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l'ate will bring together those a thousand miles apart;
without fate, they will miss each other though they come face to face.
Wt ) ,;1

Chinese proverb
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HE STORM HAD BROKEN.

Pug danced along the edge of the rocks, his feet ﬁndmg
scant purchase as he made his way among the dde pools. His
dark eyes darted about as he peered into each pool under the
iff face, seeking the spiny creamures driven into the shallows
hy the recently passed storm.

His boyish muscles bunched under his light shirt as he shifted
the sack of sandcrawlers, rockclaws, and crabs plucked frem this
woter garden. The afternoon sun sent sparkles through the sea
spray switling around him, as the west wind blew his sun-streaked
hrown hair about. Pug set his sack down, checked to make sure
it was securely tied, then squatted on a clear patch of sand. The
sack was not quite full, but Pug relished the extra hour or so
that he could relax. Megar the cook wouldn't trouble him about
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the time as long as the sack was ahmost full. Resting with his
back against a large rock, Pug settled in to relax. He opened his
eyes suddenly. He had fallen asleep, or at least he knew he had
fallen asleep here once . . . He sat up.

A cool wet spray struck him in the face. V\ﬁthout havmg :
closed his eyes, somehow time had passed. Fear rose up within
his chest, and he knew he had stayed much too long. Westward,
over the sea, dark thunderheads were forming above the black
outline of the Six Sisters, the small islands on the horizon. The
roiling, surging clouds, with rain trailing below like some sooty
veil, heralded another of the sndden storms common to this
part of the coast in early summer. The winds drove the clouds
with unnatural fury and distant thunder grew louder by the
morment,

Pug turned and looked in all directions. Something was terribly
wrang. [le knew he had been here many times before, but . . .
ife had been here before! Not just in this place, but living this
very moment!

‘T the south, the high bluffs of Sailor’s Grief reared up against
the sky, as waves crashed against the base of that rocky pinnacle.
Whitecaps started to form behind the breakers, a sure sign the
storm would quickly strike. Pug knew he was in danger, for the
storms of summer could drown anyone on the beaches, or if
severe enough, on the low ground beyond. He picked up his
sack and started north, towards the castle. As he moved among
the pools, he felt the coolness in the wind turn to a deeper,
wetter cold. The day began to be broken by a patchwork of
shadows as the first clouds passed before the sun, bright colours
fading to shades of grey. Out to sea, lightming flashed against
the blackness of the clouds, and the boom of onrushing thunder
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rode over the noise of the waves. Pug picked up speed when he
came to the first stretch of open beach.

The storm was coming in faster than he would have thought
possible, driving the rising tide before it. By the time he reached
the second stretch of tide pools, there was barely ten feet of dry
sand between water’s edge and cliffs. Pug hurried as fast as was
safe across the rocks, twice nearly catching his foot. As he reached
the next expanse of sand, he mistimed his jump from the last
rock and landed . . . poorly. He had twisted his ankle!

He had been here before, and when he had jumped he had
twisted his ankle and a moment Jater the waves had washed over
him.

Pug turned to look at the sea and instead of the surge of
water that would wash over him, the water was pulling back!
‘T'he sea gathered in on itself and as it pulled away, it climbed
higher and higher: a wall of water reaching angrily to the heavens.
An explosion of thunder erupted over his head and he ducked,
crouching to avoid the threat from above. Pug risked an upwards
glance and wondered how the clouds had gathered so quickly.
Where had the sun gone?

‘The roiling breakers continued to mount the sky, and as Pug
watched in dread, he could see figures moving within the liguid
wall, It resembled a barrier of sea-green glass, clouded with
sandy imperfections and expiosions of bubbles, but transparent
enough to make out the shapes moving within it.

Armed creatures stoad in ranks, poised and waiting to invade
Crydee, and a word came to Pug’s mind: Dasad.

e rurned, letting go of the sack in his hand as he attempted
to reach higher ground. He must warn Duke Borrie! He would
know what to do! But the Duke is dead, over a century now.




RAYMOND F. FEIST . ¢

Panic-stricken, the boy clambered up the low rise, his hands
unable to find 2 firm grip, his feet denied solid purchase. He felt
tears of frustration rise in his eyes and he glanced over his shoulder.

The black figures stirred within the mounting wal of water.
As they stepped forward the wave rose to impossible height,
blackening out the already storm-grey skies. Above and behind
the massive wave a thing of dark anger revealed itself - 2 murk
without form and feature, yet coherent — a powerful presence
with purpose and mind. From it poured pure evil, 2 miasma of
malevolence so vast that it caused the bay to fall over back-
wards, sitting helpless as he waited.

Pug saw the dark army of the Dasati marching towards him,
emerging from waves turned black by the hateful thing in the
sky. He slowly rose, balled his fists and stood defiantly, yet he
knew he was helpless. He should be able to do something, but
he was only a boy, not yet fourteen summers old, not even
chosen for a craft, a keep-boy without family or name.

“I'hen as the nearest Dasati warrior raised its sword, a malev-
olent ery of triumph sounded, a bell-like clarion that brought
the child to his knees. Expecting the blade ta fall, Pug watched
the Dasati hesitate, Behind it, the wave — now taller than the
tallest tower in the keep at Crydee - also seemed to pause for
a moment, then it came crashing towards him, sweeping up the
Dasati befare bearing down upon the boy.

‘Ah?" said Pug, sitting up in bed, his body drenched with
perspiration.

“What is it?’ asked the woman at his side.

Pug turned towards his wife, sensing more than seeing her
features in the darkness of their sleeping chamber. He calmed
himself and said, ‘A dream. Nothing more.’
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Miranda sat up and put a hand on his shoulder. With the
briefest gesture she brought every candle in the bed chamber
to life. In the soft glow from the candles, she saw the sheen of
moisture on his skin reflecting the flickering light. ‘It rmust have
been quite a dream,’ she said softly. “You’re drenched.’

Pug turned to regard her in the warm glow. He had been
married to Miranda for more than half his life now, yet he found
her 2 constant mystery and occasionally a challenge. But at
moments like this he was grateful she was close at hand.

Their bond was a strange one for they were two of the most
powerful practiioners of magic on Midkemia and that alone
made them unique to the other. Beyond that their hiscories had
intersected before they had met. Pug’s life had been manipu-
lated by Miranda’s father, Macros the Black, and even now as
they lived together, they occasionally wondered if their marriage
might not have been another of his clever plots. But whatever
alse, in each other they had found a person whoe could under-
stand their burdens and challenges as no one else could.

He got out of bed. As he crossed to a washbasin, and soaked
a cloth in the warer, she said, “Tell me of the dream, Pug.’

Pug began to clean himself off. ‘I was a boy, again. I told you
sbout the time [ almost drowned on the beach, the day Kulgan’s
man Meecham saved me from the boar.

“T'his time I didn’t get off the beach, and the Dasati rose from
within the storm.’

Miranda sat up and moved back, resting her shoulders against
an ornate headboard Pug had given her years before. She said,
"I he dream is understandable. You're feeling overwhelmed.’

lte nodded, and for a brief instant in the soft light of the
+ indles she glimpsed the boy he must have been. Those moments
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were rare. Miranda was older than her husband i more than
fifty years his senior, but Pug carried more responsibility than
anyone else in the Conclave of Shadows. He rarely spoke of it,
but she knew something had happened to him during the war
with the Emerald Queen years before, during the time he had
lingered between life and death, his body 2 mass of burns from
a mighty demon’s magic. Since that time he bad changed, he
had become more humble and less sure of himself. It was some-
thing only those closest to Pug saw, and then only rarely, but
it was there.

Pug said, “Yes, 1 feel overwhelmed. The scope of things .4
makes me feel . . . insignificant at times.’ gl

She smiled, got out of bed and came up behind her husband.
Over a hundred years old, Pug looked no more than forty years
of age — his body was stll wrim and athletic, though there was
a touch of grey in his hair. He had already lived two lifetimes,
and while Miranda was older, Pug had suffered more during his
years. He had been held captive as a Tsurani slave for four years,
and had then risen to become one of the most powerful men
of that empire - a Great One, a Black Robe — a magician of the
Asscibly.

His first wife, Katala, had left him to rerorm home and die
among her people, succumbing to a disease that no priest or
bealer could cure. Then Pug had lost his children, something
no parent should ever have to endure. Of his oldest friends, only
"Jomas abided still, for the others had only been allotted a mortal’s
span. Some, Miranda had known briefly, but most were merely
names she recalled from his stories: Prince Arutha, who Pug
*-still held in awe even after all these years; the Prince’s father,
Lord Borric, wha had given Pug a family name; Princess Carline,
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the object of his boyish infatuation; Kulgan, his first teacher,
and Meecham, Kulgan’s companion.

The list of names went on, but they were all dead. Laurie,
his companion in the slave swamps on Kelewan, Squire Roland,
so many of his students over the years, Katala . . . his children,
William and Gamina, their children. For a moment he thought
of his two surviving sons. ‘T'm worried about Magnus and Caleb,’
he said softly, his tone betraying his concern as much as the
words.

She hugged him tightly from behind. His skin felt cool and
clammy. ‘Magnus is hard at work with the magicians of the
Assembly on Kelewan and Caleb shounld reach Stardock Town
tomorrow. Now come back to bed and let me comfort you.’

‘You are always a comfort,” he said softly. He turned slowly
in the circle of her arms. Facing her, he again marvelled at his
wife's appearance. Beautiful, but strong. The planes of her face
were softened by a high forehead and a delicate chin, and her
eyes were dark and piercing, “There are dmes when I feel I
barely know you, given your penchant for secrets, my love. But
then there are also times when 1 know you better than anyone,
even myself. And T am certain that no one understands me better
than you do.” He held her tightly for a moment, then whis-
pered, ‘Whar are we 1o do?

'What we must, my love,” she whispered in hiy ear. ‘Come,
buck to bed. Dawn is still hours away.’

With a wave of her hand Miranda extinguished the candles,
sl the room was plunged back into darkness. Pug followed his
wile 1 bed and they nestled down together, seeking comfort in
cach other’s arms.

Pug’s mind wrestled with the images from his dream buc he
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pushed them aside. He knew what was troubling him: once again
circumstances were forcing him to act against improbable odds,
and that be must again deal with the repercussions of events
that had taken place long before his birth. :

Why, he thought, must I spend my life cleaning up after other
peaple? But even as he framed the question, he knew the answer.
He had made peace with his gifts years ago, and with such power
came responsibility. Tty as he might, it was in his nature to be
responsible.

Still, he thought as sleep returned, it would be lovely to return
- even if anly for one day - to the time when he and Tomas
wete boys, filled with the hopes and ambitions of youth, when
the world had been a much simpler place.
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(THB BOYS BURST THROUGH THE DOOR. =
Chickens scattered; one moment they had been peace-
1My pecking the ground, seeking spilled grain and the occa-

-wl insect, the next they were squawking in protest, and

arying in all directions as the two boys hurtled past and
lended in the village street with loud grunts.

Jo passersby the boys appeared as a flurry of fists, elbows and
Lonces rolling on the ground pecked clean by thé chickens.
t hrashing about, their blows were ineffective but heartfelt as
ach boy sought enough ieverage to land 2 winning strike, while
ot the same time prevent his opponent from punching back
etiectively. The resule appeared to be more of a pointless
wieatling match than a serious fight.

I'he boys appuared to be roughly the same size and age -~




RAYMOND E. FEIST

about sixteen summers old. The dark-haired youth wore a
marcon-coloured tunic and leather trousers. He was slightly
shorter, but possessed broader shoulders and was arguably the
stronger of the two. The boy with dark-blond hair was dressed
in a blue ranic and leather trousers. He possessed a longer reach,
and was arguably faster.

They had been raised as brothers for almost their entire lives
and, like brothers everywhere, were prone to conflict in an
instant. Both were handsome after a rough fashion: sunburned
and possessing the lean strength gained from long hours of hard
waork and barely adequate food. Neither boy was stupid, but at
this moment they were not behaving particularly brighty.

The cause of their current conflict hurried out of the door
after them, shouting angrily. “Tad! Zane! Stop this right now or
I won't go to the festival with either of you.’

The struggling combatants appeared oblivious to her warning o

as they rolled in the dust. ‘He started it” shouted the dark-
haired boy.

‘No I didn’t”” countered the other.

The girl was the same age as the rivals. She had brown hair
like Zane, and green eyes like Tad, was smarter than both
of them put together, and was arguably the prettiest girl in
Stardock Town.

An older woman followed Ellie from the house carrying a
bucket of well water and she unceremoniously tipped it gver
the boys.

Shouting at their sudden drenching, the lads released each
other and sat up. ‘Ma!” shouted the blond boy. “‘What’d you do
that for? I've got mud all over me now.’

“Then go clean yourself up, Tad.” The woman was tall and

IO
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regal looking, despite her plain homespun dress. Her light
brown hair had some grey, and her face was sunburned and
creased, but her expression was youthful. Looking at the darker
lad, she added, ‘You too, Zane." Her brown eyes were merry
though her expression was stern. ‘Caleb will be here soon and
then we’re leaving with or without you two hooligans.’

‘The two boys stood up, dusting themselves off as best they
could, as the woman threw a large cloth at them. ‘Get the
mud off with this, and then go to the well and rinse it out!
she admonished the two bays. ‘It’s one of my good kitchen
rags.

Ellie stood looking at the hesitant brawlers. ‘You idiots. I said
I'd go with both of you.’

‘But you said it to me, first,” said Tad. “That means you’ll
dance with me firse.’

'No it doesn’t,’ said Zane, ready to resume the fisticuffs.

'‘Stop this before it starts again!” shouted the older woman.
*Now get out and clean yourselves up!” Grumbling, the two boys
somphed.

*‘Maric, why are they always fighting?’ asked Ellie.

‘I'hey’re just bored.” Then she looked at the younger gLrL_

Vhen are you going to tell them?’ ¥ SO

*lell them?’ said Ellie, feigning ignorance. i* . o

Marie taughed. ‘You'd better tell them soon, gisl. It's a poorly
o i1 secret and they might hear about it at the festival.’

[ he girl's brow creased and her eyebrows raised as she made

v expression of exasperaton. ‘We used o be like family, you

T
Ml things change.’ The older woman looked around the town.
hen my family first came here, Stardock Town was still a

11
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stall place. Now it’s twicashe size. The Msaddenyana-cily half
finished, now look at it.” we i BR mae .

Ellie nodded as they both stared at the distant island across
the lake. ‘I see it every day, Marie. Just like you do.’

The massive building dominated the island in the middle of
the Great Star Lake, rising like a dark mountain. The village that
rested at the academy’s edge now engulfed the entire northeastern
end of the island. Only those who served in the Academy of
Magicians lived there. Stardock Town had grown around the ferry
station: to the island — at first fust a simple trading stop, but now
a bustling centre for commerce in the region.

‘Well, if Grame Hodover’s anything like his pa, he’ll start
yakkin® as soon as he has some ale in him.

‘And ‘lad and Zane will be throwing punches before anyone
can talk sense into them,’ finished Ellie.

‘So, best sponer than larer, said Marie as she motioned for
Ellie to follow her back into the house. They entered a large,

single-roomed building, with just enough room for a hearth, a
table, and bedding for three. Once inside she said, “The boys
are your best friends, though they don’t realize it right now.
Each thinks himself in love with you, but that’s born from compe-
tition rather than for any serious reason I can see.’

Ellie nodded. ‘I do love them, but like brothers. Besides, even
if I wished to marry one of them, father -

‘I know. Your father is the wealthiest shipper in Stardock
Town and Grame’s pa is the only miller, so it’s a natural match.’

1 do love Grame,’ said Ellie. ‘At least enough to live with
him.’

‘Love is not the simple romance that the tales make it out to
be,’ caudoned Marie. “lad’s father was a good encugh man, but

12
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we had our moments. Zane'’s pa treated his mother well enough,
though he had a sore temper when he drank. Marriage is
mostly about taking the good and the bad together, Ellie. Zane’s
nia loved her family no matter what trouble they brought and,
as she was my best friend, it was natural to take Zane in when
they died.” She put out her hand and gently gripped Ellie’s arm.
‘As | would have taken you in, had your pa not survived.’

Zane’s parents and Ellie’s mother had died during the last
teall raid in the region. The bloody attack had cost the lives of
duzens of townspeople before the magicians across the water
had reacted and driven the monsters away.

'l know, Marie,’ said the girl. “You’ve been like a ma to me
for most of my life. I mean, I do remember my ma, at least bits
shout her, like her voice and the way she’d hum melodies while
she cooked and 1 played on the floor. I remember her holding
me. Ellic’s eyes became distant for a moment, then she looked

-k at Marie. ‘But in truth, you're the only ma I’ve really had.’

+ laughed. ‘My pa has certainly never said anything about

+ to deal with boys, ’cept to stay away from them?!

‘arie smiled and hugged the girl. ‘And you’ve been the

~pthter | didn’t have

i he two boys returned and Tad’s mother inspected them.

- 'll dry out before the fun starts,” she said, ‘Now, I want you
promise there’ll be no more fighting today.”
ANl right, Ma,” said Tad.

Yes'um,” added Zane.

Why don’t the three of you make your way to the square
» v F'tn sure all the other boys and girls are doing the same.’
What about you, Ma?’ asked Zane, his face betraying his
~-rrnoss 1o be off.

13
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T'm waiting for Caleb. He should be here soon a0 dt-kqi:

Zane and Ellie said they'd see Marie later and left, but Tad
lingered. He seemed to choke on his words, but finally said,
‘Ma, are you going to wed Caleb?’ ’

Marie laughed. “What brought that up?’

‘Well, he’s been here three times in the last two months, is
all, and you see him a lot’

‘His father built Stardock, if you remember what I told you.’
She shook her head. ‘Are you worried 1 might or that 1 won’t?’

The boy shrugged, his lanky frame suddenly appearing more
man-like to his mother. He said, ‘I don’t know. Caleb’s a good
man, | suppose. But it’s just—

‘t{es not your pa,’ she finished.

“T'hat’s not what I meant,’ said Tad, ‘It’s just . . . well, hes
gone so much’

With a wry smile, Marie said, ‘There’s more than one woman
who'd count her hushand being away a blessing, boy.’ She put
her hands on his shoulders and turned him around. ‘Now, catch
up with the others. I'll be along scon.’

Tad ran off after the others, and Marie turned her attention
to her small home. Everything was neat and dusted; she might
be poor, but she had pride in an orderly house. Keeping it tidy
was difficult with two boys underfoot, but they usually obeyed
her without question.

Marie then inspected the soup simmering over the hearth and
judged it to be ready. Everyone in the town was expected to
contribute to the harvest festival, and while her soup was simple
fare, it was delicious and welcomed, even by those who

contributed far more.
Glancing at the doar, she half-expected to see a tall man silhou-

14
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etted against the light, and for a brief, bitter moment she real-
ized she wasn’t sure who it was she wished for more to be the
one to see — her late husband, or Caleb. Pushing aside such
irrelevant thoughts, she reminded herself cthat aching for what
you couldn’t have was pointless. She was a farmer’s wife, and
knew the nature of life: it rarely gave you chmces and to survive
you looked forward, not back.

A short while later, Marie heard someone approach and turned
v find Caleb at the door. Wearing half a smile, he said, ‘Expecting
wimeone?’

She crossed her arms and gave him an appraising look. Only
a few years younger than Marie, a clean-shaven chin and a long,
unlined face gave Caleb a youthful look, despite the grey creeping
inte his shoulder-length brown hair. His eyes were also brown
and fixed on her like 2 hunter’s. He wore well-made but plain-
cut garb, fit for 2 woodsman, a large floppy hat of black felt, a
dark-green wool tunic cut snugly over his broad shoulders, and
I-iwher breeches tucked into buckskin boots around his calves.
had a long face, but she thought him handsome, for he
‘tied himself proudly. He always spoke calmly and thought-
Ity and he wasn’t afraid of silence. But the main reason she
. drawn to him was because when he looked at her, she felt
1 he saw something of value there. Caleb smiled. T'm late®
Ax usnal,’ she answered with a slight smile. Then her expres-
-1 hluomed as she laughed. ‘But not too late,” she crossed the
m to stand before him. Kissing and hugging him, she said,

b e boys left a few minutes ago,’
I le rerurned the hug, then said, ‘How much time do we have?’

15
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Marie looked askance at him and said, ‘Not enough, if I
read your mood correctly.” She tilted her head towards the
hearth. ‘Help me with the kettle.” She moved to the hearth
and picked up a long oak pole leaning beside the stonework
chimney. .

Caleb unslung his bow, hip quiver and backpack, and stored
them in the corner. As Marie slipped the pole through the iron
handle of the large kertle, he took the opposite end.

They lifted it from the iron hook which held it above the
flames and started towards the door. “You first,” he said.

Once ourside, Caleb swung around so they could walk side-
by-side with the kettle between them. ‘How was your journey?’
Marie asked him.

“‘Uheventtul,” he answered.

She had learned not to ask about his business or where he
had been, for she knew he was working on his father’s behalf.
Some claimed that Caleb’s father had been the Duke of
Stardock once, but at present no one claimed dominion over
the island or its town on the opposite shore. Patrols from the
Kingdom garrison at Shamata would accasionally spend a day
or two at the local inn, or Keshian patrols might ride up from
the border fortress in Nar Ayab, but neither side claimed the
Great Star Lake or the surrounding countryside. This region
was under the control of the Academy of Magicians on the
island, and no one disputed their authority.

But Pug was no longer in control of the Academy, and like
all those who lived in Stardock Town, Marie was unsure how
that had come to pass. Yet, his sons — Caleb and his older brother
Magnus — were still occasional visitors to the Academny. Whatever
the relationship between Pug and the ruling council of the city
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of magicians, it was an enduring one, no matter what estrange-
ments might have occurred in the past.

Marie had met Caleb when she was a young girl and he little
more than a scruffy woods-boy. They had played together from
time to time, but then he had vanished. Some said he had gone
to live on an island in the Bitter Sea, while others said he stayed
with the elves. They had been reunited when Caleb was Tad
stel Zane’s age, and Marie just four years older. Though her
parents disapproved of them spending time together, they said
nothing because of who Caleb’s father was.

But, after the summer during which they had become lovers,
he vanished once more. His last words explained that he had to
leave on his father’s business, but he promised to return. Marie
had waited more than a year before bowing to family pressure.
Mhe married young Brendan, a man she eventually came to care
for deeply, but who could never set her heart racing the way
{aleb had. Years went by and Caleb didn’t return.

But whatever the reason for his long absence, Marie had wed,
'wr1ihed two sons — one who had died as a baby — and lost her

land before Caleb had appeared again - without warning,

-1 years ago at the Midsummer’s festival of Banapis.

| ler heart had soared at the sight of him, and while she chided

it for allowing the memories of a silly girl to overwhelm
she had still sought him out as soon as she knew of his

-l

[ st night she had indulged in far too much wine and dancing,
+ i it had been the most fun she could remember since before

husband’s death. After the boys were sound asleep, she had
it Calebs arms.
vl the next day he was gone once more. s
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Since then she had grown used to his ways — appearing without
notice and then vanishing. He had made no promises and she
had asked for none. Yet they had formed s bond and she was
certain that no other woman waited for him. Why she felt so
certain she couldn’t say, but she was sure. '

‘Staying long?’ '

¢ “That depends.’ y
#  ‘On what?’ she asked. mgoam-

‘A number of things. I have a message to deliver to the ruling
council, and they may take a while to consider their answer. So,
a few days, perhaps a week’

‘Anything you can raik abour?’

He smiled. ‘Not really. Let’s just say it’s another of my father’s
very important missives,’

“Yet you delay to come to the festival with me?’ She wore a

knowing smile on her lips.

‘A day will make no difference.’ He grinned at her. ‘Besides,
I have my own business here.’

‘Oh, do yon now?’

“Yes,” he laughed. ‘As you well know.’

As they approached the town square, several people greeted
Marie. ‘Well,’ she whispered after returning their greetings, ‘we
can discuss that business, later.’

Caleb looked at the unusually large crowd gathering and asked,
‘More people have arrived®

‘Some,” she answered. ‘A shipping concern out of Shamata
has put up 2 building on the edge of the south road, near the
old stone bridge. They have three new families and some single
men from town working for them. They’re making Ellie’s pa
real nervous. I think that’s half of the reason he’s marrying her
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off to Miller Hodovers boy, Grame. He wants to make sure
that he’s secured the grain shipment contracts up to Land’s End
and Krondor.’

*‘As good enough reason for a marriage as any, I guess,” said
Caleb, ‘if you ignore love.’

She glanced at him to see if he was being serious and found
that once more she couldn’t quite read his mood. Sometimes
(aleb was as easy to read as a child. At other times she had no
wlea what he was thinking, and disappointingly this was one of
those times.

They carried the kettle over to one of the large wooden tables
borrowed from a nearby inn and placed it on the spot indicated
hy one of the women overseeing the feast. One of the other
women looked up, ‘Marie, Caleb,’ she said, smiling a thin
welcome,

¥Tessa,” returned Marie.

The woman, florid-faced with ale-bloom cheeks as if she was
v heavy drinker, had a jowly face set in a painful smile. ‘Brought
snother kette of your nice little soup,” she remarked, her tone
rondescending. Tessa was the miller’s wife, and soon-to-be
mother-in-law of Ellie. She was well attired and took Marie’s
hand disdainfully, patting it softly, and giving a slight nod.
'We understand, dear.’” Her tone c¢ouldn’t have been more
patrontzing. i

"aleb’s smile didn’ falter, but there was a slight tightening

nd his eyes. He said, “That’s just the start.” He pointed to
»=pit set burning at the opposite edge of the square. “We’ve
- brought that ox being roasted.” He winked sidewise at
-1e so ‘lessa couldn’t see. ‘And that wagon,’ he added, indi-
ng the wagon that was rolling into view. ‘It carries two
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barrels of dwarven ale from Doggili; saswwell #4388 cases of

Ravensburg wine.’ o R At .
Tessa blinked like a barn owl caught in lantern light. ‘Really?.
she said. ¥

Caleb said nothing, merely inclining his head with a slight
smile. The now-flustered miller’s wife muttered something under
her breath, gave a pained smile, and hurried off.

Marie turned to Caleb and said, “‘Why did you do that?’

Caleb shrugged. ‘T remember how she annoyed you at the
last Banapis festival. Besides, last year all I contributed was a
brace of partridges and some rabbits.’

‘No, I meant why did you say we when you were the one who
brought the ox and the wagon?’ '

Caleb said, “Well, because I brought them for you.’

Marie was silent for a moment before a small smile crossed
her lips, but her eyes showed no humour. ‘I thank you for the
gesture, Caleb.’

‘It was my pleasure,’ he said. ‘Now, shall I fetch bowls and a
~ ladle?’

‘No,” said Marie, her tone neutral. ‘I'll return to the house
and fetch them myself. You find the boys and make sure that
they're staying ont of trouble, will you? I'm worried about
them.’

He nodded, and moved away from the table. Making his way
through the quickly gathering crowd, Caleb found himself both
amused and surprised at the changes he had seen in the town
since his childhood. Though his family had never lived in
Stardock Town, they had visited it frequendy.

Caleb’s father’s relationship with the ruling council of the
Academy was strained, at best. Caleb had heard Pug complain
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about them frequently enough to fully understand the reasons
behind the estrangement, but they were his father’s reasons, not
his own. Magnus, his older brother, was a magician like their
parents, but Caleb had been the odd child out — the one who
possessed no magical ability at all.

The rest of his family viewed Stardock through a haze of
political strife, but Caleb saw it simply as the place where he
used to have fun as a child. In Stardock he had found children
like himself - ordinary boys and girls who were concerned with
ordinary things like growing up, learning to love, to hate and
to forgive, tying to avoid work and finding playmates. All the
day-in, day-out things that Caleb had never encountered before.

C.aleb had benefited from his unusual upbringing in many ways.
Much of Caleb’s childhood had been spent attending tedicus
classes designed for students with magical zability. Only now
¢oukl he see the wisdom in this, for unlike most people without
shility, he could at least sense the presence of magic. And, as the
must powerful enemies facing the Conclave of Shadows were
magicians, Caleb counted this ability as a good thing.

T'he children of Sorcerer’s Isle, and even those he lived with
on the island in the Great Star Lake, were caught up in magic

«ven their play invelved it, often to the annoyance of their
- hers. For most of his childhood, Caleb had been a solitary

k. While he was a good runner and as adept with a ball as

ty his age, he often stood alone, watching others play the
s1ex of illusion in which he could never partake, except as the
vt of a cruel child’s joke. His possessions often moved away
when he reached for them, or items suddenly appeared to trip
has up without warning.
I'he wounds of childhood were, at times, the deepest. As he
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grew, Caleb became less isolated from the other children, as

their interests shifted from one thing to another. But even when

he was at the heart of the mischief, he sdll felt different.
There had been only two places where Caleb had felt free

and at peace as a child. In his tenth summer, he had been taken |

to Elvandar, where he lived with the elves for five years.

Caleb had learnt as much as he could of elven ways, and had
been tutored in the sword by the Queen’s consort, Lord Tomas,
Warleader of Elvandar, and was taught the use of the bow by
Prince Calin and his half-brother Prince Calis. Although Caleb
lacked the natural skill of Talwin Hawkins with the sword, he
excelled as an archer. Both Tomas and Prince Calin had often
remarked that Caleb was the equal of a man named Martin
Longbow, who they claimed had been the finest human archer
ever known to the elves.

Caleb knew the elves were not prone to flattery, so he took
the compliment as a mark of his achievement for long, hard
hours of practice. It had taught him that even an impossible
goal could be reached if enough effort and sacrifice was made.
He also realized ruefully that the elves had never seen Talwin
Hawkins shoot; he was undoubtedly Caleb’s equal, if not his
better. Though, being the second finest human archer was still
no mean feat.

Caleb held deep affection for the elves and their magical
home in Elvandar, and he could speak their language well. But
it was in Stardock that he had learnt his first lessons about being
ordinary. ’

He made his way through the bustling town square. If previous
festivals were any indication, the boys would now be with the
other youngsters near the fountain,
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He acknowledged greetings from many of those he passed,
for they were the same children he had played with thirty years
earlier. Some of the men had grown stout and others had grey
in their hair — if they stll had hair. The women whom he had
known when they were girls had matured, and those who hadn’t
got fat, had the gaunt, lean look of too much hard work and
not enough rest. A few, like Marie, had kept their looks despite
the rigours of parenthood and farming.

But today they all looked reasonably happy, for it was the
harvest festival, and if what adorned the table was any indica-
tion, it had been a bountifunl year. Grain wagons would creak
up the roads towards the Bitter Sea and barges wounld make their
way from the great Star Lake downriver to the Sea of Dreams
and the trading docks at Shamata or Landreth. Cattle in the
field were fat for the winter and the sheep looked healthy as
their new wool grew in for the colder season. Everywhere he
lnoked, Caleb saw signs of bounty: barrels of freshly picked
apples, baskets of berries, cherries, and figs, all manner of
vepetable, and at every farm he had passed, he had seen more
--avkens and pigs than he could imagine.

[ le remembered other years when the harvest had been poor,
or the times after the troll raids and he acknowledged silently
to himself that these people were endtled to a litte celebration
of their good fortune. Winters were mild in the Vale of Dreams,
snow having fallen only once in fifty years, and already farmers
were planting winter crops that would grow nowhere else. By
‘e time the autumn traders returned from the Kingdom and
vireat Kesh, with wagons of tools and other necessary items,
he second crop would be ready to feed the demand for
‘tesh inod in the frozen north. Compared to most farming
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cornmunities, Stardock was wealthy, but even here a farmer’s lot
was not an easy one. Caleb pushed his musings aside as he
turned the corner and spotted the boys. He had taken only one
step before he realized trouble was about to erupt.

Ellie stood up and said, ‘If you two don’t stop this right now,
I'm leaving’

The two to whom she referred were Tad and Zane, who stood
confronting one another, ready to resume the brawling. The
lithe girl positioned herself between them and started pushing
them apart with surprising determination. This caused both
boys to hesitate and gave Caleb just enough time to reach them
and ask, “‘What is the problem?’

Bath boys glanced at Caleb, then locked gazes again. Ellie
gave them a final shove. She said, “These idiots have decided
that it's important which one of them has the first dance
with me.’

“You promised me!’ shouted Tad, only a half-second before
Zane echoed the claim.

Caleb lost his smile. The musicians had gathered neat the ale
casks and were tuning their instruments. In a moment they’d .
start playing, and the boys would start fighting. “Your mother
asked me to keep an eye on you.” Both boys regarded him, Zane's
expression only slightly more belligerent than Tad5.

‘It seems there was good cause,” Caleb added. He reached
into his belt-purse, fished out a large copper coin and showed
it to the two boys. “This is the head and this is the ril. Head
is Tad, tail is Zane.” Tossing the coin into the air, he let it fall
to the ground. ‘The boys followed its descent closely,
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It landed on tails and Zane shouted triumphantly, ‘1 get the "
first dance! just as the musicians struck the first notes of the
dance. :

Tad started to complain, but thought better of it as he noticed
the dark expression on Zane’s face. Caleb had led Ellie ontamong -
the dancers and shouted back at them, ‘Winner gets the second
dance!’

Ellie laughed as Caleb escorted her through the steps of a
traditional farmer’s reel. Even those not dancing were clapping
their hands. When it came @me for him to take Ellie’s hands.
and lead her in a series of turns, she said, “That was quick:
thinking, Caleb.’ ;

“They’re getting as bad as two young bucks with green horns. ~
What are you going to do?’ '

P

She lowered her voice a little and said, T'm going to marry
Grame.’ .
“That’ll start a dust-up,’ said Caleb with a laugh. ‘Sdll, you
can’t very well marry both of them.’ 1
‘l wouldn’t marry either,’ said Ellie. “They’re like brothers to
me.’ :
As he moved behind her, placing his hands on her waist and
then following her steps, he said, “They obviously don’t think .

af you like a sister.’

‘Oh, they would if there were more girls around,’; she said, -
turning to face him before standing sull as he bowed before her,
vading the dance. She slipped her arm through his and said,
"It's just not fair, the other girls are already spoken for, or too.
voung.’

Caleb knew what she was thinking. Many children their age
had been killed during the last troll raid. There was stll
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ill feeling from the parents of those lost children towards the
- magicians for not acting sooner. Caleb had been up in the Eastern
" Kingdoms, working on behalf of the Conclave at the time of
~ the raid. It had occurred nine years ago, when Ellie, Zane and
Tad had been little more than babies. :

Caleb walked Ellie back to the boys slowly, reaching them
just as the second song commenced. He planted a strong hand
in the middle of Tad’s chest as the blond boy began to protest
again, and said, ‘Son, don’t spoil a perfectly fine festival. You'll
get your turn.’

Tad seenied ready to argue, but seeing Caleb’s serious expres-
sion, he simply let out a slight sigh and nodded. ‘Yes, Caleb.’

Caleb was glad it had been Zane who had won, for he was
the more hot-tempered of the two and would possibly have
ignored Caleb and forced him to do something the older man
didn’t want to do: stop him physically.

He studied Tad while Ellie and Zane danced, and watched
the boy seethe. Ellie was right; they were acting contrary to
their nature.

When the song was over, Ellie returned and it was Tad’s tarn
to dance. As he had before, Caleb watched the boy not dancing
with Ellie. Zane could barely contain his jealousy.

When the third song had ended, Caleb said, ‘I'm in the mood
for something to drink, why don’t you three come along?’

Ellie readily agreed for all of them, and slipped her arm
through Caleb’s, leaving the boys to follow. They went to the
table where four men were filling flagons of ale and then passing

them out as fast as possible. Elfie declined the strong drink, '{]

instead she accepted Zane’s offer to fetch her a fruit-scented
water. Tad volunteered to bring her something to eat, and she
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| declined until she saw him wilt, so said, ‘Perhaps something
fight, until we all sit down to eat?’

He ran off, and Caleb sighed, ‘What are we going to do with
those two?’

‘[ don’t know, but something. They sit around all day with
little to do. They’re not the sort to take to strong drink . . .
yet.”

Caleb understood. Stardock Town was big enough to support
a fair amount of commerce and a little bit of industry — a black-
smith had opened a shop the year before, working ore brought
down from the foothills — but most of the work was done by
family members. There were always more men than work to be
done, and without fathers to teach them a craft, Tad and Zane
were growing up withour skills. They were becoming wild and
feckless.

He knew them both to be bright, able young men, but without
a direction to their lives, they were in danger of becoming lost.
More than one younger son without a craft had ended up as a
bandit, or working hand-to-mouth in the city.

Caleb was pondering the matter when Marie reappeared. He
nodded to her and moved away from where Zane was anxiously
awaiting Ellie’s favour. He kept his voice low so that the boy
couldn’t overhear, and said to Marie, ‘I mistook your meaning,
hefore. 1 thought you meant that you were worried about the
lwsys today. I see what you mean now.’ '

She studied his face, then said, ‘Do you?’

He nodded. ‘Let’s keep an eye on them for now and uy to
have some fun. We'll speak of this later, tonight,’

She nodded, then forced a smile. ‘Dance?’
He touk her by the hand and said, ‘It would be my pleasure.’
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~ They danced to several tunes then fell upon the heavily laden
tables. After filling their platters with food, they found a quiet
corner on the steps of a shop closed for the festival. Caleb set
down the platters and left Marie for 2 moment to fetch two
flagons of ale. When he returned, she said, “‘Where are the boys?’.

‘Over there,’ he said, pointing to a spot on the other side of
the town square. ‘T've not let them out of my sight"- :
¥. ‘How do you do that?’

- He smiled. ‘T'm a hunter. Besides, they’re hard to #fiss.’

She nodded, and spoke with a mouth full of food>T know;
just look for the trouble.’ et

He laughed. ‘No, just those two tunics.’ K,

They ate quiedy, with little conversation, and for the next
hour the festivities continued uneventfully. Then a stout man
mounted one of the wagons being used to dispense ale and started
shouting, ‘My friends!’

Marie said, ‘Here comes trouble.’

Caleb said, “Yup,’ and pur aside his plate to move towards the
wagon. Marie followed.

The man was Milter Hodover, and standing next to him was
a young man, roughly twenty years old. The resemblance was
obvious, though the man had run to fat years ago and the boy
was young and fit, his shoulders still broader than his belt.

Grame Hodover was a sturdy lad, and seemed thoughtful and
bright — it was often thought a miracle that his parents could
have produced such a well-liked young man.

Caleb made straight for Tad and Zane who were standing on
either side of Ellie. She looked at Caleb with relief in her eyes
— she knew what was coming next.

‘My friends,” repeated Miller Hodover, ‘f have an announce-
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ment to make. Today, I am a very happy man.? He positively
heamed as he iooked around the crowd. T

One of the townsmen — under the influence of too much ale
— shouted, “‘Why, you raising prices again, Miller?’

There was a ripple of langhter, and Hodover looked irked for
a moment, but let his smile return. ‘No, Bram Connor, I'm not
.. .yer]

Another round of langhter followed his retort and everyane
relaxed as they realized that the miller was in a particularly good
mood. His well-known parsimony and love of gold were constant
subjects of ridicule.

‘No, my friends,’” said the miller. ‘I have an announcement to
make. This day, after one of the most bountful harvests in
memory, at a time when everyone seems to be doing so well, T
wish to add to the joy of the moment by sharing wonderful
news with you all.’ :

*Out with it, then,” shouted another voice from the crowd.
*You're making me thirsty!’

Throwing the speaker a black look, the miller smiled again.
‘[ would like you all to know that this year my son, Grame, will
be wed to Ellie Rankin.’

He motioned to where Ellie stood between the twa boys, who
hasked as if they had just been poleaxed. Zane stood with a
furrowed brow, as if he couldn’t quite understand what had just
been said, and "Tad stood open-mouthed, obviously unwilling to
helieve it

lillie was halfway to the wagon when the boys started after
her, Caleb reached our and grabbed each by their collar and
hauled them back. ‘Don’t go making a fuss now,” he said in a
low, menacing tone.
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Tad threw him an angry look and Zane drew back his fist,
but Caleb merely pulled upwards, lifting the boys onto their
toes. ‘Don’t even think about it.’

Zane reconsidered, and let his hand fall to his side. Marie
said, ‘If you stoneheads really care about Ellie, vou'll be happy,
for her. Now, the first one to start a fight will have to answer
to me. Is that clear?’

Both [ads said, ‘Yes, Ma,” nodded and Caleb let them go.

The townsfolk had gathered to congratulate the engaged
couple, while Tad and Zane continued 1o pout. Caleb indicated
that Marie should join the throng, and said, ‘Come with me,
boys. I've got something special for an occasion such as this.’

The boys looked like they were about to argue, but one glance
from their mother caused them to nod and follow Caleb
obediently.

He led them to a wagon behind the one which had carried
the ale casks. Night was fast approaching and the festival was
becoming more raucons. One of the teamsters sat on a buck-
board, watching the town bestow its best wishes on the newly
betrothed. The man was not a local, so he felt no need to join
in, and remained contented with eating and drinking ale.

“Thomas,” said Caleb, greeting him.

‘Evening,’ said the wagoner.

“You have that box up there?’

‘It’s under that tarp, Caleb. -

Caleb found the box and pulled it towards the rear of the '
wagon. Drawing out his large hunting knife, he used the stout -
blade to pry open the lid, exposing a dozen bottles of amber
* liquid. He picked one out and held it up to the lantern light.
“What is it?” asked Tad.
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‘Something I discovered on my travels down in Kinnoch
Country’ ;

‘Looks like brandy,’ said Zane. “The colour, I mean.’

‘Not brandy, but you’ve a good eye.” Caleb turned, and sat
on the back of the wagon, letting his feet dangle. ‘Brandy’ just
boiled wine, this is something else.

‘In Kinnoch they have a way to distil a mash of grain, slowly
cooking it over fires fed by peat, and then the brew is aged in
casks. When it's made badly, it can peel the paint off a warship’s
hull, but when it’s made well— He bit the cork and pulled it
out,

With his free hand he felt around in the box and produced
a small cup of glass. “You can’t drink this out of clay or metal,
boys. It'll foul the taste.’

‘What is it?” asked Tad.

“They call it whiskey,’ said Caleb, filling the small glass to the
top.

“T'hat’s not very much.” Zane’s eyes narrowed as he regarded
the tiny vessel which held no more than two or three ounces
of liquid.

‘A little is more than enough,’ said Caleb, tipping the contents
of the glass into his mouth and swallowing. ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘You
try it

He produced another glass and filled them both. *You can
learn to sip this later, boys. Just toss it back and swallow for
now.’

'The boys did as instructed, and an instant later both were
voughing furiously, with their eyes watering. Zane said in
s hoarse voice, ‘Damn me, Caleb, are you trying to poison

wap?
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‘It burns like 2 hot coal,’ said Tad, w}uppmg at his ey‘ee'wlth
the sleeve of his tunic. e

‘Give it 2 minute,” said Caleb. ‘Il warm your gut.” -«

Zane smacked his lips. ‘Not that I think it’s good, but fs me:
try another.’ o

Caleb poured again and the boys drank. This time there was.
no coughing, but their eyes continued to water. ;

‘I think I'll stick to ale,’ said Tad. :

‘l don't know,’ said Zane. “There’s something about it I rather
like.’

“You're a young man of promise, Zane Cafrrey,’ said Caleb.

Laughing, Tad said, “‘Whoa. I can feel it going to my head!”

“The Kinnoch men say it “has a kick”, and they know of what
they speak.’ '

“What are youn going to do with it?’ said Tad, indicating the
other cases.

Tm taking it to my father, as a gift. There’s not a lot that’s
new to him, so I thought he might enjoy this.”

“‘Why are you giving us this?’ asked Tad. ‘T mean, thank you,
but why?’

“To take your mind off an imagined slight,’ said Caleb. ‘If 1
let you drink alone two things would happen.” He held up a
finger, while he poured them another drink. ‘Firstly, you’d receive
no end of teasing from the other men in town who know how
you’ve been butting heads over Ellie for nearly a year. Secondly,
you'd just pick a fight with Grame.’

The boys quickly drank the whiskey and seemed to be getting
used to it. Caleb filled their glasses again. *Here, have another.
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The boys finished their fourth drink, and Tad’s eyes began to
close. ‘You're getting us drunk. I can feel it”’
Caleb filled the glasses yet again and said, ‘One more should
I doit’
' Zane asked, ‘Do what?’ as his speech began to slur.

Caleb jumped down from the wagon bed. “Get you too drunk
to pick 2 fight” He pushed Tad who wobbled as he tried to
compensate for being slightly off balance. )

‘Come along,’ said Caleb. "

‘Where?’ asked Zane. :

‘Back to your ma’, and into your beds. You’re going to pags
out in five minutes and I don’t want to carry you.’ N

‘T'he boys had never drunk anything as potent as the whiskey
hefore, and they followed Caleb quietly. By the time they had
reached their home, both boys were unsteady on their feet.

{laleb ushered them inside and when he had seen them onto
their sleeping mats, he left and returned to the festival. It took
unly a few minutes to find Marie and when she saw him, she
mid, ‘What did you do with them?’

*‘Ciot them very drunk.’

*As if they needed any help doing that.” She looked around
anxiously. “Where are they?’

'Back at your house, sleeping it off.’

1ler gaze narrowed. ‘They haven't had enough time to get
that drunk.’

He held up the whiskey bottle. It was nearly empty. “When

just tossed down five double portions each in fifteen minutes,
have.’

*Well, at least they won'’t be troubling Grame and Ellie,” said
rie.
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“ *Or us.’ Caleb said with a smile. ®not e 0w
= She said, ‘T don’t care how drunk they are, Caleb, if they’re
in the house, then you’re not’

He grinned. ‘I already have a room at the inn. If we head
over there now, no one will notice you come upstairs with me.’

She slipped her arm through his, ‘As if T care what people
think. ’'m not a maiden trying to catch a young suitor, Caleb.
I'll grab happiness where I can and if anyone cares, it doesn’t
matter.’

Caleb pulled her close to him and said, ‘And those who do
matter don’t mind.’

They skirted the edge of the crowd and made for the inn.

Their lovemaking had an urgency to it that Caleb had not expe-
rienced before, and afterward, as they lay with her head on his
shoulder, he asked, “What troubles you?’

She knew that one of the reasons why they had been drawn
to each other was his ability to read her mood so accurately.
“Tad asked me if we were going to wed.

Caleb was silent for a moment, then he let out a long sigh.
‘If T were the the marrying kind, Marie, it would be you.’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘But if you won’t stay, marry me, and be a
real father to the boys, you have to take them with you.'

Caleb moved out from under her and levered himself up on
his elbow. Looking down at her, he said, “What?’

“You can see how it is for them, Caleb. They have no foture,
here. I had to sell the farm and that coin won't [ast forever, even
if I grow most of my food in the garden. I can make do alone,
but feeding growing hoys . . . And they have no one to teach
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them farming, and no guild to teach them a craft. Every other
lad was apprenticed to a farmer, trader, sailor, or guild two years
ago at the Choosing, but my boys stood alone at the end.
Everyone likes them, and had they means to help, Tad and Zane
would be apprenticed by now, but there just isn’t enough work
here.

‘If you don’t take them with you, they’ll become layabouts or
worse. I'd rather lose them now than see them hanged for robbers
in a few years.’

Caleb was silent for a long moment. ‘What would you have
me do with them, Marie?’

“You'’re a man of some stature, despite your homespun garb
and leather hunting togs, or at least your father is. You've seen
the world. Take them with you as servants, or apprentices, or
take them to Krondor and find them work there.

. “They have no father, Caleb. When they were little a ma
was all they needed ~ to wipe their noses and hold them when
they were scared. We did a lot of that after Zane’s folks were
killed in the troll raid. But at this age they need a man to show
them what to do and what not to do, to knock some sense into
them if need be, and to praise them when they do well. So, if
vou won’t wed me and stay here, then at least take them with
vou,'

Caleb turned, and sat with his back agam.st the plastered wall.
‘Whart you say makes sense, in a way.’

“Then you'll do it?’

'I'mt not sure what I'm agreeing to, but yes, I'll take them
vith me. If my father doesn’t know what to do with them, I'll
‘ake them to Krondor and see them apprenticed with a trader

o placed in a guild.”
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‘They re like brothiérs now:dt woild be a crime to yiie them
apart.’ Y 110 ks,

‘Tl keep them together. 1 promise.’ X T

She nestled closer to him. ‘You'll come back froos-figgé to
time and tell me how they’re doing?’ Lo

‘Yes, Marie,” said Caleb. ‘I’ll make them write to you often.’

“Thatwould be grand,’ she whispered. ‘No one has ever written
to me before.’ She sighed. ‘Come to think of it, no one’s ever
written to anyone 1 know.’

‘I'll see that they do.’

“That’s lovely, but you’ll have to teach them to write, of course.’

“They don’t know their letters?’ Caleb couldn’t keep the
surprise from his voice. :

‘Who would teach them?’ p

‘Don’t you ... ? h

‘No, never leamned,’ she said. ‘I can make out word-signs a
bit, because I've heard them at the shops, but I've never really
had a need for them.’

“Then how will you read what they send you?’

Tl find someone to read them to me, I just need to know
that they’re doing well somewhere.’ E IR

“You're a rare woman, Marie,” he said. % o™ :

‘No, 'm just a normal mother worried about her boys.’ 4

Caleb settled back into bed and let her return to the crook
of his shoulder. Silently he wondered what he had got himself y
into. £y e

YA &k r
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UG HELD UP HIS HAND. Mg AN

He was a short man who looked no more than forty
years old. He was dressed, as always, in a simple black robe, and
his dark eyes surveyed all the people wha stood before him. His

cyes were the one feature that betrayed the extent of his power.

Otherwise he was, to all outward appearances, a very average
looking man.

‘I'he cave on the north side of Sorcerer’s Isle had become the
eraditional meeting place for the Conclave’s leaders. It had a
narrow entrance, with a low ceiling, It was dry, free of moss and
lichen, and from time to time, it was dusted to provide a modicum
uf comfort for those who met there. The cave was almost bare,
mive for two stone shelves and a few rocks which offered the
smly resting places. Light was provided by a spell that Miranda
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employed — an enchantment which caused the walls themselves
to glow faintly. Only one feature of the cave was unnatural: a
bust of Sarig, the putative God of Magic rested upon a pedestal
against a wall. :

Over the years, Pug had slowly come to understand more
about the way in which the gods ‘died’. Sarig was lost, and had
been presumed dead since the Chaos Wars, yet Pug was coming
to the conclusion that he still existed in some form and stll had
a hand in things. The bust flickered as the features of the icon
shifted constantly, occasionally resembling Pug, or one of Pug’s
companions. Its changing countenance illustrated the theory
that all magicians were avatars of the god in one manner or
another.

Pug pushed his chronic curiosity over that artefact away, as
he looked from face to face, seeing his most trusted advisors.
All but two of them were former students. Those two — Miranda
and Nakor — stood quietly to one side, Magnus, Pug and
Miranda’s son who had recently returned from the world of
Kelewan, stood behind his mather. Pug caught a glimpse of
resemblance between them in the faint light and smiled slighdy.
Magnus and Caleb were unmistakably brothers, save for their
skin tone and hair colour - Magnus was pale with white hair
while Caleb’s skin was tanned and his hair dark brown - but
neither looked especially like their parents. There were hints
and glimpses of similarities from dme to time, but Pug had
wondered more than once whether the boys might carry the
look of one of their paternal grandparents, neither of whom was
known to him.

Miranda had not changed since Pug had first met her over
fifty years before, Her dark hair held voly a fleck of grey and
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her eyes changed colour with her mood — dark grey, to green,
to brown-flecked hazel, to dark brown. She had high cheek-
bones and a determined set to her mouth that at times could
undermine her regal beauty.

To Pug, she was always beautiful, even when he was angry
enough to strangle her. It was her strength and passion that
made him love her, Katala, his first wife, had possessed the same
qualities in her youth. Pug’s eyes locked with his wife’s for a
moment and they exchanged the silent communication they had
shared for years.

Nakor setiled down on a rocky ledge, and Pug wondered
again if he would ever wuly understand the strange little man.
Nakor refused to accept the traditional concept of magic, always
insisting that it was just tricks, the deft manipulation of some
kind of mystical stuff that underpinned all things. There were
moments when the bandy-legged little man drove Pug to distrac-
tion with his abstract musings on the nature of things, but at
other times Nakor could provide insights into and had a grasp
of magic that stunned Pug. The Isalani was also, to Pug’s mind,
potentially the most dangerous magician in the world.

The newcomers to the Conclave’s inner circle sat waiting for
Pug to speak. They were: Rosenvar, a middle-aged magician
from Salmater and Uskavan, a mindmaster from the world of
Salavan. ;

Uskavan looked human but his skin had 2 decidedly magenta
hue if you were close enough to notice. Pug had made contact
with his homeworld a decade béfore, via the Hall of Worlds,
and had agreed to let him study with the Conclave in exchange
for sharing knowledge of his mind-magic. Uskavan could
produce illusions so vivid in the mind of a subject, that they
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could cause physical reactions — he could conjure phantom blades
that could cat, or imaginary flames that could burn. Pug also
found his alien perspective useful.

Uskavan had taken the place of Robert de Lyse, one of Pug’s
best students and a valuable servant of the Conclave of Shadows,
Robert had died peacefully in his sleep the year before, though
he had been less than seventy years old.

Pug began, ‘T have spoken to each of you separately and now
want to share some intelligence, so I've asked you to join me
today to sum up what we know regarding two issues of great
importance.

“The first is the matter of the Talnoy.’ He glanced at Magnus,
who stepped out from behind his maother.

