawn, when a noment before it had been just after

ni ghtfall

Kaspar felt disoriented for a noment, but Magnus pushed hi m away.

Kaspar stunbled and fell, then quickly got to his feet. "Wat is this?"
Magnus said, "You are on the other side of the world, Kaspar. This is the

I and

known as Novi ndus. Here not one living soul has heard of O asko, |et al one of
its duke. No one here even speaks your | anguage.

"Here you have no servants, no arny, no subjects, no allies; you have neither
power nor wealth. You are at the mercy of others as others have been at your
mercy for nost of your life. Tal Hawkins w shed you to dwell on your errors,
to

contenpl ate your sins and what you have lost. Here you nay do that every day
of

your life, however nuch of it you have renaining."

Kaspar's jaw set firmy. "This is not the end of it, magician | will find a
way

back, and I will regain that which has been taken fromne."

Magnus said, "I wi sh you good fortune, Kaspar of O asko." He waved his hand
and

t he shackl es and nanacles fell away. "I |leave you with your wits, your
strength

and your talents, for they are all you need, if you learn humlity." He
poi nt ed

off to the east, where a faint haze of dust could be seen on the horizon
"Those

are nomads, Kaspar. Men who will either kill you or enslave you, depending on
their nood. | suggest you find a hiding place and consider this your first
opportunity to learn."

Then Magnus vani shed, |eaving the former Duke of O asko alone on a dirt road,
hal fway around the world fromhone, with enem es advanci ng.

Kaspar | ooked around and saw a snall copse of trees on a distant hill. If he
started running inmediately, he mght be able to hide before the nomads



caught

sight of him

He | ooked at the rising sun, and felt a fresh breeze bl owi ng. There was no
famliar hit of sea-salt, sonething he had grown to take for granted in

Opar dum

and the air was dry.

H's skin prickled in anticipation, for he had been plucked from abj ect
failure

to a new beginning. H's head swamw th i mages, and he knew t hat sonmehow he
had

been used by forces he didn't understand. \When Leso Varen had died, it was as
if

a naggi ng ache in the base of his skull had ceased. He didn't know what that

meant, but he knew he felt oddly good. Despite being thrown in a cell in his
own
dungeon, he had slept well, and when he had been taken fromthere, he had

expected to die.

Now he was here, wherever here was, free to make his own way. He gl anced

ar ound.

Not much of a world to conquer from what he could see, but Kaspar expected
there

were better places sonewhere around here. Either way, he couldn't start any
sooner. He picked up his chains and hefted them sw nging themas a weapon as
the riders canme into view

He grinned.
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