Magnus’ face was set in a concerned expression. “The Tsurani
magicians are as baffled as we are by the nature of the magic
used to create these things.’

The Talnoy were artefacts from another circle of reality,
created by a race called the Dasati and were extremely dangerous.
They were suits of armour powered by the imprisoned souls,
or spirits, of the Dasati, and as such they were almost imper-
vious to damage, immune to pain, and mindless in their obedi-
ence, According to what Kaspar of Olasko had told the Conclave
about when he had brought the first Talnoy to their attention,
“Talnoy’ was Dasat for ‘very hard to kill’.

Magnus continued, “They agree that any major incursion into
our fevel of reality, for lack of a better term, would be cata-
strophic. As such, they are endeavouring to discover as much
as possible about the wards we disturbed when we first discov-
ered the Talnoy repository in the cave.’

He glanced at Nakor who said, ‘Nothing new to report, I'm
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sorry to say.’ The self-proclaimed gambler who refused to admit
that he was a magician, paused as he considered his words. Finally,
he continued, ‘Our girls and boys’ — he referred to all the younger
magicians on Sorcerer’s Island as girls and boys - ‘are trying
very hard to understand these things.

“The one good thing,” he said with a grin, ‘is that I think we
have found a way to ensure that only we can command them
should it come to 2 confrontation with the Dasati.’

Pug said, “That’s something at least. Ten thousand Talnoy
under our command is nothing to be taken lightly.” He ignored
the impuise to add that against the hundreds of thousands of
Talnoy conirolled by the Dasad, that number would amount to
very little. ‘But T think our interests are best served if we can
discover how they remained hidden for so long. In other words,
if we can stay hidden from the Dasad, then we will have accom-
plished the most important task we have befare us.

‘Our other task is hunting down Leso Varen.’

Miranda said, ‘Have we any idea to where he might have
fled?’

‘l have agents keeping alert for anything out of the ordinary
concerning magic.’

Miranda’s dark eyes narrowed. ‘He’s gone to ground for years
at a time.’

Pug said, ‘But this time I think he will be angious to re-
establish his presence. He knows something important is out
there, even if he has no idea what the Talnoy represent or how
he might use them to his advantage. If nothing else, he will
want to deny us something that powerful.

‘tlis attack on the island and Elvandar last year proved that
he has grown bolder, and whatever tendency he had for stealth
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is gone. He re-manifested his powers quickly after his host was
killed by Tatwin Hawkins. I think it safe to assume we’ll hear
from him again, and soon.’

Rosenvar said, ‘Pug, what is it you've not told us?’

Pug smiled. He had chosen Rosenvar to join the inner circle
because the man had keen insight and an almost intuitive ability
to glean answers from very scant information. ‘It is nothing ~
specific, really. Just some troubling dreams, and bad feelings.’

Uskavans black eyes were wide as he said, ‘Never ignore
dreams, Pug. My people believe that parts of our minds are
always at work, always seeking to understand things. Dreams are
often the means by which some parts of the mind communicate
what is about to become conscious thought; especially when the
emotions are strong. Our races are not that different; when it
comes to the workings of our minds we have much in common.”

Magnus glanced at the alien magician and Pug could almost
read his son’ thoughts: few humans, including Pug, Miranda |
and Magnus, could even begin to approach the mind-discipline
of a novice of Uskavans order. Salavan minds were far more
compiex than human ones, despite Uskavan’s insistence this was
only because the Salavans were an older race and had been prac-
tising mental arts for thousands of years.

Pug nodded, a slight expression of resignation on his face.
‘Indeed. I fear my dreams may be portends of coming disaster.
Or, they may simply be a manifestation of my concerns over
the Dasati.’

#  Magnus said, ‘Father, we must prepare as if they are coming.’
v ‘I know." Pug looked at each member of the inner circle of
‘the Conclave. ‘Send word to our agents who are placed in all
the royal courts. I want to know ahout every ambition, plot or
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intrigue, and any situation that could be turned to our advan-
tage. If we must, we shall bribe and threaten to secure help in
such a conflict.’

Pug fell silent for a minute. He remembered the Riftwar; for
twelve years, while the Tsurani had fallen upon the Kingdom
and the Free Cites, Queg, Great Kesh and the lesser kingdoms
to the east had watched with keen anticipation, seeking any
opportunity to advance their own cause at the Kingdom’s
expense. ‘Should the Dasati come, we must have friends in high
places who will argue that every nation needs to respond quickly,
no matter where the invasion strikes.’

Magnus said, ‘Father, that is all well and good should an attack
happen in Triagia — all the monarchs on this continent have some
sense of vulnerability — should aliens set foot on close by soi they
would be equally vulnerable and will unite, but what if the beach-
head is some deserted shore of the Sunset Islands, or down in
the grasslands of Novindus, or the high platean of Wynet?’

‘A more difficult task, then,” said Pug. He looked at his
council, pausing a moment to study each face. Miranda seemed
as enigmatic as a stranger. She often kept her own counsel and
took matters into her own hands. They had fought more than
once over the years about her putting agents into the field without
consulting him or giving orders that he disagreed with. He smiled
shightly. As long as his wife was involved, Pug could never be
accused of ruling the council of the Conclave of Shadows. She
nodded slightly and returned his smile, and he knew this time
she was in full agreement.

Rosenvar’s lined face looked as if it was fashioned from sun-
burnt [eather. His reddish hue was accentuated by a shock of
unruly blond hair, now rapidly turning white. ‘It seems to me,’
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“he said, ‘that we might be well served if we started lesking
" rumour or two.’ VU e

. Pug was silent for a moment. “Io what end?®
" 'The magician from Salmater smiled and Pug recalled the first
time he had met him, sitting in the corner of an ale house,
dispensing sage advice, minor charms and outright lies with equal
abandon to anyone who’d stand him the price of a drink. Since
coming to the island, he had stayed reladvely sober, and his
drinking bouts were few and far berween.
‘Rumours are wonderful things, when employed correctly,’

said Rosenvar. His voice tended to ramble as if it started some-~- .

where deep within his bowels and slowly worked its way wp
through his throat. ‘T've seen entire cities turned on their collec- .

tive ear by the right rumour, Pug. Rulers distrust official reports + .

and credible witnesses, but a juicy rumour . . . ah, that'll set
them running around like turkeys in a storm, heads turned

upwards with mouths agape, trying to drown themselves in the

downpour.’

Pug chuckled. He enjoyed Rosenvar’s turns of phrase. “Very
well, but what rumours?’

Rosenvar lost his smile. “Word is Duke Erik is ill, perhaps
dying, in Krondor.’ i

Pug nodded. ‘So I have heard’ e
; Miranda said, ‘He is the last.
* Pug knew what she meant. He was the last survivor of Calis’
company of ‘Desperate Men’, those prisoners given their
freedom in exchange for making the journey down to Novindus
at the start of the Serpentwar, and the only man of rank still
serving who had survived the conflict. Ertk knew what distant
dangers could mean, “Then we start in Krondor?’
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‘It seems wise,” said Rosenvar. “There are a couple of rumour-
mongers who have various highly placed officials of the Western

Realm among their clients. If we start something vague enough |

to not cause an immediate response, but something familiar
enough to Lord Erik that he’li feel obliged to warn the Prince .
of Krondor . . . well, it’s a start.

Magnus said, ‘And if the Kingdom of the Isles takes the

warning seriously, so will Great Kesh.’

‘And if Great Kesh and the Kingdom start to marshal their
defences, so shall every other kingdom in their vicinity,” added
Miranda.

‘But we can only hold them alert for so long; we must not
rush this,” said Rosenvar.

Pug said, ‘We need Erik around long enough to make this
work.’

Nakor said, ‘T'll go to Krondor and visit the Duke. I'll make
him well for a while.’

Pug nodded. Nakor had wravelled with Erik, Calis on the
journey to Novindus when they first encountered the Ernerald
Queen. The old duke would trust Nakor.

Pug said, ‘Rosenvar, I need you to coordinate what rumours to
start, where, and when., We have some well-placed agents in nearly
every capital of importance on Midkemia. But T want to ensure
it’s a gradual discomfort and coneern, not instant blind panic.’

‘Understood,’ he replied, standing. “We’ll draw up a list of
ideas to put the rulers of the world on edge.’” He smiled slightly.
‘Nlrghtly on edge.’

‘lo Uskavan, Pug said, ‘If you would, 1’d like the names of
your very best students, We may need to dispatch them to work
in the ficld soon.’
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The alien magician nodded, rose, and departed with
Rosenvar, leaving Pug, Miranda, Nakor, and Magnus alone in
the cave. Pug looked at his older son and said, ‘Where’s your
brother?’

‘Down in Stardock, [ believe. He should be delivering some
supplies, but no doubt he lingered for the festival.’

Miranda said, ‘Lingered to spend time with that widow, you
nean.’

Pug shrugged. ‘Let him grab whatever joy he can, beloved.
We don’t need him back here for anything special, and I expect
he'’s enjoying himself.’

Magnus looked at his mother and asked, ‘Shall I find him, or
return to Kelewan?’

Miranda glanced at her husband. “Which?’

‘Neither. Go to Novindus and continue Nakor’s work on the
"Talony. The Great Ones of the Assembly of Tsuranuanni can
muddle along without you for a2 while. When Nakor returns
from Krondor, I'll send him back to you and you can go back
to Kelewan,’

Nakor smiled. ‘Don’t break anything before I get there.’

Magnus glanced with a wry smile at the little gambler, nodded,

reached inside his robe and pulled out a golden orb. He clicked

a switch and suddenly vanished.

Miranda came to stand behind her husband and put her arms
around him. “You're worried.’ 1

‘T'm always worried,’ said Pug. 33

‘No, this is something more.” She studied her husband’s face.
‘You sense something?’

Nakor said, ‘I think I know what you're going to tell her. I
will go to Krondor and see that Duke Erik svays alive long
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enough to help us.’ He glanced at Pug and Miranda and said,
“You two really do need to talk to each other more often. Really,’
he repeated, picking up his rucksack and staff, then vanishing
from before their eyes.

Pug closed his eyes a long moment, then answered his wife’s
question. ‘Yes, I do sense something. And its growing. I don’
know what to call it, but it feels more . . . intense than mere
foreboding.’

‘A premoniton?’

“I'he dream troubles me, love. I think something is ap-
proaching and when it emerges, the struggle will be more fearful
than anything we could ever imagine.’

‘Given what we have seen, husband, that’s quite a lot.

‘Once, during the time of the Great Uprising, Tomas and 1
faced a Master of the Dread. We bested the creature, though it
took all of our magic and no litde guile. Then at the end, in
Sethanon, I beheld a Dreadlord — a Greater Dragon, with all
her magic and might, could barely contain it.’

‘But the Dread come from one of the lower planes, while
these Dasati are from the second. Surely they are only slightly
more dangerous than men?’

Pug held his wife’s hand. “You know more than I do on many
subjects, Miranda, but scholarship has never been your first
love.” She furrowed her brow but said nothing, acknowledging
the truth in his words.

He sighed and lowered his voice. ‘It’s the nature of beings
from the lower levels of creation to absorb the life force from
those from the higher. Think of it as water tunning downhill,
just the touch of a Dasati would cause damage after only a few
moments.
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“The Dread are the most fearful beings able ta reach this level
of reality and survive; creatures from the depths below them
draw so much energy to themselves so fast that they are destroyed
when they reach our plane, unless they employ powerful magic
to keep themselves alive. No, it’s the fact the Dasati are from
but one level below us that makes them so fearful to contem-
plate, my love.” He sighed as if fatigued. ‘Nakor understands, for
he has spent more time studying the Talnoy than anyone else.’

He glanced at the mouth of the cave. “The others will discaver.

what I'm telling you; no need to create any risk of panic.
“The Dasati are mortal like ourselves, but if they reach this

level of reality, they will slowly draw life force from around*

them, from the very grass they tread upon, so that even should
we establish a military stalemate, as we did with the Tsurani

during the first Riftwar, they would eventually wither us to defeat. .

Also, the flow of life force towards them makes them harder to
kill and ourselves weaker, The longer we are locked in struggle,
the more difficult victory will be. And we must remember the
numbers; if Kaspar is correct and he saw a true vision of that
world, they would not send thousands of warriors, but tens of
thousands. If they find us, we must react and react quickly. We
can’t have the monarchs of Midkemia fully understanding what
we must face, at least for a while, else fear might overwhelm
their resolve.’

Miranda studied her hushand’s face for a while, then said, ‘We
shall do everything we can.’ ¢

‘I know,” he said. ‘Now, we both have work to do.’ e},

‘How are you going to return?’

He smiled. ‘I'll walk. The fresh air clears my head and helps
me think.’
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She kissed his check. T'll see you at home.” 4 . et ..
Before she could vanish, he said, “Wait a minute! Did you see
Nakor use an orb to leave?’ “,
‘Not that I noticed.’ 2
He smiled. ‘Another of his “tricks”, I expect.’ .
She smiled in return and then was gone. No one could trans-
port herself better than Miranda. She had been trying to teach
Pug and some of the others how to do it without the aid of
patterns or the Tsurani orbs, but few achieved it through mind
alone, and then only to very familiar locations.
Pug concluded that Nakor must have studied with her. The
wily little man was right, he and his wife did need to ralk more.
Pug left the cavern and stopped at its mouth. It was late
afternoon on Sorcerer’s Isle and by the time he reached the Villa
it would be almost suppertime. He took one more look around
the cave and then started his walk home. e i

b .I: i‘u

'I'he Royal Chirurgeon shook his head and spoke softdy to the
attending squire. ‘I fear he will not make it through the night’’
The two figures were dwarfed by the enormous chamber in
which the Duke of Krondor lay dying. A single candle burned
on the table next to the bed.

‘Shall I inform the senior squire, sir?’ asked tl_fle young man,
a blond-headed rail of a lad no more than fifteen years old. The
senior squire served Prince Robert, ruler of Krondor these last
_etght years, and heir apparent to the Kingdom of the Isles.

“T'he hour is late. T shall check on the Duke again very scon.
If his condition worsens, there should be time enough to wake
the Prince.’ b
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“Yes, sir. Shall T stay? & wior v
‘No need,’ said the old healer, his face drawn w1th worry and

- fatigue. ‘He’ll not rouse and I have other patients to care for;

the stomach flux has struck the royal nursery, and though it may

~ not be fatal, the wrath of the Princess is sure to be if I can’t get
. the children to rest through the night.’

The healer snuffed out the single candle next to the bed and
he and the boy left the Duke’s large sleeping chamber, closing

* the door quietly behind them.

A moment later a figure stepped out of the shadow behind a
large curtain. He crossed the room to the bed and touched his

+ fingerdp to the still-warm candle wick, and the flame instantly

reappeared. Glancing down. at the recambent figure, he softly
said, ‘Oh, Erik, you don’t lock so good.’
Nakor had known Duke Erik when he had been a bay, fresh

" from the smith’s forge, tall, with huge shoulders and the strength

of three men. He had 2lso been born with a temper, which had
almost got him hung for murder, but in the end he had served

- the Kingdom of the Isles well and bad risen in rank to Knight-

Marshal of the West, and held the gtle of the Duke of Krondor
under young Prince Robert.
Nakor now looked down on an old man, past eighty years

. of age. His skin was like old parchment drawn tightly across

¥

his skull. His shoulders showed none of the massive strength
of his youth, and were lost beneath the voluminous nightshirt
he wore.

Nakor retrieved a vial from his rucksack and pulled out the
stopper. He administered a single drop on the dying man’s lips
and waited. Erik’s mouth moved, slightly, and Nakor poured in

. another drop. He repeated this application for almost fifteen
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minutes, 2 drop #t#time, then sat back on the side of the bed
and waited.

After a few more minutes, the Duke’s eyes fluttered, then
opened completely. He blinked, then said in a soft, hoarse
whisper, ‘Nakor?’ TR )

The litde man grinned. ‘You remember me?s:, . :

With a deep intake of breath followed by a long sigh, Enk
von Darkmoor — once a sergeant in Calis’ Crimson Eagles,
veteran of the Serpentwar, hero of the Battle of Nightmare
Ridge and now Duke of Krondor and Knight-Marshal of the
Western Realm — sat up and said, ‘You’re damned hard to forget,
old friend.’

“You look better,’ said Nakor.

Erik moved his arms and said, ‘T feel better. What did you
do?’

Nakor held up the vial. ‘I bought you some time. I need to
talk to youn.’

“Then hurry,” said the Duke sitting back. He chucked, a dry
raspy laugh. ‘By all accounts I don’t have much time — wait, how
did you get in here?’ '

Nakor waved the question away. ‘I just waited until no one
was looking then came in through the window.’

Erik smiled. ‘Like old Duke James when he was a boy, then?’

*Something like that.’ -

‘So why are you troubling a dying man?’ -

‘I need you not to die for a while, Erik.” '

‘I'd be pleased to accommodate you, brnml believe fate has
other plans.’ ¥

‘How do you feel?’ %

The Duke stretched out his hands before his face and sald,
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‘Surprisingly good, all thlngs tons@&raduﬂllﬁ%k%ﬁin whae did

you do?’ i C A b
‘Is a potion, which I gbti from a pnm'ﬁfka krvcs asgreat:
distance from here. It will , 4 . restore youfy aousigt,  ariis
‘Restore me?’ RN AR I
- ‘Il keep you alive for a while longer, ariifiyen drink lot,
for a lot longer.’ U G

The Duke shifted himself higher in the bed, so he could sit-
up. ‘’'m not sure I'd like that, Nakor. My body has betrayed me

and, to put it bluntly, it vexes me to be so dependent on others.
It's hard not to be able to walk to the jakes and take a piss.
Nothing humbles a2 man as much as waking in the morning,
sopping wet like a baby. I think I’d rather die than have to spend
more days in hed.’

‘Well, you don’t have to do either,” said Nakor with a grin.
“The potion will make you stronger, too.!

Erik’s gaze fixed upon Nakor. ‘I can see better; I've just
realized.’

“Yes,” said Wakor. ‘It’s a pretty nice potion.’

“Is that how you’ve remained unchanged over the last ﬁftjf to
sixty years?’ OBk .t s e

‘No. I know some other tricks.” &~ a8 upmes aerid 3. - 2un

‘Very well, if you can get me out of this bed so I can protect
the Kingdom a while longer, I'll stay around, but what is your
reason for this?’

“Well, first of all, T like you.’ )
v “Thank you, Nakor; I like you, too.’ Aebivta

“You are the last of the Desperate Men who went south with
Calis and Bobby’

‘I was there; I remember. Now, | appreciate nostalgia as much
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as the next man, Nakor, but what’s the real reason? ragsist 1

‘We need someone who is close to the Crown to listen and
help when the tme comes.’

‘We?’ asked the Duke. “You mean the Black Sorcerer?’

“Yes, Pug.’

Erik sat back with a long exhalation of breath, shaking his
head slightly. After the Serpentwar, Kesh had moved against and
almost destroyed Krondor, seeking to an advantage itself in its
seemingly never-ending struggle with its northern neighbour.
Pug, who was Duke of Stardock at that time, and vassal to the
Crown of the Kingdom of the Isles, had refused to use his
powerful magic to destroy the invaders, but rather had ordered
the Keshians home, while at the same time publicly humiliating
Patrick, who was then the Prince of Krondor, and was now
King of the Isles.

Erik said, ‘Pug’s been persona non grate since he defied Prince
Patrick, after the Serpentwar. Robbie may be related to Patrick
in name only — he’s as thoughtful as Patrick is rash — but the
collective royal memory is a long one. Pug pulled Stardock out
of the Kingdom and set it up as an independent state; that looks
like treason from the throne’s point of view.’

“That’s why we need you to persuade them otherwise.
*Something bad is coming, Erik.’

- ‘How bad? Weoo VR gLk
“Very bad,’ said Nakor. S TN TP 3 F
‘As bad as the Emerald Queen?’ s vdusp.  cfieine yrdic
‘Worse,’ said the short gambler.  riunwgies: - gaow )l

Ernk sat motionless for a moment, then said, ‘Go over to that
table, Nakor.” He pointed to a long table set against the wall.
*Open that box.’
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Nakor did as requested and found the simple wooden box
with a small brass hasp and ring latch. Inside it be found a black
amulet. He pulled it out, letting it hang from the chain.
‘Nighthawks?’

“We received that from one of our agents in Great Kesh. I
suspect you and your companions have as many agents down
there as we do.’

Nakor turned to regard the old Duke. Erik’s blue eyes were
now alight with energy and his voice was growing stronger by
the moment. ‘Oh, T have no problem with your . . . what do
you call it? Your Conclave?’ LT RCY) R

Nakor said nothing, but smiled slightly. - i dme

‘But you’re not the only ones out there paying for informa-
tion, my old friend,’ said the Duke. ‘1 served with you and Calis
long enough to have no doubt you only intend good, no matter
what the Crown’s official position on your activities may be.
Truth to tell, Patrick needed the public spanking that Pug gave
him when the Keshian army was outside the city walls. Just as !
much as the Keshians needed to be sent home with their tails "'
between their legs.

‘But if it ever comes down to choosing between your vision
of a larger good and my duty w the Crown, you know what I
will do.’

‘I know, Erik.” Nakor understood if it ever came to a choice,
Erik would put his oath and duty to the Crown ahead of anything
Pug asked. He put the amulet back. ‘How long have you had it?

‘A week. Some minor court officials and influential merchants
are starting to turn up dead in the City of Kesh. It’s a big place
and the dead men are of marginal importance, so the Keshians
don’t appear to be taking note of it yet.
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Nakor was thenghtful. ‘Or someone highly placed is ensuring
they don’t”  tie-sm

‘My thought, as well,’ said the Duke. He looked at the window,
and said, ‘How long before dawn?’

‘Four hours or so,’ said Nakor.

T think I will stick around a while longer, Nakor. If the
approaching danger is worse than the Emerald Queen’s army, 1
want to be fit enough to stand on the wall with my sword in
my hand.’

Nakor grinned. “You will.’

Erik smiled back and Nakor could see the health returning
to his cheeks. When Nakor had seen him sleeping, Erik had
looked like an eighty-year-old man, near death’s door. He now
seemned more like a vigorous man of seventy or less.

‘I need 1o go. Drink the rest of that vial now.’” Erik did so
and handed the empty bottle back to Nakor. The skinny gambler
pulled another and said, ‘Hide this somewhere. Drink half of
this one in a week’s time if you don’t feel as strong as you’d like
to. And if you want to feel really wonderful, drink the rest a
week after that” He put in on the pillow next to the Duke. T'd
leave more, but it would be difficult for you to explain to the
Prince why you suddenly look younger than he does.” Grinning,
he added, ‘It’s a good thing yon were born blond, Erik, because
people won’t notice your hair isn't as grey as it used to be.’

The door at the far end of the room began to open. ‘Got to
ko now, Erik,’ said Nakor and he darted into the shadow behind
the large curtain.

Erik knew that the window behind the curtain had stayed
closed, but that if he rose and investigated it, Nakor would have
vanished.
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n The Royal Chirurgeon and the Duke'’s squire entered the

Duke’s chamber and showed open astonishment at seeing the

Duke sitting up in bed. “Your Grace!’ exclaimed the healer.
‘Rossler,” said the Duke.

‘Sir?” asked the squire with a near stammer. - Do
=+ “What are you two staring at?’ e by Ry
+ ‘Why, Your Grace . . . you, sir.’ PR e
» “Well, you can stop it ' LG

‘It just that, well . . ) s

‘I know,” said Erik, interrupting the healer. ‘You didn’t think:.
I'd make it through the night, Well, I've got better.’

‘Apparently so, Your Grace. May I?' he indicated his desire
to examine the Duke.

Erik patiently allowed the man o proceed, listening to his
heart and breathing, and thumping on his back and chest. When
he began examining the colour of his eyes, Erik pushed him
away. Swinging his legs over the edge of the bed, he said, ‘I
. need to go to the jakes.

The squire said, ‘Your Grace, I will fetch the chamber pot.’

‘Not tonight, Samuel. 'm certain I can walk to the garderobe
by myself.’

Both stood a moment in silent amazement as Erik stood and
walked across the room to the door that led to his private
garderobe and opened the door. When it closed behind the
now revitalized Duke, the stunned healer and the grinning
squire exchanged looks of wonder. et
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HE BOYS GROANED. W ‘;:‘

Caleb fooked back over his shoulder from the driver’s seat
at the two slowly-waking boys. He had dumped them in the wagon,
said goodbye to Marie, and left Stardock Town before dawn.

Zane was first to regain a semblance of consciousness and he
blinked like a stunned owl as he tried to sit up. It proved a bitter
mistake as his head throbbed and his stomach heaved. He barely
got his face over the side of the wagon before theg sour contents
of his stomach reappeared.

Caleb slowed the horses, then halted them. By the time the
wagon came to a complete stop, Tad had joined his foster brother
in a painful display of morning-after distress.

(Caleb jumped and with a rough grab, pulled Tad, then Zane
out of the wagon and deposited them in a heap on the
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roadside. They were a portrait of misery. Both had pale complex-
ions and perspiration dripped off their brows. Their eyes were
red-rimmed and their clothing dishevelled and dirty.

‘Stand up,’ said Caleb, and the two lads did so. ‘Follow me.’

Without turning to see if they complied, Caleb started walking
down a gentle slope dotted with trees. From the sounds behind
him, he judged that the two boys were following along grudg-
ingly.

They reached a small gully thick with waist-high grass, and
Caleb motioned for them to move ahead of him. The two miser-
able lads half-stumbled, half-walked through the grass. Zane
trampled upon what was in front of him, while Tad parted the
slightly waving foliage with his hands.

One minute they were tudging along and the next, Zane
vanished from sight with a loud yelp of shock. Tad only just
avoided stepping off the bank, some six fect above the river, As
Zane's head appeared above the water, Tad felt Caleb’s foot on
his rump, and suddenly he was propelled through the air, landing
backside-first in the water next to Zane, -

‘Clean yourselves up,” instructed Caleb. ‘“You smell like the
floor of a tap room.” He threw down something which landed
in the shallow water between them. Zane picked it up and saw
it was a bar of milled soap. ‘It won't take your skin off like that
stuff your mother makes, boys, but it will get you clean — hair,
bodies, clothing, everything. You can carry your clothing back
to the wagon.’

Grudgingly the pair began to strip off their wet gear as Caleb
watched. ‘Drink some water, too, while you're at it. Ill help
get you back amongst the living.” He turned back towards the
wagon, then shouted, ‘But try not to drink the soapy water.’
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Caleb returned to the wagon and waited. In less than half an
hour, a pair of dripping boys appeared, nude and carrying their
clothing. Caleb pointed to the cart and said, ‘Spread them out
on the side of the wagon and let them dry in the sun.’

Both young men stood shivering in the cool morning.
After a few minutes, Caleb pointed to a small chest nestled
behind the driver’s seat and said, ‘You'll find dry clothing in
there.’

As the boys dressed, Tad said, ‘T've never felt this sick from
drinking before.’

Caleb nodded. “‘Whiskey has a terrible hangover, no doubt.’

‘Why'd you do it?’ asked Zane as he pulled on a fresh tunic.

‘So I wouldn’t have to beat you senseless to get you to leave
Stardock.’

As if coming out of a sleepwalk, the boys looked around.
‘Where are we?’ asked Zane, his dark eyes narrowing. Caleb
could see the anger rising. F¥.

‘We're on the road to Yar-rin, then we’ll go on to Jonril. >R

Tad’s eyes also narrowed. ‘Why Jonril?’

‘Because your mother didn’t like what was going on with you
two 1n Stardock, and asked me to take you somewhere that you
could find trades.” He motdoned for them to finish dressing.
“You two have been aimless layabouts since the Choosing two
years ago.’ ;

Zane’s eyes flashed angrily as he said, “That’s not true, Caleb!’
Pulling on dry trousers, he glanced at his foster brother. “We
work when we can find it

‘Unloading freight for a day or two every month is no craft,’
said Caleb.

‘We do more,” added Tad. ‘We help during the harvest, we
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Caleb smiled. ‘T know you've tried. But there’s precious Kttle

work now, and less when the new freight line sets up — thigy're

bringing their own lads with them down from Landreth....
‘No, your mother has the right of it. If you're to find your

way In life, it has to be somewhere else besides Stardock;:

The boys finished dressing and Caleb motioned for them to
climb back into the wagon. He mounted the driver’s seat and
took up the reins. As the horses obeyed his command and moved
along, he continued. “There’s not much going on in the Kingdom,
Pm sorry to say. I know people who could get you work, but
no one who’d apprentice you. But things are looking up in Kesh
and I've a few friends in Jonril who owe me a favour or two.
We'll see if there’s somecne who'll take in two promising lads.
Apprentice at a trade, learn your craft and in a dozen years or
$o you can return to Stardock as journeymen crafters, if you
wish, but apprentice at a trade you will.’

The boys sat uncomfortably in the back of the josding wagon,
Zane with his knees draw up to his chest and Tad with legs
straight out. Both knew it would be a long ride. .

The wagon bumped down the road, the horses kicking up small
clouds of dust as the afternoon heat beat down. It was unusually
hot for this time of year and the boys complained from time 1o
time. They were restless and bored and the novelty of the journey
had worn off. Caleb bore their complaints with good humour, for
he understood their distress over the turn of events in their lives,

During the first day, they had expressed both anger and sadness
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at their mother’s decision to send them away. They fully under-
stood her reasoning; Stardock had not been a prosperous town
for years and work was hard to come by. Their youthful opti-
mism had always led them to believe that something would have
worked out had they remained, but by the end of the day both
had slowly come to the conclusion that their mother was prob-
ably right. They would eventually accept the change as a welcome
one, but for the moment they felt ill-used. At least, to Caleb’s
relief, neither had mentioned Ellie and her part in Marie’s desire
to see them somewhere other than hame.

Caleb had known the boys for most of their lives and he was
very fond of them; they were as close to sons as he would
ever have, and he knew that while they didn’t consider him as a
father, they did look upon him as a surrogate uncle and someone
their mother cared for, even loved.

He had known Marie a little while her husband was alive, and
had known even then that she had felt drawn to him, for he had
seen it in her eyes, despite the fact that she was a dutiful wife
who observed all the proprieties. Later, she had told him that
even in those days she had found him compelling. He had noticed
her too, but as with any other married women, he put any
thoughts of attraction aside. Two years after the troll raid and
the death of her husband, they had become lovers.

Caleb would have liked nothing better than to settle down with
Marie, but he knew that with his dutes, it would never be possible,
His work for his father and the Conclave of Shadows called for
constant travel and putting himself in harm’ way. He was absent
more than he was around, and Marie deserved better than that.

Yet she had never voiced any complaint nor showed any
interest in another man, and Caleb secretly hoped that someday
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he might convince her to move to Sorcerer’s Isle — the place he
considered to be home - or perhaps he would return to Stardock
and live there. He put those thoughts aside as he had many
times before, for dwelling on them only put him in a dark mood.

As they drove into the wagon yard, Caleb said, “‘When we get
to Nab-Yar, we’ll find a buyer for this rig and purchase some
saddle horses.’ ,

Zane turned and said, “We don’t ride, Caleb.’ 3

Caleb said, “You’ll learn while we travel.’

The boys exchanged glances. Riding was something reserved
for nobility, soldiers, rich merchants, and the occasional trav-
eller, but farm hands and town boys got from place to place by
shanks’ mare or in the back of a2 wagon. 84l it was something
new to contemplate and anything that would break the tedium
of this journey was welcome.

Tad shrugged then Zane grinned, his face lighting up as he
said, ‘Maybe we can become fast messengers?’

Caleb [aughed. ‘In that case you’ll have to become very good
riders, and how is your sword work?’

‘Sword work?’ asked Tad.

‘Fast messengers get paid all that gold for getting their
messages through in a hurry and safely. That means avoiding
highwaymen, but also being able to fight to the death if attacked.’

The boys looked at each other again. Neither had touched a
sword in their life and both thought it unlikely that they ever
would. Zane remarked, “Young Tom Sanderling went to soldier
in Ab-Yar, and he learned to handle a sword.’

*Kesh trains all their dog soldiers to be swordsmen,’ said Caleb,
‘but, if memory serves, Old Tom wasn’t happy about seeing his
son go a-soldiering.’
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“True, but what I'm saying, is that if he could learn, so eﬂﬁld
we, said Zane.

"Tad said, “You could show wus. You carry a sword, Caleb 50
you must know how to use it/

‘Maybe,” said Caleb, realizing he’d probably have to teach
them a few basics when they camped that evening.

Tad swung wildly at Caleb, who easily moved to the side and
smacked the boy hard across the back of his hand with a long
stick he had cut a few minutes before. The boy yelped and dropped
Caleb’s sword on the ground. “The first rule,’ said Caleb, bending
down to retrieve the fallen weapon, ‘is don’t drop the sword.’

“That hurt,” said Tad, rubbing his right hand.

‘Not as much as it would had T been using a blade,’ said Caleb,
‘though it wouldn’t have hurt for as long, because I would have
gutted you a few seconds later” He reversed the sword and
tossed it to Zane, who caught it deftly. ‘Good,’ said Caleb. ‘You're
quick and have a steady hand. Let’s see if you can avoid repeating
Tad’s mistake.’

The sword felt as if it were alive and deadly in Zane’s hand.
It was heavier than he had expected and its balance felt odd. He
moved it around a little and flexed his wrist one way and then
the other.

“That’s right,” said Caleb as he circled the ﬁre to face Zane.
‘Get used to how it feels, Let it become an extension of your

Suddenly he lashed out with his branch, intending to smack
the boy on the hand as he had Tad, but Zane turned his wrist
and canght the branch on his blade.
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#Very good,’ said Caleb, stepping back. SRxwisy have wiiliick

for this. Where did you learn that?® <8 ipag bisd me:
‘I didn’t,” said Zane with a grin, lowering the sword. "Fst:

tried to keep the stick from hitting me.’ e
Caleb turned to Tad. ‘Did you see how he did that?’ Wi
Tad nodded. o

Caleb motioned for Zane to drop the point of his blade, then
stepped over to the boy and gripped his wrist. ‘By turning your
wrist, like you did, you achieve the most efficient use of your
arm-strength and energy. You'll see men who use their entire

.- arm, sometimes up to the shoulder, and sometimes you have to

do that for a particular block, but the less strength you use early
on, the more you’ll have should the battle wear cn.’

‘Caleb, how long does a fight usually last?’

‘Maost are short, Tad. But if two men are evenly matched, it

"~ can contnue for a long time and endurance becomes vital. And

if you're in battle, as soon as you kill the man in front of you,
another will take his place.’

‘I don’t know much about battles,’ muttered Zane. ‘Maybe I
should get a really fast horse . . .’

Tad laughed and Caleb said, ‘Not a bad way to look at it.’

After a few more minutes of sword practice, Caleb said,
“Time to turn in.’” They had been sleeping under the wagon,
s0 he motioned for them to take their usual places. ‘T’'m going
to keep watch tonight. I'll wake "Iad first, then he’ll wake you,
Zane.

‘Watch?’ asked Tad, his face looking particularly ruddy in the
firelight. “‘Why? We haven’t had one so far?’

‘We were close in to Stardock.’ He glanced around, as if
trying to see something in the darkness beyond the fire's glow.
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‘From here to the village of Ya-Rin, things might be less civi-,
lized. We're heading deeper into the Vale.’ i

The Vale of Dreams was a lush series of rich farmlands,
orchards, and villages benefiting from a seemingly endless series
of streams that ran from the Pillars of the Stars Mountains to
the Great Star Lake. The region had been the object of conflict
between the Kingdom of the Isles and the Empire of Great
Kesh for aver a century. Both sides maintained claims, and both
sides sent patrols into the Vale, but the Kingdom observed an
unofficial accommodation with the Empire, and the Kingdom
patrols did not ventare too far south, and the Empire patrols
did not wander too far north. As a result, the region had spawned
a host of bandit gangs, mercenary companies, minor robber
barons, and constant struggle. Finding a pillaged town or a
burned-out village at any point was not unusual. If banditry got
too out of hand, one nadon would look the other way while the
other sent troops deep into the Vale to punish the malefactors.

Zane looked around as if suddenly aware of a potential menace
hehind every tree bole. Tad seemed less convinced. ‘What would
handits want with an empty wagon?’

Caleb’s smile was indulgent. ‘Anything that you can sell,
they’d want to take. Now, get some sleep.’

"The boys turned in and Caleb took the first watch. The night
passed uneventfuily, though Caleb roused himself twice to ensure
the boys were not falling asleep while keeping watch. Both had,
and he gently chided each, promising not to tell the other about
the dereliction.

By the third night, both boys were keeping alert and Caleb
fult comfortable sleeping until dawn.

* * * ¥
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The wagon bumped down the road and Caleb said, ‘One more
night under the wagon, boys. By mid-morning tomorrow, we'll
be within sight of Yar-Rin.'

Both boys nodded with a lack of enthusiasm. Riding in the
back of the wagon for days had taken its toll. Both boys were
bruised and sore from the constant jostling over what passed
for a road in these parts. Caleb had observed that with the
constant strife in the region, neither nation was taking great
pains to repair what passed for highways in the region.
Occasionally a town or village mighrt elect to send out 2 gang
to repair a stretch that had fallen into such disrepair that it was
impairing commerce, but unless a significant loss of income was
involved, the locals tended to ignore the problem.

Which meant that at imes the boys were thrown around the

back of the wagon without mercy, hanging on to the sides to -

keep from bouncing right out of the wagon bed. Finally Tad -
said, ‘Dan’t bother stopping to camp, Caleb. Just get us there. !
I'li sleep in the stable if it means not having to endure another
day in this wagon.’ .

As Caleb suspected, the wagon journey had conspired to make
the boys a great deal more amenable to learning how to ride.
He knew he could probably find three saddle horses in the
village and that after a couple of days the boys would be sore
in a whole new array of places, but that eventually they would
be happy to be travelling on horseback.

They were travelling slightly uphill, as the terrain rose from
flat farmland and pastures and scattered woodlands, into a more
heavily forested range of hills. Rising up to the south of them
on their right hand was the Pillars of the Stars, the range of
mountains that served as an absolute marker for the border of
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the Empire of Great Kesh. Yar-Rin was lacated in the foothills
of the eastern terminus of those mountains, in a lovely valley
that separated the mountains from the mammoth forest known
as The Green Reaches.

But the most significant thing abut reaching Yar-Rin was they
would at last be out of the no-man’s land that was the Vale of
Dreams and be in Great Kesh. Caleb was determined to begin
inquiring about possible apprenticeships for the bays, for he was
anxious to be done with this responsibility and get back to his
family on Sorcerer’s Isle. He really had no business taking the
boys into Kesh, save there were litde opportunities for boys
their age without fathers in the Western Realm of the Kingdom
these days. There was a general malaise of commerce that had
been plaguing the region for over two years, giving rise to all
manner of social ills: youth gangs in the larger cities, increased
banditry and theft, prices for common goods soaring, and more
than usual privations heaped upon the poor.

The wagon jostled more than usual when the wheels rode up
over a large rock and the boys were thrown back and forth again.
They were on the verge of voicing their displeasure when Caleb
abrupily reined the horses in.

They had rounded a bend in the road and were now at a small
crest before a long downhill run into a shallow dell. Trees now
hugged the side of the road and the late afterncon shadows
made the way look menacing.

‘What is it?” asked 'Tad, standing up so he could look over
Caleb’s shoulder.

“Thought I saw something in the tree-line up at the top of
that rise,” he said, indicating the top of the road where it rose
up on the other side of the vale.

67




RACMONE: B FRIET L v 1Y

* Zane stood wiprisext e bhis fout Mer an&“pﬁﬁ:his’fﬁds
over his eyes. " i, Iy At v Tynagh = Bops g e it
‘Lower your hands, Zasi} said Caieb “We don’t w’ant*them
scelng we know theylte: v.ﬁem - . I T
2 “Who?' asked Tad. v v am g
* “Whoever it is who is Waiting for us.’ WG

1+ “What are we going to do?’ whispered Zane. "fx: s

% Dryly, Caleb said, ‘I don’t think they can hear us.’

-4 “What if we just wait here?” asked Tad.

» Urging the horses forwards, Caleb said, “They'd just come

kere’ T

# Zane sounded worried. ‘Why don’t we turn around? .uridy:

‘Because then they would be certain we have something of
value we’re hiding.” The horses picked up speed heading down-
hill, and Caleb said, ‘Listen carefully. I'm a teamster and you’re
my helpers. We delivered a load of trade goods in Stardock from
a trading concern called Mijes and Zagon.’

‘Mijes and Zagon,’ repeated Tad.

“The goods were paid for in advance and we are returning
our wagon to our employers in Yadom.’

“Yadom,’ echoed Zane. ST gt 1R R R
‘Why the story?’ 7o) TR BT S B IR A

‘Because if they think we’re hiding gold on us, theyll kill us  §
before they look for it. If we're just teamsters, they’ll maybe let  :

us walk to Yar-Rin.’
- ‘Walk?’

- “They’ll take the wagon and horses, and anything else they

think is worthwhile.”
“You're going to let them?’
Caleb said, ‘All T have to lose is my sword, and [ can buy
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anather.” The wagon reached the bottom of the dell, the road
disappearing under a shallow wide rill strewn with rocks which
caused the wagon to bounce the boys more than usuval.

As they started to climb upwards o the next ridge, Zane said,
‘What if they don’t believe you?’

“Then I'll shout “run”, and you two take off into the woods.
As fast as you can, work your way back down into the dell behind
us — you'll never elude them if you’re trying to run uphill. When
you get to the bottom, follow the creek to the south, then in the
morning you'll find a game trail a mile south coming out of the
foothills. It will lead back to this road about five miles outside
the village of Yar-Rin. Go there and find a man named McGrudder
at the sign of the Sleeping Rooster. T&ll him what happened and
do as he says.” Tad started to ask a question, but Caleb said, ‘Now
silence. Do not say anything. I will do the talking’

As they mounted the rise Caleb slowed the wagon, and at the
crest, halted the horses. The sun had set over the ridge behind
Caleb and the boys, turning the forest ahead into a dark tunnel
as shadows quickly deepened. Caleb waited. After 2 moment, a
man emerged from behind a tree. ‘Good day, traveller,’ he
said with a smile devoid of any hint of warmth. He spoke
Keshian with a Kingdom accent.

He was a stocky man in dirty clothing, a mixture of buckskin
pants, a once richly brocaded shirt, a heavy faded blue sash
around his waist and a sleeveless overjacket of black leather. His
hair was hidden under a red bandanna and two large golden
earrings were visible. He wore a long sword at his right hip and
a pair of daggers on the left. His boots were frayed and down
at the heel. When he smiled, the boys could see his two upper
front teeth were missing. ‘Late for travel, isn’t it?’
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‘. Caleb’s voice was calm. ‘Just decided to push on a bit. There’s
a clearing about a mile up the road that’s a nice campsite, near
water.’

“You've been over this road before?’

Caleb nodded. ‘Many times. It's why my employer hired me
for this run. What can I do for you, stranger?’

The man smiled, then said, “That’s the question, isn’t it? What
can you do for me?’

Caleb sighed, as if he had been through this before. “We're
travelling empty. My apprentices and me just ran some trade
goods into Stardock, prepaid, so we're not carrying any gold.
I've got a purse with two silvers and a few coppers in it, and
the rest is the clothes on my back.’

Other men began to appear from the trees, and the leader of
the bandits said, ‘Boy,’ pointing at Zane, ‘where’d you get your
load?’

‘Yadom,” Zane answered quietly as he watched four others,
one armed with a crossbow, surround the wagon. ‘At Mijes and
Zagon’s . . " he was about to say, ‘shop’, but realized Caleb
hadn't informed him just what sort of business that was, freight
company, supplier, or merchant. He just let his words fall off as
if he was frightened out of his wits, which he was.

Tad’s hand closed on Zane’s wrist, and Zane understood what
it meant: be ready to jump and run. Tad glanced slightly behind
him, and Zane recognized the bandits had left the rear of the
wagon unguarded.

Caleb looked around and said, ‘Look, there are five of you
and I'm not inclined to fight over this wagon. You know this
rig isn’t worth much, so I'll not risk these boys and myself to
keep it. I'm gerting paid when I get back and Mijes and Zagon
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can afford to buy 2 new one. So, how about I just get down and
walk away?’

‘How do we know you're not hiding gold on you?’ said the
bandit leader, losing his smile. ‘Maybe you have it tucked in a
belt or under your tunic?’

Caleb stood, showing he was wearing only his tunie, trousers,
boot and hat. His sword rested on the seat next to him. ‘No
gold belt, no pouch. Only spare clothes in the chest. You can
search the wagon, but let me and the boys go.’

“There’s something about you I don't like,” said the bandit,
pulling his sword. ‘You’re no more a teamster than I am.
Mercenary, maybe. No one hires a mercenary to drive a wagon
unless there’s something worth killing over.” He saw the small
chest tucked under the wagon’s seat. ‘Maybe you have some-
thing valuable in that chest, huh?’ He laughed and glanced first
right, then left at his companions. ‘Besides, I have no doubt
should the situation arrive that you'd be happy to describe us
in great detail to the local constables. That would make it hard
to spend our booty!” He drew his sword with his left hand and
said, ‘Kill them!”

Caleb shouted, ‘Run!’ as he grabbed his sword, leaped to the
right, putting the wagon between himself and three of the men,
facing the two on his right first.

Without hesitation, Tad and Zane were off as }'instmcted, stum-
bling and barely keeping control of themselves as they hit the
ground and ran downhill, dodging trees and rocks.

Behind them came the sounds of struggle, and closer, the
sounds of boots on the dirt as at least one of the bandits chased
after them. Tad and Zane both possessed the reckless certainty
of boys their age, that somehow they could navigate this rapidly
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darkening maze of trees and brush. Zane glanced backwards,
almost losing his footing as he caught a glimpse of the man
pursuing, and Tad stumbled.

They both crashed through thick underbrush and then came
to a long stone ledge supporting a game trail that ran along the
side of the hill. They hurried down the trail for a dozen yards,
the downward slope on their right, then found a depression
from runoff heading downward. Remembering Caleb’s instruc-
tions on reaching the creek, they started down the hill again,
hoping the trees hid them from view long enough to elude their
pursuers.

Tad grabbed Zane’s arm and pointed to his right. Zane didn’t
hesitate and both boys ran down what appeared to be another
slight wash, a depression in the ground between the boles carved
by years of rainwater.

The light was falling fast, but both boys knew they couldn’t
successfully hide for at least another half-hour. They almaost ran
off 2 ledge and barely avoided a nasty fall by grabbing a tree
trunk. Tad modoned and Zane followed as they hurried along
the lip of a deeper wash that cut downward at an angle to the
floor of the dell.

The thick underbrush slowed the boys. They could hear the
sound of pursuit growing louder behind them. Zane stopped at
the base of a tree and glanced upwards. He fashioned a stirrup
with his hands and motioned for Tad to climb. Tad stepped into
his friend’s hands and was boosted up to a branch four feet above
their heads. Zane glanced around and saw a fallen tree branch
roughly the size of his forearm that would serve as a club, so
he picked it up and tossed it up to Tad.

Tad deftly caught it with one hand, then reached down with

7%




FLIGHT DF THE'NEGHTHAWKS

the other. Zane leapt, catching his friend’s outstretched forearm
and clambered up to rest upon the heavy branch with him. Both
boys tried to calm their breathing, for they were gasping for
breath. The boys spread out, lying sideways head to head, so
that their feet wouldn’t dangle down in plain sight,

A moment later two men appeared, ranning quickly through
the woods. They stopped directly below the two silent boys.
‘Damn!” said the first bandit, a tall, rangy man with dirty blond
hair that hung limply to his collar. “Where'd they go?’

‘Gone to ground, I'll wager,’ said the other, a broad-shouldered
man with a heavy black beard. ‘Bloody brush hides the tracks.
You go that way,” he pointed to a rough path along the edge of
the rill that ran through the centre of the dell, ‘and I'll work
my way up. Let’s see if I can flush ’em back to you.’

They moved off and the boys waited. 'Tad put his finger to
his lips. His caution turned out providential, as a few minutes
later the tall blond bandit returned down the path. Zane quietly
ook the club from Tad’s hands and waired as the man hurried
through the quickly darkening woodlands; he took no pains to
hide his whereabouts. Muttering curses to himself, he was obliv-
ious to the sudden movement above, as Zane twisted so his hips
lay across the branch and swung down hard holding the wooden
club in both hands. The man walked right into the blow, a loud,
meaty crack that made Tad wince at the sound. Ir shattered the
bandit’s nose and knocked him backwards as his feet went out
from under him.

The impact also had the effect of causing Zane to pitch forward
and turnble to the ground on his back, knocking the air out of
his lungs. Tad leapt down from the tree and knelt next to the
groggy dark-haired boy. ‘You all right?” whispered Tad.
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‘Pl live,” he said, standing on wobbly legs. ‘How’s he doing?”’

Both boys turned their attentions to the fallen bandit. Kneeling
next to him, Tad said, ‘I think you killed him.’

The man’s face was awash with blood from 2 pulped nose and
a gash across his forehead. Zane leaned down and touched the
man’s chest. The man’ eyes suddenly opened and he reached
out, grabbing Zane's tunic. The boy yelped in fear and pulled
away as the man tried to wipe the blood out of his eyes with
his other hand. Half-blind, the bandit said something inco-
herent but his murderous intent was obvious.

Tad picked up the branch Zane had used as a club and with
all his strength he hit the man in the back of the head, the blow
providing another nasty sounding crack. The bandit released his
hold on Zane and pitched over sideways. The man lay groaning,
and Tad hit him again, this time causing the man’s body to jerk
and then lie sdll.

Zane had scuttled backwards when released and now he rose
and came to stand next to Tad. After a moment, he whispered,
‘He’ not breathing.’

‘1 hope he’s not,” said 'Iad.

“You killed him,’ said Zane softly, in mixed admiration and
shock. JI'I
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‘He would have killed us,” was Tad’s reply.

‘He_y!’

Both boys turned as one at the sound from below, the second
man trudging back up the wash. ‘Did you see them?’

Zane glanced at Tad, who nodded, and yelled back in a faux .
deep voice, ‘Up here!’ I

Zanes eyes grew wide, but Tad pointed upwards, and put his
hands together. Zane stepped into the stirrup Tad formed, and
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took the boost to reach the branch. ‘Tl draw hinthere,” said
Tad. “You hit him! Y -

Zane said, “Then give me the branch, you fool!”

Tad was just on the verge of tossing it up to Zane when the
second bandit came hurrying up the gully. He was out of breath
but the instant he saw Tad standing over his fallen comrade
holding the makeshift bludgeon, he pointed his sword and ran
towards the boy.

Tad stood rooted in terror for an instant, then at the last he
ducked as the bandit tried to cut his head from his shoulders.
The blade struck the wee trunk and cut deep, like an axe. The
blade was wedged deep and the bandit yanked to free it. Tad
thrust upwards into the man’s face with the butt end of the dried
branch, and the erstwhile club struck him square on the nose.
‘Damn!’ shouted the man as he threw up his left arm, knocking
aside the hranch while he staggered back. Tad could see the
man had some small cuts on his face and a few embedded
splinters, but the blow did nothing more than annoy him. Tad
grabbed the hilt of the man’ sword and yanked the blade free,
then stood resolutely facing the bandit.

The man drew back his dagger. ‘If you know how wo use it
y'whelp, you'd best be about it, else I'll cut you from chin to
crotch for what you did to Mathias.” He stepped forward, blade
ready, as a pair of feet appeared directly over his head. Zane
jumped from the branch above, one foot strikinig the side of the
man’s neck, the other landing on his shoulder. The boy’s weight
drove the bandit straight to his knees and Tad could see the
wide-eyed, startled expression on his face as his head twisted
impossibly to one side, and he could hear the loud crack as his
neck broke. e sdn gt
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o Zane again tumbled hard to the ground and lay there uttering
a groan. Tad looked downward, first at the bandit who now lay
at his feet, his head bent at an unnatural angle, his vacant eyes
staring up at the night sky. He then looked at Zane who lay on
his back, also wide-eyed and motionless. Tad knelt next to his
foster brather who took in 2 large gasp of air and softly said, ‘I
think my back is broken.’

'Tad said, ‘Are you serious?’ with concern approaching panic
in his voice.

‘It hurts like it is,” said the shorter boy.

Tad stuck his thumbnail into his companion’s leg and said,
‘Can you feel that?’

‘Ow!’ said Zane, sitting up. “Thac burt.

“Your back’s not broken,” said Tad, standing and giving Zane
a hand up as he did. ,.._;.'-',;-‘ o

*How do you know?’ said the ill-used boy. o ¥

‘Tacob Stephenson told me that when Tiwomy Croom’s father
broke his back from that fall in their barn, the old man couldn’
move his legs, couldn’t even feel anything below the waist.’

“That’s bad,” said Zane.
Ji*Didn’t matter,’ offered Tad. “The old man died a day later.’
v *Feels like I broke it,” said Zane in a weak bid for sympathy.
3i*Get the other sword,” said Tad.
_© Zane took the one next to the first man they had killed. Tad

hefted the other and the taller boy said, “‘We should get back
to the wagon.’ e A

Zane said, ‘But Caleb said not to come back?® stz . e

Tad’s blood was up and he almost shouted, ‘But he may need
our help?’

“You think Caleb’s all right?’
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Fear and exultation mized in equal measore as Tad said, Tf
we can kill two of these bastards, I'm sure Caleb was the equal
of the other three.’

Zane didn’t look convinced, but he followed his foster brother.

They moved cautiously up the hillside towards the road. It
was now full night and the way was difficult as they navigated
their way through the underbrush and thick boles. As they
reached the verge of the road, they stopped and listened for any
hint of the bandits. The sounds of the forest at night was all
they heard. A light evening breeze rustled leaves and the sound
of night birds echoed from some distance away. All appeared
peaceful.

They ventured onto the road and looked in both directions.
‘Where’s the wagon?’ whispered Tad.

Zane shrugged, the gesture lost on his companion, so he said,
‘I don’t know. I don't know if this is where we were, or if we were
that way’ he pointed down the road to his left, ‘or the other.’

Then they heard a horse’s snort and the rattle of traces coming
from the left. They had climbed back to the road farther to the
east than they had thought. The boys hurried along the edge
of the road, ready to dart back into the trees should they
encounter bandits.

In the gloom they barely saw the first body, sprawled on the
far side of the road. It was the bandit who had first accosted
them. Farther down the road the wagon was stationary on the
other side of the road while the two horses attempted to crop
. whatever they could from the underbrush. Another bandit lay
dead as they reached the end of the wagon.

The boys circled around and saw two figures, the last bandit,
the one with the crosshbow, lying dead next to the wagon’s left
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front wheel and another figure slamped down besigé hirm, baek
against the wheel of the wagon. e

Caleb sat upright, but was unconscious, his body held in plaée
by the wagon wheel and the dead bowman’s corpge Tad knelt
next to him and said, ‘He’s breathing?’ s

Zane pulled the corpse of the last bandit aside, and Caleb fe.ll
over sideways. 'Tad examined him and found 2 deep gash in his
side where a crosshow bolt had found its mark, as well as several
sword cuts. “‘We’ve got to do something!’

Zane said, ‘Strip that man'’s shirt,’ as he pointed to the nearest
bandit. ‘Cut bandages.’

Tad did as Zane said and pulled out Caleb’s huge hunting
knife, using it to cut bandages from the man’s filthy shirt. Zane
hurried to inspect the other two corpses and returned with two
more swords and a small purse. “They must have rabbed before,’
said Zane.

Throwing an impatient look at Zane, Tad said, “You think?’

‘I mean recently,’ said Zane, holding up the purse. ‘Its got i

some coins In it '

‘Well, we had berter get Caleb into the wagon, because I don’t E
know how long he’s going to make it without help.’ "

Both boys picked up the injured man and deposited him in
the back of the wagon. ‘Tad said, “You stay back there with him.
I'll drive.’

Neither boy was an experienced teamster, but both had spelled
Caleb on their journey, and Zane admitted Tad was a better
driver. The horses were reluctant to leave their forage and head
down the road. ‘How far did he say that village was?’ asked Tad.

‘I don’t remember,” said Zane. ‘But hurry. I don’t think we
have much time.” Tad pulled to the right and got the horses
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pointed down the road and with a flick of the reins and a
shout got them moving. With another flick and a louder shout,
he got them up to a brisk trot, the fastest he could manage
in the darkness without running themselves off the dark road.

Caleb lay motionless, his head resting on a bundle of empty
sacks while Zane tried his best to halt the bleeding. Softly, Zane
whispered, ‘Don't die!’

Tad silently echoed his foster brother’s request as he urged
the horses down the dark and forblddmg road.

- ;J‘-= Yo o ealnd s i)
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The ride through the forest Seemcd to take forever. The boys

alternated between an almost panic-stricken terror and a deter-
mined optimism that everything would turn out for the best.

They had no sense of time, as the minutes passed by and the
road passed under the hooves of the horses. The animals had
not been rested for hours before the ambush, and they were
panting and the one on the left seemed to be favouring his left
hind leg, but Tad ignored it; he’d kill both horses in their traces
if it would save Caleb.

Both boys liked the tall, quiet hunter, as they thought of him.
They knew he was related to the owners of Stardock, though the
exact nature of the relationship was vague to them. They also
knew that their mother was in love with Caleb and that he cared
deeply for her. Resentful of his attentions at first, they had both
come to appreciate how happy his visits made her. Tad’s deepest
fear was having to retarn to Stardock and seeing the look on his
mother’s face shounld he have to tell her of Caleb’s death.

Suddenly they were in the village. Tad realized that he had
been so focused on what he would have to tell his mother and
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that Zane had been tending Caleb so closely, neither had noticed -
they had left the forest and had been passing by farms for some
tme now. The large moon was up and in the shimmering light -
of its reflected glow they could see the village of Yar-Rin. A
few huts lined the roadway into the village square, and three
large buildings dominated. One was the mill, on the far side
of the square, and the other two appeared to be a shop of some
sort, and an inn. The inn showed a sign with 2 sleeping rooster
ignoring a sunrise. Remembering Caleb’s instructions, Tad
pulled up before the inn and went to bang hard on the bolted
door.

After a minute a voice from above sounded as a2 window was
thrown open. ‘What is it?’ shouted an angry landlord as he
thrust his head out the window.

‘Are you McGrudder? We need help!’ shouted Tad.

“Wait 2 minute,” said the man as he withdrew his head.

A moment later the door opened and a large man in a night-
shirt appeared in the doorway holding a lantern. ‘Now, who’
we and what sort of felp—" His questions died on his lips as he
saw Zane kneeling next to the prone figure in the wagon bed.
He held the lantern close and said, ‘Gods of mercy!’

Looking at the two boys, both obviously exhausted and filthy,
he said, ‘Help me get him mnside.’

Tad jumped up next to Zane and they both got one of Caleb’s
arms over their shoulder, then got him upright. The innkeeper
came to the end of the wagon and said, ‘Give him to me.’

They allowed Caleb to fall slowly over the large man’
shounlder, and ignoring the blood that was soaking into his night- -
shirt, the landlord took the wounded man inside. ‘Elizabeth?:
he shouted as he entered the inn. ‘Get up, woman! '
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A few moments later a plump but still attractve clder woman
appeared on the stairs, as the landlord put Caleb on a table. ‘It’s
Caleb,’ said the man.

‘Are you McGrudder?’ asked Tad.

“That I am, and this is my inn, the Sleeping Rooster. And
who might you two be, and how did my friend come to this
sorTy state?’

The woman quickly began examining the wounds and said,
‘He’ lost a lot of blood, Henry.’

‘I can see that, woman. Do what you can.’

“Iad and I are from Stardock,” said Zane, and he quickly
outlined the tale of their ambush.

‘Damn road agents,’ said McGrudder. ‘Had a Keshian patrol
from Yadom out looking for them a couple of weeks back.’

"Well, they're all dead now,” said Tad.

‘All of them?’

‘Five men,” said Zane. “Tad and I killed two of them, Caleb
the other three.’

“You killed two?’ asked McGrudder, then he fell silent as the

boys nodded.
When he said nothing for a few moments, Tad offered, ‘We
were lucky)’ W i

‘Indeed,’ said McGrudder. sz @

The woman called Elizabeth said, ‘Henry, I dén’t think I can
do anything to save him. He’s too far gone.’

‘Damn,’ said the innkeeper. ‘“Margaret!” he roared.

Within a minute a young girl, about the same age as the boys,
appeared from a door in the rear of the common room. ‘Get
dressed and hurry down to the witch’s hut!

‘The girl’s eyes grew wide. “The witch!
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‘Do it!’" the landlord shouted. ‘We’ve got 2 dying man here.’

The girl’s face went pale, and she vanished back through the
door. A few minutes later she reappeared wearing a simple grey
homespun dress and a pair of leather shoes. Turning to Zane,
McGrudder said, “Take the lantern and go with her. The old
witch won’t talk to strangers, but she knows Margaret.” To
Margaret, he said, ‘She’ll not want to come, but when she tells
you to be away, say this and no more, “McGrudder says it’s dme
to repay a debt.” She’ll come then.’

Zane followed the obviously agitated girl out the door and
across the small village square. This side of the village was upslope
from a small stream and devoid of farms. The few huts bordering
on the square were quickly left behind and they plunged into a
thick copse of trees.

Zane hurried to keep up with the girl who seemed deter-
mined to get this over as quickly as possible. After a couple of
minutes of silence, he said, ‘My name is Zane.'

‘Shut up!’ said the girl.

Zane felt his cheeks burn but said nothing. He had no idea
why she was being rude to him, but decided that was something
best explored when things weren’t so confused.

They came to a small game path and followed it, until they
came near the edge of the stream. A flat clearing jutted into the
stream, forming a small bend in the stream. The surface was
rock covered by recently dried mud. Zane wondered why the
hut that sat snug in the middle of the clearing hadn’t been
washed away by the recent flooding.

The hut was constructed of sticks cavered with mud, with a
thatch roof and a rude stone chimney at the back, It looked
barely large enough to contain one person. A leather curtain
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served as a door and what looked to be a small opening high
up on the left 2ppeared to be the only window.

The girl stopped a few yards from the hut and shouted, “Hello,
old woman{’

Instantly a voice answered, “What do you want, girl?’ g

‘’'m Margaret, from McGrudder’s,” she answered. ~r.*

In 2 cross tone, Zane heard the reply: ‘I know who you are,
you stupid girl. Why do yan trouble my sleep?’

‘McGrudder says you have to come. There’s a man in need
of aid at the tavern.’

‘In need of aid,’ said the voice from within. ‘And why should
I give aid to any who pass through this village?’

‘McGrudder says it’s time to repay a debt’’

There was a moment of silence, then the leather currain was
pushed away as the old woman stepped through. Zane had never
seen a smaller person in his life. She looked barely more than
four and a half feet tall. He had met a dwarf once, travelling
through Stardock on his way to the dwatven stronghold near
Dorgin, and even he had been a good four or five inches taller
than this old woman.

Her hair was white and her skin so sun-browned, like ancient
leather, he couldn’t tell if she had once been fair or dark as a
girl. Her stoop made her even shorter.

But even in the dark Zane could see her eyes, alight as if
glowing from within. In the dim moonlight he could see they
were a startling and vivid blue.

Toothless, she slurred her words slightly as she spoke. “Then
come to McGrudder’s I shall, for I let no man hold debt over me.’

She didn’t wait for either Margaret or Zane, but marched past
them purposefully, muttering to herself.
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s Zane and the girl easily kept pace, and when they reached
the inn and went inside, Zane was amazed that the little woman
looked even more frail and tiny than before.

She marched up to McGrudder and said, ‘So, what debt do
I owe you, McGrudder, thar you'd call in?’

‘Not me, old woman,” said the innkeeper. ‘Him.’

The woman looked at the prone figure on the table and said,
‘Caleb!” She hurried to his side and said, ‘Get this tunic off so
I may look at his wounds.’

McGrudder began to pull Caleb upright to attempt to pull
his jacket and tunic off, and the woman nearly screeched as she
said, ‘Cut them off, you fool. Do you want to kill him?’

Tad had been keeping Caleb’s hunting knife; he pulled out
and reversed it, handing the hilt first to the innkeeper.
MecGrudder set to with practiced efficiency and cut away the
jacket, then the tunic.

The old woman looked at the wounds and said, ‘He’s near to
death. Boil bandages, and fetch me a cup of wine. Hurry.’

The woman carried a small leather pouch on a strap she wore
over one shoulder. She moved to stand next to the table and
rummaged around in the pouch, finding what she sought. She
removed a folded parchment and when the wine was produced,
she unfolded it, letting a fine powder fall into the wine. To Zane,
she said, ‘You, boy, hold his head up and don’t let him choke
as I give him the wine to drink.’

Zane did as she instructed and Caleb’s lips moved slightly as
she administered the potion. Then she went to the fire to check
the cauldron. When the water began to roil, she put the band-
ages that had been cut from some spare bedding into it, and
said, ‘You, girl, fetch me soap and cold water.’
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Margaret brought a bucket of cold water and the soap. The tiny
woman ladled some hot water out of the cauldron into the bucket
to warm the water then told Tad to put the bandages into the water.

She set to with surprising vigour and washed Caleb’s wounds.
She instructed McGrudder to use the metal ladle to fish out the
bandages and let them drip on the floor, holding them before the
fire so they would dry. When she was satisfied they were dry
enough, she bound Calebs wounds and said, ‘Naw, carry him up
to a roorn and let him sleep.’

McGrudder picked up Caleb as 2 man might a child and lugged
him up the stairs. Zane asked, “Will he live?’

The old woman fixed him with a sceptical eye and said, ‘Probably
not. But he’ll linger, and that’s important.

“‘Why?’ asked Tad.

The old woman gave hitmn a faint smile and said, “Wait.’

McGrudder returned and asked, “What more can we do?’

“You know what you must do,” and she turned to leave.

“Wait!” said Zane. “That’s all? A cup of wine and bandages?”

‘My potion is more than a cup of wine, boy. I€'ll keep him alive .
long enough for McGrudder to fetch more help, and that help will .
save Caleb, son of Pug.’ S SR eER

‘What help?’ asked McGrudder.  .v.it 5= Yy by

‘Don't dissemble with me, you old fraud,’ said the woman. ‘I
know who your true master s, and I knowif an emergency warrants
you can send word in haste.” She hiked a thumb towards the stairs
and said, ‘His son lies dying, and if that’s not an emergency, I don't
know what is.’ _

McGrudder looked hard acthe old woman and said, ‘For asimple
woman who claims to practice only herbs and root lore, you know
a great deal more.’
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‘Live a long time and you learn things,” she said as she reached
the door. ‘But Caleb did me a favour, and his father did one
years ago, and there was another, a friend of his father’s who
did me 2 great service as well, so that in the end, there is a great
* debt still. But to you and your masters I owe nothing; let us not
be confused on that matter, McGrudder. The next time you
disturb my sleep, you do so at risk.’

Saying nothing more, she left the inn and Tad and Zane
exchanged glances. McGrudder saw the look and said, “You boys
can sleep in the room with Caleb, the second door on the left
at the top of the stairs. He’s in the only bed, but there’s a large
mat rolled up under the bed you can share.’ He glanced at the
girl and said, ‘Get yourself back to bed, girl, we have a long day
tomorrow.” He then motioned to his wife who had been quietly
washing the blood off the table and floor and said, ‘T’ll help
you in a moment, Elizabeth.’ it

She nodded. ‘T know. You need to send that message.”

He returned the nod and left the common room through the
door in the rear. The innkeeper’s wife looked at the boys and
said, ‘Go up and get what rest you may. It is only three hours
until sunrise, and there will be work for all tomorrow.” She indi-
cated a candle on the bar.

Zane picked up the candleholder and the boys mounted the
stairs without a word and paused 2 moment before the door,
then entered. Caleb lay in his bed, a heavy down comforter
pulled up to his chin, his face pale and drawn.

“*-'Tad knelt and pulled the rolled-up mat, and the boys lay on it.
"2} “What do we do now?’ whispered Zane after a while.
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AD CAME AWAKE SUDDENLY,": T Y
Somecne was opening the door and he nudged Zane
awake as it swung aside. It was near sunrise; the sky outside the
window displayed a slightly rose-tinged grey light, but it was
still too dark in the room to make out the features of the man
who stood there.

‘Huh?’ said the half-asleep Zane as Tad fumbled to where he
put the candle.

“You won’t need that,” said the figure in the doorway as he
held up his hand. Suddenly light filled the room, an unnatural
white glow that held a hint of blue. Zane blinked and Tad stood
up as the figure entered the room.

He matched Caleb in height and resembled the hunter, but
his skin was fair and his hair was white. He had eyes of the
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palest blue, but their set and expression were exactly like Caleb’s. .
As he entered the room, another figure, McGrudder, stepped

into the doorway.

Zane scrambled to get out of the way as the stranger knelt:
to examine Caleb. After only 2 moment, the man said, “You did -

well to contact me. His breathing is shallow, his heartbeat is
weak, and he burns with fever. If nothing is done, he’ll be dead
by noon.’ r

The man looked at Tad and said, ‘Who are you?’ v j

“Tad,” he answered. “That’s Zane. We were travelling with:  §1’
Caleb.’ N . .r_,"-t'.

‘What are you to my brother?’ e e

Zane exchanged glances with Tad, then he said, ‘T suppose-
you would say Caleb was taking us to be apprentices.’

The pale man frowned and said, ‘I wouldn’t say. What youw:
are to him will be sorted out later, now I must take him with
me to save him. You stay here’

“Wait a minute, Magnus,’ said McGrudder coming into the-
room. ‘You know they can't stay here.’ |

‘Why not?’ asked Magnus, standing up. ‘You know I can’ts
take them with me.’ :

‘But you must,’ said McGrudder. “They’ve seen you, and even

a chance remark to the wrong person . . .’ He inclined his head +

towards the boys. ‘You know.’

‘Put them to work,” suggested Magnus.

‘T can’t. You know your father will move all of us out of here
in a day or two. Those men might have been bandits, as the
boys told me, or they may have been more than that. Either
way, Pug will move us, just in case, and there will be another
innkeeper and his family. They’ll say that they're distant relatives,

b1}
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or that this place was purchased, or some story.” He glanced
around, as if already regretting the need to leave this cosy little
inn. “The villagers know better than to say anything to strangers,
but the old witch already knows too much and no one can keep
her from doing whatever she wishes to; these boys just add two
more potential problems if you leave them here. If they were
followed, and if they were known to have wavelled with Caleb
. . . it's best if all of us were gone from here as soon as possible.

‘Besides, if Caleb was apprenticing them as they say, you
know what that means.’

Magnus glanced at the two boys and said, ‘He sees something
in them. Very well” To the boys he said, ‘Stand close to me
after I pick up my brother.’

He reached down and even though Caleb was equal in size
and weight, Magnus picked him up as effortlessly as if he were
a child. ‘Now, stay very close,” he said.

Tad and Zane did as instructed and were suddenly swept into
darkness for an instant. The next second, they stood in a hall.

Zane almost fell over, so sudden was the change and following
disorientation. Tad looked around, blinking like a barn owl
blinded by a lantern.

The man McGrudder had ealied Magnus started walking down
the hall, leaving the boys standing alone. They glanced at one
another, each seeing a reflection of his own shocked, pale expres-
sion. Then Zane nodded and they were off, following after the
man, for they had no desire to be left alone in this alien place.

Even carrying his brother, Magnus moved rapidly, and the
hoys had to hurry to catch up. Their surroundings were lost on
them untl they realized that they were in some sort of massive
building, for all the hallways they passed through had granite
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. or marble walls and floors, illuminated by torches bolted by iron
* fittings to the walls on either side of a series of heavy wooden
doors. Each door had a small covered window, barely more than
a peephole, in its centre.

“This looks like a dungeon,” muttered Zane.

‘And how would you know?’ asked Tad in a whisper. ‘You
' ever see oner’

‘No, but you know what I mean. This is what dungeons are
supposed to look like — from stories.’

‘1 know what you mean,’ said Zane as they turned a corner
around which Magnus had just vanished.

The boys came to an abrupt halt. Before them a large corridor
emptied into a vast hall. The vaulted ceiling could barely be seen,
its surfaces darkened by the rising soot from at least 2 hundred
torches ringing the expanse. Against the far wall rose a heroic
© statue of a woman, her arms outstretched as if bidding those
standing below to come into her embrace. Behind her, on either
side, smaller bas-relief figures had been carved into the wall. ..

‘Is that who I think it is?’ whispered Tad. |

‘Must be, look at the net over her right arm,’ said Zane.

Both boys made every ward of protection sign they had ever
seen a gambler, teamster, or porter make and then slowly
- followed the rapidly hurrying Magnus. They were in the temple
of Lims-Kragma: the Drawer of Nets, the Death Goddess.

Several black-robed figures were emerging from a couple of
doors to the left of the statue, and suddenly two men appeared
~ behind the boys, One hurried past them, but the other paused
~ and asked quietly, “‘What is your business here, boys?’

Tad pointed to Magnus, who was now laying his brother at
the feet of the statute, and said, “We’re with him.’
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‘» ‘Then come along,” said the man. oy _
t They nodded and hurried after him. pen

Zane studied the man out of the corner of his eye, afraid o
look directly at him. He had plain features and was almost bald,.
save for stubble around the back of his head to his ears. He was
otherwise unremarkable. Except for one thing; he wore the robe
of a priest of the Goddess of Death.

An elderly man entered the hall from a door to the righr,
walking slowly with the aid of a white staff taller than himself.
His white hair flowed to his shoulders and it wasn’t until he was
almost at Magnus’ side that the boys saw that his eyes were
filmed over; he was blind.

‘“Why do you disturb our slumber, Magnus?’

‘My brother lies dying,” Magnus replied, standing to face the
old man as the boys reached them. ‘You know my father, and
you know what we do. We need my brother’ life spared.’

The old man stared into space, looking frail, but his voice
was deep and strong. ‘Our mistress gathers us all to her when
it is our time. I may do nothing to alter that.’

‘You can heal him!’ said Magnus. ‘I know what arts you are
capable of, Bethanial.’

‘Why didn’t you take him to the temple of Killian or Sung?
Healing is their domain.’

‘Because my family made a pact with your mistress years ago,
and she can choose not to take my brother. He is needed. It is
not time yet.’

‘When is it ever the time for those left behind?” asked the
old High Priest.

Magnus stepped closer to him and said, ‘It is not his time
yerl’
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‘When is bis time?’ echoed a voice through the hall, and the
boys instinctively clung to one another, for there was a cold
note of hopelessness in it. Yet it also held a faint echo of re-
assurance, that left a feeling of certainty that all would be well
in the end. :

Magnus turned to look at the gigantic statue. “When this
world is safe,” he answered. ,

For a moment, all the torches flickered and dimmed. o

Magnus found himself within a vast hall, with a ceiling so high
it was lost in darkness above, while the walls were so distant he
could only see the one to his right; the other boundaries had
vanished in the distance.

He stood amidst a chessboard of stone biers. Men, women,
and children rested upon them, though many were empty. As
he watched, he saw a wotnan sit up and dismount her bier in
the distance, and then start to weave her way through the maze
of stone.

An empty bier next to Magnus was suddenly occupied by a
baby, no more than a few hours old. Magnus paused to wonder
- how this infant, who obviously had not survived for long after
its birth, would manage the feat of climbing down and walking
to meet the Goddess. Then he reminded himself that none of
this was real. Magnus knew that he was seeing an illusion of the
gods — an image made so he could apply some reference and
logic when dealing with a power far beyond his own. Magnus’
patience was thin at the best of dmes, now it was slighter than

parchment. He waved his hand and said, ‘Enough?
" The hall vanished and he stood on top of a mountain, in
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another vast hall. It appeared to be fashioned from ivory and
white marble. Columns supported a vast ceiling high above, but
now Magnus could see the walls.

The hall opened on a vista of the distant mountain peaks, and
the 2ir was bitterly cold and thin. Magnus adjusted the air
around his body so that he felt warm and could breathe easily.
Ouside, a sea of white clouds lingered just below the lower
edge of the floor and he knew he stood in the Pavilion of the
(zods, a place his parents had told him of. He smiled, for it was
here they had first spoken together, and it seemed a reasonable
choice for his meeting with the Goddess.

A figure in black robes sat alone on a simple marble bench.
It was a young woman, and as Magnus approached, she pulled
back her hood. Her skin was as white as the finest porcelain,
yet her hair and eyes were black as onyx. Her lips were the
colour of blood, and her voice was like an icy wind as she said,
“Your powers are prodigious for a mortal’s, Magnus. You may
someday eclipse your father and mother in your mastery of
magic. You also have far more arrogance than either of them.’

‘I lack my father’s gift for patience and my mother’s accept-
ance of expediency,” said Magnus, with a defiant note in his
voice. ‘My brother is needed. You know that.’

‘I know no such thing,’ answered the woman. ‘Your father
once came to me with his friend, the humag who became
Valheru,’ she said, standing.

Magnus was surprised to discover that she was talier than
him, For some reason that annoyed him. With one thought, he
stood taller than the Goddess.

T'he woman laughed. ‘Vanity, too?’ She nodded. ‘Your father
then came to me a second time.’
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ta'I know,” said Magnus. “He told us of your bargain.”.a:-
‘Did he?’ She turned her back and walked away, as if studying
the mountain peaks below. ‘I remember no bargain. 1 do,

. however, remember giving him a choice.’
. w'l don’t understand,’ said Magnus.

x1‘I know you don’t. I do not know what your father has toId

.. you about what is coming, but I have no debt to you or your

family, just an understanding which I struck with Pug years ago.
Your brother stands with no exemption from fate; he lies at the
entrance to my realm and I am under no obligation to refuse
him. It is his time.’ R E
‘No,’ said a voice from behind Magnus. . =i,
He turned and saw a thin, frail old waman with skin like trans-

: lucent bleached parchment stretched over ancient bones. Her

hair was white and she wore a robe the colour of the snow on

_ the distant peaks. Her robe and hair were arranged with ivory

clasps and rings, and her feet were hidden by the hem of her
robes. ‘You may do as you wish, daughter, for you are ruler of
your domain, but that is just the point: you may do as you wish.’
‘I have an obligation to keep order, and don’t call me
“daughter”, old woman. You do not belong here.’
‘I belong nowhere, it seems.’ She glanced at Magnus and smiled.
Magnus studied the old woman and said, “‘You're the witch

. from the village.’

‘No,’ said the old woman. ‘But I know her, as I know many
others.’

Magnus revealed confusion, for the two women were iden-
tical, save that the wicch had iron-grey hair and her skin was

like leather. “Then who are you?”’

‘T am one who once was and one who will be, but now ...
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-*She is no one,’ said Lims-Kragma. R

“Yes,' said the old woman, and suddenly she was gone. But
her next words hung in the air. “You may do as you wish.’

For a moment, neither Magnus or the Goddess spoke, then
the Goddess of Death said, “Very well. I refuse your brother
entrance to my realm. His judgment shall awsit another time;
take him to your island.’

‘Who was that?’ asked Magnus.

‘One who was,’ said the Goddess, then with a flicker of expres-
sion that suggested turbulent emotions, she added, ‘and perhaps,
as she says, one who will be again one day,” and with a wave of
her hand she took the two of them back to the temple. Everyone
stood frozen in time, likes flies caught in amber, and the Goddess
said, ‘Ask Nakor or your father about echoes.” Then suddenly
she was gone, and everyone around Magnus began moving.

With a groan, Caleb opened his eyes. He blinked, then said
weakly, ‘Brother?’

“The Goddess answered your prayer,” said the high priest,
bowing his head. The other priests followed his example and
also bowed.

‘Come,’ said Magnus to the boys as he picked his brother up
from the floor. Caleb’s eyes closed and he fell unconscious
again, his head resting against his brother’s shoulder. The boys
stood close to Magnus and again felt a sensatjion of darkness
followed by a moment of disorientation.

They stood near the ocean. Tad and Zane could smell the
- tang of sea salt in the night air. Tad pointed to the two moons
in the sky and the boys knew that they were some miles north-
west of McGrudder’s inn. Magnus said nothing as he walked
towards a large, square building.
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The structure ran in a straight line across a grassy field.
Paving stone marred its lush texture and led to a large open
door, lit by torches set in sconces on either side. To the left of

the path, by the house another building rested, from which -
smoke and the smell of baking bread issued. Magnus stepped.

inside the building and turned left. The boys folowed, pausing
a moment ta stare through the opposite door which revealed a
large inner courtyard that had been turned into a garden.
They hurried after Magnus who now turned right and moved
rapidly down another corridor to a suite of private rooms. A
short man with a dark beard, a woman in a royal blue dress of
simple cut and a man in a faded orange robe tattered at the
hem, were waiting for him. '
The group ignored the two boys as Magnus entered a gener-

ously-sized, but sparsely appointed bedroom. He laid his brother .
down on the low bed and stepped away. The man in the tattered -

orange robe inspected Caleb and after a minute said, ‘He needs
rest, and when he awakes, some light food and drink.” He turned
to Magnus. “Tell us what happened?’

Magnus said, ‘You'll have to start with these two,” and he
pointed to the boys.

The bearded man approached Tad and Zane and said, ‘I am
Caleb’s father, Pug. What happened?’

"Tad spoke first and told thern of the ambush and Zane inserted
a comment from time to time. When they reached the part
about McGrudder at the Sleeping Rooster, Magnus said, ‘Let
me continue.” He turned to Pug and said, “The old witch in the
village slowed his death.’

The short man in orange interrupted. ‘Old witch?’

Tll get to that in a minute,” said Magnus. He described his
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journey into the Hall of Lims-Kragma, and as he spoke Tad .

noticed Zane take a step closer to him, as if seeking comfort.
When Magnus had finished the story, he said, “The white-

haired woman looked exactly as I remembered the village witch.

She said you two—" he gestured at his father and the other man,

‘—would know who she was. Lims-Kragma said she was an echo.’
Pug turned to the other and said, ‘Nakor?’

Nakor shrugged. ‘Do you remember Zaltais, whom we battled -
when the Emerald Queen invaded the Kingdom? I told you he

was a dream.’ i

Magnus said, ‘I have not heard of this.’ .

‘There are many things you have not heard of.’ Pug frowned
as he looked at his son. “‘What were you thinking, risking a visit
to the Death Goddess’s Hall?’

‘I knew Caleb had no maore than minutes, Father. And I knew
you had been to see the Goddess twice, and had lived.’

“The second time was not of my choosing,” reminded Pug.
Magnus knew the story; his father had been almost killed by
the demon who led the Emerald Queen’s army during the
Serpentwar,

‘But the first time you went seeking Grandfather and returned,’
countered Magnus.

“Iomas and I were nearly dead when we revived from our first
visit to Lims-Kragma’s Hall. You could have been trapped there.’

‘Her hall is an illusion, Father.’

Nakor shook his head. “The gods’ illusions can kill as easily
as steel or stone, Magnus. They are real enough when they need
to be.)

Miranda said, ‘It was madness! I could have last both sons.’

Magnus’ blue eyes narrowed. ‘You've taught me well. 1 did
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not become ensnarled in the illusion; in fact I forced a change
* and met her in the Pavilion of the Gods.” Pug and Miranda
4 exchanged glances at that,
. ‘Iwould risk my own life for my brother’s,” Magnus continued.
* ‘When his mother said nothing, but let her expression show her
" displeasure, he added, ‘Mother, I know you fear for us both, but
2t you lost neither.’
“That is something for us to discuss in 2 moment,’ said Pug.
‘Nakor?’
‘T will tell you what I know, Pug,” he said with a grin. ‘But
 first, he pointed one finger at the boys.
%  Pug turned and despite having just spoken to them moments
H before, it was as if he was noticing the boys for the first time.
“‘Who are you?’
+  Tad pointed at himself and inclined his head, as if asking if
‘t he was whom he meant. Pug’s scowl made it clear. ‘I'm Tad.
i, He’s Zane. We're from Stardock.’
¢ ‘Why were you with my son?’ asked Miranda.
v Tad launched into the story of the festival and how they woke
up in the wagon, and while it was a disjointed and somewhat
s+ rambling version, they got the story in one telling. At the end,
Magnus said, ‘You mean to say that you’re not Caleb’s appren-
" tices?’
Tad and Zane exchanged guilty looks, and then Zane said,
# ‘No. But we never said we were.’
+i‘McGrudder said yon were.’
t-e Tad shrugged. ‘Caleb was taking us to Yar-Rin and then down
» into Kesh to find us crafts that we could apprentice. If he
- couldn’t place us together, there, he was going to take us up to
Krondor. He was doing it for our mother.’
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. Pug stepped forward and said, ‘You already know more than.
you should, just through what you've seen and heard in the
last day.” He glanced at his wife and son then added, ‘T think
we’ll give some thought about what to do with you. But in the
meantime, why don’t you get some rest.” He glanced at Nakor.
“‘We’ll talk in a while, but would you please find them a room,
now?’

Nakor nodded and moved quickly to the door, motioning for
the boys to follow. Tad and Zane fell in behind.

‘'m Nakor,” said their guide. ‘I’'m a gambler. Do either of
you know how to play card games?’ Both boys said no, and
Nakor shook his head. T'm getting out of practice. No one on
this island plays cards. What do you do?” He glanced over his
shoulder as he asked the last question.

Both boys were silent as each waited for the other to speak
first. Finally Tad said, “Things.’

‘What things?’ asked Nakor as they reached a hallway lined
with doors. .

‘Loading and unloading cargo,’ said Zane. BhY

‘So you’re young stevedores?’ A s

‘Not really,’ said Zane. ‘And we can drive wagons!” dua..,

“Tearnsters, then?’ it

‘No, not really. But I can sail a boat,’ said Tad. ‘And we've
both done some fishing.’ ;

‘I can hunt a little,” said Zane. ‘Caleb took me once and
showed me how to shoot a bow. He said I had the makings, and
{ took down a deer by myself’ His pride shone clearly as he
walked next to his foster brother.

‘I help Fowler Kensey mend nets sometimes,’ offered Tad.
‘and he showed me how to catch ducks on the lake.’
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o ‘And T've helped Ingvar the Smith mend pots,” added Zane.
‘He doesn’t kike to tinker so he showed me. And I know how
to bank a forge so the fire’s there the next morning, and how
to temper sieel-’ Tad shot him a dubious look *~ I've watched
him do it often enough!’

Nzkor led them into the room, which was empty save for
four beds with rolled-up mattresses. ‘Well,” he said, ‘that’s quite
an impressive list of skills, far more than most boys your age
have.” He waved to them to unroll the mattresses. As they did
so, he pointed to a chest near the door and said, ‘Blankets are
in there. A candle and flint and steel, too, though you'll not
need it. T expect you'll be asleep as soon as I close the door. Its
three hours to sunrise here, so rest for a while. Someone will
come and get you and take you to get something to eat when
you wake. I expect you'll be hungry.’

. ‘I'm hungry now,’ said Zane with a slight note of complaint.

t« Tad shook his head slightly.

‘But I can wait to eat,” he quickly amended as he went to
fetch blankets out of the wicker chest.

As Nakor turned to leave, Tad said, ‘Sir, a question.’

- “Call me Nakor, not sit. What's the question?’ +
‘Where are we?’ N

Nakor was silent a moment, then grinned. ‘T can’t tell you
yet. You will know what you may after Pug decides what to do
with you.’

t. “What do you mean, sir — Nakor?’ asked Tad.

. Nakor lost his smile. “You boys have seen things and heard
things that could get someone else killed.” Tad’s face drained of
colour and Zane’s eyes widened. ‘Pug has to decide what we can
do with you. Magnus thought you were Caleb’s apprentices,
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which meant certain things. You are not, which means certain
other things. I can’t be more specific, but soon you will know
what Pug wishes. Untl then, you are guests, but don't wander
off without a guide. Understood?’

Both said, ‘Yes,” and Nakor departed.

They went to bed and as they lay down, Tad saxd, ‘Killed?’

‘He said someone else, not us.’

‘But why?’

‘T don’t know,” said Zane. ‘Caleb’s father is powerful, he’s a
magician like his other son.” Both boys had the usual fear of -
things magic widespread among the common folk of the region,
but it was tempered by the fact they were talking about Caleb’s
father. In the boys’ minds Caleb was like 2 generous and kind
uncle, which would almost make Pug something akin to a grand-
father. At least they hoped so.

Zane continued. ‘Everyone says that he owns Stardock Island.
"That would make him a noble of some kind. They have enemies.
Nobles fight wars and things.’

Tad laid his head down on his arm. ‘T’'m tired, but I don’c feel
sleepy.’

‘Well, you heard him; we can’t go anywhere. Maybe we should
try

Tad rolled over on his back and stared upwards in the dark-
ness. ‘I wish we were back at Stardock’

i ‘
Zane sighed deeply. ‘Me, too.’
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Sorcerer’s Isle i

LL EYES WERE ON NAKOR.
He pulled an orange from his seemingly-bottomless ruck—
sack and offered it first to Miranda, then to Pug, and then to Magnus.
All declined. He stuck his thumb into the peel and began to remave
it, a process all of them had witnessed a thousand times before,
‘Nakor,’ said Pug, ‘what are you not telling us?’
‘Nothing,’ said Nakor. ‘At least nothing T knew until Magnus
arrived.
‘What do you mean?’ asked Miranda, sitting on the side of the
bed where Caleb lay sleeping.
Pug stood at his younger son’ feet and Magnus occupied the
other chair in the room.
“You know who the old witch in the village was, yes?’ asked
Nakor.
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- ‘Not really,” said Magnus. ‘I've encountered her twice before
and all 1 sense is that she’s more than a common purveyor of
charms and herbal remedies. There’s power there, butit’s muted.’

‘You said the Goddess called her an echo,’ said Miranda. To
Nakor she said, ‘What does that mean?’

Nakor glanced at Pug who said, I think I understand, or at
least, I have a partial understanding. Tell us what you know.’

Nakor shrugged and his usual happy demeanour vanished.
Instead, Pug saw the darkest expression Nakor had ever revealed
1o him. “The Gods are beings of vast power,” Nakor began. ‘Our
understanding of them is filtered through the limits of our
perceptions.” He looked at the other three. ‘All of you have been
to the Pavilion of the Gods, so you know that it is both a phys-
ical place and a metaphor for something much less objective. It
is a place of the mind as well as a place of the body.

‘When I have encountered beings of a certain type in the
past— He stopped and was silent for a moment as if consid-
ering his choice of words, then he resumed. ‘I mentioned Zaltais
of the Eternal Despair,’ he said to Pug, who nodded. ‘Do you
remember him being cast into a pit — I said he was a dream,
remember?’

Pug nodded. “You've said that each time he’s been mentioned,
vet you have offered no explanation.’

With a slight smile, Nakor said, ‘I assumed, perhaps in error,
that you would have gleaned the truth without my having told
you since we discussed this all down in Krondor, before the
Serpentwar destroyed that city.’

Magnus said, “This is all new to me, so why not explain it
now:’

“The Nameless One sleeps,” Nakor said. yird
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All three knew of Nalar, the Greater God of Evil, who had
been cast out by the other Controller Gods, as the Greater Gods
were sometimes called. “That is the legend, anyway,” continued

Nakor. ‘When the Chaos Wars raged, the Nameless One seduced -

the Valheru and caused them to rise up and challenge the Lesser
Gods, just as he had seduced the Lesser Gods to rise up and
challenge the Controllers.’

Magnus said, T've studied the lore as much as any outside
the priesthood, Nakor. But nowhere have 1 read about the

Nameless One bidding the Lesser Gods to attack the Greater .

Gods. He was a Greater God. Why would he invite such an
attack upon himself as well as the other Greater Gods?’

“To skew the balance,” answered Pug. “To change the dynamics
between the seven Controller Gods.” He looked at Nakor, who
nodded, and Pug said, ‘Before the Chaos Wars, when the old
order died and the new order arose, there were seven

Controllers.” He started to count on his fingers, as if empha-

sizing each in turn. “The Nameless One, who is the Darkness;
Arch-Indar, the Light; Ev-den, the Worker from Within; Abrem-

Sev, the Builder; Graff, the Weaver of Desire; Helbinor, the -

Abstainer, and at the centre, The Balance.’ |2
‘Ishap,” supplied Magnus. e
Pug nodded, and Nakor resumed. He finished his orange and

put the peel into his bag, licked his fingers, and held them up |

as he counted on them. ‘After the Chaos Wars, the balance
changed.” He held up one hand, displaying four fingers and a
folded thumb. ‘Left behind were the Nameless One and the
four dynamic gods: Abrem-sev, Ev-den, Graff, and Helbinor.’
He then unfolded his thumb. ‘Ishap, in the middle, is the
balancer. He is, in a way, the most powerful, for he will add to
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any side that is disadvantaged, and he will oppose any side that
seeks to gain supremacy, always striving o restore the balance.

‘All of them are vital to the very existence of our world. One
is action, one is reaction, one is higher purpose and mind, and
the other is all things unseen and unknowable, but vital to our |
very being. And the last maintains the balance.’

He put his hands rogether, his fingertips and thumb forming
a circle, “They are a unity. They form the very fabric of our reality. .
But they are but expressions of forces. Those forces are vital, :
dynamic, and they are the expression of even more basic beings.

“The Selfless One, She Who is Light, and the Nameless One, ,
He Who is Darkness, are the sources of those two basic powers.
The Good Goddess died in the Chaos Wars, and the other five -
Controllers were forced to imprison the Dark One in another
realm, under a mountain so vast that this endre world could
rest upon a ledge on its peak.

“There he slumbers.” Nakor looked around. ‘Zaltais was one 3
of his dreams.’ ‘

Pug said, ‘I thought I understood, but I didn’t.’

‘If one lies in a prison, might one not dream of a surrogate,
a ruler who sits on a throne in a distant place and who can
command armies to free the prisoner?’ .

Miranda said, ‘Zaltais was trying to raise an army to storm a -
prison on another plane of reality?’

‘Na, it’s just a metaphor,” said Pug.

‘Everything is a metaphor,’ said Nakor. “The witch is but an
echo of the Good Goddess.’

Magnus said, ‘Wait. The old woman I encountered in the .
Pavilion may have been such, but the village witch is a real person." i

‘Undoubtedly,’ agreed Nakor. “The gods will often place a

i
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tiny fragment of themselves within a mortal. It is how they learn
to manifest their roles in this world, to understand fully their
obligation to their worshippers. When the mortal dies, the spark
returns to the god.

“The relatonship between gods and humanity is complex,
The gods are also manifestations of how humanity sees them.
Ban-ath here in Midkemia and Kalkin in Novindus are essen-
tially the same, yet they manifest differently, with slightly
different charges and natures.’

‘So the old witch has a divine spark within her?’ asked Magnus.

‘Just so,” said Nakor. ‘Arch-Indar is dead as we understand
such things, but her power was so vast, so profound and funda-
mental, that even ages after her death the echoes of her being
stall influence us.’

‘Is that why you started that religion down in Krondor?’ asked
Miranda.

‘I didn’t start it,” answered Nakor. ‘I only resurrected it. When
the avatar appeared, I knew that eventually goodness will return,
When that young girl, Aleta, started manifesting all those abil-
ides, 1 knew that it was the right choice.

“When it does, the other Controllers will release the Namelass
One from his prison and return the order of our world to its
proper place. Without Arch-Indar to offset his evil, the Nameless
One must stay imprisoned.

‘Remember that Ishap is also “dead”, but his followers have
retained considerable power, some from the other Controllers, but
some simply from the memory of the Balancer. He'll return before
the Good Goddess because his ternple has been restored for alonger
time, and the one I reinstituted is still very young. But, when Ishap’s
back, and Arch-Indar eventually returns, then the other Controllers
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. can release the Nameless One from his prison, and return the order
of our world to its proper place. Without her to offset his evil, the
Nameless One must stay imprisoned.’

‘And having worshippers will cause that?’ asked Magnus.

‘Eventually,’ said Nakor with a shrug. ‘How long is anyone's
guess.’

‘Centuries,” said Miranda.

‘If we're lucky,’ said Nakor. Tt could be longer. Certainly it’s
unlikely that any of us will live long enough to see it — and we're
all going to live a lot longer than most!” he added with a grin.

Magnus sighed loudly. “You speak of centuries into the future,
longer perhaps; what has this to do with our current situation?’

Nakor put both palms out and gave 2 dramatic shrug. ‘T have
no idea.” He looked at Pug. ‘Do you?’

Pug nodded. ‘A little. One of our problems is that the Nameless
One still impacts an our world, even if it is over a vast distance
and only indirectly, The Good Goddess may have left her echoes
and memaories, but she has no direct irnpact on this world, even
on the level that her opponent does. So, in a way, we are her
agents, attempting to counteract those who are being influenced
by ¢the Nameless One.

‘I doubt that our old nemesis, Leso Varen, has even the most
remote idea when he became a thing of evil. Perhaps it was
something that he chose - striking a deal for power in exchange
for service.’

‘He may not even realise who he serves,’ suggested Nakor.
‘Remember that situation with the Tear of the Gods?’

Pug’s expression darkened. ‘I had a long and heated discus-
sion with Arutha about not letting me know about that until
afrer the matver was decided.
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Nakor nodded. He knew the story, but hadn’t been directly
* involved. And he also knew it was a painful subject because
4 William, Pug’s eldest child, and Jezhara, one of his better
students, had been at the centre of the confrontation,
They, along with the man who would later become Duke
,  Jjames of Krondor, had managed to thwart Varen and his agents
" in their attempt to steal the Tear of the Gods — the artefact that
¥ allowed the temples to communicate with their deity.
.t Nakor continued. “We will never fully know some aspects of
" that story. From what we do know, the man called The Bear
' was acting on his own. He had ceased taking instructions from
Varen, and that's one hallmark of those serving the Nameless
“1! One; they are often mad and go off at . . . whim and wreak
" havoc even among their own allies.
. “ “That’s one of our few advantages; the Conclave are united
and even those who view us with some suspicion — such as the
G temples or the magicians at Stardock — don’t interfere with what
. we're doing.’
Y “They don't know what we are doing,’ offered Magnus.
Pug laughed indulgently. ‘Do not underestimate them, son, .

nor attach too great an importance to ourseives. The temples

H

and monarchs have a very good idea what we are about, else
they might be less cooperative than they have been.’

Nakor laughed as well. “When the day comes that we must
confront the agents of the Nameless One, we may have great
need of these people you disdain.’

Magnus had the good grace to look crestfalien.

Nakor continned. “What troubles me is that these manifest-
ations of godpower, these dreams and echoes and memories, are
now appearing with more frequency. At least a dozen strange
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incidents that our agents have reported since the Serpentwar
lead me to believe this is so.’

“‘What do you think it means?’ asked Miranda.

“That something is coming. Something that is tied to the slam-
bering enemy.’

Pug looked at Nakor. “The Dasati?’

‘It was the Nameless One who influenced the Pantathians to
bring the Saaur through the rift to our world. We know it was
a ruse to loose demons here.

‘Destruction and chaos are the Nameless One’s allies. He has

no cares for the short-term effects on this world, so long as

horrors and evil are visited on people and his powers rise, I can
only guess,” said Nakor, ‘but I think he dreams of supremacy,
else why try to establish Zaltais on a throne, instead of the
Emerald Queen? He needed his surrogate, his dream being, in
control, so he could hasten his return to this reality. He seeks

to put himself above the other Controller Gads before they can. |

return the balance.’

‘Madness,’ said Magnus. Cowoae g

‘By it’s nature, evil is madness,’ repﬁed Nahr ‘Hence the
Days of the Mad Gods’ Rage.’ >

“The Chaos Wars,” said Pug.

Magnus said, ‘So we must struggle and die and our children

are to struggle and die after us?’ T

‘Perhaps,” said Nakor. “We may never know a moment of
transcendent triumph, a time when we can say, “the day is ours!”
and know the struggle has passed forever.

“Think of us as ants, if you will. We must topple a mighty
citadel, a monstrous thing of stone and morfar, and we have
only our naked bodies to spend in the effort.
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‘S0 we labour for years, centuries, millennia, even epochs,
i scraping away at stone with our tiny jaws. ‘Thousands, tens of
. thousands, millions of us die, and slowly the stones begin to
crumble.

‘Bur, if we have a design, and possess knowledge, we can
1i choose where to bite. We will not trouble all the stones, merely
« the keystone upon which all the others rest. And then we may
d wear away at the mortar around that stone, so that at last, the

stone can be pushed aside, and once that is accomplished the
1t massive stones above begin to move, and over time, fall.

‘No, we may never see an end to this souggle, but in tme
. the Good Goddess and the Nameless One may return, and the
-} balance would be restored.’ :
by “What sort of world would that be?’ wondered Magnus.

‘One with less strife, I hope,” said Miranda.
<& ‘Perhaps,’ said Nakor. ‘But even if it is not, the strife will be

far more prosaic. What we do now is contest with worlds hanging
in the balance.’

Magnus looked down at his younger brother. ‘And the price
of defeat is too grim to contemplate.’ ,.

Pug looked at his two sons and his wife, then said, ‘As well.
1 know.’

No one needed to say more, they all knew that Pug’s first two
children had died during the Serpentwar and that the loss was
still bitter to him. .

Nakor stood and said, “‘We should go. T'll send messages to
our agents in the region to see if the artack on Caleb was part
of a greater design or merely an unhappy accident.’

‘Wait a moment, Nakor,” asked Pug, as Miranda and Magnus
left. ‘McGrudder was right we should move him?’

R -
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~‘No,’ said Pug. ‘I think we leave him in place. If these are
bandits alone, then no harm has been done, If those who attacked
Caleb are Varen's agents, let them believe they gulled us into
thinking the attack was by mere bandits. If McGrudder comes
under scrudny, it should not be hard to discern in so small a
place; we can always dispatch a watcher to watch the watchers.’

Nakor nodded with a grin. This was the sort of underhanded
plotting that appealed to him.

“There is another matter,” said Pug. =4
“What is it?’ '
1 *] received a message yesterday and I am greatly concemﬁ
ghout it. Will you give me your thoughts?’ ki
- ‘Always.’

Pug produced a scroll from inside the folds of his robe and
Nakor glanced at it.

Pug said. ‘It’s not the first, They have been appearing on my
desk from time to time for years now.’.

‘How long?’

‘Since before we met. The first one gave me the instruction
to tell Jimmy to say to you—

‘There is no magic,’ finished Nakor. ‘T know. When I heard
that, and from a magician no less, I knew I had to come to
Stardock.’ He looked at the scroll again. ‘Where are they coming
from?’ ;

‘Not where, but when. These are from our future.’

Nakor nodded, then his eyes widened as he read it again.
“This is . . . from you!” he said, and for the first ime since Pug
had met him, the small Isalani was speechless.
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"[ad lay on the bed with his arm behind his head as Zane paced
the floor. ‘You’re going to wear a groove in the stone if you
keep that up,” he said.

T can’t help it. Someone brings us our food this morning, and
we're told to wait. Then lunch. Then someone comes to fetch the
chamber pot and bring us a clean one, and now it’s almost supper- v
time and still no one has come to tell us whatr we’re doing here.” |

‘It’s obvious what we’re doing here,’ said Tad. ‘We're waiting. +
What we don’t know is what we're waiting for.’ N

Zane’s expression darkened, and Tad sat up on the bed. He
knew that fook. Zane was a thin excuse away from taking out
his bad moed on his foster brather. -

Just as Tad sat up, anticipating Zanes pre-emptive attack,
Nakor appeared at the door and said, “You two, come with me.” .

He left so abruptly that Tad almost unbalanced himself trying
to hurry after him. He canghtup with Zane and the Isalani halfway -
down the hall and thonght it odd how fast the little man walked.

‘Don't stare,’ Nakor said.

A moment later, Tad hit a doorjamb. He had just walked past
a large open door that led into a courtyard dominated by a huge
pool. At the edge of the pool and in the water was a group of .

young women. Tad’s attention was diverted in equal measure by
the fact that all the girls were remarkably beautiful, completely
naked, and their skin was a pale green and their hair the colour
of bronze wire.

Tad suffered another injury as he stepped backwards only 1o be
knocked down as Zane turned around and came flying back to
the doorway to verify if he had indeed witnessed the same scene.

‘The girls turned to stare at them and both boys realized that
they had no irises and their eyes were pearf-white in colour.

T
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Nakor helped Tad to his feet with one hand, and waved to
the girls with the other. ‘I told you not to stare,” he said, as Tad
touched his nose to see if it was bleeding. ‘Come along.’

Tad said, ‘Ah ...

Nakor said, “They are six sisters of the Pithirendar. They
don’t care for clothing much and they spend a great deal of tme
in water. They are not entirely human. Though they are human
enough to get you boys into wouble, so stay away from them
or I'll give you even more to think about.”

‘Not human . . .’ Zane mutrered, trying to convince himself
that his eyes hadn’t betrayed him. Tad reached out and
half-dragged him away from the door as they both followed
Nakor.

They turned a caorner and Nakor motioned them to stand to
one side. A thing — for lack of a better word ~ came lumbering
down the corridor towards them. It was half the height of the
boys and twice as wide. It looked like a table with a black cloth
hanging over it and it moved on legs that resembled a crab’. It
also made an odd murmuring sound as it approached.

As it passed, Nakor said, ‘Good morning,’ and the thing
answered in a surprisingly normal-sounding female voice.

After she had moved around the corner, Tad whispered, “What
was that?’

‘A visitor,” Nakor replied. He led them to a room where Pug
sat waiting behind a desk. _

The short magician rose and motioned for them to sit in a
pair of chairs that were opposite his own.

"They did so and Pug returned to his seat. Nakor stood by a
window to Pug’ left. Looking at the two young men, Pug said,
*We're at something of a loss about what to do with you.’
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. ui: 'Tad’ face drained of colour and Zaneﬂiﬂiéddahnmld, “What
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do you mean, “do with you”, sir?’ Cutseagitode ey
Pug smiled. ‘No harm will come to you, if that’s what concerns

. you." He sat back and regarded the pair. “You may have already

-

s
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concluded that this community is unlike any others.’
Zane just nodded, while Tad said, “Yes, sir’ a
Nakor laughed. “You seem to be handling it well.’ ¢
Zane shrugged. T'm not exactly sure what to think, but Caleb
has always been good to our mother and to Tad and mme, so if
you're his family, then I suppose . . . well, I think we're safe here.’
Pug sat back. ‘T don’t pry in the lives of my children, bur tell
me something about your mother.’
"Tad spoke up as Marie was his real mother, though she treated

+ Zane as his equal. He started off with the usual praise — that

she was a good cook and kept the poor hut that served as home

¢ as clean as could be - but after a moment it was clear to everyone

that the boy not orly loved his mother, but respecred her too.
“Tt was hard after Papa died.” He glanced at Zane. ‘But she took
Zane in because he was my best friend and had no one else,

+!when others in town looked the other way. She made do, and

w

.- kept us both out of trouble.’
Zane added, ‘T've known her longer than I knew my real ma,

't 80 I suppose that makes her my real ma, if you understand, sir.
. She never took sides with Tad against me and she held me when

.I was a little bay. She loved me like T was her own.’

Pug sighed. ‘Even without meeting her, [ can understand why
1y son cares for your mother, boys, and I can see why he cares
about you. You acted bravely going back to the wagon.’

Nakor satd, ‘Foolishly, from what you told me. Didn’t Caleb
tell you to make your way to the village if you eluded the bandits?’
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“Yes,’ said Tad. “That’s true, but we had killed two of them
already, and thought maybe Caleb could use some help. We had
gained two swords by then.’

Pug shook his head. ‘And I for one am glad you disobeyed,
and admire your resolve, for had you not done so, I'd have lost
my youngest child.” His eyes grew unfocused for a minute as
he looked away, seeing something in the distance, and he said,
‘It’s something I dread more than you can ever imagine.’ He
then turned to face the boys again and asked, ‘So, then, what
shall we do with you?’

‘Caleb was taking us to Kesh to become apprentices, or on
to Krondor, for theres no work at home,” said Zane. ‘If you
need any apprentices, we’re willing.’

‘Are you willing, Tad?” asked Pug.

“Yes, sir,’ he said, nodding his head.

‘We do have need for apprentices,” said Pug. ‘But first we
shall see if you're up to such a calling.’

Pug stood and so the boys did as well. He pointed to his
friend and said, ‘Nakor shall see to your instruction for a few
days while my son heals, then I have other work for him, and *
then we shall have others test you. Now, I have work to do, so
be off with you.’

They left, and Tad grinned at his friend. Their fears were
now replaced with hope, for they had taken Nakor’s intimation
that they might be killed for whart they knew seriously.

As they walked down the hallway, Tad asked, ‘Nakor, what
trade are we going to apprentice to?’

“That remains to be seen, my young friend,” said Nakor. ‘T'm
not sure we have a name for what you might do. Let’s say that
you'll be apprentice workers.
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“What sort of work?’ asked Zane. I (I X7 PR WIS

‘All manner and type. Things you cannot even imagine. For
if you are to become workers for the Conclave of Shadows, it
is more than just a trade.” With a suddenly serious expression
he said, ‘It’s a lifelong commitment.’

Both boys were unsure what that meant, but Nakor’s expres-
sion told them they were not going to be happy about finding
out.
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ANE’S FACE WAS FLUSHED WITH ANGER. ERLY

Z ‘T won’t do it? he said, defiance reverberating in his
voice.

Tad said, “You have to. If you don’t, you’ll get into more
trouble than you can imagine.’

‘It’s stupid,” Zane insisted. ‘If T haven’t learnt by now, I never
will’

‘You've lived on the shore of a lake for your entire life and
you've never learnt to swim,’ said Tad, his voice rising in frus- '
tration. “That’s stupid!” he shouted. ‘Now, Nakor says you have
to learn how to swim.’

The boys were standing near a tree at the edge of the courtyard
fake. Other students were splashing in the shallows, and a few were
swimming in the deeper water. Tad had always been a decent
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swimmer, but Zane had never learned. It took this recalcitrance
to remind Tad that he had never seen his foster brother swim, -

Just then the six sisters of the Pithirendar came over the hill,
speaking softly in their alien language. Both boys had become
accustomed to the strange nature of many of those residing
on what they now knew to be Sorcerer’s Island. While the
inhabitants included a number of very strange aliens, the majorivy
were human, including a few human girls with whom the boys
had become friendly. But for some reason the six sisters caused
a reaction in most of the young males on the island, Tad and
Zane being no exception.

Four of the girls were nude — as was their preference — while
the other two wore simple white shifts, which they discarded
when they reached the shore. The six of them slipped effort-
Iessly into the water, as Tad said, ‘All right, then. Stay here if
you want, but ’'m going swimming!’ -

Zane was on his feet saying, ‘Maybe you’re right. Maybe it’s
time to Jearn.” He hurried after his foster brother and splashed
into the water.

Nakor and Caleb watched them from a short distance away.
Caleb asked, ‘How are they doing?’

Nakor shrugged. ‘They’re good lads, but if it hadn’t been for
your unfortunate accident with the bandits, they never would
have come here. They possess no special abilities, gifts, or talents
that we can see’’

‘Except they are good lads,” said Caleb.

‘We have good lads in abundance,’ said Nakor. “What we need
are some ruthless bastards who will happily cut the heart out of
their own mothers if need be.” He started walking away from
the lake shore as the boys splashed and were splashed in return
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by the Pithirendari girls. Caleb fell into step beside him. They
began the long trek from the lakeshore to the villa.

Caleb’s wounds had almost healed completely and he was now
moving around with the only the minimum of discomfort. “You
know, if my father wasn’t who he is, I would also be merely a

‘good lad’. e
“You have a great deal of special ability,” said Nakor. s sy
‘Such as?’ i
“You're a remarkable hunter, have uncommon l:raclﬂngzgﬁ.

woodcraft abilities, close to those of the elves.’ B

‘As would any youngster with a little talent who had been
sent to live with the elves, Nakor.” He looked around the island
and said, ‘Do you see many skilled hunters here?’

Nakor remained silent.

‘We both know that one of the reasons I was sent to stay with
Tomas in Elvandar was my unhappiness here. Father thought a
change would do me good, and he was right. There’s a differ-
ence between being the only human boy among elves and being
treated with respect, to being the only youngster without magical
abilities among magic users and being treated with contempt.’

‘Contempt is too harsh a word, Caleb.”

Caleb locked at Nakor. ‘You weren’t always there, nor was
Father. Mother saw, and she tried to shield me, as did Magnus,
but children can be cruel, Nakor. You want your heartless
bastards, get them when they are children and don’t let them
learn compassion.’

*You sound bitter,” said Nakor as they approached the cook-
house.

‘Do I?’ Caleb shrugged. ‘I don’t feel bitter, but I guess some
wounds, even childish wounds, never heal. They just grow faint.”
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“‘What is truly troubling you, Caleb?” w St sina¥e i vl

They passed the cookhouse and continued on to the main
building of Villa Beata. ‘1 feel useless, and in the wrong place.
Caleb stopped as they reached the open doorway into the
connecting hall. ‘I'm a messenger for the most part, carrying
missives that aren’t important enough for Magnus or yourself
OF any magic-user transport.

‘I know that I can blend in where Magnus can’t, but other
than that, what use am I?’

Nakor began to say something, but Caleb held up his hand.
His brown eyes were set in a serions expression and his voice
held a tinge of anger. ‘Do you think if Tal Hawkins or Kaspar
of Olasko had been in that wagon they’d have borne 2 scratch
after dispatching those bandits?’

- Nakor remained silent.

- ‘I'm an adequate swordsman, Nakor. Better than average, but
not remarkable. I am a good hunter — perhaps even a great one
— but how useful is that in dealing with our enemies? So, I can
scout. So can a lot of other men.

‘My point is, there is nothing special for me to do, nothing
that lets me pull my own weight.’

Nakor shook his head and put his hand on Caleb’s shoulder
‘My young friend, how wrong you are. The day will come when
you will understand your true potential, Caleb, and finally realize
just how special you are. Until then, if you want to feel sorry
for yourself, feel free. I just don’t have time to stand around and
listen.” With that, he turned and walked off.

Caleb stood for a minute locked in inner conflict. Then, he
started to chuckle, and that became a full-blown laugh. Talking
to Nakor always lifted his dark moods. Caleb decided to return
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to his quarters to rest and give some thought tut what:he was
going to do with Tad and Zane. , SR S

"

Zane lay on the shore, coughing and trying hard not to lock
ridiculous. Tad helped him to sit up and said, ‘If you’re going
to wade out over your head, you should at least learn how to
paddle.’

Zane spat water and coughed some more. Then he said, ‘1
got distracted.’

‘He is all right?’ asked one of the sisters from behind Tad.
The six of them were gathered as were other students, all
looking on with a mixture of concern and amusement.

‘He’ll live,” said Tad, pulling his friend to his feet. The sisters
whispered and giggled, then fled back to the water. “‘What were
you trying to do?’ asked Tad.

Zane spoke while his eyes followed the retreating backs of
the sisters. ‘One of them . . . Zadrina, I think, pulled me out
and kissed me.’

‘I can’t tell them apart,” said Tad. ‘And they’ll all kiss you if

you let them’ o b Vg

‘But this was a kiss! She really kissed me.’ ofa

‘And then you opened your eyes and discovered you were
under water?’ P

Nodding his head, Zane echoed, ‘I opened my eyes and discov-
ered I was under water.’ aeige
L ‘Which is when the drowning started. 't!’i_f.'-.‘.ﬁ L
4 *Which is when the drowning started,” agreed Zane. T
'] am geing to have to teach you to swim.’ .

'‘Soon,’ said Zane, watching the girls splashing with some ﬁ
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the other boys. ‘But not today ¥ dbdisetrough of thelske so ¥
may never be thirsty again.” »&% W gr .

“Well, let’s head back,” Tad locked in the direction of the willa.
*‘Caleb and Nakor were talking just before we went swimming.
I wonder if they’ve decided what to do with us?’

‘Well," said Zane. “Whatever they decide 1 hope they wait
until tomorrow, because I'm supposed to meet Zadrina after
evening meal in the pool garden.’

Slapping his foster brother on the shoulder, he said, ‘Just don’
drown yourself.

‘I won't.’ As they walked towards the villa, Zane said, ‘Do
you know they come from a world that’s mostly water? That’s
why they're in it most of the day’

‘P'm still having trouble imagining another world,” conceded Tad.

‘Worlds,” said Zane. ‘T would too, but everyone here takes it
as & matter of course, so I'm getting used to the idea.” He looked
around as they walked. “‘When we were boys, it was easy to think
of Kesh and the Kingdom, because people from both nations
passed through the town all the time, but other nations were
hard for me to imagine. This is like that, 1 think, only more so.’
He glanced at Tad. ‘If that makes sense?’ '

Tad nodded he understood.

They hadn’t quite reached the main building when a slender
man wearing a pair of tights and a billowing shirt appeared from
out of a doorway and said, ‘Ah! There you are. You are the two
boys from Stardock?’ He didn't wait for an answer but motioned
them to follow. He moved like a dancer or acrobat, fiuidly and
with an economy of motion, and on his feet were ankle-high
boots of odd design, cross-gartered at the top and tied above
the anklebone, but with soft soles of what looked to he doubly
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reinforced leathen. s hair was the palast blowe;-dnd flowed to

his shoulders. - . - e e

They went to the side of the village opposite the small lake,.

and he looked aver his shoulder, once, regarded them for &
moment with pale blue eyes, then said, ‘Don’t fall behind.’

The boys found themselves climbing a path up 3 ridge, and
by the time they reached the crest, they were almost breathless.
The man who led them didn’t pause, simply saying, ‘No time
to rest now, boys.’

Tad and Zane as one took a deep breath and followed after,
heading down a steep path that led to the seashore. Off to the
left they could see a black edifice rising from a promontory.
‘What's that?’ wondered Zane. .

“The castle of the Black Sorcerer,” answered the man. A3

‘Who’s the Black Sorcerer?’ asked Tad. o

The man looked over his shoulder, grinning. His face looked
young, perhaps only a few years older than the boys, but his
blond hair was shot through with grey. ‘Pug’s the Black Sorcerer
when he’s here. If he’s not, then sometimes Nakor, or Magnus,
or Miranda, or someone else. It’'s whoever’s handy.’

Tad said, ‘I don’t understand,” and he stopped, to catch his
breath. ‘Can you wait a minute?’ o :

The man stopped and said, “Winded? At your age?

Zane also stopped. “That was a long climb.” ;

“That was nothing,’ said the man. “Wait until I ger done with
you; you'll be running up and down those paths without thonght.’

“The Black Sorcerer,” said Tad between breaths, pointing at
the castle.

‘Well, you boys know about the Black Sorcerer, of course . . )’

*No,” interrupted Zane. ‘We don't. That’s why we're asking.”
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¢ I thought everyone on the Bigter Sea knew abtiitisedisdk
Sorcerer,’ said the man. RETONETES.. 10 T
» ‘We're not from the Bitter Sea,’ said Tad. “‘We're from Stardock.’
x ‘Ah,’ said the man, nodding as if he understood. ‘Stardock.’
He turned. ‘Come along; rest is over.’ :

t» The boys took deep breaths and hurried after the rapidly
walking man. “There used to be a man who lived up there,” he
said, ‘by name Macros. He started the legend of the Black
Sorcerer so people would leave him alone. He left this island
to Pug, who contnues the legend, so that ships are not likely
to put in here. It keeps things relatively gquiet.’

As they headed down towards the beach, they came to a path
Jeading from the castle that intercepted their own. ‘If you go
that way,” said the man, ‘you’ll go straight to the castle. I’
empty. It’s a pretty drab and uninviting place, though we brighten
up the windows with some interesting lights if we think someone’s
spying on us.” He looked back grinning. ‘Good show.” Tarning
his attention downhill, he said, “Now, here’s what I want you
two to do,” as they reached the sand. He pointed to a distant
point on the beach where large rocks hid the curving shoreline.
‘Run that way, very fast. Go to that rock. Then run back here.’

Tad could barely stand. “Who are you?’

The man put his hands on his hips. “Tilenbrook, Farsez
Tilenbrook. I am to be your tutor in all things physical for a
while. You two have grown lazy and are unfit for the rigours
you may face as Caleb’s apprentices.’

The boys exchanged glances. “We’re to be his apprentces?’
asked Zane.

‘Perhaps you are. Now run!’

The boys set off at a slow run, still fatigued by the hike over
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the ridge. Farsez stood patiently waiting as they half-ran, half-
stumbled down to the distant rock, then turned and started
running back. When they reached his position, both boys fell
to their knees on the sand, Zane then half-rolling, falling onto
his back as they panted for breath. ‘My,’ said Tilenbrook, ‘you
two are in the most deplorable condition for hoys. Comes from
lazing about all day with nothing to do, I wager.

‘Now, get up!’

The boys staggered to their feet. ‘A quick march back to the
villal”

He set off at a brisk pace, not looking backward, and the
boys groaned as they moved after him. wr

iy

Nearly an hour later two very tired boys, drenched with perspir-
ation, stumbled down the hill to the village, where sat Tilenbrook
waiting on the low stone garden wall, a large mug of something
in his hand. He sipped at it as they came to stand before him.
He glanced at the angle of the sun and said, “Very well. We are
done for today. We shall do this again tomorrow, and every day
after until I think you've achieved a speed to and from the rock
that [ deem appropriate.’

‘lad and Zane looked at one another, then Zane closed his
cyes as he leaned forward, hands above his knees. Tad tried to
ease his aching body by just walking in circles.

As Tilenbrook dismounted the wall, he said, T will see you
two as soon as you've finished your morning meal, right here.’
He then left without another word.

Zane looked over at Tad and said, ‘I think I}l just kill myself
now,’
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Tad nodded and started slowly walking back towards their
room. When they reached their room, Tad made a show of
sniffing and said, ‘If you’re meeting one of the sisters after the
meal, I suggest you bathe.’

Zane groaned. ‘I forgot.’ He stood while Tad threw himself

across his bed. ‘Let’s go to the lake, now.” - L1
“What about supper?’ Hoadoty
‘Are you hungry?’

. “Not really,’ said Tad.
+ ‘Good. Then teach me to swim and let me wash the stink off.’

With an audible protest, Tad forced himself upwards and said,
‘Get clean clothes, at least.’

Both boys did and headed out the door of the room, Tad
saying, ‘Grab a bar of soap at the bathhouse.’

They reached the bathhouse and found it empty as they expected
this close to the evening meal. It was a three-chambered
structure with a room of very hot, warm, and cold water. There
was some ritual of bathing Nakor had explained to them, but
both boys just washed off in 2 bucket and then soaked in the
hot tub when they cleaned themselves off.

Looking at one another, Zane said, ‘The Jake can wait until -
tomorrow.’

They quickly stripped off their clothing, filled buckets with
warm water, and washed off the grime of the day. When done,
they both stepped into the hot water and with audible sighs of
relief let the heat sink into their tired muscles. The water was
kept hot, as the centre room — the tepidarinem — was kept warm
by running water pipes through the kitchen, where fires burned
day and night as cooking was a constant undertaking for the
population of Sorcerer’s Isle.
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Within minutes both boys dozed off.

Abruptly Zane came awake to see a beautiful face inches from
his own. Eyes that looked white in the distance, but this close
revealed pale green flecks, set in a darker green face lit up with
delight as an exotic voice whispered, “There you are. I was looking
for you.’

Zane ran his hand over his face and said, ‘I must have fallen
asleep.’” His eyes widened as the girl’s hand ran down his chest
and stomach and she leaned in to kiss him.

Over her shoulder he could see one of her sisters — he had
no idea which one ~ and saw she was likewise giving Tad what
could only be called loving attendon. Closing his eyes as he
started enjoying sensations that were new and wonderful to him,
he silently thought, I bape this is Zadrina and not one of ber sisters.

For weeks their training followed no pattern that was clear to
them, save it often seemed arbitrary, pointless, and exhausting.
After two weeks of making the daily run to the rock and finally
doing it without slowing the entire way, Tilenbrook sent them
back 2 second time, and then demanded they run up the ridge
and back to the villa.

Zane was forced to admit it was getting easier to do and also
found he was sleeping better at night. Tad complained he had
to find someone to take in the waist of his trousers.

The only happy aspect of their lives were the sisters — Zane
with Zadrina and Tad with the one named Kalinda. After the
night in the bathhouse, Tad now claimed he had no trouble
telling them apart.

Still most of their day was taken up with running, and while
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they were getting better atiit-they sﬁmﬁ#ﬂc parpose to the
constant exercise. P i siber U el

Three weeks after the daily running began, they were rcturnmg
from a run that had to be more than five miles each way, to an
outcropping of rocks Tilenbrook had described to them, and found
their instructor waiting for them, along with another man. As
the now only slightly out-of-breath youths slowed and walked the
last few yards, Tilenbrook opened a bundle and threw two swords
to them. ‘Defend yourselves!” he shouted.

Tad grabbed his sword out of the air but Zane missed his.
The second man came at him like an on-rushing bull, holding
a wicked locking curved sword. Before he could react, Tad was
knocked over by the man’s shoulder, while Zane was slapped
across the side of the head with the flat of the blade, a blow
that sent him to his knees.

“Your enemy will not care if you are tired,’ said the bearded
man as he grabbed Zane by the tunic, jerked him upright, and
put his sword to his throat. With a flick of his wrist, he slapped
‘Tad on the shoulder, hard, with the blade’ flat, and said, ‘You
both are now dead.’

Tilenbrook said, “This is Bolden. He will be your instructor -
for a while. My work is done now that you two are no longer
a pair of slugs.’

‘Get to your feet!”

The boys did so as Tilenbrook walked back towards the path
to the village. ‘Do you know what separates the living and the
dead most times in battle?’ asked Bolden.

Zane put a hand to the side of his head, where his sore ear
was still ringing from the blow. ‘No,” he said, rubbing his cheek..

‘Purpose,’ said the heavy-shouldered man. His dark eyes
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regarded the boys. ‘A warrior is little more than a man with a
sward and a purpose. And no hesitation. You both are dead
because you hesitated. If I had attacked two experienced
warriors, | would now be the one with the sore head — or I’d
be dead.’

He motioned to the two swords that lay on the sand. ‘Pick
them up.’

They did and suddenly he was attacking again. Once more
they were quickly disarmed. ‘You are both dead, again!’

He motioned for the boys to once again pick up their weapons
and said, ‘Do you know why a few armed men can control much
larger groups?’

Tad said, ‘Purpose?”’

Bolden nodded. ‘The frightened man runs, tries to hide, or
just surrenders. Most men are frightened.” He motioned for
them to follow as he turned and started walking back to the
village. ‘Other men attempt to reason and are dead before they
can make their argument. A half-dozen bandits can destroy a
village of two score people, or more, because they have purpose
and the villagers are frightened or try to reason.

‘If the villagers had purpose, if they acted without thought,
the six bandits would be dead men.’

Reaching the base of the trail up the ridge, he said, “Hold
vour sword and keep it with you, no matter what else. If T see
cither one of you anywhere in the village without that sword, 1

will beat you. Understood?’ NS cad
“Yes,’ said the boys. MR b i
- ‘They walked back to the village ifi:gilénce. e
; . l'! 5]
~i 1 ¥
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Bolden, a man of his word, had thrashed Zane once and Tad twice
in the following weeks. The last had been the mast humiliating,
as he had been found swimming in the lake with Kalinda, the
sword lying on the shore next to their clothing.

The weapons study proved difficult, due more to Bolden’s
demands on how they act and think than on any physical
requirements. Any hesitation, any lack of certainty in respond-
ing to his orders brought punishment, from sitting alone all night
on a rock overlooking the sea, to being beaten with a stick.

And for days on end they saw nothing of Caleb.

The other tasks set to them seemed a little more reasonable,
but not much, Both boys learned to handle the bow with some
skill and were taught the rudiments of tracking game and recog-
nizing signs in the woods, learning from a man named Lear.
They used their prior experience to good effect helping with
the gardening, farming crops on the far side of the island, and
tending to the animals.

But some of the things they did made no sense to themn. When
they helped in the kitchen, they were forced to endure long
lectures on how dishes were prepared, and when they were given
household duty, they were expected to master every aspect of
tasks from bed making to cleaning out bedpans. Both boys
thought of these things as ‘woman’s work’ and grumbled, untl -
Zane said something to one of the girl students, a fetching red-
head named Brunella, who promptly smacked him across the
back of the head and walked off.

Today the boys were wondering aloud what gods they had
offended lately, as they hauled stones up the path from the beach
to a place designated by a dour man named Nasur. He was squat,
had powerful shoulders, and a mass of thick, black hair and a
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beard to match. He had appeared that morning after the first
meal and informed them he would be overseeing their training
for a while.

He had taken them over the ridge and pointed to a crumbling
rock wall that flanked the path leading to the castle, then to where
piles of them rested at the bottom of the hill. “They've been
washing down the slope for years and Pug thinks we ought to
dress up the wall. So be a couple of good lads and hie yourselves
down there and fetch the stones back up here. Find a way to place
them back so the thing doesn’t fall down again come the next
rain. Any idiot can use mortar; it takes a good eye to place them
so they hold together because of weight and size. I'll be back with
something for you to eat come midday. So, get yourself about it.

‘Better strip off your tunics so you don’t tear them,’ he said.
They did so, then started with the smaller, more manageable
rocks and were now forced to lug larger stones up the hill. The
sun was high in the sky and they were certain Nasur had forgotten
about them, but as they set the rock gently into place with the
others they had lugged upward, he hove to over the ridge.

He carried a large sack and a covered pail. The boys sat down,
drenched in their own perspiration, and waited until he reached
them. He handed the pail to Tad, who lifted the lid and said,
‘Ale!”” He took a long pull while Zane opened the bag.

‘Food!” said the dark-haired boy. He reached in and pulled
out something wrapped in a cloth.

‘Called a fist meal,” said Nasur. ‘Put some cheese and meat
or whatever else you got between two slabs of bread and you
can eat without a plate or knife.’

Zane handed one to Tad, pulled out a second and saw there
was a third, which he handed to Nasur. “These are some chicken
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and cheese with little slices of cucumber and tomato on ’em,’
he said before he took a large bite. ‘T put some mustard grain
paste on it for spice.” He looked thoroughly pleased with himgelf.
Then he reached for the beer pail, which Tad handed him.

After he drank, he handed the pail to Zane who took a long
pull. ‘Go easy, boys,’ he said, ‘wouldn’t do for you to get too
light-headed. You've still got the best part of a day’s work ahead
of you.

Zane rolled his shoulders as if he could ease the ache by strerch-
ing them. ‘Why the sudden desire to restore this wall, Nasur?’

The bearded man shrugged as he gulped down a mouthful
of his meal. ‘I don’t know. Just something to do, I expect. Keep
you two busy and build some muscle on you. Bolden says you're
as good as you’re going to get with the sword, so no more point
in banging you two about. But he said you could be sironger,
so I guess that is why you’re doing this.’

"Tad said nothing while Zane was thoughtful for a moment, then
he said, ‘Does anyone know what they’re going to do with us?’

Nasur said, ‘Pug, for certain. Probably Caleb, Miranda, Nakor,
and Magnus, too. They’re the ones who make decisions around
here. Me, I'm just a ward maker. { fashion little trinkets to keep
litde bad things away. They’re used to dealing with big bad
things.” He stood up. ‘Listen, around here it’s wise not to ask
questions, in case you don’t like the answers. And, you can't tell
what you don’t know. They’ll tell you what’s what in time. But
kmow this much: everything they teach you, even if you dan't
quite know why now, will help some day to keep you alive.” He
pointed to the rocks. ‘Now, you've got a hit of work to do and
you'll do it until the sun vanishes below the western sea, then
come back to the villa, clean up and get ready for supper. Right?’
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They said right and he vanished over the hill. They finished
their meal and looked at the stones at the bottom of the hill
and finally Tad said, ‘Well, they won'’t roll up here by them-
selves, will they?’

‘Not unless you've suddenly become a magician,” said Zane
as he stood and began to walk down the path. + 2: o

w1y

After they finished the wall, they spent a week clearing a cove
of storm debris, and then they were put to the task of painting
the villa itself. That took nearly a month, and when they were
done, they were sent to the opposite side of the island, where
an isolated hut rested on a bluff overlooking the ocean and told
to clean it out and repaint it. Zane managed to come crashing
through the weather-weakened roof of sticks and thatch, earning
himself 2 new scar in the process, a cut down his left upper arm.
"Tad dabbed at it and said, ‘Get someone to look ac it when we
get back. It’s not bleeding much.’

Zane nodded. Both boys were now sunburned brown and
sporting a variety of small scars from scrapes well earned over
the last few months. But both had also put on a good deal of
muscle — Tad was no longer the whipcord-thin boy from
Stardock, and Zane was no longer the stocky lad. They were
now both fit and broad of shoulder, with flag stomachs and
possessing more arm-strength than they had ever known. They
could run far and fast and still arrive ready to fight, and if it
came to that, they knew they would act with purpose.

When they were done with the hut, they were turned back
aver to the care of Tilenbrook, who had recently returned from
whatever mysterious mission he had been on.

133




o I T

RAYMOND E. FEIST vy 7rtdbi 34

Their first morning with the slender man, he bid them meet
him in an open stretch of grass near the lake, and said, “It’s time
for you to learn a bit about fighting.’

Seeing no weapons, Tad said, ‘You mean like brawling?’

‘A bit more than that, but basiecally, yes.” He locked at the
two boys and said, “Which one of you lads wishes to be first?’

Tad and Zane glanced at one another, then Tad said, “You're
always the first one to throw a punch. Go ahead.’

Zane smiled and raised his fists, circling to his left, his left
fist up beside his head. “Very good,’ said Tilenbrook, moving
forward like a dancer. “The position of your left hand protects
your head.” Then suddenly he was driving his left fist under
Zane’s elbow, knocking the wind out of him and making his
knees wobble.

“Of course,’ said Tilenbrook, ‘you need to learn how to protect
your side when you do that,’

He stepped forward to Zane and steadied him, saying, ‘Watch
me.” He showed the boys how to draw their elbow into their
side and bend slightly to take the blow on the arm or hipbone.
‘Make your opponent tire himself out flailing at your arms,
shoulders and hips. You’ll be sore and covered with bruises the
next day, but you'll be alive. Your opponent, however, will be
heavy of arm and huffing for breath. Because of all your running,  j
you will still have your wind and even if he’s a better fighter
than you by nature, you should be able to win the brawl.’

He spent the morning showing the boys how to use their
fists, then in the afternoon he showed them the true art of
brawling: fists, feet, knees, elbows and the forehead butt. “The
eye gouge is especially effective if you can manage to quickly get
both thurnbs in there, for it leaves your opponent sightless just
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long enough to effect some serious damage to other parts of his
body.” He glanced at the setting sun and said, ‘I think we’re
done now.’

Both boys were exhausted when he was done and as he
dismissed them he announced, “Tomorrow we'll move on to
common weapons.’

Tad and Zane looked at one another but each boy was too

i i tired to speak.

AR AR s TES -

| The next moring they finished their early meal and reported
to the lawn where Tilenbrook was supposed to be waiting for
them, Instead they found Caleb, now fully restored from his
wounds, who stood with two travel packs at his feet and a third
over his shoulder.

‘Where's Tilenbrook?’ asked Tad.

‘About other business,” Caleb answered. ‘Your training is
going to be cut short, because we have to leave, and this very
morning. Grab a pack. Each has shirts, trousers, extra boots,
and other items you'll need. We'll get you Weapons once we get

. to the ship.’ L

‘Ship?’ asked Tad. SR PREEEY

Caleb smiled. ‘Sometimes it does well not to arrive by

>  uncommen means,’ "

As he picked up his pack, Zane asked, “Where are we bound,
Caleb?’ R

| ‘Kesh.’ R N % gk

1 “Iv Yar-rin?’ asked Tad. T, Myey ot g ke ed Tal
‘Jonril?’ asked Zane.
‘No, to the great city itself,” said Caleb as he started walking.

Lo ey
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‘Tll tell you more once we're under way, but we are heading to
Port Vykor, then onward past Stardock — we’ll drop in to see

P LT

your mum ~ then down into the heart of the Empire.’

‘What are we going to do there?’ asked Tad.
With no smile, Caleb said, “That’s a long tale to tell and we’ll
have time on the ship.’ Saying nothing more, they marched on.
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AGNUS WATCHED THOUGHTFULLY. N
Three Tsurani magicians gathered around the Talnoy

he had brought to Kelewan more than a year before. They all
stood in a large chamber set deep in the bowels of the Assembly
of Magicians on the Tsurani homeworld. Light was provided by
a series of magical devices fastened to the walls, as torches
tended to fill the air with a haze of smoke.

‘We believe we have come to understand the ;nature of this

. thing, Magnus,” said 2 magician named Illianda. ‘We have
consulted with priests of several orders on the possibility of
this creature housing a . . . soul, as you called it.’

lllianda, like his brother magicians, was dressed in a simple
black robe. Unlike his brothers he was a tall, thin man. His
height approached that of a citizen of the Kingdom, making
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** him very tall for a Tsurani. Since the Riftwar, many Tsurani
- children had been exhibiting this uncharacteristic height.

HMhanda'’s face was smooth shaven, like most Tsurani magicians,
and he also shaved his head. His eyes were dark as sable and
they were fixed on Magnus as he spoke. ‘Our main concern,
however, is the problem of this thing actng like a beacon for
this other world.’

Fomoine, a stout magician of a more traditional Tsurani
stature, said, “We received a report yesterday of a wild rifr
located in an isolated valley to the north of the city of Barak in
Coltari Province.” Magnus’ interest was quickly piqued. ‘A herder
saw 2 black rift appear in the sky and a flock of ill-omened birds
flew through it. Vile creatures from his descripton.’

The third magician, Savdari, added, ‘One of our brothers
transported himself to the valley and found a measure of residual
energy from the rift formation. It is certainly not of this level
of existence, and must be from this Dasati homeworld of which
you have spoken.’

Fomoine said, ‘He also found the birds and destroyed them,
but not untl they had killed several of the herder’s needra. Qur

brother returned with three specimens and the remains are being
examined now. These birds from the Dasati homeworld are
analogous to the carrion birds of your world — crows 1 believe -

you call them — or the janifs here on Kelewan. They are, to say
the least, far more aggressive and dangerous than our birds; the
herder was forced to hide in a nearby thicket to save his life.’
“This is roubling, indeed,” said Magnus. “What luck have you
had in duplicating the wards against these occurrences?’
‘Litte. We feel humbled, once again, by the work of your
legendary grandfather)’

138




FLIGHT OF THE NIGHTHAWKS

Magnus’ eyebrow lifted slightly but otherwise he kept his face
expressionless. He always found it nettling to have Macros the
Black referred to as his grandfather. Macros had died before
Magnus was born, and all he and Caleb knew about the man was
what their mother had wld them — most of which was hardly
flattering. That he was a prodigious practiioner of the magical
arts was undoubted, but in many ways he had proved a bigger
confidence trickster than Nakor, and was a man who often pushed
compassion and ethical considerations aside. By conservative
estimates, tens of thousands had died as a result of his manip-
ulations. The debate lay in whether they were necessary sacrifices,
or if there could have been other means available to him to achieve
the ends he sought? It was the sort of conversation Magnus and
his father had enjoyed many times over the years: discussing the
consequences of choices made by those with great power.

Magnus knew the official histories of the Kingdom well, and
had studied various chronicles from historians in the Free Cities
and a few personal journals that had come into Pug’s posses-
sion, but nothing rivalled the tales about the trials of the Riftwar,
told to him and Caleb as boys by his father and Tomas when
the boys visited Elvandar.

From time to time, Magnus felt the odd premonition that
like his father and grandfather before him, he too would be
tested. He feared failing that test, for he knew, that like his
progenitors, he would not bear the consequences of his choices
alone.

Only Magnus’ mother seemed able to distance herself from such
concerns. Miranda’s position had long been that without the
Conclave’s participation in the conflict between the forces of good

and evil, evil stwood a far greater chance of reigning unchecked.
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Magnus wied not to visit that debate toco often; he felt that his
mother was more like her own father than she cared to admit.

Magnus said, ‘It’s unfortunate that those who found the Talnoy
destroyed most of the warding spells when they removed the
thing from its crypt.” He again wondered how the Tsurani Great
Ones would feel if they knew that there were an additional ten
thousand of the creatures concealed in a vast vault in Novidus.
Fortunately, the ward around that chamber was intact. Nakor,
Magnus, Pug, and Miranda had all taken turns to study and try
to learn Macros’ secrets.

Magnus saw the three Great Ones staring at him, as if they
expected him to continue, so he said, ‘Perhaps my father has
gained some insight since last I spoke to him.’

They nodded and Magnus felt frustrated. He had spoken ro
his father only an hour before coming back to Kelewan, so he
doubted that Pug had come to any grand revelation since then.
He had seemed more distracted by news coming from Great
Kesh, that the Nighthawks were once more manifesting. He
sighed. ‘T shall consult with him and returp here in two days. I
know he would want to be informed at once about the new rift
you mentioned.’

Ilianda stepped forward. ‘Please tell him that we think we
have made one breakthrough. As I was saying, with the consul-
tation of some of the more powerful priests of a number of
temples, we think we can safely say that it is not a soul that
empowers these things, but a spirit.’

1 fail to see the difference,’ said Magnus.

‘For the sake of brevity, we’ll avoid mest of the lengthy discus-
sion we had with the priests. The soul is a specific quality of

mind unique to the individual, and it is the part which flees to
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the realm of the gods npon the death of the body. The spirit,
on the other hand, is a form of life energy and that is what
drives the Talnoy.’

Magnus’ eyebrows raised and he locked genuinely surprised.
‘In other words, they’re haunted?’

“The energy that once served the soul is now trapped within
the creature. In our own experience, the soul and spirit are
inexorably linked, but within these creatures, or rather the creat-
ures who provided the life energy, they appear not to be. In
other words, it is, at the heart of things, just another form of
energy.’ S N TR a

‘And what can we infer from that®’ it e

“Two things,’ said Fomoine, ‘First, that most priestly arts will
avail us little or nothing because we are not truly dealing with
a soul—’

Savdari interjected. ‘Assuming that creatures of the lower
circles have souls as we understand them.’

Fomoine threw his companion a dark look. ‘—therefore, all
exorcisms, spiritual banishments and the like, will have no effect
on them. It also means that they are mindless objects, and the
spell of control used to fashion the ring you provided is truly a
marvel of design, for it interprets intent and then translates it
into commands for the Talnoy.” His voice dropped, and he
added, “Which means they have magicians of prodigious arts.’
Then he smiled. ‘But if there is any good to be found in all of
this, it is this: because it’s a life force, it’s limited.’

‘Limited?’ said Magnus. ‘How can that be? The Talnoy has
been resting under the hill on my world for thousands of years
and is still active.

Fomoine said, ‘It is our considered opinion that as long as
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none of the life force within the Talnoy is being utilized, it
remains in reserve. But as it acts, moves, fights and does what-
ever it is instructed to do, the life energy runs out, and even-
tually . . > He shrugged. °. . . it will stop functioning.’

‘How long?’ asked Magnus. “This could be very important.’

‘Days, a few weeks at the most,” said [llianda. ‘From what you ¢
told us, it walked and fought for what must be less than a few
hours before you brought it here. Yet we can see a slight weak-
ening in its strength as we have experimented on it. We have §
used the control ring to test its strengths and abilities and our
entire use of it has amounted to less than half a day.’ ]

Magnus was quiet for 2 moment, then said, “That would explain
Kaspar’s report about why the Dasati seem to use their own
soldiers in most of their conflicts. These Talnoy must be special
assault troops.’

“Their strength is in numbers, they would be nearly invin- 3
cible for a short while. After that, however, I think they could {§

be easily nentralized.’

Magnus nodded. ‘I can think of several ways to do that” He
turned towards the doorway and said, T will speak to my parents
about the ward and in a day or two one of us will return with
more information on the problem. Even if these things are few |
in number and short in endurance, the Dasati themselves are
still a danger that should not be underestimated. We need to
discover how Macros hid this thing from detecdon. Please keep
us informed of any new rifts, if you would be so kind. Good
day’

The three magicians bowed as Magnus left, heading for the
cift room where he would power up the gateway between
Kelewan and Midkemia. Then they returned their attention to
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the Talnoy. All felt the same thing, there was something about
this creature that Magnus was not telling them. -

Nakor climbed through the narrow passageway between the
outer cave and the vast inner chamber housing the ten thou-
sand Talnoy. A solitary figure stood before him. ‘Greetings,
Nakor,” said the warrior decked out in white and gold armour.

‘Hello, Tomas. I hope your stay hasn’t been too tedious.’

"The tall warrior nodded and said, ‘It brings back old memo-
ries. I spent months at a time in deep tunnels with the dwarves
of the Grey Towers during the early years of the Riftwar.” He
glanced behind him at the row upon row of Talnoy standing
motionless, like soldiers at attention, and said, ‘Stll, there has
been a noticeable lack of good conversation for the last few
days.’

‘Pug appreciates your help,’ said Nakor with a grin.

Tomas stiffened and his head came up. ‘Do you hear horses?’

Nakor turned and loocked towards the light streaming in
through the small tunnel. After a moment, he said, ‘I do now.’
He glanced at the human-turned-Dragon Lord and said, ‘Your
hearing is excellent.” Tomas moved to investigate the noise, but
Nakor said, ‘Tll look. You stay here unless there’s trouble. Itk
probably just a few ragged bandits. T'll chase them away.’

Tomas laughed quietly as Nakor departed. Like many others
before him, he had discounted Nakor when they had first met.
The spindly-legged little man in the tattered robe, with the
ever-present leather rucksack, seemed about as menacing as a
day-old kitten, but over the years Tomas had discerned some-
thing of Nakor’s true nature. Now, he was inclined to agree with
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Still, Tomas was not one to sit idly by if there was trouble

approaching, and he was aiso bored, so he waited for a moment

before climbing through the narrow tunnel to the smaller cave
where the original Talnoy had been discovered, and waited near
the back.

He could see Nakor standing before the cave’s entrance as a.

band of horsemen reined in.

‘Hello,’ said Nakor with a wide grin, one hand on the ruck-
sack at his left hip, the other waving in greeting. Tomas edged
closer so he could see past his friend.

There were five riders, young men with the look of a rag-tag
bunch of wild adventurers rather than hardened bandits. They
hardly seemed the type to offer real danger, but they were all
armed and looked prepared for wouble should they find it.

One rode forward a few feet and laughed. “You are the most
amusing thing I have seen in years, old man. We heard from a
wagoner down in Jakalbra that there was a cave up here with
treasure in it. So we thought we'd ride up and see for ourselves.’

He was a youngster, only twenty years of age or a bit older,
but very broad of shoulders and tall, perhaps nearly as tall as
"Tomas’ six feet, six inches, and he had thickly-muscled arms and
neck. He wore leather chest armour and leather riding breeches
tucked into leather boots. His arms were bare, except for heavy
leather bracelets circling his wrists. Raven hair hung past his
shoulders and his ears were bedecked with golden rings. He had
eyes the colour of night, set in a handsome face of sun-bronzed
skin. And there was something about him that made Tomas draw
his sword slowly.
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Nakor shrugged. ‘If there was any treasure here, do you think
I'd be wasting time sheltering myself from the hot sun? No, I'd
be living like a raj down in Maharta!” He laughed. ‘Treasure?
Think on it, my young friend: if that had ever been true, by the
time word of it reached you, someone would have already looted
this cave.” He turned and indicated with a gesture that the cave
was empty.

‘Oh, sometimes people miss things,” said the young man. ‘1
think I'll have a look for myself.’

Nakor stepped nimbly in front of him. ‘T don’t think you wish
to do that.’ )

‘Why not?’ asked the young man, drawing his sword. '

Tomas stepped into their view and stood barring the entrance.
‘Because I would be very annoyed if you tried.’

Nakor stepped to one side, his eyes scanning the area, making
certain that he knew where the other four riders were. The young
man’s companions took one look at the towering presence that
was Tomas and suddenly an afternoon’s lark became a potentially
deadly confrontation. One of the young men nodded to the
other three, and they all turned and began riding away.

The young men glanced over. his shoulder and laughed.
‘Cowards,’ he said. He eyed Tomas as he started circling to his
left. ‘You’re a big one, that’s for sure.’

During Tomas’ boyhood, chance had placed him in a deep
cavern where a Valheru, a Dragon Lord, one of the ancient
rulers of Triagia world, once resided.

By donning the Valheru’s armour - the very suit he wore this
day - Tomas’ mind and body had been changed, until he had
become a living embodiment of that ancient race. The role of
consort to the EIf Queen, being a father, and protecting of his
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adopted people had shaped him far more than the ancient legacy
he carried, but it made him no less dangerous. There were
perhaps only a dozen men who could face Tomas in combat and
survive, and all of them were magic users. Even the finest
swordsmen around, such as Talwin Hawkins, might only delay :
being cut down a few extra minutes. i

Nakor turned his attention from the fleeing riders back to
the lone youngster approaching Tomas. There was something
about him that made Nakor feel uncomfortable. The little Isalani
gambler walked over to the young man’s horse and took the
creature’s reins. He led him a short distance away, giving the
two combatants more room.

With 2 slightly mad glint in his eye the young man said,
“You're really going to try to keep me from going in there?’

‘I'm not going to try, boy,” said Tomas. “You will not set foot
in that cave.’

“T'hat makes it more difficult for me to believe there’s nothing
of value in there worth seeing,’ he replied.

“What you choose to believe is of no concern to ne,” said
Tomas, as he stopped moving and made ready to receive the
attack.

With a fluid motion and a speed which Nakor would not have .'
thought possible, the black-haired youth stepped forwards and -
threw a wicked combination attack that actually caused Tomas
to step back. Tomas blocked his blows, but they were fast and
hard and he couldn’t take his eyes off his opponent.

Nakor felt around and found a short bush to tie off the horse
as he kept his eyes fixed on the combat. The young warrior was
more than merely a boy. There was an efficiency of strength
and motion in his swordplay that outshone even the greatest
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swordsmen on Midkemia. And more, the #erocity of his blows
was actoally forcing Tomas to retreat. . 2

The ring of steel on steel was as loud as hammer on anvil,
and Nakor knew that this was far more than an ordinary youth
they faced. As each second passed, the pitch and intensity of the
battle increased, and soon the flow of the combat seemed like
nothing but a frenzied assault.

As the youth continued his attack, Nakor suddenly realized
what he had been sensing. ‘Don’t kill him, Tomas. I want to
question him!’

"Tomas was now hard pressed not to try for a kill, but he shouted,
‘Tll try to keep that in mind, Nakor." The human-turned-Valheru
had greater weapons than the strength of his arms, and he now
decided thar the contest had gone on long enough.

“Tomas had attempted to tire his opponent out at first, having no
desire to harm a young man whose only crime appeared to be reck-
lessness. Yetnow he was hard pressed to keep an advantage, and the
youth seemed to be growing stronger with each passing minute.

Tomas said, ‘Enough! He began to disengage his blade when
his opponent followed through. Tomas pushed forwards with
all his strength, sliding his own golden blade along the boy’s
steel so that they stood face to face. Suddenly, Tomas reached
out with his left hand and seized the man’s right wrist.

Instantly he felt his own right wrist being seized in rewurn,
for it was the only move the youngster could make without
being defeated quickly. Tomas was surprised by his strength, as
it was far greater than that of any human he had faced. But it
was still no match for the strength of a Dragon Lord reborn
and Tomas used that strength to force the lad backwards.

Then came the instant that Tomas sought: his opponent was
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off balance In a move so swift that Nakor could hardly credit
his senses, Tomas pushed, yanked and twisted his own blade,
sending the youth sliding backwards on the seat of his trousers
across the ground. His sword tumbled through the air to be
caught in Tomas’ free hand. :

The youngster was halfway to his feet before he felt two
crossed blades pressed against either side of his neck. ‘I'wouldn’t
move,” suggested Nakor.

Motionless, the young man looked at each blade, knowing
that with one quick slice, Tomas could remove his head from
his shoulders as easily as slicing a turnip. His eyes darted from
the warrior, to Nakor, and back, and he said, ‘I wouldn’t dream
of it

Tomas said, ‘Now, if I let you get up are you going to show
some manners?’

! ‘Assuredly,” agreed the dark-haired youth.

Nakor came over and as Tomas stood away, the little man
asked, “What is your name?’

The youth, towering over Nakor, looked down and grinned.
T'm Ralan Bek, little man. Who are you?’
¢ ‘lamNakor.’'m a gambler. That is Tomas. He’sa Dragon Lord.’
! Bek looked at Tomas and laughed. ‘As no man has ever bested
me with a sword, I’ll accede to being bested by a legend. A
Dragon Lord? I thought you were beings of myth.’ ‘

‘Tomas raised an eyebrow. ‘Only a few know about the myths.
Where have you heard of the Valheru?’

Bek shrugged. ‘Here and there. From this tale and that. You
know, stories around the campfire.’

Nakor said, ‘T would like to know more about you and your
life.
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Bek laughed again. ‘T stand here without a weapon, so I'm
inclined to tell you anything you wish to know, little man. Shall
we have peace?’

‘Peace?’ echoed Nakor, looking at Tomas.

Tomas nodded. He reversed Bek’s sword and handed it to
him. ‘Peace.’

The young man re-sheathed it and said, ‘So, there is some
treasure in there, then?’

Nakor shook his head. ‘Gold and gems, no. But there is
something of special interest to us and it would bring nothing
but ill to anyone else. It is important, but it is also very
dangerous.’

‘Tll not dispute him again,” said Bek, indicating Tomas, ‘just
to see if you are lying or not. But what could be more valuable
than riches?’

‘Knowledge is always valuable,’ said Tomas.

‘And dangerous, I have found,’ said Bek. He motioned to his
horse. ‘If you have no objection, I should catch up with my
companions. They are an unruly and troublesome bunch without
me to tell them what ta do. Besides, they’ll have drunk the inn
at Dankino half dry by the gme I get there.’

‘Actually,’ said Nakor, putting his hand on Bek’s arm — a soft
gesture, but one which stopped the larger man immediately, ‘1
was wondering if you would care to earn some gold in a more
honest fashion than brawling?’

‘What do you mean?’

Nakor pointed to Tomas and said, ‘He guards the stuff I need
to study. If we had another pair of sharp eyes and keen ears
here, Tomas could return home and spend some time with his
family.’
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Nakor grinned and almost giggled when he said, “Where do
you think little Dragon Lords come from?’
Tomas shook his head, but a warning glance from Nakor kept
him silent, He didn’t know the Isalani gambler as well as Pug did,

but over the years he had developed a respect for his instincts. 1f |

the little man wanted Bek to remain, there had to be a good reason.
Bek laughed at Nakor’s joke. ‘What does it pay?’
‘Straight to the point,’ said Nakor. ‘I like that. We’re pretty out-
of-the~wayhere, butasyou've just demonstrated, sometimes things
happen that you dop’t anticipate. We'll pay you handsomely.” & -§

.. ‘How handsomely?’ ‘s
:*,E “Two gold coins a day, plus food. (T . s:
- ‘For how long?’ due iy
-‘For as long as it takes,” responded Nakor. Parg

2t Bek lost his smile. ‘A few coins for a few days work guarding
a cave from wild dogs and the occasional bandit is one thing,
little man. But I wouldn’t welcome camping out here for longer
than a week or so, even if I was paid three gold coins a day.’
“You have somewhere else to be?” asked Tomas.
;. Bek threw back his head and laughed. ‘Not particularly, but
I always find it difficult to stay in one place for very long. My
father used to hunt me down and beat me when he found me.’
Nakors eyes narrowed at the description. “You left home
when you were, what? Thirteen, fourteen?’
“Thirteen,’ said Bek, examining Nakor’s face. ‘How did you
know that?’
‘I'm familiar with the story,” said Nakor. “Would three gold
coins a day make you a more patient man?’
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Beck shrugged. ‘For three, I'll give you a month, but afier
that I'll want to go somewhere with beautiful whores and good
ale to spend it

Nakor grinned. ‘Done.’

Tomas said, ‘Nakor, a word if you please,’ and directed the
little man to join him on the other side of the cave. Softly, Tomas
asked, ‘Are you certain you wish to do this?’

Nakor’s sunny expression vanished. ‘Not wish, must. This lad
is . . . not ordinary.’

‘1 cannot argue with that, Nakor. Of all the mortal swordsmen
I have faced, he is essily the most dangerous. There is some-
thing supernatural about him.’

‘Exactly. His story sounded familiar because it is very similar
to my own. I was that boy in a way. I had the same problems
staying at home, and my father used to beat me too. I ran away
when I was very young. It’s — it’s all the same”’

Glancing at the young swordsman, then back at the little
gambler, he said, ‘Not entirely the same.’

‘Granted, I became a card cheat and he became a
bandit, but the point is we have much in common. And it’s
the same story that Macros told of his youth. Its toe
much to be a simple coincidence. I wish to explore that
further.’

“There’s more, isn’ there?’ i

“You remember the old saying: “keep your friends close and your
enemies closer”, Tomase’

Tomas said, ‘I remember.

‘I think we want this lad to stay very close indeed. If my
instincts are not playing me false and there’s an advantage to be
had from this encounter, I'll find it.’
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¢ ‘No doubt you will. Now, what do you want me to do?’ =
% “Go home for 2 while. I'll keep an eye on Bek and I'll keep
a watch on the cave until Magnus gets back from Kelewan. I
have some ideas about how to control those things in there that
I want to discuss with him.”

Tomas said, ‘Very well. I am pleased to be returning to my
queen so soon.’

‘Do you need an orb?” Nakor asked as he pulled a shiny
metal object from his rucksack and offered it to Tomas.

“Thank you. I could call a dragon to take me, but it does
attract notice. And anyway, this is faster,” he said, pressing a
button with his thumb before disappearing.

Nakor turned to Bek and said, ‘Do you have any food in that . |

saddlebag?’

‘Not really.’

Nakor approached the young man and drew a round object
out of his sack. Tossing it to Bek, who caught it in the air, he
" said, “Want an orange?’

Bek smiled. ‘L.ove one.” He began to peel it with his thumb.
“‘What do we do now?’

‘We wait for some friends. You out here; me in there.” He

pointed at the cave mouth. . e il
. “One thing,’ said Bek. i)
L *What?” »

# “The three gold. It starts today. g 4
« Nakor shrugged. ‘OK, then make yourself useful and get

gome wood for a fire.’ b
% Bek laughed and turned to hunt firewood. L
") . ek

4
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Bek rose slowly in the darkness and moved without making a
sound. He tiptoed around the fire, picking up a small brand of
buring wood as he gave Nakor’s slumbering form a wide berth.
He entered the cave and quickly saw there was nothing inside,
save the narrow tunnel.

He entered and quickly found his way to the ledge over-
hanging the pathway down to the floor of the cavern. Even in
the flickering light he could see the motionless Talnoy standing
in their ranks.

His eyes widened like a child’s as he looked over each black
metal warrior in glee. He grmned and whistled softly. “What
have we here?’ hUei M TNV A

AL T ’ e ekt ‘1'_.. . oLy 4%

Outside the cave, Nakor lay motionless. He had heard Bek enter
the cave and knew that the young man would now be looking
at the army of Talnoy.

After a few more minutes, he heard Bek return. Nakor was
ready to move the instant he felt threatened, and after having
seen Bek battle Tomas, he knew there might only be a moment
for him to employ his most deadly ‘tricks’ to protect himself.

But Ralan Bek simply lay down on the other side of the camp-
fire and quickly fell sound asleep. Nakor continued to lie motion-
less, but he was still awake when the sun rose thenext morning.
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Once again, Tad and Zane rode in a cart, as they had
almost half a year before. This time however, they were
approaching the village of Stardock.

Reaching Shamata, Caleb and the boys had found a shipment
of goods that were being sent along the shore of the Sea of
Dreams down to the Grear Star Lake and the Academy. Caleb
had volunteered to take the shipment and arrange for someone
to return the wagon to the trading concern when they arrived.
As the company was owned by his father, Caleb encountered
no objection.

He had told the boys that they would pass through Stardock
on their way south, but that they would only stay for one night.
Tad rode next to Caleb on the driver’s seat, while Zane sat in
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the back, behind duécseggd with hm féet hanging over the back
of the wagon. "
It was late afternoon by the time they reached the outer
boundary of Stardock Town. The first of its buildings heaved
' into sight along the shore of the lake to their left. They had
been passing farms for a day now, so they had guessed that they

would reach the trading warehouse before sundown.

As they rolled into the outskirts of the township, Tad and
Zane waved to a few familiar faces, most of whom stared back
vacantly before they recognized the boys. Tad said, ‘People are
looking at us strangely, Caleb.’

“You've changed, Tad,” answered the tall hunter, now dressed
like a driver. The boys wore the same old tunics and trousers they
had worn when they left the town half a year before. Bath
complained frequently that the clothes were too tight, so Caleb

had promised to buy them new garments when they reached Kesh.
The boys were off the wagon before it came to a complete
halt, and as they started to move away, Caleb halted them. ‘Where -
do you think you're going?’
“To see Mother,” answered Tad.
‘Not undl you've unloaded,’ he said, hiking his thumb at the
cargo. L L
‘Grooms and his boys will unload,” said Zane. gL :
‘Not this lot,” said Caleb. ‘I want you to take the gragon over
there—’ he pointed to an empty cargo pallet at the edge of thﬂ ¢ \
stabling yard, ‘—and unload everything onto that.’
Both boys knew that meant the cargo was destined for the .
island. They also remembered loading the wagon, and Tad

asked, ‘Can we get some help at least?’
Caleb nodded. “Tell Grooms I'll settde with him later.’

155




RAYMOND E. FEIST vo. [y 2

‘Where are you going?’ asked:Tad, as Calehstartedits walk
away. ) v

Turning to walk backwards, he said, “To see your mother. I'll
tell her you'll be along shortly.’

Tad jumped back up to the driver’s seat and moved the team
over to the indicated area, while Zane sought out Grooms — the
manager of the shipping warehouse — to secure some help in
the unloading.

Caleb hurried to Maries house and found her in the back,
tending her garden. Seeing Caleb, she sprang to her feet and em-
braced him. ‘I have missed you,’ she said between two passionate
kisses. ‘It has been so lonely here since you took the boys away.’
She hugged him tghtly for 2 moment, then said, ‘You said you'd
have the boys write,” with a slightly accusatory tone.

I did,’ he answered, puliing a folded sheet of parchment from
out of his tunic. With a grin he said, ‘But I thought I'd bring
it myself rather than send it by courier.’

She kissed him and said, ‘Come inside and have some tea and
tell me what you did with them.’

He followed her inside and saw that she had a kettle simmering
next to the fire. T find I do little cooking now that it’s just me.
I bake just one loaf of bread a week instead of three or four.
She poured tea and said, ‘What of the boys?’

“They are well,” he said. ‘Much has changed in the six months
since we left.’

She sat after she had served them at the tiny table which stll
managed to occupy nearly a third of the room. “Tell me.’

“Things didn’t turn our quite as I had wished,” he said. “The
apprenticing I had hoped for . . .’

‘At least tell me that you’ve found them honest labour, Caleb.
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They could becomﬁzhyabmihmpd wastrels. here as eaﬁi} as
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He smiled. ‘Not}ung like that Then he sighed. ‘Currently,
they are working as wagoner’ lads.’

“Teamsters?' she said, her eyes widening slightly. ‘That’s
strange, neither of them cared much for horses and mules.’

“They still don’t, but it’s necessary,” said Caleb. He smiled
broadly. “They're over at the warehouse unloading a wagon with
some of Grooms’ lads. They should be here soon.’

“You wicked man!’ Marie cried, hitting him on the arm. ‘Why
did you wait to tell me?’

‘Because I wanted a few minutes alone with you, and once
the boys are here I won't be spared more than a few seconds of
your time.’

She kissed him. “They are old enough to understand that their
mother needs more than to cook and sew for—'

Her words halted as Tad came in through the door with Zane
behind him. When they’d left they had been boys, but in less
than half a year, Marie hardly recognized her sons. Both were
sunburned, their shoulders had broadened and their faces had
lost whatever echoes of childhood she remembered. Their cheeks
were hollow, and the baby fat had been replaced by stubble
along their jaws. Below the short sleeves of their tunics, their
arms were muscled and their hands hard with ¢alluses.

Marie stood and both bays rushed to embrace her. ‘T thought
I might never see you two again,” she said, her eyes glowing
with moisture. She hugged them tightly, then stepped back.
“You've . . . changed. Both of you.’

‘Hard work, Mama,’ said Tad. ‘I've never worked so hard in
my life.’
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“What have you been doing?’ she asked. ne e ¥

The boys exchanged a quick glance with Caleb, then Tad said,
‘Stone work, mostly. A lot of wall-building. Some hunting and
fishing.’

‘A lot of wagon-driving too, and loading and unloading,’ said
Zane. ‘And [ learned how to swim!’

Marie’s mouth opened and closed before she said, “You finally
got over your fear of the water?’

Zane blushed. ‘I wasn’t afraid. I just didn’t like it very
much.’ Mg ol

Tad sniggered. ‘He had a good teacher.” s avpupewrsizon brsne
Zane blushed even more. RTE LT TR YR LS

Puzzled, Marie looked at Caleb, who said, ‘Let’s go to the
inn and eat.’

‘Might as well,’ she offered. ‘I haven’t got enough here to
feed you three.” To the boys she said, “You two hurry ahead and
wash up. We’ll be along in a minute.’

After they left, she kissed Caleb again, passionately. Then she
whispered, “Thank you.’

‘For what?’ he replied in 2 soft voice.

‘For looking after them. And for turning them into men.’

“They’ve a way to go yet,” he said. n

‘But it’s a start,’ she said. ‘When Tad’s father died .2 ? Sha
began to weep.

‘What is it?’

Just me being foolish,’ she said, forcing back her tears. ‘It’s
just so wonderful to see you all, and so much has changed in
so little time.” She waved away the moment and took a deep
breath. She preceded him out of the door and he fell into step
by her side as they slowly walked to the inn.
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He looked at her in the failing afternoon llght ‘We'll havea
little dme tonight, Marie, just the two of us.’ "

She smiled. *That is most certain.’ o

‘How have you been getting by?’ he asked, noticing that shg
had lost weight since he had last seen her.

‘As always: I sell what I grow, and buy what I need. I take on
a little sewing now and again when someone needs help and 1
am planning to buy some chickens soon so that I can have eggs
to eat and perhaps a few to sell.” She hugged his arm. ‘T get by’

He said nothing, but his heart aimost broke as he realised
what little thought he had given to her needs before he had
taken her boys away. He slipped his arm around her slender
waist and hugged her as they walked. After a moment of silence,
he said, ‘Perhaps we can come up with something better than
just getting by’

‘What do you mean?’ SN

‘Later,” he said as they reached the inn..motssy i i

TR a

Dinner was almost festive. Even though it had only been six
months, many of the local townspeople stopped the boys — after
a second glance - to welcome them back and remark on how
much they had changed. Several girls had also stopped them to
let them know that they would be in the squarg after sundown
should the boys happen by.

At supper Marie gently informed the boys that Ellie was due
to have a baby in a few months’ time. But the pair simply
exchanged looks, and burst out laughing.

“‘What's so funny?’ asked their mother.

The boys said nothing. Their feelings for the girl seemed
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distant now compared to the vivid memories of parting with the
sisters. Over a three-day period all six girls had expressed indi-
vidual regret at the boys’ departure in ways that unal then, had
been beyond either of their imaginations a year earlier.

They hurried through supper, anxious to visit their friends. .

After they left, Marie looked around the otherwise deserted tap
room of the inn and asked, ‘Are you staying here tonight?’

Caleb rose and offered his hand. ‘We are staying here. I told
the boys to sleep in their old beds tonight.’

Marie said, ‘I expect they're old enough to know what’s going
on.’

“They’ve known for a long time, Marie. But let’s just say that
now they have a much fuller understanding.’

‘Oh!’ she said, as he led her up the stairs to his room. ‘You
mean—7?’

. “Yes.” ¥ R
s ‘They are becoming men, aren't they?’ te . R

“That’s more than any mother should knaw,” said Caléb as he
led her into his reom.

K LTV R I S
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The next morning, Caleb and Marie found Tad and Zane asleep
in the small hut where they had been raised. Caleb roused them
from the pallets with a couple of playful taps from his boot.
‘Get up, you two.

The boys arose with pallid complexions, bloodshot eyes and
groans of protest. ‘Someone found a bottde of something, it
seemns,” said Caleb.

‘Matthew Conoher and his brother James,’ said Zane. ‘It was

. brandy, he said. Tasted more like wood varnish.’
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‘But you drank it anyway?’ said Marie.  oi.35ude o

“That we did,” said Tad. He stood, stretched and yawned,
wearing only his trousers.

His mother looked at her son’s chest, stomach, shoulders and
arms. “‘Where did you get all those scars?’ she asked, her voice
revealing alarm and her eyes narrowing as she crossed the hut
to trace a particularly nasty-looking scar on his right shoulder
with her finger.

Tad flinched as her touch tickled him. T was carrying a
pretty big stone up the path from the beach and it just got away
from me. If I’'d have let it go, I would have had to walk all the
way back down the path and pick it up again, so I tried to hang
on to it and it ripped right though my shirt.’

She glanced at Caleb, then at her son. ‘I thought for a
minute—~’

Tad grinned. “What? That Caleb had been beating us?’

‘Only a little,’ said Caleb. ‘And only when they needed it.’

‘No,’ said Marie, her expression slightly petulant as she became

annoyed by their teasing. ‘I thought that perhaps it was from a

weapon.’

Tad brightened. ‘Not that one.” He pointed to another faint
scar along his rib cage. ‘Now, this one was from a sword!’

‘A sword! exclaimed his mother. =tk

‘I've got one, too,” Zane said, pointing to a long mark across
his forearm. “Tad gave me that when I didn’t get my blade
around fast enough on a parry.’

“You two,’ she said firmly, pointing to the boys. ‘Get dressed.’
Turning she said, ‘Caleb, outside.’

She led him out of the hut and said, “What have you done
to my boys?’
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gy Caleb shook his head slightdy and said, ‘Exactly what you
thanked me for last night, Marie. 'm turning them into men.
Things didn’t happen exactly the way I wanted . . .” He paused
for a moment. ‘Let me tell you about the ambush.’

Caleb told her ahout the ambush, without glossing over how.
injured he had been nor overstating how resourceful the boys had
proved. He told it as calmly as he could. ‘So, when it became
clear that my father thought they were my apprentices anyway
. . . well, let’s say we were too far down a particular road for me
to drop them at some fuller’s or baker’s door and say, “Turn these
lads into journeymen, will you, please?” They are now my respons-
ibility and I'm going to take the best care of them that I can.’

‘But teaching them to fight, Caleb? Are they to be soldiers,
then?’

‘No, but they will need to know how to take care of them-
selves. If they're with me and working for my father, they will
be in danger occasionally. I want to make sure that they are able
to survive those dangers.’

Marie seemed unconvinced, but said nothing for a moment.

Tad stuck his head out of the door of the hut and said, ‘Can
we come out now?’

Caleb waved the boys out and Marie said, ‘I'm their mother
and they will always be my babies.’

“This baby would like something to eat, now,” said Tad.

Marie slapped him on the shoulder. “Then we must go to the
market and get—’

“We’ll eat again at the inn,” interrupted Caleb, ‘bur there is
something T need to discuss with all of you first.’

They stood in the early morning chill, the boys sdll half-
asleep and squinting against the glare of the low-hanging sun.
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Caleb said, “There are perhaps, better times and places for these
things, but this is where I am, so now is the time.” .#" R

‘Caieb,” asked Marie, ‘what are you talking about?’

“Your boys have been cast by fate into my care, their lot decided
by the unselfish act of retarning to see to my welfare, and in
so doing, saving my life.’

He looked at the boys and said, “You know I love your mother
more than any other woman I know, and I have been true to
her for years.” He locked at Marie and said, ‘T can not promise
to be here any more than I have in the past, so I want you to
leave Stardock and come and live with my family.’

‘But this is the only home I've known,’ said Marie.

- ‘We’ll make another home, the four of us.’
‘What are you asking, Caleb?’
‘Let us wed, and T will name the boys as my adopted sons. If

All of you will have me.’

- The boys grinned at one another and Tad said, ‘Does this
mean we get to call you “Papa™?’

‘Only if you wish to be beaten,’ said Caleb with a smile. But
his eyes were fixed on Marie. ’

She leaned into him and said softly, ‘Yes, Caleb. I will go with
you.’

He kissed her, then said, “Zane, go to the inn and tell Jakesh
to break out his best ale and wine. Tell him to prepare roast
oxen, and trot out his best foods, for tonight we shall treat the
town to a feast, _

“Tad, find Father DeMonte and tell him that he has a wedding
to perform at sundown.’

“Today?” asked Marie.

‘Why wait?’ asked Caleb. ‘I love you and want to know that
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' no matter what happens in the future, you and the h@ysm]l be
cared for. I want to know you are waiting for me.” wwed . -
With a wry smile she said, T'm always waiting for yoiCaleb:

You know that.’ g
‘As my wife?’ he said. “That’s what I want.’ R S
She buried her face in his shoulder and hugged hinusightly
Then she said, “Yes, I'll marry you.’ 4 -

The boys whooped and ran off on their errands. After a
moment, Marie said, ‘Are you certain?’

‘Never been so certain about anything in my life.” He kissed
her. ‘I nearly died out there, and the thought of never seeing
you again . . .” His eyes shone with moisture and emotion as
his voice wavered. ‘Then those boys, those two wonderful boys
that you raised, Marie—’ He stopped, then said, ‘I didn’t know
. whether to throtde them for disobeying me . . . but had they
not, they would now be somewhere in northern Kesh, seeking
a man who they only knew by name, without means, while I
would be rotting by some roadside. I’ as if the gods have planned
this, my love, and I'll not wait another day.

‘When will we move to your home, Caleb®

“Tonight, after the festival, for that’s what it will be — a festival!’

‘T have so much to do—' she began. ¥

‘All you must do is be beautiful, and that is already done.

‘Still, if we are to travel this night, T must pack.’

‘Pack what? What do you need to bring with you? You have
the boys, and nothing in the hut is necessary where we are going.
You'll see. What else is there? A few keepsakes?’

‘Some.’

“Then gather those and then spend the rest of this day
preparing for your wedding. Find the dressmaker and spare no
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expense, and find the women you wish to stand with you k. -

She nodded, tears forming. She put her hands over her nose
and mouth and said, ‘Here I am crying like a foolish girl.’

He kissed her and said, ‘Nothing foolish about you, Marie.
Nothing foolish at all.’

She kissed him again, then said, ‘T need to go to the dressmaker
now. I I know Bethel Roachman she will kick up a real fuss about
having to make something for me between now and sundown.’

‘Let her. Just see that it’s done to your liking.’

She smiled, nodded, and hurried off, holding her hem above
the mud, and Caleb watched her go.

Standing alone he wondered at his sudden need to formalize
what had been unspoken between them. He felt a moment of
worry, then pushed it aside. He knew his reason: he wanted the
world to know that he loved this woman, and cared for her boys
as if they were his own. He wanted a priest of a temple to bless
their union and he wanted to go to his father with this ready-
made family certain in his own mind that he could take no other
course of action.

After a moment, he muttered under his breath, ‘Sun’s hardly
up and I need a drink already’ With doubt gnawing at his
stomach, he forced himself to turn and walk back to the ware-
house. He had to send a message to his parents and brother,
and he needed to do it now. ‘

.I,J_L_
Pug and Miranda stood to one side, and watched their youngest
son and the woman he laved exchange their vows before Father
DeMonte, the local Priest of Killian whose tiny church served
the Stardock region.
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Magnus stood a few feet behind his parents, stadying his younger :
brother with a mixture of pleasure and envy. That Caleb could °
find a little joy in the dark world they inhabited pleased Magnus
enormously.

Pug was impressed by how much had been done in so short -
a time, Garlands of blooms hung from a lattice of grape-stakes
constructed by some local boys under Tad’s direction. Zane had
organized the food and drink, and the tables around the town
square were loaded. Once word of the wedding had passed
through the town, the local women had pitched in with freshly-
baked goods and preserves, and by sundown it was — as Caleb
had predicted — a full-blown festival.

"Tad and Zane stood on Marie’s side of the square, behind the
three women who were standing with her. They glanced at Ellie
and Grame Hodover who stood watching silently. Ellie smiled
back at the boys who noted her swelling stomach and silently
agreed that fate had put them on a better path than they had
antcipated.

Spending a few minutes with Ellie during the course of the
afternoon had restored the balance of their lives, and she 1
was once again like their sister. Grame, as always, was a self- }
important bore, and neither Tad nor Zane could understand
what Ellie saw in him, but as she loved him they decided that - -
was a good enough reason to put up with the pompous fool.

When the priest had finished and the crowd had cheered,
Pug motioned for the boys to come over and join them. He |
whispered something to his wife and she nodded. Miranda turned
her attention to Marie, and as Pug led the boys off to the side
of the crowd, Pug felt a faint pang. Marie looked older than
Miranda. She would grow to be an old woman while Pug,
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Miranda and probably Magnus would remain unchanged. What
would become of Caleb wasn't clear. There were aspects to his
son’s nature that no one else understood, or even suspected, save
perhaps Nakor. Pug had realized years ago that it was fuatile to
try and keep anything the Isalani found interesting a secret.

Reaching a quiet corner of the town square, Pug said, ‘Boys,
I suppose it’s a good thing that I decided not to have you
drowned when you first came to my island.’

Both boys looked startled for a moment, then grinned.

‘From this moment you are grandsons to me, and with that
comes privilege and responsibility. We’ll talk more in the
morning, but for the moment, go to the festival and share your
mother’s joy.’

"They hesitated, then with a spontaneity that surprised Pug,
hugged him fiercely. “Thank you, Pug,’ said Zane. “We’ll make
you proud of us.’

Pug suddenly found himself flushed with emotion. T know
you will,” he whispered hoarsely.

They hurried off to the party while Magnus and his mother
moved to where Pug stood. Miranda said, “You look nonplussed.”

‘Just taken by surprise, that’s all.’ ¥ -

‘What were you surprised by, Father?” 4+ .

“That two boys I hardly know could suddenly become impor-
tant to me.’ ;

Miranda smiled. ‘You have always allowed people to become
important to you, Pug.’ She slipped her arm around his waist.
‘It’s one of the things I love about you, yet which causes me no
end of annoyance.’

Softly, Pug said, “They remind me of William.’

Neither Miranda nor Magnus said anything for a moment.
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William, Pug’s.ﬁrst—bom child, had died years before, burt his
father still grieved. Magnus rested his hand on his father’s

shoulder and the three stood motionless for a long time before IS

they moved back to rejoin Caleb and his wif¢ in the festival.

O “Htkgohe it bap veuwgham
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As the festival came to a close, Pug joined his younger son for
a short walk. When they were out of earshot, Pug said, ‘T've
just gotten word from home.’

. ‘And?’

. “There has been another murder in Kesh.’

Caleb didn’t need to hear any more. He knew that since
Nakor had returned from his visit to Knight-Marshal Erik von
Darkmoor, Pug had alerted every agent the Conclave had
in Kesh to be on the lookout for evidence of a Nighthawk
resurgence. For this murder to have come to their attention
so swiftly, the victim had to have been someone significant.
“Who was it?’

‘Just a minor noble, but one linked directly to an important
faction in the Gallery of Lords and Masters. I don’t have a
completely clear picture of what's taking place down there, but
I think we could be seeing the beginning of a major power-shift
in the Empire.’

‘A little murder has always been part of politics in Kesh, Father.’

Pug nodded and said, “Yes, but many murders remind me tao
well of the last time someone tried to seize power down there” He
grinned. ‘Although that odd set of events also led Nakor to me.’

‘T've heard the story,” said Caleb, following his father’s news
with a sigh. ‘I had hoped that Marie and I could spend a little
more time together to celebrate our nuprials.’

164




FLIGHT -OF THE NIGHTHAWKS

‘I'm sorry to say you only have a few days, as I need you down
in Great Kesh within a week. Marie and the boys will have to
get used to the idea that although you often travel by common
means ~ horse or wagon — yow’re just as likely to be whisked
from here to there by magic.” Pug glanced over his shoulder
and seeing no need to be cautious continued, ‘I've already sent
Tal, Kaspar, Pasko and Amafi to the capiral. Kaspar looks so
different no one will recognize the newly named Comté du
Bassillon from the court of Bas-Tyra until he reaches the palace.’

‘With 2l the correct papers, no doubt.’

Pug nodded. “Ial is a well-known former Champion of the
Masters’ Court, and his notoriety will help him gain invitations
to various functions and places where we need eyes and ears.
But there are also places a teamster and his two apprentices can

Y

go—

‘Wait a minute, Father! I want you to take the boys back
home with you.’

Pug turned on Caleb and seized his arm. ‘T have treated you
like a man since you first showed me that you could accept a
man’s responsibilities. Do you remember how old you were?’

‘Seventeen,’ said Caleb. ‘I remember asking you to send me
on a mission.” He hung his head, knowing where this conver-
sation was headed. .

‘How old are Tad and Zane?’ NS

‘Seventeen this Midsummer’s Day.’ e

Pug was silent for a minute, then said, “You had no choice
but to bring the boys back to our island. But that decision made
them a concern of the Conclave, even though there were limits
to their obligation and what we might ask of them once we were
certain that they could be trusted. You asked for neither my nor
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your mother’s counsel when you choje to wed Marie and bring
the boys into our family.” ¥a

Caleb nodded. T realize as much.’

‘I could never tell you where to find your happiness, Caleb.
No man can. I realize that your life has been harder in many
ways than Magnus’. You were always the odd boy out, the one
who couldn’t do magic. T do understand that. But your choice
has put those two boys in a situation they hardly understand. It
is your duty as their stepfather to teach them what it means to
be part of this family.”

Pug looked into the darkness for 2 moment. ‘I had been a
prisoner in a Tsurani work camp for two years, and Tomas
fought alongside the dwarves in Grey Towers when we were
Tad and Zane's age.

‘Maybe it’s fate,” said Pug, as he looked into his son’s eyes.
‘But be it fate, chance or whim, they are now part of this and
you must teach them what that means.’

“‘Marie will not be happy.’

‘I know, but we will do everything we can to bring her into
our family.” Pug then smiled. ‘Do you think she’s ready for what
she'll find on Sorcerer’s Isle?’

Caleb said, ‘She’s pretty level-headed, 1 think she’ll manage.’
Then as they turned back to the fesdval, he added, ‘But it might
be wise to prevent her becoming too friendly with the Pithirendar
sisters until she’s had a chance to adjust. There are some things
a mother doesn’t need to discover about her sons.”

Pug nodded. “You mean like that time your mother popped
into that brothel in Salador because she was looking for you?’

Caleb laughed. “That’s exactly what I mean. T don’t know who
was more upset, me, Mother, or the whore.’
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Pug patted his son’s: daould&'- ‘My money would. be en youi
mother.’

BT I

Caleb said, ‘You're probably right.’

They returned to the festival and Caleb sought out his bride.
A heavy sadness descended upon him as he considered just how

he would tell her that he and their sons would be leaving without
her at first light. THOT
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Petro Amafi stood at his master’s right arm, once again
playing the role of dutiful manservant to Tal’s bored Kingdom
noble, Far in the distance he could make out Kaspar, now using
the name André Comté du Bassillon, from the Duke’s court in
Bas-Tyra.

Like all visiting nobility, he was honour bound to present
himself to the Imperial court upon arrival in Great Kesh.
Emperor Diigai was too busy, of course, to see them: Kaspar,
now a low-level functionary, despite carrying marques from the
King of the Isles naming him trade envoy plenipotentiary, and
Talwin Hawkins, minor noble and Champion of the Masters’
Court in Roldem, were simply not of sufficient rank to warrant
taking up any part of the old Emperor’s time.
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They would be greeted in turn by a minor functionary of the
court, one of sufficient rank to not slight visitors, but not of
high enough rank to give them too high an opinion of their
status. As Kaspar had explained to Talwin before they had left
Roldem together, while Roldem considered itself the cultural
centre of the Sea of Kingdoms, Kesh viewed itself as the virtual
centre of the known world, with some justification.

It was historically the most powerful nation on the entre
world of Midkemia, and only the constant issue of keeping the
southern vassal states, the so-called ‘Keshian Confederacy’, under
control prevented the Empire from extending its borders further.
Two hundred years earlier a revolt in the south had allowed the
northern province of Bosania, now split into the Duchy of Crydee
and the Free Cities of Natal, and the island province of Queg,
to break free of the Empire.

Currently Roldem’s navy was combined with the Kingdom of
the Isles’ great Eastern Fleet, supported by a loose agreement
among the small eastern Kingdoms to come to one another’s
aid against any Keshian incursion, which kept the Empire
contained in the east.

In the west, it was the Kingdom’s Western Fleet and the navy
of the Empire of Queg, plus the economic strength of the Free
Cities of Natal that had kept Kesh in check. So for the time
being the political landscape over the entire continent of Triagia
was stable for the first time in centuries. Which meant that the
fighting now ran along economic and political lines, a great deal
less overt, but no less nasty and dangerous than a military
confrontation.

Talwin was doing his part to ensure that the stability presently
being enjoyed by the citizens of all nations continued: it was
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Tal noticed Kaspar trying to catch his eye and whispered to
Amafi, ‘Go and see what Lord André needs.’

Petro Amafi, one-time assassin and betrayer of both men,
quickly moved forwards past the others who were waiting quietly
in the anteroom to the presentation hall.

There was a rough pattern to where people chose to stand,
for everyone coming to be presented to the Emperor’s court
had some sense of where they were likely to be in the order of
those called. Near the door waited those of sufficient rank to
be almost worthy enough to be presented directly to the
Emperor: minor princes from distant lands, nobles who were
related by blood to royalty, and envoys of lower than the rank
of ambassador.

Kaspar had once enjoyed higher status, since he had been
the ruler of the Duchy of Olasko. It was more than five years
since he had last visited Kesh on a state visit, and he doubted
many would recognize him — though he was occasionally given
a second glance by one functionary or another who seemed to
think that Kaspar was someone who they should know but
didn’t quite remember. He was by his own estimate at least
thirty pounds lighter than he had been when ruler of Olasko.
A vear of hard living and less than bountiful food, followed by
a strict regimen of strenuous training and light eating had kept
him slim. Instead of the closely cut beard he had once sported,
he was now clean shaven, and he had let his hair grow to his
shoulders. With clothing bought from the most fashionable
tailor in Bas-Tyra, he looked entirely like a gentleman of that
court.
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‘Master Talwin asks what it is you negd, Magnificence?’ said
Amaft when he reached Kaspar’s side. ».

With a slight nod of his head, Kaspar said, “Iell the Squire I
may be indisposed. I believe T may have been recognized.’

Amafi twrped around inconspicuously, as if to talk to Pasko,
the old agent who had served as one of Talon’s early teachers.
Speaking of nothing of note, Amafi let his eyes sweep the room,
not lingering long enough to establish eye contact with anyone,
but still managing to identfy every potential threat. Smiling,
he turned back to Kaspar and said, ‘T assume my lord is refer-
ring to the minor functionary standing near that small door on
the right?’

‘Actually, it was the man who spoke to him a moment ago
before disappearing through that door,’ said Kaspar. “The other
fellow is merely keeping an eye on me, I suspect.’

‘I will convey to my master your concerns,’ said Amafi. ‘If we
do not see you at the rendezvous this evening, we shall assume
the worst.

With 2 bland expression and a forced smile, Kaspar said, ‘You
do that, Amafi.}

Pasko said, ‘Convey word to those who might care about such
things.’

Amafi nodded. Pasko, a2 dour man of middle years, had been
dispatched by the Conclave to keep a close wat¢h on Kaspar.
The former Duke of Olasko had earned a great deal of good
will by carrying word to the Conclave of the threat from the
Dasati the year before, but he was still not entirely trusted. So,
Pasko kept an eye on Kaspar, while Talwin watched Amafi.

The plan was straightforward: the Conclave had sent three
groups of agents — Kaspar and Pasko, Tal and Amafi, and Caleb
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and the boys - to the City of Kesh. Kaspar, as a2 minor envoy,
would have access to many key government ministers and func-
tionaries; Tal would be able to move easily through the social
circles of the minor Keshian nobility: as a past Champion of
the Masters’ Court and with his reputation as a womanizer and
gambler he would have no shortage of social invitations. Caleb
and the boys would be able to negotiate their way through the
common citizenry of the Empire, from honest labourers to
criminals. It was hoped that by using three different sets of
agents some clue could be uncovered as to the whereabouts
of the leader of the Nighthawks. And Pug hoped through one of
these channels that he would learn the whereabouts of his old
enemy, Leso Varen.

Amafi relayed Kaspar’s message to Tal, who said, ‘If we are
separated and questioned, you know what to say”’

“Yes, Magnificence,’ replied the grey-haired assassin. ‘You
have met the Comté on 2 number of occasions in Bas-Tyra and
elsewhere. You have even played cards with him, and you were
pleased to discover yourselves wravelling on the same boat from
Caralién to Kesh. We travelled by land from Pointer’s Head to
Ishlana, then by river boat. The Comté said he had come from
Rillanon, so I assume he came by land fram Deep Taunton to
Jonril then by boat to Caralién. It was a most fortuitous happen-
stance as the Comté is convivial company.” With an evil smile,
he added, ‘And an indifferent card player.’

‘Don't overdo it," said Tal. ‘But if they assume I'm staying
close to him to cheat him at cards, they will perhaps not suspect
that we are plotting together.’

‘A small bad intention is often far more easily believed than
a big one, Magnificence,” whispered Amafi. ‘Once I avoided the
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gallows by merely claiming to have entered a certain house to
have a dalliance with the man’s wife instead of attempting to
kill him. The woman vigorously denied it, but the odd thing
was, the louder she claimed it wasn’t so, the more the author-
ities believed it was. I was put in a cell, from which T escaped
a few days later; the man beat his wife, causing her brother to
kill him in a duel, and I collected my fee for the man’ death,
despite the fact I had not placed one finger upon him. I did,
however, revisit the wife to console her, and found her behav-
iour clearly demonstrated why the constables were inclined to
believe me and not her.’ With a half-wistful look, he added,
‘Grief made her ardent.’

Tal chuckled. There had been several times in their relation-
ship when he would have happily murdered Amafi, and he was
certain there had been more than one occasion when the former
assassin would have killed him for the right price, but at some
odd point along the way he had become fond of the rogue.

His feelings for Kaspar were a great deal more complex. The
man had been responsible for the wholesale destruction of his
entire people, and but for a freak act of fate Tal Hawkins, once
Talon of the Silver Hawk, would have been dead along with the
majority of the Orosini.

Yet Kaspar was now an ally, another agent working for the
Conclave of Shadows. And Tal understood how many,of Kaspar’s
murderous decisions had been made under the influence of the
Conclave’s most dangerous enemy, the magician named Leso
Varen. Yet even without Varen’s influence, Kaspar could be a
cold-hearted, unforgiving bastard. Yet even when he had served
Kaspar with the intent of beraying him to revenge his people,
there was something about Kaspar Tal admired. He found himself

177




CRANGMDND EBEIST o0 nig

in the confusing situation of knowing he would give his life to
save Kaspar against their common enemies, but that in other
circumstances, he would happily kill the man.

“You look lost in thought, Magnificence. Is something troub-
ling you?’ ,

‘Nothing more than the usual, Amafi. I find the gods have
an evil sense of humour, sometimes.’

*That is true, Magnificence. My father, an occasionally wise
man, once said that we were blessed only when the gods remained
ignorant of us.’

Tal's gaze remurned to Kaspar. ‘Something’s happening.’

Amafi turned to see a minor court official speaking to Kaspar,
and after a moment, Kaspar and Pasko followed him through
the small side door Kaspar had mentioned to Amafi. Tal sighed.
“Well, now we shall see if our plans fall apart before they begin.’

‘Let us hope the gods are ignoring us today, Magnificence.’

. Kaspar was led by a very polite functionary through a long series
of corridors. He was taken by side passages around the smaller
recepton hall used for greeting visiting dignitaries towards the
suite of offices reserved for the higher ranking government
officials.

The palace of the Emperor occupied the entire upper half of
a great plateau that averlooked the Overn Deep and the lower
city at the foot of the tableland. Ages before, Keshian rulers
- had constructed a massive fortress on top of this prominence,
a highly defensible position to protect their small city below.
Over the centuries the original fortress had been added to, recon-
- structed and expanded, until the entire top of the plateau was
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covered. Tunnels extended down into the soil, some leading into
the lower city. It was like nothing so much as a hive, Kaspar
thought. And as a result he rarely knew where he was. Of course,
before this particular journey he never had to worry about getting
lost, because as a visiting ruler, he had always had an attentive
Keshian noble or bureaucrat to see to his needs.

Kaspar understood the organization of the Keshian govern-
ment as well as any foreigner could, and he knew that this
nation, more than any other on Midkemia, was controlled by
bureaucracy, a system that had endured longer than any ruling
dynasty. Kings might give edicts and princes command armies,
but if the edicts were not handed down to the populace no one
obeyed them, and if orders to move food and sapplies around
weren’t forthcoming, the prince’s army quickly starved to death
in the field, or mutinied.

On more than one occasion, Kaspar had been thankful his
duchy was relatively small and 6dy by comparison. He could
name every functionary in the citadel that had served as his
home for most of his life. Here he doubted the Emperor could
name even those servants who worked in his personal apart--
ment,

They reached a large office, and Pasko was instructed to wait
on a stone bench outside. Kaspar was motioned through 2 door
into an even larger room, one that was an odd mjx of opulence
and functionality. In the middle of the room sat a large table,
behind which rested a man on a chair. Once powerful, he had
gone to fat, though there was still ample muscle under that fat.
Kaspar knew that there was a shrewd and dangerous mind in
that old man's head. He wore the traditional garb of a Trueblood:
a linen kilt around his hips bound by a woven silk belt,
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cross-gartered sandals on his feet, and a bare chest. He also
wore an impressive array of jewellery, mosdy gold and gems,
though there were some interesting polished stones among the
dozen or so chains he had around his neck. These stood in stark
contrast against his night-black skin. He regarded Kaspar with
eyes so dark brown they looked sable, and then he smiled, his
white teeth dramatic in contrast to his face.

‘Kaspar,” he said in a friendly tone. “You look different, my
friend. I'd say better, if you think that not overstepping the
mark.” He waved the escort outside, then with a motion of his
hand ordered the two guards by the door to go as well, leaving
Kaspar alone with him.,

Kaspar nodded slightly. “Turgan Bey, Lord of the Keep, why
am I not surprised?’

“You seriously didn’t think the former Duke of Olasko could
sneak into the Empire without our notice, did you?’

‘One can hope,’ said Kaspar.

Lord Torgan indicated that Kaspar should take a seat. “Comté
Andre?” He looked at something written on a piece of parch-
ment. ‘I must confess it taok a great deal of self-control not to
have you picked up at the border, but I was interested in seeing
just what you were up to. Had you sneaked into the city or met
with known insurgents or smugglers this would all make sense.
But instead you submit a petition to present yourself as a trade
envoy plenipotentiary from the Duke of Bas-Tyra’s court? And
then you walk in here and stand around like . . . like I don’t
know what.’

The still-powerful-looking old man drummed his fingers on
the desk for a moment, then added, ‘So, if you have a reason
why I shouldn’t throw you and that servant of yours into the
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Ovemn to feed the crocodiles I'd love to hwi’a e I'l] toss:
in your friend Hawkins as well.’ foathiit fd -

Kaspar sat back. ‘Hawkins and I play canis and f think he
cheats. Nothing more. I thought perhaps arriving with a famous;
squire of the Kingdom might give me a little more credibility:*.

‘Or get the youngster killed before his time.” Turgan Bey
chuckled. ‘You think for 2 minute I don’t know that Talwin
Hawkins was in your service for over two years? Or that I don’t
know he was key to your overthrow? But here you are, in my

own keep acting as if you’re casual travellers idling the time
away with meaningless card games.’ He shook his head. ‘I can’t
say that I hold you in any affection, Kaspar. You’ve always been
someone we watched because of all the mischief you caused, but
as long as you confined yourself to your own little coener of the
world, we didn’t much care. And, to be fair, you've always
honoured your treaties with Kesh.

‘But as you are no longer ruler of Olasko, certain political
niceties need no longer be observed. And since you're attempting
to enter the palace under a false identity, can we safely assume
you're a spy?’

“You may,” said Kaspar with a smile. ‘And I have something
for you.” He reached into his tunic and pulled out the black
Nighthawk amulet. He slid it across the table to Turgan and
waited while the old minister picked it up and examined it.

‘Where did you get this?’

‘From a friend of 2 friend, who got it from Lord Erik von
Darkmoor.’

‘That’s a name to make a Keshian general lose sleep. He’s
cost us dearly a couple of times at the border.

‘Well, if your frontier commanders didn’t get the urge to
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conquer in the name of their Emperor without instruction from
your central authority, you’d have less problems with von
Darkmoor.’

“We don’t necessarily send our brightest officers to the western
fronder,” Turgan Bey sighed. “We save those to build up our
own factions here in the capital. Politics will be the death of me
yet.” He tapped his finger on the amulet. ‘What do you make
of this?’

‘Keshian nobles are dying.’

“That happens a lot,” said Turgan Bey with a smile. “We have
a lot of nobles. You can’t toss a barley cake from a vendor’s cart
in the lower city without hitting a noble. Comes from having
a vigorous breeding population for several thousand years.’

“Truebloods are dying, too.’

Turgan Bey lost his smile. “That should not have been apparent
to von Darkmoor. He must have better spies than I gave him
credit for. Now, this still leads me to wonder why the former
Duke of Olasko has wandered into my city, into my very palace,
to hand me this, Who sent yon? Duke Rodoski?’

‘Hardly,” said Kaspar. ‘My brother-in-law would just as soon
see my head adorn the drawbridge leading into his citade! as he
would see it across the dinner table. Only his love for my sister
keeps it on my shoulders; that and staying far away from Olasko.’

“Then von Darkmoor sent you?’ said Bey, his brow furrowing.

‘T’ve only met the esteemed Knight-Marshal of Krondor once,
some years ago, and then we spoke only for a moment.’

Bey's gaze narrowed. “Who sent you, Kaspar?’

‘One who reminds you that not only enemies hide in shadows,’
said Kaspar.

Turgan Bey stood up and said, ‘Come with me.’
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He led Kaspar though a chamber that appeared to be a more
comfortable working area with a pair of writing desks for scribes,
as well as a large divan chair which could comfortably accom-
mwodate him. He motioned Kaspar to stép out onto a balcony
overlooking a lush garden three storeys below and at last said,
‘Now I can be certain no one is listening.’

“You don’t trust your own guards?’

‘T do, but when members of the Imperial family, no matter
how distantly related they may be, start turning up dead, I don’t
trust anyone.” He glanced at Kaspar. ‘Nakor sent you?’

‘Indirectly,’ said Kaspar.

‘My father told me the story of the first time that crazy Isalani
showed up in the palace. He and the Princes Borric and Erland,
as well as Lord James — he was a baronet or baron back then 1
believe — kept the Empress alive and arranged it so that Diigai
would sit upon the throne after her by marrying her grand-
daughter to him. They defended her in the very Imperial throne
room! Against murderers who wished to put that fool Awari on
the throne. From that day forward my father had a different
attitude towards the Kingdom. And he told the story of how
Nakor pulled that hawk from his bag and restored the mews
here in the palace.” Leaning back, he added, ‘It was a remark-
able day. So you can imagine my surprise the first ime Nakor
turned up at my father’s estate up in Geansharng ~ I must have
been about fifteen years old.” His eyes narrowed. “That crazy
Isalani has been surprising me ever since. I won’t ask how you
came to work with him, but if he’s sent you, there must be good
reason.’

“There is. I had in my employ, or so I thought, a magician
by the name of Leso Varen. It turns out he was pardally to
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blame for somgof my excessag.ower th&hst few years tigfore I
was exiled.” - SRATCE Rk

Bey began to speak thoughtbetner ofit, and Kaspar continued.
‘If at some point you'd care to listen to a detailed appraisal of
what I did and why, I'll burden you with it, but for now suffice
it to say that Varen may be at the centre of your current wou-
bies, and if that is true, then there is more at risk than merely
a bloodier-than-usual game of Keshian politics.

‘If what Nakor thinks is true, then the entire region may
become destabilized and we might see a lot of needless warfare.’

Bey stood motionless for a moment, then said, ‘Who else
knows you are here?’

‘Hawkins, of course,” said Kaspar. ‘Nakor, the men with us,
and 2 few other agents of the Conclave up in the north, but na
one here in Kesh besides yourself.” He thought better of revealing
Caleb’s role in this; it was always better to have a few things
held back against the risk of being compromised.

“This is going to be a problem,’ said Turgan Bey. ‘Several of
my agents know, and while I like to think they are all above
suspicion, history teaches otherwise. So, how do we take this
situation and turn it to our advantage?’ i

‘Political asylum?’ -

Bey was silent for a while, then he said, “That may serve.
Then we could not only not worry about your forged docu-
ments — I assume they’re the best?’

‘Impeccable.’

‘No one will bother examining them. We can say this all was
a ruse to get you safely away from . . . well, make up a list,
Kaspar. There are a lot of people who would love to see you

" - dead.’
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‘As much ag'it pains me,” said Kaspar, ‘I’m forced to concede
that is true.” #3- .

‘50, we need a few details to embellish the tale, but let’s say this:
despite your brother-in-law’ promises to your sister to spare you,
his agents are outand about, seeking to bring you to a quick demise. -
Fleeing Olasko, you have come to the one place left to you where
you might find safe harbour, Great Kesh. Is that about right?’

‘Tt will bear scrutiny,” Kaspar conceded. ‘Rodoski is a man of
his word, but few will bother to remember that, and I did promise
to leave Olaska.’

‘I’ll find someone to sponsor you, Kaspar. It can’t be me. The
Master of the Keep is the [ast vestige of protection the throne
has, and if what I suspect is true, that throne is soon to be under
attack.

“The Emperor uses magic to prolong his life, and is now over
one hundred years of age. A number of those in the Gallery of
Lords and Masters long to see a change. The Emperor’s sons
are dead and his daughters are long past bearing new heirs.’

‘Who stands to inherit?’

‘Sezioti, the eldest son of the Emperor’s eldest son, but he’s
not a charismatic leader. His younger brother, Dangai, is very
popular. He’s a brilliant hunter — and you know as well as any
how important that is to the Tiueblood — and has been a warrior,
and he now oversees the Inner Legion, which is agvery powerful
position in the Empire.

‘Sezioti is a scholar, and while he’s well liked, he’s not seen
as a natural leader. But he has the support of the Master of
Horses, Lord Semalcar, and the Leader of the Royal Charioteers,
Lord Rawa, which is mare than a match in influence for the
Inner Legion.’
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“i#¢In short, you once more have a divided Gallery of Lords and
Masters and a wholesale civil war is not out of the guestion.’ i
‘I'm sorry to say that is a possibility,” said Turgan Bey.
‘1 think we have common cause,’” said Kaspar.
‘Apparently we do,” said Bey. ‘Tll have quarters made up for
.'you and see about finding someone who can sponsar you to see
the Emperor. Trust me, it will be pro forma by the time you
appear before His Majesty.” He paused. ‘But what do we do
about Hawkins?’
‘Leave him about his business for the time being. Just do what
you would have done had he arrived without me.’
‘Well enough,” said Bey. ‘I'll have your servant sent for, and
in a day or two we'll start to see what good you can be to us.’
‘More than the safety of the Empire rests on this, I should
remind you,” said Kaspar. ‘I may not be welcome in Olasko, but
1 love my nation and my sister, whom I cherish beyond anyone
on this world, and her family are there. A war down here that
spills over the borders brings threat to them. Civil war in Kesh
can easily breed regional instability.’
Kaspar thought it best not to mention the Talnoy and the
risk from the Dasati. Bey had enough on his mind already.
Bey nodded. ‘I long for simpler dmes, Kaspar, when all I had
to worry about were fractious rebels in the south or ambitous
Kingdom generals to the north.” He waved Kaspar away and
‘added, ‘Border wars are so much less complex than all this
magic, intrigae, and secret alliances. Rest well. We’ll speak again
soon.’
Kaspar followed a servant to his new quarters and was pleased
to see they were fit for royalty. Seven rooms comprised his apart-
ment, complete with servants — some of whom were astonishingly
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lovely young women, all wearing the traditional Trueblood garb,
the same linen kilt and bare chest affected by the men, with a
rorque of rank around their throat,

When Pasko atrived, he found Kaspar sitting on a divan,
nibbling at a platter of fruit while two beautiful young women
stood by awaiting his instructions. The former teacher of "Talon
of the Silver Hawk and long-time agent for the Conclave said,
‘Did all go as planned?’

‘As we expected,’ said Kaspar. ‘Lord Bey is everything we
were told he would be.

Both men looked around at their opulent surroundings. Kaspar
glanced at one of the girls, who smiled back at him warmly. He
then looked at Pasko and said, “Had I thought it would turn out
like this, I would have asked for political asylum long ago.’
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ALAN BEK was GONE. ;.
Nakor sat up, looked around and saw no sign of the

A
[

young man. Then something moved just over the top of a small
rise to the east of the cave. As he stood, Bek hove into view
carrying a large bundle of sticks.

“You're up,’ said the young man with a grin, adding, ‘obvi-
ously”’

“Yes,” said Nakor with a smile. ‘I am.’ :

‘Inodced the fire burning low and thought I'd get more wood.’
Again he added, ‘Obviously.’

Nakor nodded. “You hungry?’

‘Always,’ said the young man, putting the firewood down and
sitting close to where Nakor fumbled through his rucksack. ‘No
more oranges, I hope. I'm getting the flux.’
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Nakor shook his head. “Travel food.” He took out a packet
wrapped in oiled paper and said, ‘Here.

Bek opened the paper and found half a loaf of bread, some
hard cheese and dried beef. ‘Not the worst I've eaten,’ he said,
shovelling the first bite into his mouth.

As they ate, Nakor studied the young man. There was some-
thing about him that Nakor almost understood, but he had to
look hard, as if somehow it would just take a bit more will to
perceive it.

“What?’ ﬂgr . TR B

“What?’ 35 AN

‘You're staring at me, Its . . . odd.’

Nakor grinned. ‘You and T have had similar beginnings. My
father used to beat me when 1 wandered off as a boy.” Nakor
went on to tell Bek about his own youth, being a gambler, and
running into Pug and the other magicians.

‘Sa that explains why the big man in white and gold was here.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘Because 1 don’t understand half of what you’re saying, Nakor,
but I do understand that these are very important people you're
talking about, and important people have powerful allies. And I
suppose those things in the cave are important and powerful, too.’

“You snuck in there?

Grinning, Bek said, ‘You know I did. You werg awake, I know
you were.’ R i

‘Why do you think that?”. « s Can

‘Because I wouldn’t have slept if T had thought that someane
might try to take advantage of me.’

‘Why didn’t you?’ asked Nakor, then he took another bite of
food.
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- “Because I'm not stupid, even though sometimes things don’t
make sense to me.’

‘So that’s why you didn't try to attack me or flee on the first
night?’

Bek shrugged. ‘I have nowhere else to be, and those things
in there are as interesting as anything I've seen in a while. And
I know not to take stupid chances.’

‘And leaving or attacking me would have been stupid?’

Bek nodded. ‘I've met your type before, Nakor. You act silly
and harmless, but you know what you're doing. You wouldn’t
have stayed here alone with me unless you were confident that
you could keep me from hurting you, or you knew you could
hurt me.’

Nakor shrugged, and Bek pointed an accusing figure at him.
*You're some kind of magic user, right?’

Nakor shrugged again. ‘I know some tricks” . x

Nodding as he chewed, Bek said, ‘I thought so.”x :-

‘What are your plans, Ralan?'

Bek shrugged. ‘I don't think like that. T just go out and find
some lads, find a fight, find a woman, whatever. I don’t see the
point in making plans. It’s not as if I have anything anyone
wants; T mean, I can’t mill or plough, or do anything that people
want to pay you to do. All T can do is fight and ride.

“There are many places where a man who can fight like you
can earn a living.’

‘Saldiering!” He spat. “Wear a uniform and take orders — yes
sir, no m'lord — and all that? Never. | wied being a mercenary
once, but that was boring. I just need —* He stared off into space
for a moment, then his dark eyes regarded Nakor. ‘I'm not sure
what I need, but something drives me,’
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WNakor nodded. ‘I think I understand.’ 2 T

‘If you do, then you're the first.” Then he stood up and drew
his sword from his scabbard. Nakor’s eyes widened slightly but
he didn’t move. “Trouble’s coming,’ said Bek.

Then Nakor heard horses on the trail. He stood as Bek crested
the rise and started down the track. Nakor hurried to the top
of the rise so he could see the vista below.

A hundred yards down the trail he saw two riders approaching
Bek. Both reined in and stood their ground when the armed
man approached them on foot. As one of them began to speak,
Bek leapt an amazing distance, covering the ground between
himself and the first rider. Before either horseman could react,
Bek swung as hard as he could, and removed the first man’s arm
at his shoulder.

The other man was momentarily stunned, and then started
to turn his horse to flee. Bek reached back and hurled his sword,
launching it like a javelin, and the blade speared the man through
the back. He fell from his horse and hit the ground before
Nakor could take two steps.

By the time Nakor reached the scene of the carnage, Bek had
retrieved his sword and was cleaning the blade on the tunic of
one of the two men. ‘What happened?’ asked Nakor.

“You wanted to keep this place a secret.” Bek reached down
and took a hat from one of the dead men: a brogd-brimmed,
black felt thing with a low crown wrapped with a leather hat-
band and decorated with glass beadwork. ‘I like this hat,” he
said, putting on his head to see if it fitted. He adjusted it, and
said, ‘Nice hat.’

‘Bur—'

‘Bek shrugged. ‘Got any more to eat?’
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Nakor watched a5 Ralan Bek calmly marched over the rise.
He followed him and found the young man sitting exactly where
he had been moments before, and eating what was lefc on the
oiled paper. ‘Got one of those oranges left?’

Nakor reached in and got one and tossed it to him. “‘Why did
you kill those men? Why not just send them away?>*

‘Because they would only assume that there was something
here and inevitably come back, and maybe bring more men with
them. I thought I'd save a lot of needless talking and took care
of the problem swiftly. It was either kill two men now, or many
more later.” His eyes narrowed as he asked, ‘Is there something

wrong with that® ®

Nakor shook his head. ‘It’s murder.’ |

Bek shrugged. ‘If they could have killed me, they would have.’

Nakor’s voice rose, ‘In self defence! 've seen you fight. You
tested Tomas, and the only mortal man who could come close
to doing that was Talwin Hawkins, and he was a Champion of
the Masters’ Court! They never stood a chance!”

‘Never heard of him.’

‘You wouldn’t have, down here.” Nakor studied Bek while the
young man finished his food. Bek leaned back, looked at Nakor
and said, ‘Now what are we going to do?’ 4

Nakor said, “We wait.

‘Wiait for what?’ '

‘For another to come and study those things, so that I can
go about some other business.’

‘Perhaps 1 may go with you?’ said Bek, flashing a grin.

‘Perhaps you should,” said Nakor. ‘You have an impulsive
nature and a complete lack of concern for any consequences.’
‘Why should I worry about consequences?’ asked Bek.
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‘Someday I}l die; but before that T want to have things, and
anyone who stands in my way will suffer for it.” He smiled. ‘And
I enjoy making them suffer if it comes to that. If someone is
strong enough to kill me, then it will be over.”

“You don’t worry about what will happen when you arise in
Lims-Kragma’s Hall, to face your judgment?’

Bek shrugged. ‘Why should I? T am as the gods made me,
aren’t I? If one of them has a problem with my behaviour, then
let them act. I can’t stand against a god, so if I'm wrong why
hasn’t one of them . . . turned me into a bug yet?’ he asked with
a laugh. ‘Because, I don’t think the gods care what I do. I don't
think the gods care what anyone does.” He nodded, as if he had
given this a lot of thought. ‘I guess you could get into trouble
if you sacked a temple, or killed a priest for no reason, but if
you leave the gods alone, then they leave you alone. That's how
I see it.’ 3

Nakor said, “What about friends? Family?’

Bek looked at Nakor. ‘Do you have friends and family?’

Nakor said, ‘Family, no. I had a wife once, but that was a very
long time ago. But friends? Yes, I have many friends, the most
and best I've ever had, right now. People whom I trust and who
trust me.’

“Then you're lucky, I suppose.’ Bek looked off inta the distance
as if he was seeing something in the air.

‘Sometimes 1 think that there’s something about me that
scares people. I never find I have much in common with most
of them.” He looked at Nakor. ‘Mostly I find young bravos
to ride with, looking for a good time, trouble or quick gold.
From time to time I meet a few I like; usually lads who really
enjoy a brawl. There was this one lad, Casamir, he liked to
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drink and fight. It didn’t matter if there was no reason for it;

. he just would find somebody, hit them and start one. He really
: enjoyed pain.’ Bek’s eyes shone as he talked. ‘1 enjoyed

watching him beat vp people, until a guardsman down in
Kiptak broke his head with the butt of a sword. I finished off

_ the guardsman but had to flee Kiptak. So now I travel with

whoever I find who’s looking for fun, but there’s nobody I'd
call a true friend.’

. Nakor was silent as he considered what he knew about this
: young man, which was very little, and what he suspected, which

- was a great deal. Finally he said, “‘When did you start hearing

voices?’
Bek stared at Nakor for a long minute then said, ‘When I
was about eight or nine years old. How do you know about the

¢ voices?’ R §

‘Because I heard them when I was that age, too.’ cod

‘What did they say to you? asked Bek, looking eagerly a& |
Nakor as he waited for an answer. )

“That I. .. needed to be somewhere else.’

Bek’s face lit up as he smiled. “That’s what I hear, teo.’ The.n

- he lost the smile. “That and other things.’

‘What other things?’ asked Nakor.
‘I don’t know.” Bek shrugged and looked down. ‘Sometimes
they’re not really voices, but . . . feelings that [ need to do some-

. thing. Hurt someone. Take something. Go somewhere.” He

looked back at the cave. “That’s how I felt when I heard about
this cave. Some of the boys with me didn’t want to bother, but

+ T knew I had to come here.’

Nakor nodded. “When did the dreams start?®
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Bek closed his eyes, as if something suddenly pained him. ‘T
don’t remember not having them.” He opened his eyes and again
stared into space. “They're—'

After 2 moment of silence, Nakor said gently, “They’re what?’

Bek looked at Nakor. “It’s like I'm looking throngh a window
or standing on a tower looking down. I see things . . . places
... people doing things.” He looked away again. “Violent things,
Nakor. I see battles, rapes, burning cities . . . Sometimes it can
be too much for me. It’s like when you meet a girl who likes to
be slapped when you’re coupling, and so you slap her. And then
you reach the point where she wants you to stop . . . and you'’re
there, with your hand held back and you know thar she’s not
enjaying it any more, but you also know that hitting her just
one more time will feel so good. She gets frightened and
starts crying, but that only makes you feel even better. But if
you hit her now, she’ll stop being afraid because she’ll be
unconscious—’

‘Or dead,” said Nakor softly.

Bek shrugged. ‘Or dead. It's that place in the middle, it’s being
on the edge of it, knowing that in an instant everything could
change. It like jumping your horse over something that may
just be a little too high, or the feeling of running through a
door, knowing that just inside the room someone’s waiting to
kill you.” His eyes were wide now and he Staredfat Nakor with
a2 manic expression. ‘I always wake with a sense of dread and,
as if 'm waiting for something to happen?*ye. g Y

‘Constant anticipation?’ 5 O I i

“Yes! Anticipation, as if those scenes are . . . just out of reach
. . . you know?’ He lost his frenzied expression and his face
resolved into a mask of thoughtfulness.
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 Yes,’ said Nakor softly. ‘T know.® sz sxsme, . Mwsvis Ar
Bek’s features distorted once again. ‘But if I do the things—
He held his hand open and looked at his palm. ‘If T hit the girl.

Hard. Really hard. Or if I ride the horse over the jump - even.

if it guts itself on the fence or breaks a leg landing — or if L.yun
through the door and Lill whoever’s there—’ e

“The dreams stop for 2 while,” finished Nakor. o
“Yes!” said Bek, standing up. ‘You do understand! How do you.
know?’ -

‘Because many years ago I had dreams, too.’

‘Did they make you do things?’

Nakar shrugged. ‘If T acted on them they did stop for a while,
yes. I became a gambler and if I cheated someone out of a lot
of money, then the dreams would stop for a few days. I becamne
a confidence trickster, and if I swindled someone, they would.’
stop for a week or so. The greater the harm I did by cheating,
lying and stealing, the longer I went without the dreams.’

Bek shook his head. ‘If T start a fight, or get someone to do
something—’

. ‘Bad?’

Bek shrugged. ‘I don’t understand bad or good, just know
whatr T want ta do. If I force someone to do something they
don’t want to do—’

‘Such as?’

Bek said, ‘Abont two years ago Drago and me were in a town
near Lanada. Drago was this man I met at a whorehouse down
there. We were both drunk and we took these two girls upstairs
— I don’t know whose idea that was, his or mine.” Bek’s eyes
grew distant once more, as if he was seeing what he remem-
bered. ‘One of the whores liked being slapped around - I always
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ask for those. This one was a tiger. She’d whoop and holler and
scratch and bite.” He fell silent for a moment, then shrugged.
‘Anyway, somewhere along the way it got rougher than she
liked, I suppose, because she went from whooping and hollering
to crying and screaming. Drago grabbed my arm and told me
to stop, so I killed him. Then both girls were screaming, so I
killed them, too.” Bek looked at Nakor. ‘I really don’t know how
things got so out of hand, but they did.’

“Yes, they did.’

Bek smiled, then said, ‘But it feels good when things get out
of control, you know?’

Nakor stood. ‘I do.” He stepped over to stand next to Bek,
who looked up at him with no change in his mad expression.

‘You’re going to hurt me now, aren’t you?’

“Yes, I am,’ said Nakor, purting out his hand over Bek’s head.
As Bek began to move to defend himself, a light sprang from
Nakor’s palm, freezing the large young warrior where he sat.
His teeth clenched and his eyes started to roll in his head, and
he began to make an odd sound. It began deep in his chest, a
low grunting noise that rose in pitch as it made its way up to
his throat where it became a raspy exhalation. The noise became
louder, a higher-pitched shout of pain, which rose into agony.

It continued until Bek had no air left in his lungs to exhale,
and could only shake uncontroliably. His teeth were still
clenched and his face turned red. His eyes had now completely
rolled backwards in their sockets, showing only the whites.
Then he started turning a darker colour - from red to purple
- and when his complexion approached blue, Nakor removed
his hand.

A ragged gasp cut through the guiet as Bek shuddered and
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fell over backwards. He lay on the ground qmermg and
twitching, his eyes finally closed. . o &

Nakor remained motionless, watching the huge youth shake like
a man in a seizure. After a full five minutes, the frenzy subsided.
Then Bek’s breathing slowed and he became stll. He lay as, if
asleep for another five minutes, then groaned and opened his eyes.

He blinked twice, then sewtled his gaze on Nakor. Sitting up
slowly, he said, “That was . . . amazing.” He took a deep breath,
let it out slowly, then he grinned. T liked it!”

Nakor extended his hand and helped Bek to his feet. “You

enjoy pain?’
Bek patted his body to ensure that nothing was damaged as
he said, ‘Sometimes I do. Pain . . . wakes things up. It makes

you alert, aware. At first there’s that desire to pull away, to make
it stop, but when it doesn’t stop, you can . . . go deeper into it,
I suppose you could say. You break through the pain and on the
other side there's . . ." He looked at Nakor as if fighting for the
concept or word.

‘Clarity.’

Bek’s eyes widened and he nodded. ‘Yes! Clarity. Then yon

see things differently! It’s like nothing else. The pain turns into .I:

a feeling like nothing I can describe. But you know what 1 mean"

Nakor nodded. ‘Sadly, I do.’

“‘What did you do to me?’

‘It’s just a trick I know,’ said Nakor. “There’s something inside
of you, the thing that makes you the way you are. I had to find
it, ther I had to . . . confine it.’

Bek stood with his hands on his chest as if feeling for
something. ‘Confined? I don’t feel any different.’

Nakor turned, looking over the horizon. ‘I know. But for a
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while you'll find yourself less inclined to cause trouble. And you
won't dream either.” He turned back towards Bek. *“The day is
still young and I need to do some work. 'm going to leave you
here for a few minutes. I'll be back shortly.” He reached into
his rucksack and took out a golden-coloured orb. He pushed a
preset button and vanished. LA s lpaerldy
ekt b W e

Pug looked up as Nakor appeared in his study. “What is it?’
‘Remember that youth I mentioned in my message yesterday?*
“The one who tested Tomas? Of course.’

‘T've had suspicions about him since the moment he arrived
at the cave, and now I'm certain.’

‘Certain of what, Nakor?’

‘I told you about the gods’ dreams and memories. But what
have I told you of . . . fragments?’

Pug said, “That occasionally a god will manifest his power
directly in a mortal. A tiny piece of the god is placed within the
soul of a person. Why?’

‘I don’t believe it any longer. I know it. Bek is such a person.’

“You're certain?’

“Yes, and he is both a great opportunity and a great danger.’

Pug’s eyes narrowed as he stared at Nakor. ‘Go on.’

T used a trick that T have to . . . touch something inside a
person. It’s handy when you want to know if someone has some-
thing unusual inside them, like being possessed by a demon.’

‘I can see where that would be handy.’

Nakor said, ‘It also helps you know when someone’s lying to
you. But that’s not what’s important. When 1 searched Bek, I
found the tiniest fragment of a god. The smallest possible
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manifestation of divine consciousness, and with it the: pawwers
that make Bek so dangerous and unpredictable. BICENS

‘Pug, Bek possesses a fraction of the Nameless Ong’

Pug sat back, his face an expression of pure astosishment,
followed an instant later by alarm. ‘You're sure?’

v ‘Absolutely. I am certain.’

Pug sat back. *“What does this mean?’

‘It means that forces are at play on a larger scale than we
suspected, for if the Nameless One can manifest even the tiniest
part of his being here—’

‘Eventually he will be able to manifest his full being.’

“Yes, Pug.’ Nakor looked at his friend of many years. ‘He has
found his way back into Midkemia. And we must find a way to
prevent his return.’
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(T HE RIDERS CAME TO A HALT.
The three dust-covered figures stood on the crest of a
rise on the road from Khallara to the city of Kesh. Caleb pointed
to the lights playing against the underside of clouds in the
distance and said, “That’s Kesh.’ bl 6
Zane asked, ‘How big is it?’ Ve
Caleb dismounted. “Very big. It’s the biggest city in the world.’
They had been riding for four days — long epough for the
boys to gain more experience on horseback and cover them-
selves in enough road grime and sweat to convince the guards
at the city gates that they had ridden all the way from the
Vale of Dreams. Even if they had traded for fresh mounts
along the way, the journey should have taken three months
or more. Bur the boys were quickly learning that their
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stepfather had resourcés they could not m ' possibly imag- -
ined a year before. v

They had all left Stardock the day after the Weddmg, osten-
sibly returning north to some vague destination where Caleb’
family lived. Instead, once they were clear of the town, Caleb
had used one of those spheres that the boys had come to think
of as ‘travel orbs’, to transport himself, Marie and the boys to
‘Sorcerer’s Isle.

Caleb had taken a full day to acquaint his new wife with his
family and the decidedly unexpected inhabitants of the island. Mast
of the concepts behind the place ~ great magie, alien words and
travel to them, races not of Midkemia — were understandably lost
on her, though he knew that she’d come to understand in time.
But her poise when confronting the many unexpected sights,
pleased Caleb, as did her attempts to be at ease with his parents.
He was even more pleased by her obvious joy at their living
quarters, which were palatial compared to what she had known
in Stardock, and that she gained the affection of his parents easily.

The one tense moment had arrived with the appearance of
the six sisters of the Pithirendar, bedecked in garlands of white
oleanders and little else, to welcome the boys back to the island.
Their overt displays of affection were more than Marie could
bear to watch.

Caleb had steered her away from the reunion and had said,
‘Much of what you see here will be strange, but keep one thing |
in mind above all others: there is no one on this island who
wishes you or the boys aught but good.’

Glancing over her shoulder at the girls who had thrown their
arms around her son’s necks, she had frowned. “That appears to
be a little more than good, Caleb.’
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“You're from Stardock, Marie. You've seen different people
from the Kingdom and the Empire. Each nation has different
customs and beliefs. You've already seen everything one can
imagine about people.’

‘T've not seen green-skinned girls trying to undress my boys
in broad daylight?’

Caleb had laughed at that. “They only want the boys to go
swimming with them.” He pointed. ‘My father built a lake down
there before I was born—'

‘He builc a lake?’

‘—because my mother hated walking all the way to the beach
to go swimming. Anyway, the youth of the Pithirendar need to
spend a great deal of time In or near water. It’s vital for their
health.’

Marie hadn’t looked convinced, but Caleb had understood
that for mothers, sons never truly grow up. He knew that from
personal experience.

They had spent one more night together, and the next
morning, Caleb and the boys had left Sorcerer’s Isle. They had
used an orb to reach a stable in Landreth owned by the Conclave
and then used it again to transport themselves to the road upon
which they now travelled.

Caleb unsaddled his horse and the boys did the same, “Why
aren’t we pushing on now?’ asked Tad. “The lights look close.’

‘Because they’re not. It's a half a day’s ride to the foul borough
- outside the ancient wall — and then another two hours of riding
to reach the gates. We’ll be there by late afternoon tomorrow.’

Zane put his saddle down and tied off his horse where he
could crop grass by the road. Kneeling he said, ‘It must be big.
Pve never seen so many lights in the sky’
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+ ‘Thousands of lanterns and torches, Zane,” said Caleb. 4.
Tad joined his foster brother and they both watched the city -
in the distance which appeared brighter in contrast to the dark-
ening sky. I
Caleb made a fire and after they had eaten their rations, he
sat back and said, ‘Again.’ :
The boys locked at one another, and Tad gestured that Zane f.
should begin. :
“You're a trader from the Vale, by the name of Caleb.’
i Tad added, ‘I think we can remember that much.’ i
1. Caleb picked up a pebble and tossed it at him. Tad grinned
as he dodged it easily. ‘We are your two very talented, very *

bright and able, handsome, and very brave apprentices, Tad and

Zane’

i Zane nodded. “Also easy enough to rememberd; i

}- ‘“What do we trade?’ Aoyt o
Tad said, ‘Anything and everything. We are always looking /%

for rare items of great worth to sell in the Kingdom. Gems, -

jewellery, fine craftsmanship, anything that is easy to tansport |

and renders a large profit.’ b

‘But we don't carry large amounts of gold,’ Zane added. ‘We '$
deal in letters of credit, and know money lenders from here up §
to Krendor.’ &

*Why are you not with your master?’ :

Zane said, ‘He has sent us out into the bazaar to seek out '}
items that nobles and wealthy commoners in the north might 1
wish to purchase. If we see something noteworthy, we report
it to our master who returns to judge if the item is worth
purchasing.’

‘Tad added, ‘We are not permitted to bind our master to any
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transaction and if we give the impression of committing to a
sale we shall be severely beaten.’

Caleb kept drilling the boys in their story and provided them
with enough basic questions and things to look out for to allow
them to pass as traders’ apprentices. Then he started running
them through the other things they needed to know: who to
contact if something happened to him, places they could find a
safe haven, and finally, what to do if they knew he was dead.

He saved that point for last, for he wanted to impress on the
boys just how dangerous the way before them might prove. It
had taken several conversations to convince them that he was
not overstating the danger of belonging to his family and working
on behalf of those on Sorcerer’s Isle.

The boys tarned in and Caleb took the first watch. He noticed
how quickly Tad and Zane fell asleep. In the flickering light of
the campfire, they looked like the boys they had been, rather
than like the men they were becoming. For not the first time
he silently prayed he had not overestimated their potential, or
underestimated his own ability to keep them safe.

L . PN

The three rode slowly through the crowds, trying to navigate
while the boys gawked at the exotic sights of Kesh. It was just
as Caleb had promised — a city unlike any other on the world
of Midkemia. J

‘They had come to appreciate the incredible scale of the place
about midmorning, after they had seen the upper city and the
citadel on top of the plateau overlooking the lower city and
the shores of the Overn Deep. From a distance it had looked

like the top of a faraway mountain, but as they approached, the
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view resolved itself into what it was — 4 massive palace surrounded
by a fortress-city, built high above every approach from land or
by water: the heart of the Empire of Great Kesh.

The day had been clear and their view of the great citadel
was unencambered by fog, haze, or clouds. ‘The boys remarked
at least a half 2 dozen times on how large the building was.
Caleb explained that the vast scucture had been erected over
generations, and that it housed a virtual city itself. He told them
of the cavernous halls and many apartments occupied by the
Imperial family, the administrators of the empire, the entire
household staff — under the watchful eye of the Master of the
Keep, the overseer of the building — and how it still had enough
space for apartments and suites of rooms for the Lords and
Masters of Kesh, as well as the great Gallery of Lords and Masters  #
itself. Gardens were also scattered throughout the building, some |
encompassing fountains and pools.

At one time, only the Trueblood — the original Keshian tribe
that had occupied this region around the great Overn Deep —
had been permitted within the building after sundown. The only
exception had been visiting royalty, ruling nobles and ambassa-
dors, and they had been confined to a specific corner of the
Imperial palace from sundown to sunrise.

Now, Caleb said, things were a little less formal, for certain
non-Trueblood nobles were now permitted to stay within the
upper city, but it was rare and counted as an enormous privi-
lege. Caleb had never visited the upper city, but knew many
who had.

As they made their way through the crowded sureets, the boys
turned this way and that trying to make sense of the confusion
of images, smells and sounds around them. Caleb had pointed
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out a few major landmarks for them to remember, so that they
would learn the layout of the city and be able to navigate it
quickly, but the boys were overwhelmed by the newness of
everything and Caleb knew they had no idea where they were.

Tad and Zane were in awe. Everywhere they looked they
encountered novelty: the Keshian garb, the cacophony of
langunages, the smells, the sights. Citizens from every corner of
the Empire and travellers from all over the world flocked to
Great Kesh. Proud Ashunta horsemen with their broad-brimmed
felt hats bedecked with feathers, Cosodi traders with their bright
robes of orange, red, yellow and lime patches, and Jajormir

mystics dancing in circles with their beggar bowls at their feet

all slowed the three riders to a crawl. A slave coffle made its
way through one of the smaller markets, and both boys stared

in horror at the abject misery of the unfortunates on their way
to the slave block.

Each corner they turned brought them new sights, and they

were constantly besieged by beggars, bawkers and thieves. The
boys often batted away curious hands that were reaching to see

if a purse might be tucked away behind a saddle or at the girth. -

Charioteers of the Trueblood forced their way through the
streets by cracking their whips above the heads of the
commoners, who ducked out of the way to let the nobles pass.
The heavy thud of boot-heels hitting cobblestones cansed the
boys to turn in their saddles. They saw a full company of black-
armoured soldiers heading their way.

Caleb motioned for them to move their horses to the side of
the road, and by the tme they had reached the street’s verge,
the soldiers were passing them. Even the charioteers moved out
of the way of the hundred men who marched towards them.
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They were armoured from head to foot — black pointed helms
with nose bars and chain neck guards, black chest plates over
black leather jackets, decorated with a single Keshian royal
hawk, grieves and leggings — all fashioned from black steel.
Their shields were square and slightly curved, so that they could
form an interlocking shield wall, and each soldier carried a short
spear over one shoulder and a shortsword at his side.

The sergeants’ helms had short ridges across them and were
topped with a horsehair bristle. The officers rode behind thern
in matching uniforms save that their crests sat fore to aft, and
their horsehair bristles were a hand’s span taller than the
sergeants’.

“That’s the Inner Legion,’ said Caleb as the boys watched in
awe. ‘Kesh’s dog soldiers are stationed from here to the Vale,
but these lads are given the protection of the capital and the
imperial palace. They’ll not budge from this city, which is a
good thing for their neighbours, as they tend to pick the toughest
bastards in the army for that legion.” He pointed up towards
the citadel on top of the plateaun.

When the soldiers had passed, he motioned for them to start
moving again and after another half an hour they reached an
inn. Its sign showed three willow trees in a row. Caleb led Tad
and Zane through the gate into the stabling yard and a boy
hurried to meet them.

Once the horses were turned over to the lackey, they entered
the inn. It had a spacious, clean, and quiet common room, and
they headed swaight for the bar, where they were greeted by a
tall, thin man with iron-grey hair and a full beard. ‘Caleb! he
cried out in greeting. ‘It’s good to see you again. Who are the
lads behind you?’
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“This is Tad,” Caleb said putting a hand on Tad’s shoulder,
‘and this is Zane,” he added putting his other hand on Zane’s
shoulder. “They are my sons.’

‘Sons!” said the barman, coming around to extend his hand
in greeting. ‘All these years I've known you and never one word
about being married, let alone having sons.’

‘It’s a recent thing. I've adopted them.” He gave their shoul-
ders a playful squeeze and slapped them on the back, then said,
‘Boys, this is Pablo Maguire, owner of the Three Willows.’

The boys exchanged glances at the names -~ for they were as
alien to Kesh as Tsurani names would have been — and the old
innkeeper noticed. Smiling he said, ‘My mother is from Rodez,
— hence Pablo, after my grandfather — and my father came from
Kinnochaide,’ he said, using the Kinnochman’s name for Kinnoch
Province. “Which is why I'm a Maguire, and as for how I came
to be running a tavern in the heart of Great Kesh is another
story for another time.” He spoke with the lilting rhythm the
people of Kinnoch gave to their speech, and apparently to any
language, as he spoke Keshian.

T'll need two rooms,” said Caleb. ‘Or the one big one at the
end of the hall if it’s free.’

‘It’s not, sad to say, for it’s already occupied by a great lady
and her daughters.” He glanced at the boys and said, ‘Better
steer a wide course away from them, lads, Ifor they are
Truebloods.’

Caleb’s eyebrows went up in silent question, and Maguire
feigned offence. “‘What? A fine lady can’t heave to at my inn?’

Caleb laughed. ‘Obviously one can and has.’

Pablo’s eyes were merry as he said, T know what you're
thinking: with all the great residence houses in the city, why
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here? Well, truth to tell, they’re not all wealthy or high-born,
though— he directed his remark to the boys ‘—they all act as
if they’re related to the Emperor and even the lowest Tiueblood
is still higher-born than the highest of the rest of us!” Looking
at Caleb, he continued, “This lady’s in for the Midsummer’s
Festival’

‘It’s a month away,’ said Caleb.

“Well, she and the girls are buying things right now. I believe
her husband is some governor or an important man in one of
the southern provinces, and he’s coming up to pay his respects
to the Imperial family, or something like that. She tells me
nothing, so I've had to piece that information together over the
last week. They’ll be here a while, so—' again he locked at the
boys ‘—if you want to keep your heads on your shoulders give
the girls room. The Trueblood have no sense of humour when
it comes to their daughters’ association with common boys.’

Tad and Zane glanced at one another and Tad shrugged. i
‘We'll behave ourselves,” he said.

Caleb gripped them both by the shoulders again and said, ‘T'll
make sure they do. Now, let’s get cleaned up and have some-
thing to eat. I have a quick errand I must run, and then we can
see some of the city in the evening. Tomorrow, we start working.” -

Tad and Zane nodded, they knew that working had two mean-
ings, and they were very nervous about the one that wouldn’t |
be obvious.

Zane pointed. ‘Look at those.’
Tad nodded and they approached the vendor whose booth was
set up against the southernmost boundary wall of the main bazaar
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in the Hajana District of the lower city. The boys had been if
Kesh a week now and were still hard pressed not to get lost. »

They had carried out the same mission each day while Caleb
was off on his own business. They wandered the merchant
districts of the city, paying attention to everything they saw, and
then at the end of the day they told Caleb what they had
witnessed. Their cover-story was that they were scouting for
possible items of interest to sell in the north — Krondor specif-
ically, and that they were from the Vale of Dreams, hence their
odd accents.

The newness of the Keshian city was beginning to wear off,
though they were sdll easily distracted by some of its younger
female inhabitants who passed by. Dress customs ranged from
head-to-toe tribal dress that left only the eyes exposed, to the
near-nudity of the Oshani lion hunters, Dingazi cattle herders
and the Truebloods themselves. The boys would often stand in
mute amazement as a dark-skinned girl of alien beauty walked
by, ignoring the gawking northern youths. But even that distrac-
tion was beginning to wear off as they grew accustomed to it.
And from a couple of ill-timed overtures made to passing girls
in the city, they had learned that outlanders were seen as barely
worthy of civility, let alone friendliness. Caleb had warned them
that Kesh was an empire of many nations, some of whom were
bitter enemies of others, and only the iron rule of the Emperor
kept them from open warfare. Civility was a function of the rule
of law, not a social concern.

Zane motioned for Tad to follow him to the vendor’s table,
passing a hawker offering lemon-flavoured cool water from an
earthenware jar strapped to his back. The boys were dressed in
their lightest clothes and were still not used to the heat, though
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they had been told that the citysbould getesen hotter mrerthe
next few months. BT TR S S ST
The items that had caught Zane'’s eye were an unusual bunch of
religious icons. Some of them were familiar to the hoys, but others
weren’t. They examined them under the wary gaze ofthe merchant, .

who appeared ready in case they attempted to dash off with an item
without paying for it. Afrer a few minutes, he demanded, ‘Buy now
or move along. I have no time for such as you.”

Tad’s eyes widened. He bad been repeatedly scolded to buy
or move on by merchants all week, for penniless boys held no
- interest for them. He said, ‘My master bids us find saleable items
to take north and sell in the Kingdom of the Isles.’

‘And who might your master be, O host to a thousand fleas?’

Zane tried not to langh. He found the usual insults of the
market extremely amusing. Tad just got irritated. ‘Caleb, a
merchant of wealth and standing in the Vale of Dreams. He
trades from one end of the Bitter Sea to the other. Do you have
sources that can supply curiosities such as these in quantity?’

Stll appearing dubious, the merchant nevertheless modified
his tone and said, ‘If that is true, it would be a matter of what
constitutes “quantity”. Some of these items are of great crafts-
manship and took many days 1o fashion.’

Zane stood examining the various icons and amulets, He held
one up and stared at it even more intently. Slowly he put it back.
Tad said, ‘Say, perhaps a dozen of each of the more common
gods worshipped in the north?’

‘A week, two perhaps,’ said the man, smelling a possible
windfall.

Zane grabbed Tad’s wrist and squeezed, saying, ‘We will speak
to our taster and if he’s interested, we will return tomorrow.’
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Zane didn't wait for Tad to add anything more, and half-
steered, half-pushed him away from the booth. When they were
lost in the crowd and far from the merchant’s view, Tad said,
‘What?’

‘One of those icons looked like the one Caleb told us to watch
for. The thing that looked like a hawk.’

Tad glanced over his shoulder and then said, ‘We should get
back to the Three Willows and tell him.’

The boys hurried off and took the shortest route back to the
inn they could remember, though it still tock them almast an
hour to find it.

Caleb sat at a table in the comer with another man; a stocky
fellow wearing a red turban, a heavy brocade vest — despite the
summer’s heat — over the finest linen shirt, His face was dark,
like sun-tanned leather, and his darker eyes regarded the boys
as they approached the table.

Zane halted while Tad said, ‘Caleb, may we speak to you for
a moment, please?’

Caleb turned to look at the boys and said, “You're back early.’

‘We found something we think you might be interested in,’
said Zane.

Caleb nodded as the other man stood. ‘Boys, this is Chezarul,
a trader from the west of the Empire. He’s as stingy in a bargain
as he is generous with his friends.” To the man, he said, “These
are my adopted sons.’

“Then I bid you welcome to the greatest city in the world. You
are welcome guests in my home from now until the end of your
days.” He bowed, and then shook hands with each of the boys.

Chezarul took his chair again and Tad said, ‘Caleb, if we could
have a moment, in private . . . ?'
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s Both men rose and Caleb said, ‘If you will excuse me?’s?,

Chezarul bowed and said, ‘Bring the boys to my shop
tomorrow, Caleb.’

He departed and they moved upstairs to the privacy of their
room. “What is it?’ .

Zane quickly described what they had seen and said, ‘T don’t
know if it’s the same amulet you told us to watch out for, but
it could be.’ -

‘I wish I had thought to show you the one in my father’s
possession,’ said Caleb, “There were just too many things going
on when we left” He paused, then nodded. ‘I'll go with you
tomorrow and if the vendor is there, we'll purchase some of his
trinkets, with a promise to buy more. That should move him
to contact his supplier and we can have him followed.” He put
his hand on Zane% shoulder. “You did well.’

Zane looked pleased with himself.

‘T've got some errands to attend to for the next two hours.
Go and do whatever you wish, but try not to find too much
trouble. Be back here in two hours and we’ll have supper
together.’

“Yes, Caleb,’ said Tad as their stepfather left the room.

“‘What now?’ asked Tad.

‘T don’t know,” answered Zane. ‘We could just rest here for 2
while?’ _

“Too hot,” he said. ‘T'd just as soon keep exploring and see if
there’s anywhere we might be welcome — someplace to have
some fun.’

Zane grinned. “You mean someplace where the girls won’t
spit on us just because we have an odd accent.’

‘That, too,’ said Tad, returning the grin. ‘I hear there’s a small
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plaza over by the eastérn caravanserai gate where foreigners
gather. Maybe there . v ?’
As Zane pulled the door wide open, he was confronted by a
momentarily confusing sight. A slightly portly older woman,
dressed in the fashion of the Trueblood, moved down the hall
to his right, followed by two beautiful girls. Both were dressed
like their mother, in linen skirts fastened with brooches at the
hip and wearing decorative torques around their necks. A great
deal of beadwork adorned their hair, and rings and bracelets
made a racket as they moved. One of the girls caught his eye
and smiled at him, while the other seemed intent upon some-
thing her mother was saying.
Zane halted suddenly and Tad bumped into him, forcing Zane
to step into the hall. The girl who had turned to see who was
at the door giggled and moved aside, causing her sister to also
look in the boy’s direction. Zane was on the verge of uttering
an apology for startling them, when their mother turned to see
the two somewhat dishevelled boys, still covered in grime from
their day in the city under the sweltering sun.
‘Mamanaud!” she said, her voice rising to an angry tone and
she pointed at the bays.
Zane turned to look at Tad and said, ‘Mamanaud?’
Just then, two fists the size of hams gripped the boys’ shoul-
ders and the largest man they had ever seen shoved them hard,
back into their room. Both lads collapsed in a heap, while in the
hall, the older woman screamed what sounded vaguely like insults
at them. The large man entered the room and pulled a very
long, very sharp curved dagger from his belt.
Everything had taken place sa quickly, the boys were not quite
sure what had happened. The huge man took a menacing step

215



RAYMOND E, FEIST i ™y u

towards them but suddenly a sword blade rested on his shoulder
at the crook of his neck, and a voice from behind him said, “Try
not to move, my friend, unless you wish to bleed profusely.’

"The huge man frowned and froze in mid-step, his face looking
like a dark brown pumpkin with eyes and a tiny nose above his
broad mouth. The woman shouted something unintelligible from
the hall and a man’s voice answered her. ‘T’'m sure it was all just
a misunderstanding, madam, and the boys meant no harm or
insult.

Sull prevented from seeing anything through the door by the
motionless behemoth who occupied their entre field of vision,
the boys then heard the voice of Pablo Maguire saying, ‘What
is going on here?’

A three-voiced conversation then ensued; the woman shouting
in an almost hysterical pitch, while two male voices appeared
to be trying to assuage her concerns.

The big man in the doorway put his dagger away slowly and
backed out the door, so now the boys could see a swordsman
standing behind him, his blade resting on the man’s neck. ‘Now,
I'm going to remove my sword from your neck,” he said, ‘and
you’ll go see to your mistress without any more fuss.’

The bodyguard moved forward a step and turned. Just before
he could faced the wielder of the blade, he found the point of
the weapon at his neck once more. ‘Ah ah ah!’ said the young
man holding the sword. “That wouldn’t be very wise.’

The big man stepped away, threw a nasty glance at the two
boys and turned and vanished into the room at the end of the
hall.

The man with the sword walked over to the door and said,
“You bays all right?’
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Tad and Zane both nodded. Tad said, “‘We are in your debt.’

‘Not really,’ said the man, putting his sword into its scabbard.
He had dark hair and blue eyes, and his movements were cat-
quick. He smiled and looked younger than he had a moment
before. ‘I followed them up the stairs, and when I saw the con-
fusion ahead of me, I thought it best to keep that mountain of
a man - assuming he is human and not some troll they’ve shaved
- from gutting you two.” He glanced around. ‘Actually, I was
looking for a man named Caleb.’

“That’s our step-father,’ said Zane. ‘He’s going to be gone for
a while.’ '

‘Ah,’ said the swordsman, ‘Well, I guess I need ro come back
later. How long might he be?

‘He said two hours,” answered Tad. “We were going to do

some more exploring over by the eastern caravanserai.’
He nodded. I think T shall wait here for 2 few more minutes.’

He indicated the end of the hall with a lift of his chin. Just to .
make sure you're not followed. [ don’t think Caleb would appre- - -
ciate me letting you get turned into chopped meat any time soon.’

‘P Tad, and this is Zane.’

The man bowed, and the boys could see he was finely dressed.
‘'m Talwin Hawkins, an old friend of Caleb.” He winked at the:

boys. ‘Go on, then; see if you can find some fun that doesn’t
involve bloodshed.’ ;

He stood aside as the boys left the room and then followed
them into the hall and down the stairs. Reaching the common
room, 'Tal said, ‘I have a message for Caleb, when you see him.*-

‘Sir?’ asked Tad.
“Tell him the usual tme, same place, tomorrow night. Got
it?’
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‘Tad repeated the message back . e -

‘T need to be off, just in case.’ 3 s

‘Just in case, sir?’ asked Zane.

“Yes, exactly,’ said Tal, moving towards the door. ‘If T were
you, I would head outside and keep yourselves busy unti] Caleb
returns. That badyguard up there could eat you both for lunch
and still have room for an ox.” He disappeared out the door.

Tad looked at Zane. “Well, we still have some daylight. Let’s
wander around the bazaar.’

Seeing no teasonable alternative, the boys returned outside
and decided to use the last hours of sunlight for something more
enjoyable than being thrashed by Mamanaud.
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¢ CHAPTER TWELVE e 4

u Discovery "

AKOR LOORKED AROUND. i
“‘What exactly are we looking for?’

Pug metioned around himself, swinging his arm in a wide arc
ahead of them. ‘Since Leso Varen fled Olasko, we’ve been trying
to find the range of his “death rifts”, for lack of a better term.’

“That much I know,” said Nakor, walking through knee-high
grass.

They were standing with Ralan Bek in the middle of a wide
grassland that swept down from the mountains to the east,
approximately three days’ ride from the border between the
Kingdom of the Isles and the Duchy of Maladon and Semrick.
Had they travelled by horseback from the nearest city, Maladon,
it would have taken another four days.

Bek stood watching the two men wandering through the grass
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- in front of him and laughed. ‘Are we going to be walking around
~in circles all day?’

Pug glanced at the troubling young man and nodded. ‘If needs
be. Over a year ago we found evidence of some very powerful,

very dark magic, and without boring you further, let’s just say .

that there is a relationship between that magic and a great deal
of trouble yet to come.

‘Tt would help us if we could find . . . the track, if you will,
between the place this magic originated — in Qlakso’s capital,

"+ Opardum — and somewhere else. Our best calculations indicate

-.. that we should find a place where we can pick up that trail some-
* where near here, if that makes sense.’

Bek shook his head and laughed. “You name places T've never
heard of. One moment it’s midwinter, and the next it’s summer.
You speak with a strange tongue, yet I can still understand most
of what you say.

‘Besides,” he added with another laugh, ‘I was not given the
choice about being here or not. So, here I am.” He narrowed
his gaze ac Pug. ‘And none of it makes sense.’

Pointing to a stand of trees a hundred yards to the north, he
added, ‘But I think you’ll find what you’re looking for over
there.”

Pug raised his eyebrows as he looked at Nakor, who shrugged.
The two men turned towards the trees and Nakor said, ‘I don’
sense anything.’

“Varen worked hard to disguise his work. Look how long it
took us to trace the link this far’

Turning to Bek, Nakor said, ‘Stay here so we can mark this
spot if we find nothing in the trees.’

Bek took off the black hat he had taken from the man he had
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killed at the Talnoy’s cave and feigned a courtly bow. “Your wish
is my command, Nakor.’

The two old friends walked towards the irees and Pug said,
‘Have you thought about what we should do with him?’

Nakor said, “The simple solution is to kill him.’

‘We’ve murdered for our cause, but only when we judged that
there was no other way.’ Pug glanced back at Bek who stood
quietly where they had told him to wait. ‘And had you thought
that there was no other way, I am certain you would never have
brought him to Sorcerer’s Isle.”

“True. Potentially, he may be the most dangerous man we
have ever encountered.’ Nakor reached into his bag, pulled our
an orange and offered it to Pug who shook his head. The little
gambler started to peel it. ‘As powerful as he is at twenty summers
old, can you imagine what he might become in a hundred years, -
two hundred?’ '

‘Will he survive that long?’ asked Pug as they reached the =
edge of the trees.

‘Look at you, me and Miranda,’ said Nakor as they stepped
between the boles. The white and brown peeling bark confused
their vision for a moment, as did the sudden shadow after
standing out in the midday sun. “You and Miranda have powerful
magic to keep you young, but me, I only have my tricks.’

Pug nodded, smiling indulgently. ‘Call it what you will, Nakor.
I’ll concede that your talent has no logic or system to it, but
you may still be the most adept practitioner of magic on this
world.’

Nakor shrugged. ‘I don’t think so, but that’s not the point.’
He lowered his voice, as if there was a remote chance Bek could
overhear them. ‘I have something inside me, Pug. I don’t know
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‘¥ ywhat it is, but T know i¢%s liegn here,’ he tip
T was a boy. e .
‘I am like Bek in some ways. But 1 think that whatever it is
" inside of me, it is not a piece of the Nameless One. But it
¥ is similar. I think that’s why I can do all my tricks.’ .
‘¢ Pug nodded. “We’ve drunk many a2 cup of wine before the
" fire whilst discussing this sort of thing, Nakor.’
‘But this is not a theory anymore, Pug. He is real.” He pointed
Ie!in Belk’s direction. ‘And when I touched that thing within him,
+i* there was no doubt about what I found. No doubt at ail.’
Pug nodded, saying nothing.
‘One of our favourite discussions is about the nature of the
gods.’
‘Many times,’ said Pug.
‘I once told you that I suspected that there is an ultimate god.
" A being that is connected to everything — I mean everything,
" Pug. And everything below him, her or it, is also connected.’
‘I remember. It’s as good an explanation for how the universe
.1} hangs together as any I've heard. Your theory is that the Greater
*Gods, the Lesser Gods, and all other beings, were this ultimate
#" pod’s attempt to understand himself.’
i+ Pye said that he’s like a baby before — pushing things off a
" table to watch them fall, over and over and over. Watching and
¥ trying to understand what is happening. But we are talking
* about a time scale of millions of years; billions, perhaps. This
supreme being has all the time in the world, more - it has all
i » the time there ever was or will be.
“‘Would it then not make sense that the gods beneath this one
1. 'imight also somehow reach down and touch lesser beings, so
“ they too might come to understand their place in the universe?’
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‘So the Nameless One placed a tiny piece of himself inside
Bek in order to learn about his place in the universe?’

‘No," said Nakor. ‘It’s possible, but I don’t think that is his
intention.

‘I think the Nameless One has had many agents like Varen
working on his behalf over the years.” Nakor locked at Pug.
“Tell me about him.’ TR, Sl ;

“You've heard all T know already.’ Lok 3

“Iell me abour the time you first encountered him.’

‘When I first got word of him, he was already an accom-
plished practitioner of the dark arts. Arutha was the prince in
Krondor then, and Duke James his principal agent, a young
Baron at the time; he, my son, and one of my most able students
confronted a magician named Sidi, who I now believe was Varen
in a different body.’

‘I remember that story about the amulet,’ said Nakor. ‘No
one’s ever found it, have they?’

Pug shook his head. ‘It’s still out there somewhere. Undl the
assault on Elvandar and our island last year, seizing the Tear of the
(Gods was Varen’s last aovert attempt at bringing chaos to our warld.

‘Between those events he was content to work in quiet, out-
of-the-way, places.’

‘Like Kaspar of Olasko’s Citadel?’ asked Nakor with a grin.

‘Hardly an out-of-the way place, I'll grant you, butthow many
people knew he was there? It was a very well-kept secret outside
Kaspar’s household,’ Pug said. ‘His necromancy has given him
the power to move from body to body. My research indicates
that somewhere there is a vessel in which his true so/ — for lack
of a better term — resides. This allows his mind to capture bodies
and use them at will.
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“He will not stop until he destroys the Conclave or any other

opposition to his mission, which is simply to propagate evil at i

every hand. So, he is a problem.’ Pug pointed in Bek’ direc-
tion. ‘And now, from what you say, we have another one right
aver there.’ .

‘But I don’t think he’s like Varen,’ said Nakor, tossing aside
the orange peel. “Varen was recruited, or seduced, or trapped,
conned, or whatever term you like, either with the promise of
power or eternal life or something. No sane man gives himself
over willingly to evil’

1 “There is nothing sane about Leso Varen.’

% ‘But he may have been at one dme,’ said Nakor, ‘merely 2
luckless man who blundered into the wrong place at the wrong
time. That amulet you spoke of can take over a weak-willed
man and drive him mad. And sanity is all that stands between §
good and evil.

“There is no possibility that this young man will be remotely
sane in a few more years. He already lost any sense of morality;
he is driven by impulse and little else.”

“‘What possible use can we have for a man with no morality,
no moral compunctions against doing evil?’

‘We found a use for Kaspar, didn’ we?’ asked Nakor.

Pug was silent for a2 moment, then said, ‘Point taken, but he
was under Varen’s influence. This lad is directly touched by the
Nameless One. Isn't that a difference?’

‘I don’t know, Pug, but I know we either have to kill him
soon, before he becomes too dangerous, or try to change him
somehow.’

‘I can understand your reluctance to kill him outright, Naker,
but why the desire to change him?’
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‘Because what if my surmise is correct, that the gods put tiny

pieces of themselves in us to learn?’

‘Fair enough, but you said you doubted the Nameless One
was motivated by such.’

“Yes,’ said Nakor with another grin. ‘But there are often unin-
tended consequences of aur acts. What if we can send back this
tiny message that without a balance, and without goed, evil can
not exist?’

‘From what you've surmised, would it make any difference?”

‘It must, for it is the nature of reality. Consider the ancient
symbol of the Yin and Yang, the circle contains both black and
white, but within the white is a spot of black, and within the * -
black a spot of white! Opposing forces, but each with a touch
of the other within. While he may be mad, the Nameless One
must recognize it as a fundamental truth,’ b

Pug laughed ruefully. “We may never know, and that is fine, -

for the gods have given us limited scope in our powers and -
knowledge. I'm content with that. But I must put those things
I can understand and control ahead of your theories, no matter
how wondrous they may be. |

‘In the end, should Bek prove a threat to the Conclave, I will
destroy him as I would step on a cockroach. Without hesita-
tion. Are we clear on this?’

‘Very,” said Nakor, losing his grin. ‘But I think we need 1o
study this youngster for a while longer before destroying him.’

‘Agreed, but I want you to consult with others back at the
Island. And before that, I want yon back in Novindus with the
Talnoy. They are a real and immediate threat. We need to find
a way to control them without using that ring.’

Nakor nodded in agreement. The ring that controlled the
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Talnoy had the unfortakatesiifeifibes 'of dfivisip- the wddrer
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Pug looked around. Now, let’s see if we can find that trail”

‘It’s over there,” said Nakor, pointing to a tiny shimmering
fragment hanging about five feet in the air, among some brush.
‘I noticed it while we were talking.’

Pug hurried over to the tiny fragment of energy, less than
eight inches long, floating in the air, between two branches of
a bush. ‘We could have been out here for years,’ said Pug. “‘How
do you think the boy knew?’

Nakor shrugged. “This is a very evil thing, and given his
nature . . . 2 . e

“You thjnk he’s somehow attuned?’ b gl

‘Apparently,” replied Nakor. He studied the tiny energy frag-
ment. ‘Do you have any idea how this thing works?’

‘When I fought against the magic of Murmandamus, under
the city of Sethanon, I encountered something like this, but far
less subtle. It was the brute force approach to the problem. This
is delicate, almost . . . artistie.’

‘GGiven the carnage we found in that abattoir Varen lived in
at Kaspar’s citadel, this is unexpected,” Nakor observed.

“Varen might be 2 murderous madiman, but he’s not stupid. In
fact, were he sane, he might have been a valuable asset to us.’

“Were he sane, there might not be any “us”, Pug.’

‘Not the Conclave, perhaps, but there would have heen some
group of us or another working together.’

Nakor studied it and said, “‘Where does this go?’ He pointed
to the dny thread of energy, a shimmering silver-green light
that was no more than a foot long,

Pug pointed to the end that was closer to himself. “This comes
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from the last place it manifested. There's a quality about it that
is the same.” He pointed to the east. ‘About a hundred or so
miles that way.’

‘Did it look like this?’

‘No,’ said Pug softly. “There it was a sphere, about the size
of a grape. And it was somehow anchored in place by energy
that tethered it to the ground. It was invisible to the eye and
without substance, so you could walk through it and never notice.
It took a pardcularly adept spell to reveal it to us. This appears
to be . . " He looked back along the line of the energy, as if
seeing something. ‘I don’t know how he did this. It looks as
if . . . Then his eyes widened. ‘He’s found a way to make this
energy jump, Nakor!

*What do you mean by jump?’

‘This end here,’” Pug said, pointing, ‘is not a hundred miles
from the sphere. It’s connected to it.” He stood silent 2 moment,
then said, ‘It’s akin to the Tiurani spheres we use to transport
ourselves from place to place.’

‘But those are devices,’ said Nakor.

‘Miranda doesn’t need a sphere,” said Pug softly. “She can will
herself from place to place if she knows where she’s going.” |

‘But no one else can.” . '

Pug smiled. ‘So I thought, but you forgot to use one when.
you left the cave on the island the last time we met.’ is

Nakor shrugged. ‘It a trick.’ ¥

Pug nodded. ‘She’s been trying to teach Magnus and me the
trick, then; we still haven’t got it, but then we’ve only been
working on it twenty years or so0.’

‘If that end attaches to the sphere,’ said Nakor, ‘where does
the other end attach?’
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Pug squinted at it, a5 if he might see where it led. After a few
minutes of aimost motonless study, his eyes grew round. ‘Nakor,’

b
.Jﬂs . - " -
. he whispered, as if afraid ro raise his voice.

“‘What?'

“It’s a rift!

“Where?’ said Nakor.

‘At the end of that energy thread. It’s tiny beyond imagining,
but it’s there. Varen made his rift work. At first I thought he was
storing vast energy to create a rift of normal size, but 1 was
wrong. He just wanted a tiny rift, but one left open . . . for years.’

Nakor took a deep breath. “You know more about rifts than
any man living, Pug, so I'll not doubt you, but how can one
exist that’s so tiny?’

“The level of control to fashion one like this, and to keep it
stable, in place, for the year or more we've been secking this

pich)

HTI. .« . it's unbelievable.’ Pug stood upright and said, ‘Someone out
iy there knows more about rifts than I do, Nakor. I could never

fashion something this delicate, this precise.’

“We better get back to Bek,” said Nakor, ‘before he sets fire

to the grass just to have something to watch. What do you want
G o do about this?’

‘T'm going to send a few of our better scholars and ask Magnus
8, 1O see if we can entice a pair of Tsurani Great Ones to come
-+ and examine this thing. We will not have unravelled the mystery
. of what Leso Varen was doing in Kaspar’s citadel until we find
i the other end of this energy thread, and that means the other
- .side of the rift.’
o, Nakor put his hand on Pug’s shoulder and squeezed slightly,
ih as if reassuring him. “The other side of the rift could be a very

“bad place.’
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‘It almost certainly is,” said Pug. « i - - .

Nakor said, ‘And we still need to talk about those messages
you’ve shown me.’

‘I don’t know what more to say, Nakor.” Pug’s expression grew
thoughtful. ‘I may have erred in showing them to you. I haven’t
even told Miranda.’

Nakor lost his smile. Pug rarely saw the litde man look this -
thoughtful, so he knew whatever was said next would be some-
thing serious. Suddenly the grin was back, and Nakor said,
“Then you are in very serious trouble when she finds out.’

Pug laughed. ‘I know, but she’s got the worst temper of anyone
in the family, and if she read those messages . . . we both know
that time travel is possible. I journeyed to the dawn of ume with
Macros and Tomas, but I don’t know how to do it

‘Apparently, in the future, you do.’ i

‘But you know what the big question is, don’t you?’ ;

- Nakor nodded as they turned away from the tiny glowing
thread of magic. ‘Are you sending messages to yourself to ensure
a thing happens, or are you sending a message to prevent a thing
that has happened to you from coming to be?’

‘T thought about the very first message that appeared to
me, the morning before Earl James and the boy Princes left for
Kesh.’

“Tell James if he meets a strange man to say, “There is no
magic.”’ Nakor nodded. ‘How do you think you knew that would
be me?’

‘My theory is that we met much later in life, perhaps some-
time yet in the future, and when things were much more dire
than they are now. Perhaps it was my way of ensuring we had
years to work together.
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‘T wondered much -the same thing,” shid Naha‘r ‘Beir welll

never know, will we?” 49&/ras g g G pede®
‘If the future is fluid, then whatever I did chang'ed thmgs
. He laughed. ‘Macros.’ .
" ‘What about him?’ '

‘His hand is in this, I know,’ said Pug. ‘Like everything else
in my life . . .' He shrugged. ‘If you get the chance, next time
you see Tomas, ask him about the armour he wears and his
dreams from the past, and . . . well, iet him tell you. But thar
was Macros, and it also involved time travel.’

s ‘T will.’
-+ They walked out of the woods, and neither man spoke a word
wntil they reached Bek. The young man grinned. ‘Find it> ..

“Yes,’ said Pug. ‘How did you know it was there?’ v
-~ Bek shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I just felt it was there.’

- Pug and Nakor exchanged a look, then Nakor said, ‘Let’s go.”
4 “Can we get something to eat® asked Bek. ‘I'm starving.’

4 Yes,” said Pug. “We'll feed you.’ Silently, he added to himself,
And we'll care for you as long as you don’t become a threat. Then
we'll kill you.

Pug ook out a Tsurani orb and the three of them vanished

from the grassy plain. 1.
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ASPAR STRODE INTO THE ROOM. ‘™. W ¥
Talwin Hawkins and Caleb both nodded greeting.

‘It’s done,” said Kaspar. -

‘Political asylum?’ asked Caleb. "

*Of a sort. But it will do for our purposes.’ SR

‘It’s good to have friends in high places,” said Tal. TR

They were in a small room in the back of an inn, located in
a different district of the city from where Caleb angd the boys
were staying, one frequented by foreigners and those from distant
corners of the Empire. The coming and going of three obvi-
ously non-Keshians would not draw attention here. It was late
and the city was quieting down, though this area was replete
with revellers, as the plaza outside was frequented by the youth
of this district. Against his better judgment, Caleb had left the
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boys outside near a fountain where a dozen or so young boys
and girls had gathered. Sdill, he suspected they would find less
trouble out in the open than if he left them in their room next
to the two Trueblood girls, their excitable mother, and their
personal bodyguard.

When he had finally seen the man, he wondered, like Tal had
said, if he was really human.

“Turgan Bey has told me what his agents have discovered, so
far,’ said Kaspar. A pewter pitcher rested on the table and he
poured himself a cup of wine. Drinking it, he made 2 face. ‘We
should chuck this business and set up a wine importer from
Ravensburg and some of the districts in the Eastern Kingdoms.
We’d make a fortune if this is the best they have.’

“This is not the River House,’ said Tal with a smile, referring
to the restaurant he had established in Roldem. ‘And this is not
the best wine that can be had in Kesh, as you know.’

here.

Kaspar leaned forward. “There is no pattern in the deaths,
save one. Every murdered noble, Trueblood or not, is part of a
loose alliance of Lords and Masters who are favourable to the
ascension of Prince Seziot to the throne when Diigai finally
dies.

Caleb said, ‘And is that supposed to happen any time soon?’

‘You tell me,’ said Kaspar. ‘Your father and brother are more
likely to understand the information on the Emperor’s use of
magic to extend his life than anyone.

‘But it’s clear from what Bey told me that many of the Lords -

and Masters are unhappy with him being the first Emperor to
do so. His predecessor, Empress Leikesha, made it to over
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ninety on sheer spite — according to what I've been told she
may have been the toughest old boot to ever sit on that throne -
so the exira ten years or so for Diigai isn’t a problem yet, but
it’s his use of magic that is. Seems the opinion of a majority of
the rules of Great Kesh is the old boy is losing his political edge.
He spends most of his time with his courtesans — which at his
age, | think is heroic — and many of his edicts seem capricious.
But none of them alter significant policy, so the level of distress
over his current rule hasn’t reached a critical juncture, but the
Gallery of Lords and Masters’ collective patience is wearing
thin, and eventually the Emperor will be pressured to name an
heir.’

‘Sezioti is a scholar who is respected, but not admired.” Kaspar
went on to tell them the rest of what Turgan Bey had shared
about the politics of the Empire.

‘50,” said Tal, “we can assume someone is trying very care-
fully to reduce Sezioti’s chances to rise to the throne, in favour
of Dangai. Why?’

‘If the Nighthawks were not involved,” said Caleb, ‘I would
assume it’s the usual bloody Keshian politics. But with the Guild
of Death working here, we must assume Leso Varen’s hand is
in there somewhere, which means whatever he wants, we want
the opposite.’

Kaspar stood. T can’t stay. I am no doubt being followed, and
while they know Tal and 1 are in contact, they don’t know about
you. | suggest you leave last.’ Caleb nodded. “There’s a recep-
tion at the townhouse of Lord Gresh in a week,” Kaspar said to
Tal. ‘See if you can get yourself invited. It’s just your sort of
crew: a lot of libertines, bored noble wives, curious daughrers,
degenerate gamblers, and hot-blooded boys locking to make a
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name for themselves by killing someone famous. Youn should be
able to make half a dozen enemies in one night with some luck.’

‘Tal regarded Kaspar with a dour expression. ‘I'll try my best.’

‘Pll send Pasko with word as soon as I know anything worth
repordng to you,' said Kaspar, and he left.

Tal said, ‘He’s almost certainly right about being followed
T'll leave next, and then you should wait a bic. Do you think
you can get throngh the commons without being spotted?’

‘If no one saw me enter, yes,’ said Caleb. ‘And T was here for
a full half-hour before either of you arrived, so I think I'm safe.

‘Still, now that we know Kaspar and you are being watched,
I should undertake to be more cautious in the furure. I'll make
arrangements so our next meetng is more secure.’

Tal glanced around the room. ‘What about being observed
by . . . other means?’

Caleb reached into his belt purse and pulled out a small item.
He handed it to Tal who locked at it. It appeared nothing more
than a carved bone icon, some obscure household god, perhaps.
‘Nasur, a magician of the Lesser Path on my father’s island,
made this. It prevents scrying or other magical eavesdropping.
As long as I have it, no one can see or hear us by magical arts.’

Tal said, ‘A good thing to have. You wouldn't have an extra
one, would you?’

‘Even if I did, I wouldn’t give it to you. If you are being
marked by Varenk agents, they might be using arts to see or
hear you. If you vanish from their ability to detect you here,
why it’s simply a case of something not working right, or perhaps
you or Kaspar ensuring this room was safe. If you vanish from
sight all the time, they'll know you're more than what you
appear to be.
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‘And what do T appear to be? '  wme A awerzaned

‘Right now both you and Kaspar are agents of the Crown of
Roldem, and not very good ones at that. It took some very
aggressive rumour mongering to get that one spread in the right
quarters.

‘Kesh is always nervous about Roldem, because of their navy.
Give them something obvious and reasonable to worry about,
and they won’t spend a lot of time concerning themselves with
the subtle. No one who isn’t working for Varen even suspects
the Conclave exists here in Kesh.’

‘Except for those agents in the government who work for the
Conclave.’

Caleb nodded. ‘It’s taken my father years to get to the place
he is right now. We have friends in very high positions in courts
all over the world, without the entanglements of being obliged
to any one government.

‘Now, it’s time for you to go and should I need to see you,
I'll send one of the boys with a message.’

'Tal rose, shook hands with Caleb, then left. As he reached
the door he turned and said, “When this is all aver, would you
like to head up to Kendrick’s and do some hunting for a few
days?’ _

Caleb grinned. ‘After we see the wives for a bit, yes. That
would be welcomed.’

Tal returned the smile and left.

Caleb sat back, content to wait for another hour before leaving,
to ensure he wasn’t being followed. He idly wondered how the
boys were doing.

i
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Zane struck the ground, sliding backwards on his rump. He hit
the edge of the fountain hard enough to knock the air out of
his hungs. Tad shouted, “What was that for?’ as he leaped between
Zane and the young man who had just pushed him hard enough

to knock him over. o TSI
#'The fellow stopped and said, ‘What’ it to you®r = =udh
" “That’s my brother you just shoved.’ re o oMrded

.zt 'The fellow was large, and brutish looking, with massive shoul-
ders and a thick brow. His chin receded slightly, which gave him
an almost malevolent expression when he grinned. ‘And that’s
my girl he was talking to.’

The girl in question, a plamp but very pretty blonde who had
moments before been flirting with both boys, shouted, T am
not your girl, Arkmet. Stop telling people I am.’

“You're my girl if I say you are,” he said with a sound that
came close to an animal growl. L SR 7

4 'Tad siniled. ‘She says she’s not your girl.” o0 Gy

“* Arkmet pushed at Tad, but unlike Zane he was ready. He bent
his right knee, while extending his left leg, grabbed Arkmets
outstretched left hand at the wrist and gave it a tug before
releasing it. Meeting no resistance, the heavier boy went crashing
face down on the cobbles.

Zane was back on his feet and standing next to Tad when the
larger youngster rolled over. His face was flushed and he said,
“You shouldn’t have done that!’

Standing side by side, both boys were ready for a fight, and
Zane said, “‘We’re not starting anything, fellow, but if you want
to take us on alone, we're ready’

With another evil grin, the young man on the ground slowly
rose and said, “Who said 1 was alone?
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The boys looked behind themselves and saw that a group of
large boys gathered. ‘And who are you?’ asked Tad.

A blond lad said, ‘We’re the apprentices of the Bakers’ Guild.’
He hiked his thumb over his shoulder to the four boys who
stood behind him. ‘Arkmet is an apprentice baker.’

Tad looked at Zane and rolled his eyes. ‘So he’s a friend of
yours?’

The blond lad said, ‘No, pretty much none of us can abide
the slug, but we have a rule. You hit one Bakers’ Boy, you hit
all of us.’

Zane said, ‘Wish someone had told us that before we got here.’

Until 3 moment ago, Tad and Zane had been lazing around
the fountain, flirting with some approachable local girls. The
plaza seemed to be frequented by young men and women from
other parts of the Empire, youngsters who were far more
amenable to speaking with two boys from the distant Vale of
Dreams.

‘I don’t suppose there’s a Guild of Boys From Other Parts of
the Empire around here,’” said Zane, glancing first one way, then
the other. Several young men were giving the coming battle a
wide berth, but one boy of roughly the same age as Tad and
Zane came and stood beside them.

‘Six to two’s no kind of fair dust-up.” He was large, with
powerful shoulders, a red-headed boy with a preposterous
amount of freckles across his face, green eyes, and hands the
size of a smith’s hammer. With an almost demonic grin he said, .
‘But six to three seems a little better.’

One of the Bakers’ Boys said, ‘Ah, Jommy, not again®’

The red-headed boy cocked his right fist next to his ear, and
with his left hand beckoned the bakers’ apprentices to approach.
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‘Always, mate. I love jcclubi o gar yod Hbigdisted bostiin
a sling, Com’on!’  HXep® syigaivy b p: bkt i mmgewl |

“The resolve seemed to leach out of the five apprentices, just
as 2 bellowing shout came from behind. Zane and Tad turned,
but nothing as fast as the redhead, who turned with stunning
speed and with a straight punch caught Arkmer right in the face.
The bully’s eyes rolled up in his head and he collapsed to the
ground, blood fountaining from his broken nose.

Jommy turned and said, ‘Five to three; even better!” o

‘You're a madman,’ said the blond baker’s apprentice. -

Jommy held up his hands palms out. I realize you boys have
your sense of honour and duty, but come on. Do you really
want to bleed for that lout?’

The blond lad looked at the four who stood behind him and
just from the way they exchanged glances told Tad and Zane
the fight wasn’t going to start. ‘Not really,’ said the blond boy.
“The last time you hit me I couldn’t bear out of my left ear for
three days.’

“Well, you bully boys of the Bakers’ Guild should realize that
yow're not bloody damn cocks-of-the-walk around here and
start treating others with respect, mate. Now take your idiot
friend here home and leave well-meaning strangers alone.’ _

The five bakers’ apprentices helped the still groggy Arkmet
to his feet and led him away, Zane turned to see the blonde girl
had somehow vanished during all the trouble, while Tad stuck
out his hand and said, “Thank you, my friend.’

1 ‘No worries,” said the affable redhead. ‘Name’s Jommy Kiliroo.”
»  ‘You're not from around here, are you?’ asked Zane.

‘Ha!’ said the boy. ‘Far from home.’

Caleb walked up. ‘If I recognize that accent, very far," he said.
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‘T saw what happened.’ To Tad and Zane, he said, “You boys
managed to avoid a fair beadng it seems.’

‘Probably would have taken one, if it hadn’t been for Jommy
here,” said Zane. '

‘Ah, most of the bakers’ lads aren’t really too bad a lot, but
that Arkmet is a real canted bastard, if you take my meaning.
He's going to end up hung for murder, mark my words.’

“You’re from around Serpent River?’

The young man’s face went alight. “You've been down there, -
have you?’

‘A couple of titnes. Where are you from?’

“Mooree, little town a couple of days upriver from Shingazi’s -
Landing.’

‘How’d you come to Kesh?’ .

“That’s a long story in the telling. The short of it is my mate ,
Rolie and I got tossed out of our homes by our fathers, who
told us to be on our way and start our own lives. We worked
our way downriver to the City of the Serpent River and tried -
to get jobs, but if you've been there, you know everything is
controlled by the clans. Not ashamed to say I took up a little °
thievery to get by. O’ Rolie and me got a berth on a Keshian
ship, bound for Elarial. We had no better prospects, so we
signed on and became sailors. Only one voyage for me to tell
it wasn’t my kind of life, so when we berthed, we rook our pay -
and left. Got jobs as teamsters and, well, one thing leads to
another. Ol' Rolie got himself killed in a brawl up in the town
of Chigatha, and I just kept working the caravans, and here I
am. Been stranded here for almost a year now.’

‘Where do you live?’ asked Tad.

‘Here and there. Weather’s warm most of the time so sleeping
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in an alley or by a fountain’s not a problem. Once in a while T §
find a girl who takes me home.” He inclined his head to the ¥
fountain. ‘Most of the youngsters from other places come around 3
here, so there’s less trouble, unless a bunch like those bakers’
lads show up. I’'ve mixed with them before, and they remember.” @
He grinned. ‘Now, how’d you find your way to Novindus?’
“That’s a long story, too,’ said Caleb. ‘How’d you like me ro
stand you to a meal and a warm bed?’ 4
‘Find by me, but I'd rather find steady work. Truth to tell, |
this city may be the greatest in the world, but it’s a fair bastard §
on a lad without family or guild, and that’s the muth.’
‘Walk with us,” said Caleb, ‘and T'll tell you about my trips
to your homeland.’
Tad and Zane exchanged questioning looks, but said nothing. -
But they had an odd feeling that somehow they had let a stray ;
dog follow them home and fed it. What they didn’t know is if |
the dog would bite. W %
e )

Zane stood quietly next to Caleb as he examined the religious
icons. Tad had been sent on a pointless errand with Jommy, who

it seemed had attached himself to Caleb and the boys with no ‘
apparent effort. They had sat around the rable at the inn the ’
night before and exchanged stories, and Tad and Zane both had
found the new boy likeable, amusing, and a reasonable
- companion. Caleb hadn’t told either of his stepsons why he had
decided to keep Jommy close, but given how difficult this city
- could be, and how handy the large redhead was in a brawl, they
" were glad of the addition.
Caleb examined and ordered a full half-dozen pieces before
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picking up the hawk. It was not the same icon as the one on
the ammlet worn by the Nighthawks, but it was close. ‘I don't
recognize this,” said Caleb.

The merchant, named Mudara, said, ‘It is strange to me, as
well. T purchased it from a boy, a beggar or thief perhaps, but
before that, its provenance is unknown. I have seen similar icons
from time to time, but not one quite like this.” He was a thin,
nervous man, with a2 beak of a nose and a receding chin. His
eyes, however, showed a man of shrewd judgment, an experi-
enced businessman who should not be underestimated.

Caleb shrugged, as if it was of little importance, and he looked
at two others before returning to the hawk. “You say yon’ve seen
others almost like this?’

“Yes. There’s a sect of worshippers of Lims-Kragma, far to the
south. They come to the city from time to time, and they can
be identified by an amulet they wear. I do not know what they
are called”’

Caleb ordered two more items, and said, ‘T will not need the
hawk amulet. If, as you say, it is worn by a minor sect far to the
south, none of their faithful will be found in Krondor.” The
merchant looked slightly disappointed and immediately began
showing other pieces. After a moment, Calebreturned to the hawk.
He shrugged. ‘Perhaps I am being hasty.’ Hope spread across the
merchant’s face. He had already realized more profjt from this one
transaction than he eaned in a month, but like all of his class, he
was anxious for even more. ‘Asa curio, perhaps. You say you haven't
seen one exactly like this, but others that are close?’

“Yes, my friend,’ said Mudara. “They are heavier, iron or a
metal blend I think, and worn with a stout chain, Under the
tunic, as a rule.
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1. ‘Do you think you can find some of those?’ :dr e i siluiby!

- Instantly the man’s face became expressionless. ‘Not of those,
I fear. But I have a source for these, if you can wait a week.
There are many fine craftsmen in the city who can duplicate
anything you give them to copy.’

Caleb shrugged. ‘For my buyers, authentcity is required. They
are . . . collectors, and have no interest in cheap imitations. If
you can get some of those medallions you speak of, contact me
at the Three Willows. I will be here another two weeks. Send
a message to Caleb.

They finished their transaction and shook, and Caleb departed.
As they walked, Caleb said, ‘I want you to hang around this
plaza for the rest of the day and watch that merchant. Try not
to be seen, but if he daes catch 2 glimpse of yon, smile and wave
like you’re just about my business. Look at some merchandise,

but keep your eyes on him. If he talks to anyone, mark them.-

If he leaves, follow him, but under no circumstances let him see
you following him. If it comes to it, I'd rather have you give up
the chase and return to the Three Willows than get spied out.

We can always follow him another time. Do you understand?”« ’
Zane nodded, and maved at once to another part of the plaza, "
so he might circle around and come back to the merchant unseen. -

Caleb walked purposefully towards Chezarul's shop, for he
needed an experienced agent to track the merchant. He wanted
Zane off the man’s trail as soon as possible, but in case the
merchant left before one of Chezarul's men could replace him,
he needed eyes on the man. Caleb cursed himself for not thinking
of this before he went to see the merchant. He knew his mind
‘wasn’t on the tasks his father had set before him, and now he
understood the risks his father had spoken of before he had met
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Marie. Having people around you about whom you worry is a
distraction and makes you vulnerable. He never should have
brought the boys with him, he thought.

A

g

Zane watched as the market began to build up with people
seeking to buy goods on their way home from their own work.
Zane knew from experience that this flarry of shopping would
end quickly and then the market would soon become deserted
as the merchants and their helpers rapidly broke down stalls and
tables then carted goods away. He had watched in amazement
the first time when the entire market square went from so
crowded it was almost impossible to move without jostling
someone to deserted in less than an hour. He was almost certain
Maudara had not noticed him, but he knew that as soon as the
stalls began to break down, hiding would be more difficult.

Zane started looking for a vantage point and spied a deep
doorway in which he could hide. He slipped into it and watched.
As he anticipated, Mudara was anxious to be on his way to place
his order with his suppliers for the items Caleb had purchased.
He was among the first to close down his stall and put his
amulets and icons into a deep bag. He hefted the bag over his
shoulder and quickly moved away.

Zane fell in behind him. He knew that no one was likely to
find him now, and was determined not to let Caleb down. He
tried his hardest not to skulk and draw attention to himself, but
he felt obvious and self-conscious. He kept people between
himself and Mudara, and was pleased that the merchant never
paused or looked over his shoulder.

They left the crowded streets of the prosperous merchants’
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quarters and entered what looked to be a less populated section
of the city, dominated by warehouses and the other businesses

Zane associated with commerce, leather workers, stables,
' cartwrights, wheelwrights, an office for porters, and an office
that appeared to provide mercenary guards.

Mudara entered a business establishment that had copious
amounts of smoke coming from a stone chimney in the rear,
and the sounds of hammers ringing out on metal filled the air,
despite the late hour. Zane assumed this was the where he had
his icons and amulets cast.

Zane couldn’t tell how much time passed while Mudara
conducted business inside, but it seemed like hours. It was dark
when the man finally came out, and Zane watched him from a
vantage point behind some large crates sitting outside a currently
unoccupied warehouse.

He decided to follow the man. Either the merchant would
go home or lead him to another supplier. The merchant again
paid no heed to his surroundings nor appeared to be concerned
about being followed, and hurried along.

Zane dodged the occasional passerby, and kept the merchant
in his sights, Scon, Mudara’s manner changed, and Zane almost
was spotted as the merchant suddenly turned to see if he was
being followed. It was only by chance that Zane had been deep
in a shadow at that moment, else he would have been found
out.

Zane realized at that moment that this was exactly the sort
of behavigur Caleb had warned him to be cautious of. The
merchant was going somewhere he did not wish to be observed,
and without understanding why, Zane knew it was dangerous.

Caleb had impressed on both boys the risks they would face
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with the life that had been thrust upon them, and for the first
time Zane fully understood what Caleb had meant. His mouth
was dry and his heart pounded, but Zane mustered his courage
and stalked the merchant.

Zane kept track of turns and occasional landmarks, for he
was now deep into a district of the city alien to him. He had
a sense that this was not the place to be found alone after dark.
There was a foreboding aspect to this quarter, streets lacking
lanterns and distant, hushed voices. A woman laughed in the
night, a harsh shrill sound and Zane knew there was no joy in
that sound.

Mudara turned a corner apd Zane hurried, then peeked
around. On the opposite side of the street, the merchant stood
before an unmarked door, knocking loudly, in an odd pattern.
One strike, then a pause, then two, then one again, then three.

The door opened and the hair on the back of Zane’s neck
rose and a shiver passed through his body. In the doorway stood
2 man clad in black, his features unseen in the shadows. But the
tunic, trousers, and head-covering were exacty as had been
described to him before leaving Sorcerer’s Isle. The man was
an [zmali assassin, a Keshian Nighthawk.

Mudara spoke rapidly to him and handed him the amulet.
The assassin was not pleased to see him and looked out past
him, glancing first one way up the street then the other. Zane
prayed the man had no special powers, for he knew should he
be discovered his life would be forfeit.

Zane watched the two men argue, for it was clear from
Mudara’s gestures that he was attempting to convince the assassin
of something. Mudara raised his voice, and Zane could hear him
say, ‘. . . worth the risk, If these are the ones we were warned
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of, we may use them to lead us to . . .’ the assassin gestured
with his hand to lower his voice, and Mudara complied. Zane
could not hear what was said after. The assassin spoke softly for
a moment longer, and then stepped back into the building,
closing the door in Mudara’s face. The merchant turned his back
towards Zane and started moving down the street.

Zane began to follow after him, when two powerful hands
grabbed him from behind and spun him. Before he could say a
word a powerful hand clamped down over his mouth and a voice
in his ear said, ‘If you want to stay alive, say nothing.’

Zane’s heart felt as if it would explode out of his chest, but
he managed to keep his wits and nod.

The hand released him and a man with a heavy dark beard
whispered, ‘Follow me and say nothing until I eell you it is safe.’

He hurried away and Zane followed. They spent the better part
of a half-hour ducking in and out of shadowed doors and passing
through alleys. After they reached a more populated and better
lit section of the city the man turned and said, “You are Zane?’

‘I am,’ s2id the young man, out of breath and his knees trem-
bling from exhaustion and fear.

‘Chezarul sent me to find you in the plaza, but you were
leaving behind the merchant when I got there. You followed

him, and T followed you, for I feared that should I overtake you,
the merchant might have seen us.’

Zane nodded. “Why did you grab me, then?’

‘If you had followed after the merchant from where I found
you, you would have been killed. It is their practice to leave
their meetings by a false path, and any who follow are slain. We
lost four good men until we discovered their practice.”

“‘Who are they?’
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“The Guild of Death. The Nighthawks,’ said the bearded
man. T am Choyoba.” He looked around. ‘Come. I will eake you
back to the Three Willows.” Zane nodded and followed the man.

Vg RLERINYT 2
“You did We]_l,’ said Chezarul ta Zane. sl A LA ‘W‘
Caleb nodded agreement. “Yes, you did.’ I I

Zane was too drained by the experience to even smile. He
just nodded.

‘So now you know where to find the Nighthawks?’ asked Tad.

Chezarul shook his head and said, ‘No, my young friend. The
Nighthawks have found us.’

When Tad’s expression showed he didn’t understand, Caleb
said, ‘It’s a trap.’

‘A trap?’ asked Zane.

Caleb said, “The mock amulet was put there so that I, or
someone else from the Conclave, would find it. Anyone else
would have ignored it or even purchased it as a charm, but for
me to inquire about one that was similar, that signalled to the
Nighthawks that I was seeking them. It may have been out there
for months. It's the sort of thing that would be of no interest
to anyone but us.

‘And we are “taking the bait”.’

‘I don’t see . . ." began Tad.

“The nghthawks are setting traps. They know that with the
killings in the city it would only be a matter of time before we
investigate,’ said Caleb. ‘So they put out a false amulet, one that
locks enough like their own society’s mark that anyone looking
for the Guild of Death would be curious as to its origin.

‘We did as they expected us to do. We inquired, and they
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deliver what we ask. The argument you observed was probably

over telling us no to the true amulets, and then aying to follow
us from the market, or agreeing to give us copies, then setting

-

a trap: when we come to pick up the goods, they will either take

us or, more likely, follow us back here to see where we are based.
‘Then comes the killing.’

Chezarul said, “These murderous dogs are a plague on the
peace of our city. More, they’re bad for business. We shall see
an end to them one day, and I hope that day is near.” He turned
to Caleb. ‘Avoid the market tomorrow. I need to make prepar-
" ations for our coming encounter, and some of my men are out
" of the city. Give me two days to muster my forces, then go see
this merchant. In three days they will come here, and we shall
be ready for them.’

‘Pablo will not be pleased we’re going to turn his inn into a
battlefield,” said Caleb.

‘Nothing so bad happens that Pablo’s humour can not be
improved by gold,’ said Chezarul. ‘Besides, in his way he’ as
steadfast as any of us.’

Caleb nodded and said, ‘Very well. T shall take the boys riding
tomorrow, out of the city towards the shores of the Overn. We
will be looking at something or another out there, perhaps
.exotic fish caught in the lake.’

Chezarul grinned. ‘Crocodiles, perhaps?’

‘Something. We shall return in two days and see Mudara.

«*Good,” said the trader. ‘Unti] then, I bid you good night.’ §

wwHe left and Caleb said, “Tad, gc: to the common room and
tell Jommy he can come up now.’

Tad left, and Zane said, ‘Are you planning on keeping ]ommy-

around?’
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T think so, for a time. He’s a rough and tumble sort of lad,
and moreover, being from Novindus means he’s unlikely to have
any ties to the Nighthawks. And there’s something about him
] like.’

Zane nodded. ‘He stood with Tad and me without cause.’

‘He had cause,” said Caleb. ‘A sense of fairness most people
lack.’

Tad and Jommy came into the room and Caleb said, Jommy,
can you ride?’

‘Well enough to not fall off if we’re not in too great a hurry,’
answered the red-headed boy.

Caleb said, ‘Good, because we’re riding out to the lakeshore
tomorrow and I'd like you to come along.’

‘A job?’

‘Of sorts,” said Caleb. ‘Tl tell you about it as we ride. For
now, get some sleep.’

The three boys left Caleb’s room and crossed the hall to their
own. Pablo Maguire had brought up a straw-stuffed pallet the
previous evening at Caleb’s request and Zane now unrolled it
and put it between the two beds. Jommy flopped on it, and Tad
said, ‘I hope that’s not proving to be too hard for you.’

Jommy laughed. ‘T've been sleeping on stone and dirt for most
of the last year, and my last bed was a hamiriock in a ship at
sea. | haven’t seen a proper bed to call my own since my dad
threw me out. This’ll suit me just fine.’

"Tad blew out the lantern and the room was plunged into dark-
ness. Tad and Jommy were both quickly asleep, but Zane lay
there, the image of a black-clad killer barely seen in the door-
way lingering in his mind.
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AGNUS WATCHED CAREFULLY. FIvLe #f

Nakor hovered over the Talnoy. Three Tsurani Great
Ones also warched. ‘It’s nothing obvious,” said Nakor. ‘And I
may be wrong, but . . .’ He moved his hand over the things
helmet, and added, *. . . if my idea works - -

The Talnoy sat up. Magnus’ eyes went wide and then he
smiled. “You did it

Magnus was holding the ring which had previously been
required to control the creature.

Nakor said, ‘I think I can now devise a way to control the
Talnoy without using the ring. That would be a good thing since
using the ring eventually drives you mad.’

Illianda said, ‘Very impressive, Nakor.’

Of the Great Ones who had met the wily Isalani, Illianda
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was the least bothered by the fact that Nakor didn’t fit into the
‘Isurani magical hierarchy of the Greater and Lesser Paths.
Most of the time, Nakor even denied that he was a practiioner
of magic. Illianda didn’t seem to care what he was, as long as
there were results.

‘But we still need to concern ourselves with the rogue rifts
that are attracted to our world by this thing,’ said Fomoine. ‘If
we can't establish protective wards we must return this thing to
Midkemia, to divert the risk from our world. We have had
another possible occurrence of a rift since you were last here.
Nothing definite, but two of our brother magicians are visiting
the site now to determine if such a thing did occur’

Nakor nodded. ‘I will tell Pug. He’s also attempting to under-
stand the wards which shielded this thing from magical detec-
tion for so long.’

Magnus said, ‘Perhaps we can divert whatever magical forces
follow it, by removing it to Midkemia, but what if it’s already
too late?’

The three Tsurani magicians exchanged questoning looks
before Savdari said, ‘If it is too late, then we shall have to look
to our own resources to preclude an incursion into our world.
If not, at least we can buy both of our worlds some time by
switching the Talnoy between them? A few weeks there, then
back here, then back to Midkemia?’

‘It’s possible,” said Magnus. ‘T’ll speak to my father tonight. 1
hope, however, that shuttling the Talnoy between our worlds
will not prove necessary and that an effective ward will be
provided soon.’

Nakor said, ‘If we have to, we can move the Talnoy through
the rift quickly, to Stardock and then perhaps somewhere else.’
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The three Tsurani magicians bowed. ‘As always, convey our
respects to Milamber,” Illianda said, using Pug’s Tsurani name.

Magnus and Nakor remarned the courtesy. ‘I will, and as
always he sends his respects to the Great Ones of Tsuranvanni.’
They left the room containing the Talnoy and walked through
several halls to the rift room.

Unlike in the past, the rift between the Assembly of Magicians
on Kelewan and the Academy at Stardock was not left open
continuously anymore. With the current concern over rifts from
the Dasati world, Pug and the Great Ones of Tsuranuanni had
thought it best to only open a rift when they most needed to.

Magnus stood before the rift device and held out his arms,
incanting the appropriate spell. Nakor watched him without

comment and the younger magician went through the ritval - 3§

necessary to attune the energies that would bridge the gulf
between the two worlds.

An odd buzzing filled the room for 2 moment, and the hairs
on Nakor’s and Magnus’ arms and neck stood up, as if a light-
ning strike had occurred nearby. Then, a shimmering grey void
appeared before the two men. They both stepped through
without hesitation and suddenly they found themselves upon
the island of Stardock.

A few magicians had gathered when the rift had appeared,
but upon seeing Magnus and Nakor they nodded their greet-
ings and departed. Magnus turned and with a wave of his hand
he willed the rift out of existence. With a wry smile, he said,
‘My father told me he almost died trying to close the first
Tsurani rift.’

Nakor said, T've heard the story. Before you become too full
of yourself, just remember he had to shut down a machine created
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by a doz;en Great Ones,snd he&ad tek have your grand&fher’s
help to do it.’

Magnus shrugged. ‘I wasn’t comparing myself to my father,
or grandfather, Nakor.” He started walking towards the beach,
‘I was merely remarking on . . . oh, never mind. It’s just an idle
thought.’

When they reached the edge of the lake, Magnus drew ont
an orb, and an instant later the two men stood at the door of
Pug’s study. Magnus knocked and Pug’s voice answered: ‘Come
m.’

Nakor paunsed and said, “You tell your father what we’ve done
and found. I'm going to go and look for Bek’

Magnus nodded, and Nakor took his leave.

A few minutes later he found Bek sitting under a tree watching
some students listen to Rosenvar lecture. When he saw Nakor
approach, he jumped to his feet and said, ‘Are we leaving?’

‘Why, are you bored?’

‘Very. I have no idea what that old man is talking about. And
the students here are not very friendly.” He looked at Nakor
and said accusingly, ‘And that thing you did in my head . . .’
His expression was one of frustration verging on tears. ‘One of
the boys insulted me and normally I would have just hit him very
hard, probably in the face. And if he had gotten up, I’d have
hit him again. I'd bave kept on hitting him until he didn't get
up.” With an almost pained expression, Bek szid, ‘But I couldn’t,
Nakor. I couldn’t even ball my fist. He just stood there looking
at me like there was something wrong with me, and there was!
And then there was this pretty girl I wanted, but when she
wouldn’t stop to talk to me and I tried to grab her, the same
damn thing happened! I couldn’t bring my hand up to—" Bek
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looked as if he were on the verge of tears. ‘What did you do to
, me, Nakor?’

Nakor put his hand on the large youngster’s shonlder and
said, ‘Something I would rather not do to anyone, Bek. At least
for a while, you can’t do harm to someone else except if you're
defending yourself.’

Bek sighed. ‘Am 1 always going to be this way?’

‘No,” said Nakor. ‘Not if you learn to control your own

impulses and anger.’

Bek laughed. ‘I never get angry, Nakor. Not really.’

Nakor motioned for Bek to sit and sat next to him. ‘What do
you mean?’

Bek shrugged. ‘Sometimes I get annoyed, and if I'm in pain
I can really break things up, but I find most things either funny
or not funny. People talk about love, hate, envy and the rest of
it, and I think I know what they’re talking about, but I'm not
certain.

. ‘1 mean, I've seen how people act around each other and I
sort of remember feeling things when I was really little, like the
way it felt when my mother held me. But mostly I don’t care
about the same things that other people care about.” He looked
at Nakor and there was almost a pleading quality to his expres-
sion, ‘T often thought that I was different, Nakor. Many people
have told me T am.

‘And I've never cared about that.’ He lowered his head, looking
at the ground. ‘But this thing you’ve done to me, it makes me
feel—’

‘Frustrated?’

Bek nodded. T can’t . . . do things like T used to. I wanted
that girl, Nakor. I don’t like not being able to have what I want!”
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He looked Nakor in the face and the little gamiler could s -
tears of frustration forming i Bek’s eyes. 6 s

“You've never had anyone say no to you, have you?’ KR

‘Sometimes, bur if they do I kill them and take what I want, -
anyway.’ "

Nakor was silent, then he thought of something. ‘Someone
once told me a story about a man travelling in a wagon which
was being chased by wolves. When the man reached the safety
of a city, he found the gates closed and while he shouted for
help, the wolves overtook him and tore him to pieces. How do
you feel about that tale, Ralan?’

Bek laughed. ‘T’d say that it is & pretty funny story! I wager
he had a really amazing look on his face when those beasts
caught up with him!’

Nakor was silent, then he stood. ‘You wait here. I’ll be back
shortly.” The Isalani walked straight to Pug’s study. He knocked,
then opened the door before Pug told him to enter.

‘I need to speak with you, now,” Nakor said.

Pug looked up from where he sat before an open window,
enjoying the summer’s breeze. Magnus sat opposite him and
hoth men studied the excited looking Isalani. “‘What is it?” Pug
asked. "

“That man, Ralan Bek, he is important.’ =

‘So you have said,” Magnus replied. ¥

‘No, even more important than we suspected. He unde:rstandﬁ
the Dasatn.’ . [

Pug and Magnus exchanged startled expressions before
Magnus asked, ‘Didn’t we agree not to speak of them to anyone
outside our group?’

Nakor shook his head. ‘T've told him nothing. He knows them
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because he is like them. I now understand how they éame to be
the way they are.’ Y
Pug sat back and said, “This sounds fascinating.’

Nakor said, ‘I don’t mean I understand every detail or even
exactly how it is so, but T know what has happened.” . egrons:
Pug motioned for Nakor to sit and continue. i
. ‘When Kaspar described what Kalkin had shown him of
the Dasati world, we all had the same reaction. After our

concern over the threat they pose, we asked ourselves how

such a race came to be. How could a people rise, grow and
prosper without compassion, generosity and some sense of
common interest?

‘I suspect they had them once, but evil became ascendant in
that world, and this man is an example of what we will all
become if the same evil gains pre-eminence here.’ Nakor paused,
then stood and began to pace as if struggling to form his thoughts.

‘Bek is as the gods have made him.” He looked at the young "

man, who nodded. ‘That is what he said ta me, and he is correct.
And he knows that he is not as the gods made other men. But
he doesn't yet begin to understand what that means.’

Nakor glanced around and continued, ‘No one in this room
was made as other men are made. Each of us has been touched
in one fashion or another, and because of that we are condemned
to lead lives that are both uniquely wonderful and terrible.’ He
grinned. ‘Sometimes both at the same timne.’

His face resumed a thoughtful expression. ‘During our strug-
gles with the agents of evil, we have pondered what purpose
such evil serves, many times, and the best answer we have reached
is an abstract hypothesis: thar without evil, there could be no
good, and that our ultimate goal, for the greater benefit of all,
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is to achieve a balance where the evil is offset by goed, thus
leaving the universe in harmony. i .

‘But what if the harmony we seek is an illusion? What if the
natural state is actually a flux, the constant struggle? Sometimes
evil will predominate, and at other times good. We are caught
up in the endless ebb and flow of tides that wash back and forth
over our world?’

“You paint an even bleaker picture than usual, Nakor,” Pug
interrupted.

Magnus agreed. “Your ant-seige on the castle sounds more
promising than being swept away on endless tides.’

Nakor shook his head. ‘No, don’t you see? This shows that
sometimes the balance is destroyed! Sometimes the tide sweeps
away all before it.” He pointed to Bek. ‘He is touched by some-
thing that he doesn’t understand, but his understanding is not
necessary for that thing wo work its will upon him! The Dasati are
not evil because they wanted to be that way. In ages past, I'd wager
that they were not unlike us. Yes, their world is alien and they live
on a plane of existence that would be impossible for us to endure,
but Dasati mothers loved their children once, and husbands loved
their wives, and friendship and loyalty flourished ages ago. The
thing we call the Nameless One is but 2 manifestation of some-
thing far greater, a thing not limited to this world, this universe,
or even this reality. It spans—' he was lost for words. ‘Evil is every-
where, Pug.” Then he grinned. ‘But that means, so is good.”

Nakor struck his left palm with his right fist. “We delude
ourselves that we understand the scope of our decisions, but
when we speak of ages, we do not understand them. The thing
we fight has been preparing for this conflict since men were
litde more than beasts, and it is winning. The Dasati became
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what they are because evil won on their world, Pug. In that
universe, what we call the Nameless One overturned the balance
and it won. They are what we will become if we fail.’

Pug sat back, his face drawn and pale. ‘You painta grim plcture,
my friend.’

Nakor shook his head. ‘No, don’t you see? All is not lost -
if evil can win there—" He looked at Pug, then at Magnus and
his grin returned ‘—then good can win here!’

Later, Pug and Nakor walked along the sea shore, letting the
warm breeze and salt spray invigorate them. ‘Do you remember
Fantus?’ Pug asked.

‘Kulgan’s pet firedrake that used to hang around the kitchen
from tme to time?’

T miss him,’ said Pug. ‘Its been five years since I last saw
him, and he was very old, dying T think. He wasn't really a pet,
" more of a house-guest.” Pug looked out at the endlessly churning
surf, the waves building up and rolling in to break upon the
beach. ‘He was with Kulgan the night I first came to his hut in
the woods near Crydee Castle. He was always around back then.

‘When 1 brought my son William from Kelewan, he and
Fantus became thick a5 thieves. When William died, Fantus
visited us less and less.

‘Dirakes are reputed to be very intelligent, perhaps he grieved?’

‘No doubt,’ said Pug. _ 1hé e

‘Why think of him now?’ asked Nakor. vivammpy|

Pug stopped and sat on a large rock nestled into the cliff face
where the beach curved into an outcropping. To contdnue their
walk, they would have had to wade through the shallows around
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a headland. ‘T don’t know. He was charming, in a roguish sort
of way. He reminded me of simpler times.’

Nakor laughed. ‘During our years of friendship, Pug, I've
heard you talk of your simpler dmes but I would hardly count
the Riftwar, your imprisonment in Kelewan, becoming the first
barbarian Great One and then ending the war,” he langhed, ‘and
the Great Uprising, and all those other things you, Tomas and
Macros accomplished as being anything close to simple!’

‘Maybe I was just a simpler man,’ said Pug, fatigue evident
in his voice.

‘Hardly, I'll accept you had a simpler understanding of things
years ago. We all did, in our youth.’

‘Fantus had a capricious nature, he could be as unpredictable
as a cat or as steadfast as a dog. But I think the reason that I
dwell on him today is because he and William were inseparable.’

‘And you think of Wiiliam?’ i

‘Often. And my adopted daughter, Gamina.’ SO

‘Why this reflection now, Pug?’ '

‘Because my children are in harm’s way again.’

Nakor laughed. ‘T know they are your sons, Pug, but the term
children hardly applies to Magnus and Caleb any longer. They
are not only men, but men of great resolve and strong char-
acter — men whom any father would be proud of.’

‘I know, and I do feel proud,’ said Pug. ‘But I iun fated to
watch all those I love die before T do.’ n N
‘How do you know this, Pug?’ “

‘When I fought the demon Jakan as his fleet saﬂed into the
Bitter Sea, I attempted to destroy his armada single-handed -
one of my more arrogant moments. As a result, I was almost

killed by a powerful magical ward.’
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«: ] remember that,” said Nakor. thawresdugh - ddbedne.
‘In the Hall of Lims-Kragma, I was given a choice by the Goddess.
Only my family know of the decision I made, and then only part
of it. In short, I was allowed to remurn and continue my work, but
in exchange I must watch everyone I love die before me.’

Nakor sat on the rock next to Pug and was silent. After a
long minute, he said, ‘T don’t know what to say, Pug, But perhaps
there is one other thing to consider.’

‘What would that be?’

‘T am older than you, and everyone I knew as a young man
is also dead. Everyone. Sometimes, I remember faces yet cannot
put names to them. It is the curse of being long-lived. But, you
might have been cursed even before you spoke to the Goddess.”

‘How so?’

‘As I said, I have also oudived everyone I knew in my youth. My
family was never much of one; my mother died before my father,

but he died soon after her. It didn’t matter, for I hadn’t seen them  §

for more than thirty years, and I didn’t have any brothers or sisters
either.” He shrugged. ‘But that doesn’t mean I haven’t come to
love people, Pug. And losing them is always painful. : /

“There is an ancient Isalani blessing intoned at the birth of a
baby: “Grandfather dies, father dies, son dies”. It is a blessing
because it expresses the natural order. I have never been a father
so I can’t imagine what it was like to lose William and Gamina,
But I remember how it affected you. I saw that. I saw what it
meant for you to lose them.’

Nakor shook his head as if souggling to find the words he
sought. ‘But I have lost a wife, twice. The first ime I lost her
when she left me to seek more power. And the second time . . .
I killed her, Pug. I kiiled Jorma. The body I knew her to possess
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had died decades before, and she occupied a man’ body when 1
ended her life,” said Nakor with a slightly rueful laugh. ‘But that
didn’t change the fact that she was someone whom I had loved,
in whose arms I had lain, and whose presence made me more than
I was without her.’” He looked at Pug and his eyes were shining
with moisture as he continued. “You, I and Tomas, have been chasen
for something by the gods, and that honour has its price.

‘But I have to think it is because it must be done. Maybe it’s
vanity, but only we three. Not Miranda, not Magnus, not anyone
else. Just we three. I B gt

Why:' ’ Pt i o

‘Only the gods know that,’ said Nakor with an evil chuckle.
‘And they’re not telling us the truth.’

Pug stood up, motioning to Nakor that it was time to return
to the villa. “They’re lying to us?’

‘Well, they’re certainly not telling us everything. Consider
who Kaspar met on the peaks of the Ratn’garies.

“‘Kalkin.’

“Yes, Ban-ath, the god of thJevesmy. %iand tricksters, and
liars . . .’ b

‘So you think the Dasati may not be.dis big a menace as Kalkin
portrayed?’ L

‘Oh, I still think they are all that and more, but I think Kalkin
showed Kaspar only what he wanted Kaspar to gee. The gods
have their reasons, I'm sure, but I'm a cynical bastard at times
and I'd like to know what Kaspar didn' see in that vision.’

Pug stopped and put a restraining hand on Nakor’s shoulder.
“You’re not suggesting what I think you're suggesting, are you?’

Nakor grinned. ‘Not yet, but in days to come, we may have
to visit the Dasati world.”

1




RAYMOND E. FEIST . [l

Pug stood motionless for a moment, then started walking
again. ‘Intentionally opening a rift to the Dasad home wortld?
Could there possibly be a more reckless act?’

‘T'm sure there is. We just haven’t thought of it at the moment,’
said Nakor with a laugh.

Pug laughed with him. T'm not convinced, Nakor. That could
be the worst idea in the history of really bad ideas.’

Nakor contdnued laughing. ‘Perhaps, but what if travelling
there prevents the Dasati from coming here?’

Pug’s laughter stopped abruptly. ‘What if—?* He walked with
his eyes down as if he was lost in thought, then he said, ‘Perhaps
it is something we need to discuss.’

‘Good. And while we’re at it, when are you going to tell me
more about these messages from your future self?’

‘Soon, my friend,” said Pug. ‘Soon.” He looked up at the after-
noon sun sparkling across the waves. T wonder how Caleb and
the others are doing down in Kesh? We've not had word from
them in days.’

‘Oh, I'm sure we’d have heard if there was anything of impor-
tance going on.’ &

e o . A ’

24 L W ‘.

Caleb lunged to his left as the assassin drove the point of his .
sword through the air, barely missing his chest. Caleb ignored
the burning pain in his left shoulder as it slammed into the
moss-covered stones of the sewer, and drove his own sword
point into the Nighthawk’s stomach.

The trap had been diabolical in its planning and execution.
Caleb cursed himself for being a smug fool. Not only had he
and Chezarul’s men failed to stay one step ahead of the
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Nighthawks, they were now clearly at a disadvantage. st 70
The only reason they were still alive was blind luck.
Chezarul had agents following the merchant and other men

watching the house where Zane had spied Mudara speaking with

the Nighthawk. The night before, one of Chezarul’s agents had
reported uncovering the Nighthawks’ base. It had taken déys,
but now it seemed that their patience was paying off.

Chezarul had identified a basement of an abandoned ware- °

house as the Nighthawks’ headquarrers, and had planned a
double-pronged assault on them, with men emerging from the
sewers, while others attacked the building from the street.

As the Nighthawks were most active during the night, it was
decided that 2 mid-afternoon attack would catch the majority
of the assassins as they slept.

Guided by one of Chezarul’s men, Caleb had taken his group
through the sewers, taking an entire morning to work their way
to positions surrounding the Nighthawks’ suspected lair.

What they had found instead of the nest was a trap, which

had only been revealed because a company of rats had been

disturbed and one of the men felt a stray gust of breeze which °

had carried a faint hint of smoke. Caleb barely had dme to call
out a warning before the sewer swarmed with black-clad
Nighthawks. Three of Caleb’s men had died before they realized
what was occurring and the rest fell back in a disordered manner.

‘The attack had been turned into a rout, and now Caleb’ only
concern was getting the surviving men out of the sewers alive.
He urged them past him while battling the Nighthawks at a
slower pace, so that eventually only he and four others held the
mouth of the tunnel at the entrance to a large junction.

Caleb knew that he needed to keep the intersection clear for
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at least another couple of minutes so that the reseof the
Conclave’s agents could flee into the city above. & ¥
He had no doubt that other Nighthawks would be waiting in
the vicinity, but he doubted that any of them would assault g
Caleb’s men in broad daylight. The City Watch was usually §
disinterested, but proved aggressive and brural when it came to §
public unrest. Armed conflict in the streets of Kesh was close §
enough to rebellion to provoke a swift reaction, and if the fighting §
got out of hand the Inner Legion would answer their call. If '7' ‘
that happened, the only options would be run, or die. -
The man next to Caleb gurgled as his lungs filled with blood §
from a puncture wound to his chest. Caleb slashed down hard
and removed the offending Nighthawk’s arm at his elbow and §
he fell back into the foul water screaming. Caleb stood his ground §

with two of Chezarul’s men at his side, and for a brief moment 4
the Nighthawks gave them respite as they regrouped. 3
A scream from further down the tunnel told Caleb that another X
of the Conclave’s men had been slain. Caleb could only hope 3
that the end had come swiftly, for the Nighthawks would think ¥
nothing of peeling the skin from a man inch by inch to extract, 3
whatever information he might have before finally killing hl-l'ﬂ.._f :
Caleb had lost his lantern when they had retreated. Some §
light filtered through a distant grating in the ceiling twenty, ,_".
yards to his left, otherwise the tunnel was shrouded in murk. ¥
. The three men at the junction stood fast as the Nighthawks
rushed at them. The lack of light and their black clothing made
it difficult for Caleb to judge how many there were until they
were almost upon him,
*  He slashed at a man who dodged back, then thrust past the
man’s retreating form to take another Nighthawk in the thigh.
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The assassin crumpled with a groan of pain as the man on
Caleb’s right sliced at another Nighthawk who also fell down.

Then, without any verbal communication, three remaining
Nighthawks stepped back. The one nearest to the wonnded
assassin skewered the man with the point of his sword, sinking
his corpse beneath the sewage that swirled around their legs.

The Nighthawks retreated slowly, until they vanished into
the gloom. After a moment, Caleb said, ‘Follow me,” and led
his men towards the sunlight streaming from the grate above.

Upon reaching the pool of light, he found the iron rungs
fixed to the wall and indicated the two men with him should
climb out of the sewer. When they were safely up the ladder,
Caleb climbed out.

It was quiet as the three filthy, blood-splattered men emerged
from the sewer in the centre of a backstreet in the warehouse
district.

Caleb said, ‘Go to your appointed safe havens. If Chezarul
has survived, he’ll know where to find me. If not, then whoever
takes his place will know how to reach me. For now, trust no
one and say nothing to anyone. Go!’

The men hurried away, and when they were safely out of
sight, Caleb took off in the opposite direction.

He paused at a public fountain and leaned over, ducking his
entire head under the water. He came up sputtering and shook
the water from his long hair — he had lost his hat somewhere
in the sewer.

Caleb glanced around and knew that he couldn’ be sure if he
was being watched. He could only hope to lose whoever might
be following him on his route to his safe house.

As he set off, he wondered about the boys. He had given them
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strict instructions to follow if he were not back by sundown.
They were to walk out of the Three Willows by the route he
had taught them until they came to a particular home. There,
they should knock on the back door and say a particular phrase.
He prayed they would do as they were told.

Caleb dodged around some crates stacked on the corner of
two alleys, and a slashing blade cut deep into his left shoulder.
He staggered backwards and made ready to receive the attack
that would follow.

Two Nighthawks blocked his escape route. Caleb knew the
men would have to die in as short a time as possible else he
would lose consciousness and bleed to death from his wounds.

The Nighthawk who had caught him by surprise charged
first, the other man moved to Caleb’s left, so Caleb took the
one opportunity presented to him. He ducked, thrust upwards,
and then with an explosive leap, yanked his sword from the
stomach of the first Nighthawk, twisting himself completely
around and swinging his sword in an arc. The second Nighthawk
saw Caleh duck and instinctively moved his blade to his own
left, assuming that Caleb would now swing at him from that
side, but with the sword turned in a complete circle, the attack
came from his right, and before the Nighthawk could bring his
sword around to block, Caleb’s blade bit deep into his neck.

The second man fell and Caleb stumbled past him, clumsily
putting his sword into his scabbard as he moved i what looked
like a drunken stumble. He pushed his hand against his twice-
wounded shoulder, to stanch the flow of blood and turned his mind
to one thing: reaching the safe house before he lost cansciousness.
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“Three treys,’ said Jommy, laughing as he scooped up the copper
pieces. Zane groaned and threw his cards down on the table.

Tad laughed. T told you not ta bet.’

Jommy was about to say something when the smile suddenly
faded from his face. His eyes darted around the room and he
lowered his voice. ‘Heads up. It’s about to get nasty in here.’

Tad and Zane glanced around the taproom and saw that four
men in matching grey cloaks had entered and now stood around
the room, effectively sealing off each exit.

“What is this?’ usked Tad.

‘Don’t know, but it’s not good,” answered Jommy. ‘Stay close
to me, lads.” He stood up and waited until Tad and Zane did
likewise. He said, *Get ready.’

‘For what?’ asked Zane, just as Jornmy walked towards the
nearest man.

The direct approach of the large red-headed boy must have
confused the man, for he didn’t attempt to draw his sword until
Jommy had picked up a chair and sent it crashing towards him,
foiling his attempt to pull out his weapon.

While the man ducked under the first chair, Jommy picked up
another and smashed it down on the man’s head, at about the same
time Pablo Magnire came hurrying out of the kitchen to see what
the problem was. Before he made two steps, one of the grey-
cloaked men had pulled a small crossbow out from under his cloak
and fired at the old man. Pablo ducked behind the bar and
avoided being killed, and rose up with a sailor’s cutlass in his hand.

Jommy and Pablo both shouted, ‘Run!’ at the same time, and
"Tad and Zane ran out the door. Jommy paused only long enough
to kick the downed man in the face, before he leaped through
the doorway, with the two closest men following after him.
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‘The boys had reached the boulevard and were heading into
~ the plaza by the time the men began to overtake them. Jommy
glanced over his shoulder to make sure Tad and Zane were still
behind him and shouted, ‘Follow me?’

He hurried to the fountain where the usual gang of appren-
tices and girls were gathering and came to a grinding halt in
front of Arkmet and the other Bakers’ Boys. He said, ‘You feel
like hitting someone?’ :
. ‘You?' asked Arkmet, taking a step back. P
. "No,’ said Jommy as Tad and Zane canght up.  .p& %

v “Them?’ said Arkmet with a grin. s TR
d “No,’ said Jommy, pointing past the brothers at the two grey-
cloaked assassins who had pursued them into the plaza. “Them.’

Arkmet shrugged. ‘Sure.’

Jommy, Tad, and Zane took off, and the two assassins moved
farwards, their cloaks hiding their weapons from the city watch.
The Bakers’ Boys moved to intercept the two men and Arkmet
said, ‘What’s the harry?’

One assassin, a grey-bearded man with a bald pate, threw
back his cloak, revealing a sword and dagger in either hand, and
said, *You don’t wish to know, boy.’

Seeing weapons, the Bakers’ Boys stepped away but continned
to block the route Tad, Zane, and Jommy had escaped by.
Putting up his hands, Arkmet also backed away, and said, ‘No
one said anything about blades.’

‘No one said anything about stupid boys getting in the way,
either,’ said the assassin. He made a menacing gesture with the
dagger in his left hand, while his companion slipped around him
to the right, and tried to see which way the three boys had fled.

‘Stupid?’ said Arkmet as the man tried to shoulder past him.
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‘Stupid?’ With stunning fury, the broad-shouldered boy lashed
out, catching the assassin on the left side of his face, right at
the point of his jaw. The man’s eyes rolled in his head and his
knees buckled. His companion turned to see what the noise was
and was greeted by a brick, thrown with precision by aneother
Bakers’ Boy. The brick canght the man on the bridge of his
nose and his head snapped backwards.

Someone pushed him over and the Bakers’ Boys gathered
around the two fallen men and proceeded to stomp and kick
them, continuing long after they had fallen unconscious.

wit tohés dbw |'5.€.m-ﬂ*¢r 8
Tad, Zane, and Jommy hugged the wall in the darkness They had
been on the move for hours and ax last were fairly sure they were
not being followed. Perspiration dripped off all three of them, for
the night was hot and they had not had the chance to rest for ages.

‘What now?’ asked Zane.

“We go where Caleb told us to go if something went wrong,’
Tad replied. ‘Four men trying to kill us is most certainly some-
thing wreng, don’t you think?’

“You'll get no argument from me, mare,’ said Jommy. “Where
did he say we were supposed to go?’ :

Tad said, ‘Follow me.’

He led his two companions through the streets of the city,
getting lost twice but eventually finding his way to the appro-
priate home. As instructed, he did not approach the house
directly, but from a narrow alleyway, and through a broken
board in the back fence, which let the three boys into a small
garden behind a modest building. At the kitchen door, he
knocked and waited.
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I ‘Who’s there?’ demanded a man’s voice: % <wsbsid i

- “Those who seek shelter in the shadows,” Tad replied, 3
The door opened quickly and 2 broad-shouldered man in a
simple tunic and trousers urged them inside. ‘Come in, quickly!” .
He said nothing but moved towards the centre of the room |
and rolled back a carpet. Under it lay a trap door and he motioned :
for Zane and Jommy to pull it open. A narrow flight of stairs
led down into the gloom. The man lit a lantern from a taper
thrust into the fire in the kitchen, then led the boys down, ‘Tl
close that when I come back up,’ he said at the bottom of the .
stairs,

The stairs gave way to a narrow tunnel which headed away -
from the house in the direction they had come. A deserted shed '
had stood on the opposite side of the alley, and Tad judged they
were now somewhere beneath it.

The man paused at a door and knocked twice, paused again,
and then repeated the knock. Then he opened the door.

They entered a small chamber with barely enough space to
hold them. Within the room sat a single bed, a chair and a tiny
table. Obviously this hideout had been meant for one person.
The man turned and said, ‘You’ll wait here until tomorrow
night, then we shall move you.’

As he moved past the three boys, Zane and the others finally
realised that a figure already lay on the bed, unconscious. At
the door, the man turned and said, “We’ve done all we can. He .
had lost a lot of blood before he got here.” He closed the door.

The boys looked down. ‘Caleb,” Tad whispered, regarding the
still form on the bed. His bandages were soaked in blood.

Zane slowly sat on the one chair, and Jommy and Tad settled
on the floor to wait.

170




- FIMI ST AIVE TS

e (e st lon i i e SORE S ol odad

Cof ittty s, gdmawel ot b A 1w ol
By AE e st -
T VRS AT
L RN & Lepaane;
conetr cebe bz shetn 0RO
vy Bekon ar b aerksdhiyfese.

o ak e B T
et lmi¥ @CHAPTER FIFTEEMN:#

SR VCTINE,  SESR Wb e L
I W - . IR e
wine: wi DECEPHON  ws ik
ntrgrsd. e
SR, . Vo
bl e

L Ane ope iy

AL CONSIDERED HIS CARDS. '
He sat back slightly and glanced to his right, where
Amafi stood motionless against the opposite wall. The former

assassin-turned-servant had his right hand folded over his left.

His eyes scanned the huge hall, which was unlike any gambling
establishment in the north. Most gaming up in Roldem and the
Kingdom of the Isles was done in well appointed salons or
common taverns and inns. The Mistress of Luck was Kesh’s
finest gambling establishment, without rival in any other nation.

Here, the normal venue appeared to be palaces, or as close
to a palace as a commoner could find. This particular building
had once belonged to a wealthy merchant, but in years past
had become a haven for card players and gamblers of every

stripe. It was located at the end of a long boulevard, on top

171




BAYMOND E.- FEIST

of a hill, with a view straight up to the plateau and Fmperial
Citadel, and a rear vista of the lower city and the Overn Deep.

Tal sat in the middle of what must have been the grand hall 3
where the merchant had entertained his guests, for instead of a
wall, behind Tal stood columns of carved marble forming a calon-

nade that provided a panorama of the beaudfully maintained ;
gardens and the city below. The weather in Kesh was either hot
or really hot, so the night air rarely invited a chill. Tal’s imme-
diate concern however, was not for the décor, but for his safety,
as his back was exposed to the garden, and lately people had |
been dying at inopportune times.

Tal had used his celebrity to gain admission to several galas, ‘
receptions and parties, as well as gambling establishments, and
since arriving in Kesh he had wasted hours listening to idle
gossip. But he had finally heard something that had led him to
this place, and now he waited.

If what he had overheard two nights earlier was true, an impe-
rial prince would be present in the hall tonight — incogniio —
ostensibly to relax and enjoy a night on the town. From what
Chezarnl’s agents had heard, there was a fair chance there would
be an attempt on this Prince’ life soon. Tal was there to ensure |
that it did not happen tonight. :

Earlier, Amafi had noticed that a pair of young nobles had
been using a fairly abvious set of signals to communicate their §
respective hands, and that whoever was the weaker bid upped
the pot and helped the other win more money.

L et

It wasn’t a foolproof system, because the better hand still
needed to beat everyone else at the table, but they won more
often than not, and the pots here were much higher than average,
so by the end of the evening, they usually found themselves
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ahead. Tal would have liked to teach them a lesson, but he had
other concerns this night. ¢

The son of a tribal feader, thrown into the intrigues of the
Conclave of Shadows at a young age, one of the many useful
things Tal had learned whilst growing up was how to cheat at
cards. His skills had been both tested and sharpened playing
four-handed poker with Nakor, Kaspar and Amafi - all skilled
cheaters. One game had disintegrated into a cheating contest,
with each hand becoming more ontrageous than the last as large
quantities of wine had been consumed, and ending only when
three extra kings and two extra sevens appeared in the deck.

Tal played indifferently tonight, winning just enough to break
even, but losing enough to keep attention away from himself.
He excused himself from the table, saying, ‘I need a bit of air,’
and motioned for his servant to join him.

They went to the gardens, ostensibly to stretch their legs,
but Tal wanted another quick inspection of their surroundings.
When they were alone, Amafi said, ‘Something troubles yon,
Magnificence?’ He spoke Roldemish, to lessen the likelihood of
being overheard. s '

‘Many things trouble me, Amafi.” oo pod nweey -

‘Not those two boys, certainly?’ wsoer, . 5y 4

‘No. Someone will teach them a Iesson, but Pm afraid it won’t
be me.” Tal looked around the garden. ‘So far we’ve leamned that
our enemies are taking great care in deciding who they kill and
where. But why are we now secing them—" he looked around
the garden, and with a wave of his hand included the building
behind them ‘“—here, in this palace?” He stared at the city below
them, and said, “There must be twenty or more private rooms
upstairs, so we don’t even know where the prince is going to
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be.” He looked at Amafi. “This used to be piisatcicksibs padi:
Would you attempt to kill a royal here?’ -:edivirmismnm tndie 4

Amafi said, ‘No, but then I always preferzeifshadows to eoiifind.
sion.’ e - o |

‘I'm not sure I follow,” said Tal. o PR

The former assassin took his master by the elbow and slowly
turned him around to face the building. Tal saw a tableau that
looked like a theatre stage, for from the garden, the ground
floor of the house could be seen. Save for the entrances to
kitchens and garderobes, it was simply one vast enclosure.

Amafi said, ‘Everyone is in plain sight, and that is good.
Should someone wish to go upstairs, they must enter there.” He
pointed to the main entrance. “There is but one access to the
upper rooms, that stairway against the right wall. I have not
surveyed this monument to conspicuous greed completely,
Magnificence, but I see no other exits. There may be a bolt hole -
to the street from a basement, but that’s immaterial, for anyone
wishing to unse it would first have to go through this room.’

‘So it is a good choice?’

Amafi shrugged. ‘When you kill, you must leave immediately.
There can be no hesitation or you will stand a good chance of |
being caught. T prefer shadows. 1 prefer to be far from my !
victims before they are cold, let alone found. Others prefer
chaos to cover their tracks.” Amafi looked around the garden,
“‘Were I forced to kill a man in there, I would be hiding some-
where . . . here, in the garden. In the confusion that followed
upon the death of someone in there, I would be leaving from
out here.’

Tal tried not to look obvicus as he again turned to take in
their surroundings. The garden was rectangular in shape, with
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a single rectangular pool at its centre. Low hedges lined the
sides of the garden, and narrow paths took amblers to where
they could look out over the city and down to the shores of the
Overn Deep. A few benches and torch holders were also scat-

tered around. ke % S P MG X
‘Crosshow?’  peudl: s ripHE A i iy

“Too inaccurate,’ said Amafi. ‘But if no other alternative
presented itself, perhaps. You, of course, could use a bow with
great efficiency. I, on the other hand, would choose a dart.’

‘Dﬁl.'t?’

“I'ipped with poison.” Caught up in the plan, Amafi glanced
around. ‘I would conceal a blowpipe under my cloak. Or, if the
night was warm, secrete it beneath my tunic, or up 2 sleeve. It
needn’t be a long one, no more than thus,’ he held his hands
about a foot apart — ‘and the dart would be hidden in a tiny
pouch, strong enough to prevent me from being pricked and
killed by my own weapon.

‘I would stalk my quarry until he made his intentions clear
to me — he might sit at a gaming table here, go upstairs, or
come into the garden. The skill lies in being ready in 2 moment;
to have the blowpipe out and the dart inserted in seconds, then
to strike the target and run before you see them fall to the floor.” -

‘How can you be certain?’

“There are several lethal venoms and plant extracts,
Magnificence, that merely have to prick the skin to cause quick
and certain death. They are very dangerous to handle, but if
you are trained— He shrugged. ‘Not my first choice, but I
know the art.

‘1 would have already planned a way out of this garden,’ said
Amafi, pointing to the rear wall, ‘I would have tied a rope to 2
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statue hidden in a hedge, and I would climb down into the rear
garden of the house below this one while the women up here .
began to scream and call for the guards, in short, I would be |
hidden by chaos.’

‘What would you use #f not a blowpipe and poison?’

. ‘An expertly-thrown dagger could suffice, but that would
increase the risk of being seen.’

‘I should think so.”

“You would be amazed at what people do not see, Magnificence.
They watch the body fall, they see the blood, they hear the
women scream and the men curse, then they glance around to
see if they are in danger, and they do not notice the unre-
markable man in unremarkable garb no longer standing at the
edge of the crowd. It is better if there% a lot of running and
screaming.

‘Nao, killing a man is fairly easy. It is killing him and not
getting caught that makes it difficult.’

‘So, assuming the prince appears tonight, how would you kill
him#’

‘Magnificence, I would never undertake such a contract.
Killing rich merchants and even the minor nobility is one thing
— there is a chance of retribution, but not 2 large one. Sooner
or later the sons inherit their father’s estates and whatever is
being paid to the local constabulary to hunt down the murderer
is seen as an unnecessary expense; after all, it will not bring back
their departed, no matter how beloved and missed.’

“You are 2 cynical bastard, Amafi. Did anyone ever tell you
that?’

‘More than once, Magnificence, but then, consider my trade.’
He smiled and shrugged. ‘No, to kill royals you’d have to employ
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fanatics. Those willing to give up their lives to see a son of the
imperial house dead. A professional would never undertake such
a contract.’

*‘What about the Nighthawks?’

Amafi took Tal by the elbow and steered him to the farthest
corner of the garden. “Among my calling, they are legendary.
Being legends, there are equal measures of truth and myth to
their story.

‘Go on.’

‘It is believed that they were once a family, a large family of
men and women who took the occupation of killing to a higher
level, making it an art form. For generations they plied their
trade quietly and withont notice, save by those in need of such
skills. Then, a hundred years ago something happened to them,
they became a cult and their numbers muttiplied. Then they
were nearly obliterated by the soldiers of the Kingdom.

‘Since then, there have been rumours of their return.’

‘More than rumours,’ said Tal. He glanced around. ‘Find us
a fast way ont of here’’

Amafi nodded and Tal returned to the game. He played indif-
ferently for another hour, waiting for some sign that rayalty had
arrived. He estimated it was roughly three hours past sunset and
that by now anyone setting out for a night in the city would be
arriving at their destination. Tal picked up his ,winnings and
went looking for his servant.

Amafi stood quietly by a column on the left side of the room,
just in front of the broad steps which led down into the garden.
When Tal reached him, Amafi said, ‘It is done. I have discov-
ered two possible exits that do not require using the front door.

“The first is a rope ladder used by the gardeners to assist in
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the wimming of the border-hedges surrounding the garden. It
is long enough to reach the rooftop of the villa directly below;
on the other side of the garden lies a rocky path — it is steep,
but it can be used to descend the hillside to a place where one
may jump to a road below without fear of injury. Either would
suffice as a quick departure.’ s sl Mhesd; detihny 1

« “You did well. B2, s .s'f:ui:'--.ab:mgai Hhv

‘I serve at your whim, Magnificence.’

Tal resisted the temptation to point out that Amafi had also
tried to kill him on at least two previous occasions when it had
suited him, and said, ‘Now, tell me, again. If you were to ambush
a prince of the royal house of Kesh, how would you do it from
here?

‘I would not,” said Amafi. ‘I would pick my spot and ensure
someone brought him to me.’

“That would require an agent inside the royal party.” s
v Amafi shrugged. ‘And that is not possible?’ W
Tal considered. “Very possible.” He stood lost in thought for
a while. Then he said, ‘But if 2 royal prince doesn’t appear
tonight, it's our information that’s at fault, and this has been a
pointless exercise.

“We wait for another hour, and if no one has arrived, we shall
return to our quarters.’

“Yes, Magnificence,” Amafi replied with an inclination of his
head. ‘You will return to the cards?’

‘No,’ said Tal. ‘I'm not in the mood. I think T'll stroll the
floor for a while and see who’s come in since I left the table.’

Amafi took up an unobtrusive position near the closest escape
route, and Tal walked the floor.

As gambling halls went, this was the largest and most opulent
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he had encountered, but it was also odd by his standards. Every
gambling house in the Kingdom of the Isles, Roldem, Olasko
and elsewhere in the north was choked with gaming tables to
maximize the earnings of the entrepreneur, but here large
stretches of the hall had been given over to piles of cushions
strewn around low tables where the wealthy and noble relaxed,
held conversations, or indulged in other vices. In one darker
corner several young Trueblood men lounged, passing around
a fong pipe, and from the sickly-sweet aroma, Tal knew it wasn’t
an exotic cut of tabac they were smoking.

Some extraordinarily attractive young women had appeared,
and several smiled invitingly at Tal as they strolled by. Gambling,
drugs, whores and drink, Tal thought. One would never have
to leave this place, it could sadsfy any appetite.

An hour passed, while Tal played a few more hands. Then he
rose, pocketed his modest winnings and found Amafi. ‘No one
is corning,’” he said to the former assassin.

Amafi said, “That is strange, Magnificence. But itis not unusual
for nobility — especially royalty — to change their mind.’

‘I don’t think so. I think we had bad information,’ said Tal..

“To what end?’

‘I don’t know, but tell me - what has changed in the room
since we last spoke?’

Amafi may have been advancing in years, but his skill was not
dulled. ‘A man sits alone near the foot of the stairs as if he is
lost in thought while he drinks, but he has not refilled his cup
in the past hour.

“Two courtesans meander through the hall, yet twice I've seen
them rebuff men of means who have sought their companion-
ship.’ He looked at the second exit on the other side of the room.
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‘And someone also bars the way shegld anyones ot X
by the narrow path at the back.” 1 W;ﬂ mmwhwﬂg
‘And if anyone suspected you hai deployed the gardenem?
rope ladder, there would be someof# guarding that, I think %
‘It’s a trap?’ VR ks e 2
‘I think so,” said Tal. ¢zt *ﬂ.la.-ﬂ.f-ﬂ_n < vt pavindng st
+ ‘For us? Ik 48 fnaémn U bdleeaimon bis! §
b ‘It would be foalish not to assume so.’ s iR
" *So the rumour of the prince’s attendance and the posmh!e'- k.

attempt on his life was just bait?’ B2 .:
Tal nodded. ‘So, if I'm the target, and not the prince, what
would you do?’ U

Amafi looked around, assessing the room with new eyes. ‘A |
direct attack in public is out of the question, Magnificence. Also,
no one would be foolish enough to challenge a Champion of 3§
the Masters’ Court in Roldem with a blade. Should I sent three }
swordsmen, you would likely prevail, unless they were very, very 3
good. :

‘But I would not want three others knowing wha T intended -."'
to kill . . . unless those three others were family.”

‘Nighthawks.’

Amafi nodded. He watched the two young women and said,
‘I suspect those two are not Nighthawks. I would simply employ
them to lure you upstairs to a quiet room where a dagger waited
for you behind a curtain. Or I would persuade them to keep

you here until someone else arrived.’ He shrugged. ‘As to the |

manner of your demise, my preferred approach would be to wait

outside the front door, concealed in shadow, and take my chance

at striking from behind before you can draw your fabled sword.’
Tal smiled. ‘If memory serves, that’s how we met.’
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‘I was not attempting to kill you, Magnificence, only to join
your service. Had I wanted you dead, I think T might have been
able to be more circumspect.’

‘Well enough, but what about tonight? Chaos or shadows?’

Amafi looked around again, laughing like Tal had said some-
thing funny. ‘I do not know. If there were more people here
tonight, chaos. But there are still too many for shadows.’

‘So, you think I’'m safe until we depart?’

‘I suspect so, Magnificence, but I would keep your wits about
you and be especially cautious if you must visit the garderobe.’

‘Having one’s throat cut while relieving oneself would be a
most undignified death.’

‘It has been done.’

“The man guarding the back path, is he a Nighthawk or hired
help?’

Amafi said, ‘It is difficult to say, Magnificence. They would
not place someone to confront you there, rather someone to
signal others that you have left by another route . . . T would
wager hired help.’

‘Signal who?’

Amafi said, ‘Certainly not those two girls.’ He said, ‘Return
to the tables and I will attempt to find out who his confederate
might be.

Tal nodded and returned to a different table from the last one,
tired of watching the cheating brothers and prétending not to
be annoyed by them. At this new table he found two merchants
from the south and a minor palace-functionary losing modest
amounts of gold to two travellers from the Kingdom.

Even so, the gentlemen at the table were affable. When intro-
ductions had been made, the two travellers expressed some
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interest in Tal’s relationship 1o people thalbihieyight ki
Yabon. UL ST RES SRV URIUC T

Tal deflected their questions by stating although he was a
court baron in Yabon, he had spent most of his time travelling
and living in the east, especially in the city of Roldem. This led
to one of the men realizing that he was a past Champion of the
Masters’ Court, which while no less tedious a conversation for
Tal, did at least free him from further scrutiny regarding his
fictional Yabonese background.

The hours dragged by, then roughly two hours after midnight,
a party of drunken young men entered the gambling hall. Two
of them quickly found girls and headed upstairs, while three
others found seats at a large table where a game of knucklebones
was in progress. One sat down and seemed to doze off quickly.

Amafi came to Tals side and said, ‘Magnificence, a word,

please?’
Tal excused himself and they moved to a deserted corner of
the room. ‘Someone has grown impadent. You see the man who

appears to doze in the corner?’

-

b}

T see him.
‘He entered with the drunken youths, but he was not with
them. He is older and he feigns intoxication. Even now I think

. he watches from under hooded lids.’

‘Is he a Nighthawk?’

‘Almost certainly, for they would not send a mere underling
to drive you into their arms.’ o

‘How dangerous:”’ S

‘Very, for he will willingly die for his clan, which means

" that his task may be to allow you to kill him, then as you flee,

others will take you outside.’
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© ‘Fanatics,’ T3l said as if it were a curse word. ¥ 4

‘“What would you have me do?’

‘Whit,” said Tal. He approached the two girls who had been
circling the floor for hours, trying to look as if they were having
a good time. They brightened up noticeabiy as Tal closed in on
them. Both were dressed in a various Trueblood fashion, though
it was clear from their fair skin and light eyes that they were

not Tiueblood. In addition to their linen kilts and torques, they

wore gauzy wraps which covered their breasts, if only slightly.
Their jewellery was cheap and obvious and it was clear to Tal
that both girls were not in their usual habitat. He would prob-
ably find them in a moderate brothel or haunting the modest
inns of the city on most nights. In a few years when their looks
faded, they would be walking the streets in the poorer section
of the city.

The taller of the two with reddish-brown hair said, ‘I was just
telling my friend that if one man in the room were to come talk
to us, [ wished it would be you, handsome!

They both giggled. Tal smiled and leaning forward said, ‘How
would you two like to make even more gold than you've been
promised?’

The girls’ expresstons turned to shock. Tal put his arms around
their waists and pulled them slightly towards him as if getting
familiar, but his grip was firm as he said, ‘Smile, girls; you're
being watched, and those men who promised yoﬁ gold after you
have lured me upstairs are going to cut your throats instead.
Now, what will it be? Life and gold, or do you want to see some
fairly spectacular bloodshed right here, right now?’

The shorter girl with raven-dark hair looked as if she were
on the verge of faintng, but the taller one said, “They
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promised us that no onevwould get kst FeF saididcweis =

prank.’ Cowemb ey b - gadde

s ‘Tts not a prank. Nowgavhat do you have?” o
"9, “What do you mean?’.." -

% ‘What did they give you to poison me with?’

‘Not poison,” said the shorter girl, her voice wavering with
fear. ‘Just some drops to make you sleep. They said they were
going to drag you out of here and put you on a caravan to the
south. They said you had caused some trouble with a man’s wife
and they were going to teach you a lesson.’

Tal shook his head and laughed loudly. Then he whispered,
‘And you, of course, believed that.’

The redheaded girl said, ‘For ten gold coins, I'd believe you

‘were Sung the Pure for the night.’
~ “Good, here’s what I want you to do. Come upstairs with me
‘and give me the drops.’
. He motioned for Amafi to come over and said, ‘I'm going to
" spend some time with my friends, here, before playing again.
Settle it with the landlord.’

Amafi bowed and went to find the owner of the establish-
ment, while Tal stood with his arms around both girls. They
ran their hands up and down his arms in a display of affection,
but their eyes darted anxiously around the room. ‘Don’t look
for anyone,” whispered Tal. ‘Keep your eyes on me.’

Amafi returned in a moment and said, “Top of the stairs on

. the next floor, Magnificence, the room at the end of the hall.’

Tal took the key, knowing that the man by the garden or the
one feigning sleep in the cushioned seat would have a dupli-
cate. Tal whispered to Amafi, ‘Follow the sleeping man when
he rises. When he reaches the door, help him enter the room.
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- 'Tal took the girls upstairs, and once they were in the room,
motioned for them to stand in the farthest corner from the door.
He was grateful that it was a large room. One immense window
overlooked the garden, directly above the corner where Amafi
had secreted the rope ladder. Like in most Keshian homes, there
was no glass in the window, just wooden shutters which could
be closed to provide shade, or warmth on those rare days when
the temperature fell below a comfortable level.

Tal said, ‘Give me the potion.’

The redhead gave him a small vial and Tal took out his own
purse. “There are about three hundred gold coins in here,” he
said, tossing it to the dark-haired girl. ‘When I teli you to, leave
quickly, but do not appear to be fleeing. If you want to live to
spend that gold, do not go back to your brothel or where you
live — they will have someone waiting for you. Wait undl the
market opens at dawn and buy robes like those worn by the
desert women of the Jal-Pur. Cover yourself so only your eyes
can be seen. Then, hire a guardsman from the mercenaries’
guild — he should cost you no more than ten pieces of gald.’

While he spoke, Tal measured every angle of the room: the
large bed on the floor, the two tables, one on each side, the
large tray of fruits and sweets. at the foot of the bed, and an
earthenware crock in which pitchers of wine or ale could be
cooled. _

“Take passage on the first caravan north, Th::n, if you can
find your way to the Kingdom, Queg, Roldem or any place not
in the Empire, you may live.’

The dark-haired girl looked on the verge of fainting. ‘Leave
Kesh? What will we do?’

Tal smiled, “Exactly what you've been doing since your parents
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threw you out, girl. Sleep with men for money. If you're wise,
you’ll find a rich old husband before you lose your looks.
Otherwise, save your gold.

‘Now, that’s all the advice I have to give and 1 think we'’re
about to be joined by an unwelcome visitor. You two get over
by the bed and talk as if you're stll playing with a customer.’

"Tal went to the door and cracked it open slightly, so he could
see anyone coming down the hall. He waited patiently while the
girls prattled, trying hard to sound festive while being frightened.

Nearly half an hour passed before a figure appeared at the
top of the stairs. As "I} suspected, it was the man who had
feigned sleep.

As the man neared the halfway point in the hall, Amafi
appeared behind him. Although the old former assassin had lost
his appetite for killing as a livelthood, he had not lost all his
skills. He ducked behind a column an instant before the
Nighthawk glanced behind to see if he was being followed, and
Tal marvelled at the old killer’s ability. He had watched him
move into the shadow of that column but he couldn’t see where
he was now.

The Nighthawk was only a few feet from the door and Tat
waved to the girls. The redhead forced a giggle and the dark-
haired girls laugh sounded, but the Nighthawk didn’t appear to
notice.

As he got close enough to notice that the door was slightly
ajar, Amafi came out from his hiding place, and within two
strides fell upon the Nighthawk.

The assassin must have sensed his approach for he turned at

the last minute, a blade appearing in his hand as if by magic, -

and Amafi barely avoided being skewered.
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Tal didn’t hesitate. He reached through the door and struck
the man with the hilt of his sword behind the ear, and the
Nighthawk went down in a heap. Tal caught him under the arms
as Amafi grabbed his feet and they carried him into the room.
The man groaned as they tossed him onto the bed, and Tl
quickly administered the draught.

‘From what I've been told, these lads have a nasty habit of
killing themselves,’ said Tal. ‘So, not only are we going to frus-
trate them tonight, let’s see if we can get this one back to where
we might get some answers out of him.’

‘Doubtful,’ said Amafi, ‘but we can try. What of these?’ he
said, inclining his head towards the girls.

“Time to go, ladies,” said Tal. ‘Now, if you wish to stay alive,
do as I told you. You might increase your chances of survival if
you invite some of those loud and annoying drunks to walk you
back into the city.’

The girls nodded and left, saying nothing. ‘What now?’ sail
Amafi.

Tal reached up and pulled the window-sashes down. ke
ripped off the heavy cords that hemmed them and said, ‘We'll
tie him up and lower him to the ground below. If we can stay
close to the side of the window the laokout at the other corner
of the garden who is watching the stairs for his friend to come
down, may not notice us.’

‘We can but uy’

They ted up the man, and Tal was first to climb out of the
window. He hung by his hands and then let go, landing on his
feet with a soft thud. He looked across the large opening into
the main room and saw the lockout with his eyes trained inside,
on the stairs.
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He motioned for Amafi to lower the Nighthawk, and almost
had the man dropped on his head. A moment later, Amafi landed
bhard on his backside next to Tal. ‘I'm not what I once was,
Magnificence,” he whispered.

‘Next time, you go first and I'll drop him on you.” .

‘As you say, Magnificence.” Amafi and Tal dragged the uncon-
scious man around the corner and down the path to the outside
hedge. Amafi lowered the rope ladder and quickly climbed

- down. Tal threw the man over his shoulder and carefully nego-

tiated his way to the bottom of the ladder. Then with one arm,
he lowered the man to where Amafi could guide his fall.

Tal leapt onto the roof of the house and said, ‘Do we have a
fast route away from this home, Amafi?’

Amafi pointed and helped Tal sling the Nighthawk over his
shoulder, and they tiptoed across the roof of the house. Tal could
hear tiles cracking under their boots and silently asked the
owner of this fine home to forgive him when the next rains
struck Kesh. He followed Amafi and prayed that they could
reach the closest safe house without incident.
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HE DOOR SWUNG OPEN.

Tad, Zane and Jommy all looked up from their dozing,
fitful attempt at resting. A girl about the same age as the lads
entered the room carrying a small kettle, a stack of bowls and
under her arm, a2 wrapped bundle.

The three boys stood up and gave her access to the table.
When she had put down her burdens, she unwrapped the bundle
to display half a loaf of bread and a small wheel of cheese. ‘My
father told me to bring these to you,’ she said in a low whisper.
She was plamp with a pretty smile, big brown eyes and long
dark hair.

Jommy handed the utensils around. He shared out the soup
and the girl went to look at Caleb. ‘He's lost a lot of blood,’
she observed, ‘but his colour looks better than last night and
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he's breathing well. If he wakes up, give him something to eat.’
She glanced nto the kettle and said, “‘Which means leaving some
of this for him, all right?’
'Tad nodded and tried to talk with a mouth full of cheese.
Zane said, ‘“Thank you.’ .’
Jommy said, ‘Miss, do you know what we're supposed to do
next?’

e D R P NP L N T
R ity

She glanced around the room and said, “Wait,” then closed -

the door.

Kaspar hurried through the halls of the palace with Pasko-at his
heels. It was barely first light, yet the summons had come nearly
a quarter hour earlier. He had dressed without the benefit of a
bath or shave and had become very used to the Keshian prac-
tice of consuming large mugs of hot coffee in the morning with
the meal and after.

He reached the office of Turgan Bey who waved him into a
chair and motioned for Pasko to wait outside. The Conclave
agent posing as a manservant, bowed and left the room, while
Bey’s clerk closed the doors.

‘Coffee?’ asked Bey, indicating a large earthenware carafe
sitting on the table next to two mugs.

Kaspar poured himself some of the hot, bitter, habit-forming
drink and said, *“Thank you. I've become accustomed to it in the
mornings since I've been here.’

Bey smiled. ‘It may be even more addictive than some of the
drugs you buy in the market.” He motioned for Kaspar to follow
him to the balcony overlooking the garden.

The night sky had given way to the soft grey light of dawn,
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with rose and silver hues foreshadowing the bright blue sky to
come. It would be another hot day as the Empire approached
the Midsummer festival of Banapis. Kaspar had come to expect
the nights to be hot and the days to be hotter. If he didn’t think
that he’d look ridiculous in Keshian garb, he would have already
sent Pasko out for a linen kilt and a set of sandals.

Softly, Bey said, “There was some bloody work afoot last
night, Kaspar.’

Kaspar said, ‘T've heard nothing.’ : i

“You’re hearing it now,” said Bey. ol w3 e

‘Whe died?’ {7527 T TR S Y ©

‘For certain, Prince Nauka,” 4 S i Tt i,

Kaspar said, “The Emperor’s great-nephew?’

“The same, and a staunch supporter of Seziot.” Bey shook his
head and blew out a long breath as if he was trying to release
his frustration. ‘Here’s the maddening part of it; I know that
Dangai is behind this.’

“You're certain he’s not being used by others?’

‘When Leikesha was ruler, her son Awari was being used as
a dupe by One Whose Name Is Forgotten.’

Kaspar nodded. He knew enough recent Keshian history to
know that as part of his punishment for treason, Lord Niromi’s
name was removed from every historical reference, and all
Keshian families were now forbidden from ever paming a child
Niromi.

Bey continned. ‘Dangai is no one’s dupe. He has taken
complete control of the Inner Legion and if things come to a
bad pass, we may even see a repeat of the last attempt to seize
the throne, when Empress Leikesha’s Guards bartled the Inner
Legion in this very palace.’
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'+ He looked out at the garden for a moment, then turned to
face Kaspar again. ‘Do you know that over one thousand offi-
cers of the Inner Legion were cast into the Overn? The croc-
odiles feasted for months.” He sighed. ‘However, this time J do
not know if the Palace Guard would stand against the Legion,
far Sezioti is not a popular figure. Respected, yes, and even liked
somewhat, but he’s not popular.’

“Why all the bloodletting® Why not a straight appeal to the
Gallery of Lords and Masters? From everything I've heard, it
seemns that Dangai would carry the day’ B

‘Because we are 2 nation of traditions, if not of laws.” He
looked at Kaspar and said, ‘We have no tradition like the Great
Freedom as they do in the Kingdom of the Isles, and here there
is no confirmation of the King by the Congress of Lords. If the
Emperor, blessings upon him, names Sezioti as his heir, then
‘Sezioti is the next Emperor, or at least he will sit upon the
throne wntil Dangai seizes it by removing his brother’s head
from his shoulders.

‘But I need proof, Kaspar. I need some evidence that not only
is Dangai behind this, but that he is also in league with those
enemnies only a few of us know exist: Varen and his Nighthawks.’

“What can I do to help?’

‘Much more than the death of Prince Nauka occurred last
night. The Mistress of Luck is a gambling hall located atop
Sommer Winds Hill — one of the better districts in the city —
" it’s also a brothel, and last night several strange things occurred
there. Talwin Hawkins disappeared. He went upstairs with two
. whores, and was followed soon after by two men, one of them
Talwin’s so-called servant, the old assassin Petro Amafi, and some
time soon after that, the two girls came down alone, invited some
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drunken louts out and left. The room upstairs was empty, save
that a cord from a curtain-sash hung from the window.

“We can surmise that Hawkins avoided a trap of some sort.
But I want to know who the mysterious man who went up the
stairs before Amafi was. And where has Talwin Hawkins and
Petro Amafi taken him?’ e qu-

Kaspar said, ‘I have no idea.’ 8w T g v,

‘Well, I suspect your man Pasko might have some means of
getting word to him.’

‘Il have him go about it as soon as we’re done here.’

‘I have two masters, Kaspar., I serve those whom you serve,
because T believe their cause is just and in the long term your
objectives also aid my other master, the Emperor. T can best
serve by bringing proof of a plot to him. Not guesses, not vague
circumstances, but proof.

“The other matter is that last night word reached me of an
assault at an inn called the Three Willows, owned by a former
Kingdom citizen by name of Pablo Maguire. A trader from the
Vale of Dreams was in residence, a2 man of vague nationality,
seeming both Keshian and Kingdom, and with him were three
boys, apprentices apparently. The master was away on business,
and the boys were eating their supper when an altercaton broke
out.

‘Why these three lads were singled out is uncertain, but it is
clear that there’s more going on than meets the eye.’ Bey looked
at Kaspar. “This Maguire isn’t another of your agents, is he?’

‘Tm like you, Turgan; I only get told what I need to know,
and no more.’

The large old man let out a deep sigh. ‘I understand why our
masters act as they do, but T must confess that it annoys me no
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end to have other agents - govenitiulisltione idostat/hand aid

be ignorant of them.”  wigd shsebesterers wdintihobomy:  ade
“It’s all to a purpose,’ said Kaspar. ‘You edn’t divolge what you

don’t know.’ :

“Then send your man to wherever he must be sent and start

spreading the word: I need proof of Dangai’s duplicity, and T 4

need it soon, or Kesh may be plunged into 2 civil war.’
: ‘What have your own agents found?’ .

Turgan Bey flexed his hands in frustration. ‘I can not trust .
more than a handful of those who are purportedly in my service

- too many alliances have been formed and reformed around .

the succession.

“The Banapis Celebration begins in less than two weeks, and
the city will be thronging with visitors. The Emperor is due to
make what may be his last public appearance. He will address
the Gallery of Lords and Masters and then stand on 2 balcony
waving to the crowds below, though it is unlikely that they will
be able to see him.

‘In short, if there is to be a coup d’état it will most likely
happen then. The Inner Legion will be in the city, but the Royal
Charioteers and the Imperial Army will not be.’

‘T'l} see what I can come up with. Any idea where Tal might
_ have gone to ground?’

‘No. Talk to your man Pasko, or go to the Merry Juggler, the
inn where he was staying. Track him down and see if he has
found anything.

“Talk to our friends in the north, too, do whatever it takes,
Kaspar. Help me keep this Empire intact, and if your brother-
in-law won’t have you hack in Olasko, T'll see that Sezioti makes
you a prince of the Empire.’
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Kaspar smiled. “Thanks, but my appetite for power seems to .
be a thing of the past. I find that working on behalf of our friends
in the north gives me ample cause for rising each moming, and
nc man can ask more than that” He bowed and left the room. -,

He signalled to Pasko who was waiting quietly on a bench ..
outside the room, and the old servant fell inta step with him. 4
‘I'm going to an inn called the Merry Juggler. You go wherever s,
you need to go if unexpected trouble occurs. Something went «
sour last night, and our friends have gone to ground.. . . assuming, -
they haven’t got themselves killed.” Lowering his voice, he said, ~
‘I need to speak o Tal and Caleb, and sooner is better than
later.’

Pasko nodded and hurried off, turning down a corridor that
would evenrually take him to the lower city via the servants’
entrance. Kaspar hurried to the oifice of the Keeper of the
Imperial Household, to request that 2 mount be readied for him
as soon as possible. He wondered if he could find another mug
of coffee somewhere, and perhaps a bread roll or slice of ham
to eat before he went riding out to confront chaos. s

e
The warehouse was surrounded by guards loyal to the Conclave. -
Inside, Tal watched dispassionately as Amafi continued to ques- «
tion the assassin. It had taken a great deal of luck as well as skill
to carry the unconscious man to a safe house, and they had v
harely reached this deserted warehouse before dawn. ¥

But now they were secure, at least for a while, and the pris-
oner could make as much noise as he wished and no one would
he the wiser. And despite his refusal to talk, he had been making iv
a great deal of noise for over two hours.

2905




-RAYMOND E. FEIST T Tibl

x Amafi turned away from the man, who had been bound by
1 leather ties to a heavy wooden chair, which was in turn ted to
a supporting-beam in the middle of the room. It had been neces-

: sary after he had tried to break his own skull against the'dirt

. floor. Fortunately for Tal, all it had done was render the assassin

- unconscious for less than an hour.

«  Amafi said softly, “We have reached a place where both he
and I must rest, Magnificence.” With a jerk of his head, he indi-
cated that Tal should walk with him to the far side of the ware-
house.

When they were some distance from the prisoner, Amafi said,
“Torture is an art form, Magnificence. Anyone can beat a man
into insensibility. Anyone can inflict enough pain so that the
prisoner becomes nearly mindless.’

“‘Where are we with him?’

“This man has been trained, Magnificence, and he is a fanatic.
He would rather die in agony than betray his clan. So the trick
is to convince him that the agony will be endless. Then he will
talk.

‘But when he taiks, he must also believe that the truth is his
only escape from pain, from betrayal and from whatever drives
his silence. For if he is too resilient, he will stll speak lies. And
if he is too damaged, he will just say whatever he thinks we wish
to hear’

Tal nodded. He took no enjoyment from watching Amafi
inflict pam, but he had seen so much death and suffering since
his childhood that it disturbed him only a little. He always
remembered that those he opposed were at the heart of what
had befallen his people - they had cansed the near-obliteration
of the Orosini. He also had a family in Opardum that would
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suffer, along with evezyone #lse on Midkmia, shoxld the
Conclave fail. - Ao 1 dsie’y e ke

‘What do we need to do? '

‘First, I need some of the men outside to cover the windows,
so it is always dark in here. We must confuse his sense of time,
so that he thinks he’s been here longer than he has. I should
return to the inn and secure a change of clothing or two for us,
so that we can confuse him about the passage of time that way
too. Lastly, we need to bring in some food and wine — brandy
would be better — so that we can soothe him when it becomes
necessary.’ .4 ‘.'fa-',,; : » iy

‘Do what you must.” -t tipd e

Amafi hurried out of the warehouse, and Tal walked over ta
where the semiconscious prisoner sat, befouled by blood and
his own body-waste. Tal and he exchanged a long look, and
neither man spoke.

Caleb groaned as he sat up. The boys had been trying o stay
calm all day, but without any way to judge the passing of time
in the small room, the minutes dragged by.

Tad and Zane had already reached the point of confrontation
due to their frayed nerves, but Jommy had broken up the scuffle
before it could really start. 7

The girl had returned with another meal and said, ‘It won't
be long before they'll decide where to move you,” but she would
not stay with them or answer any more questions.

Now Caleb had recovered, the boys told him of what had
happened at the Three Willows. He said, ‘So, we were not half
as clever as we thought we were.
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‘Are you all right?’ asked Tad. v  wx- ap P

‘Not as bad as T look,” said Caleb. ‘I took two cuts in the
shoulder, but neither was deep. I got a slice across the scalp and
although such wounds bleed like mad, it looks far worse thdn
itis — and we were safely away when I slipped and don't remember
much, save some of the lads carrying—" He glanced around.
“Wherever are we?’

Tad told him and Caleb nodded. ‘Now, how did you lads get
here?’

The boys told him about the four assassins, and Caleb said,
‘Had they meant you dead, you'd be dead. They were herding
you so that you would lead them here.” His voice showed his
concern.,

‘We lost them,’ said Jommy, with a grin. T steered them into
the Bakers’ Boys and like the bullies they are, they decided to
have some fun with those assassins. I glanced back as we cleared
the other side of the square and the Bakers’ Boys were doing a
right job of stomping the two who chased us.’

+ I'm surprised the Bakers’ Boys aren’t all dead,’ said Caleb
«. ‘Surprise works wonders,’ said Jommy.

‘And stupidity. You could have got those boys killed, Jommy.’
r Jommy lost his grin. ‘Well, I wasn’t expecting a “thank you,”
for saving these two lads, but I didn’t except criticism. Would
you rather it been us instead of them?’

Caleb put his hand up, signalling his surrender. “You’re right.
I'm sorry. I wasa't there.’ I

‘What do we do now, Caleb?’ asked Tad. ™, o

‘I need to rest for a few more days, but not here. We've put
these people in enough danger already. So, we need to find
ourselves a place to hide out.’ He ran his hand through his long
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i ﬁﬁattedﬁﬂ& dried blood. ‘And I need to clean |

Ilp ’\;“ "-' :«“ L + : -.-. AL
He sat, trying to catch his breath for a few minutes, then sald, 1
‘I need to clean up.’ 53

You said that already,’” said Zane.

Caleb nodded. ‘If they know where were are—’

“They don’t,’ said Tad. ‘If they knew where we were, they’ d r
have been here by now.’ '

“Yes,” said Caleb. ‘T . . . you're right.’

Jommy said, ‘Why don’t you lie down again, mate? Il keep .
an eye on things.’

Caleb lay down, and within minutes he was asleep.

‘Well, then,’ said Jommy, ‘I think this is as good a time as |
any to ask why so many people want to kill us?’ He fixed Tad :
and Zane with a neutral expression and sat back in the single |
chair, waiting for an answer. !

. :
Two more meals came and went before Caleb roused again.
The bays had judged the time to be mid-morning sometime
when he sat up with a groan, and said, ‘My head must be
broken.’

‘Not so’s we could see,” answered Jommy. ‘Wait here.’ The
older boy stood up and worked his way past Tad and Zane who -
were still sitting on the floor, and left the room.

‘Where’s he going?’ Caleb asked. b gty

‘Don’t know,” answered Zane. ‘Maybe to piss?’ uritnn Tk

“You haven’t been outside, have you?’ asked Caleb as he stood
up, using the back of the recently vacated chair as support.

‘No,” said Tad. “They've got a chamber pot outside the door.”
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The door opened. Jommy entered and set a porcelain bowl -
on the table. He pulled a folded towel out of it, and handed it
to Caleb. He poured water into the bowl from a matching pitcher.
“You said you needed to clean up,” he said to Caleb. :

Caleb pulled off his blaod-splattered shirt and began to wash, ¢
Jommy said, “There’s fresh clothing for you, too. I'll get ’em.’

Jommy left and returned moments later with a clean shirt and
a new hat. “You seemed to have lost your hat, Caleb, so I asked

our host if he could find you a new one.’
“Thanks,’ said Caleb. ‘It'll belp hide the mess.’
‘Now,” said Zane. “‘We were talking about what to do next
+ when you passed out last time, Caleb.’
« ‘T'm a little vague on what was said, but if I remember things
. correctly, you were almost taken by four men, right?’
't “That’s right,’ said Jommy. ‘And from what these twa have rold
! me, we’re hip-deep in crocs, and the swamp’s started to rise.’

“What did you tell him?’ asked Caleb.

Tad and Zane exchanged giances, but it was Jommy wha
answered. ‘Enough to know that I'm either with you to the end
or a dead man the second I try to leave the city, Caleb. I'm not
sure | understand most of what they said, and I'll leave it to you
to fill me in on what you think I should know, but understand
something about me, mate: I won't let you down. You've treated

' me more than square, and you’ve fed me when all I did was keep
" these two from being treated like drums at a festival. Now, don't
blame the lads too much for telling me; I convinced them that

if I was going to get myself killed, then I deserved to know why.’

Tad said, ‘It’s only fair, Caleb.’

Caleb looked at Jommy. ‘You've bought yourself a lot of
danger.’
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The boy from Novindus shrugged. I've been in and out of
danger ever since Rollie and me left home. It could easily have
been me who died. So, what's a little more danger? I figure
you're good blokes and if I'm going to throw my lot in with
someone, it might as well be good blokes. o

‘So, that’s settled. Now, where do we go from here?’ "

‘An inn not far away. I'll need you,” he pointed to Zane, ‘“to
go ahead of us. It’s not far and you shouldn’t have any trouble
getting there; if they’re still out hunting, our enemies will be
looking for three lads, not one. Your dark hair makes you the
obvious choice to go — you look the most like a Keshian here.
I'll tell you what to say. We'll follow along in a while.’

Zane listened as Caleb gave him instructons. After he had
left, Caleb told Jommy and Tad, ‘I need to go somewhere before
I join you. If I do not arrive at the inn by first light tomorrow,
go to the innkeeper and tell him you must leave the city on the
first caravan north. Go to the caravanserai, but do not travel
with the caravan. It is a code, someone will be there who can
take you home quickly. Understood?’

‘Where are you going?’ asked Tad.

“To see a man about what went wrong last night—" w3

“Two nights ago,’ Tad corrected. U

“Very, well, two nights ago,” said Caleb. ‘Someone knew we
were coming, Tad, and we were given a proper thrashing. I'm
sorry to lose so many good men, but what I need to discover
now is how they knew we were coming and how they knew that
you boys would be at the Willows, and if any other mischief
has been done while I've been unconscious.’

‘Be careful, Caleb,’ said Tad. ‘I don’t want to have to tell Mum
you're dead.’
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Caleb said, “That makes two of us, son. Now, wait for a few
minutes and then go where I told Zane to go. Jommy, you first
and Tad, you leave shortly after. If anyone’s looking for you,
they’ll be looking for three boys together, not a single one on
some errand. May Ruthia smile on you,’ he said, invoking the

Goddess of Luck. ol eyt
w ‘You, to, Caleb, said Jommy.  #lmwsgi it 8
H After Caleb left, Jommy said to Tad, ‘You've got yhtrselfsy’
Bell of a dad there, mate.”. My oy 4
# Tad just nodded. C i DR T
" M fodd sy Aot
: wye ol vl o werg Ha 1 b

Caleb had gathered his hair on the top of his head and stuck it
under his hat. He wore a cheap cloak which hid his leather vest
and trousers. He didn’t plan on being in public for long, but he
didn’t want to run the risk of being spotted. Without a corpse
to prove he was dead, Varen’s men would certainly be on the §
lookout for him.

He had left the safe house, surprised it was midday — he had
lost all track of time since he had entered the sewers two days’ :
before. He worked his way through the city, just another outland-
traveller not dressed for the Keshian heat, but hardly the first
foreigner to insist on wearing such outlandish garb.

Caleb’s first stop had been a modest moneylender with a shop
on the edge of a minor plaza. After that he had visited a sword
maker, where he purchased a new blade. Then he had headed
to his present location ~ an alleyway leading into one of the
more unsavoury parts of the city.

He had lurked in the shadows for nearly an hour, before what
he’d been waiting for appeared: a young boy - but not too
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young; he had no use for urchins — héineeded a youthful, inex-
perienced thief or beggar. = b

As the youth passed him, Caleb reached out and grabbed his
collar. Pulling him backwards, he almost lost the boy as he tried
o wriggle out of his tunic. Caleb tripped him and then put his
boot on the boys chest.

He was scrawny, with black hair and dark eyes, and his skin
could have been the colour of cocoa, but it was hard to tell
under all the dirt on his face. He wore 2 simple grey tunic and
shorts matching in filthiness, and his feet were bare.

‘Mercy, master!” he cried. ‘I have done you no harm?

‘No,’ said Caleb, ‘and I shall do you none, if you do me one
service.’

‘Name it, master, and 1 will serve.’ '

‘How do I know you won’t run off the moment I lift my
boot?’

‘I swear on all the gods, master, and by my grandmother,
blessings upon her, and in the name of the Emperor, blessings 1«
be upon him" o

Caleb took a coin out of his purse and held it up. The boy’s:.
expression instanty turned from terror to overt greed. Caleb-
removed his foot and the boy was up in a bound. He reached
for the coin, but Caleb pulled it away. ‘After you have served «

me. i .‘l';.
‘Master, but how shall I know that I will be rewarded when +*

the task is done?’
‘Shall I take an oath on my grandmother?’ asked Caleb. v
‘No, of course, but - e
‘No argument, Little Lord of Lice,” Caleb answered in -
idiomatic Keshian. ‘If you do not as | ask, then another shall
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see my gold.” He knew that a single gold-plece s mbredhiag 3

the boy could steal or beg in half a year, ¥ %w-tsizly ¥ J‘fuﬁufm{ ¥

. “What must I do?’ B *;

‘-'..-.-‘3- “What is your name?’ 3
vz ‘If it pleases you, master, I am called Shabeer.

‘Go hence, Shabeer, and carry 2 message for me, then remarn

here with an answer. NREY :

. ‘And if the answer displeases you, master'r'"rr"wﬂﬂﬁ' U

' “You shall stll be rewarded.’ ' '

“Then what is the message, and to whom do I carry it?¥’ 1

‘I must meet with whoever speaks for the Ragged Brotherhood. |

I need to speak with he who may bind the thieves and beggars §

of Kesh to a bargain. Much gold may be had, though there is;

equal danger.’ 3

‘In martters of gold and danger, there is someone, master.’

“Then go at once and I will remain here, but know that I have ¥

powerful friends. Treachery will bring you death; faithful service

awill bring you gold.’

‘T hear and obey, master,” said the boy and he scampered off

. Caleb faded back into the shadows and waited. '
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(1-’ AL MOVED SILENTLY THROUGH THE SEWER.

He had no doubt about the authenticity of the message
he had received earlier that day from Caleb and had been
relieved to discover he was alive. Caleb had relayed messages
between him and Kaspar, 2nd now the three of them were to
meet.

Tal’s only concern was the location of the meeting. He was
following a filthy beggar boy named Shabeer thyough a river of
sewage in a huge culvert under the slaughterhouse district of
the city of Kesh. ‘My eyes are bleeding,’ said Tal.

‘In truth, master?’ asked the boy, concerned that if anything
went amiss on this journey it would be considered his fault. The
other foreign master had been generous beyond imagining and
the beggac boy was desperate ta keep him happy.
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‘No, just a manner of speaking.” ' e o merg e
“You get used to it, here, master,’ said the: br,gya co e
‘How long does that take?”’ T

‘A year, two maybe.’

Tal would have laughed, but he was trying hard not to breathe
too deeply. He had been in several places aver the years that he
had judged to be unequalled in stench — Kaspar’s prison, known
as the Fortress of Despair being foremost among them — but
nothing could have prepared him for the overwhelming smell
~ of this Keshian sewer.

He appreciated the reason for holding the meeting here — the
slaughterhouses, tanners and other malodorous enterprises had
been sectioned off near the edge of the lake, so they were far
from the residential areas of Kesh, and lay on the lee side of
the city so that the prevailing breezes blew the stench away. But
the entire area still recked.

They reached an outflow and Shabeer stepped on an uneven
stone which was a cleverly disguised toe-hold. He levered himself
into the outflow, and disappeared into the darkness.

As he was holding the lantern, Tal said, ‘Slow down, boy.’

He followed Shabeer and had to duck to stop his head from
hitting the ceiling of the smaller outflow tunnel. The boy led
him about two hundred yards, until they came to what appeared
to be a large circular catchment area.

’

Several streams of malodorous fluids trickled down from
above, and Shabeer modoned for Tal to stay close to the left
hand wall as he inched around to a series of iron rungs set in
the brickwork,

Tal following the climbing boy, until he pushed upon 2 trap-
door overhead. They emerged into a well-lit rcom. Caleb and
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Kaspar were already there, and sat opposite a large table. Next
to them was an empty chair.

As soon as Tl had cleared the trapdoor, he heard a voice
from the other side of the room say, ‘Be seated, if you will.’

The large table dominated the room. It was a rough thing of
no artstry, but it was sturdy and Tal realized that its primary
purpose would be to slow down those seeking to attack whoever
was on the other side of it.

That person was a large man in 2 striped robe, similar in
fashion to those worn by the desert men of the Jal-Pur, but the
wearer was no desert man. He had the neck of a bull, and his
head was completely shaved. His eyebrows were so fair that it
looked like he had none. His age was unfathomable - he could
have been as young as twenty-nine, or as old as sixty. The single
candle didn’t provide enough light for Tal to guess more closely.
On cither side of him stood a well-armed man: bodyguards.

Once Tal had taken his seat, the man said, “You may call me
Magistrate, an honorific given to me by those who dwell in the
sewers and alleyways, and it will serve for now.

“Your friend, Caleb, has been most generous and has bought
you some of my time, my friends. Time is money as 1 am sure
you are all aware, so let us get directly to the question: what
have you to ask of the Ragged Brotherhood?’

Caleb asked, ‘Do you speak on their behalf?’ 4

‘As much as any man can,” came the answer. ‘Which is to say,
not at all.” He looked directly at Tal. “We are not like your
famous Mockers of Krondor, with strict oversight and iron rule,
Talwin Hawkins of the Kingdom.’

Kaspar glanced at Caleb, and the Magistrate continued, “Yes,
we know who you are, Kaspar of Olasko.” He pointed at Caleb.
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‘You my friend, however, are known by name only, your prove-
nance is a little murky. In any event, the Upright Man might
command in Krondor - he put his hand on his chest and gave
a slight bow, ‘— but here, 1 merely suggest. If it is a good sugges-
tion, it will almost certainly be heard.

1 ‘Now, what may I do for you?”’ Caw B

“."We seek the Nighthawks,” answered Caleb, b~ s,

#From what I hear you found them a week ago. There was

' an unusually high number of corpses floating towards the Overn

- to feed the crocodiles, and a fair number of them were wearing
black.’

#*We were led into 2 trap,” admitted Caleb.

b4.5Likely,’ came the answer.

Kaspar said, ‘We need intelligence. We need to know where
their real nest is.’

“As 1 said,’ replied the fat man, ‘this is not Krondor and we
do not have any real organizadon. Kesh is divided into precincts,
each has its own rules and rulers. Above ground, you'll find the
street gangs, beggars, pickpockets and enforcers — I believe they
are known as “bashers”, in the north, and all answer to their
own leaders. Those leaders answer to more powerful figures and
each of them guards his authority jealously.

“The Slaughterhouse Gang controls the area we now occupy,
and to the southwest of here are the Dockstreet Boys. There
are over 2 hundred such gangs, all with equally colourful sobri-
quets: the Grab-And-Runs, the Big Plaza Gang, the Sweet
Hounds, the Caravan Rangers, and many others. A thief may
work with impunity in one quarter, but should he be caught in
another he might be dealt with harshly; such is the order of
things in Kesh.
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‘Below ground, the sewers are also divided into precinets, or
small cantons, and each is home to those who exist at the suffer-
ance of the gang above them. The rest is a no-man’-land and
all are free to travel, bui at some risk. There are no formal rules,
but there are customs and conventions.” 7t

‘And you?’ asked Tal. vyl

‘My place in all of this is of little importance; I broker under-
standing. T am something of a magistrate among the Ragged
Brotherhood, hence the honorific. If conflict occurs, I am called

upon to adjudicate. I also provide services, and . . . informa-
tion.’ g EOTE AR
‘At a price,” said Caleb, @i > g b

The man smiled, showing two teeth capped in gold.
‘Obviously. I am getting old and need to consider my future. 1
have a little farm on the other side of the Overn. Someday, 1
shall retire there and watch my servants grow crops. But I am
in no hurry; T can not abide farming.

‘So, you wish to know the whereabouts of the Nighthawks’
base. That will cost a great deal of gold.

‘How much?’ asked Caleb.

‘A great deal.’ R pw y:

‘And how much is a great deal?’ b%  wo Wl

“‘Quite a lot actoally,” said the man. ‘T will need to bribe quite
a few very frightened thieves. The more afraid; they are, the
higher their price, and few things in this city scare them more
than the Nighthawks.

“There are several areas of the city, including the sewers
below, where wise thieves do not trespass. Those who do, tend
to disappear. There are the usual stories of monsters, Imperial
thief-catchers and rogue gangs. But one of these areas will turn
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out to be the place yourshlsk-fosthered birds huive-sunde
nest. =yt vt ghey VIS SRROARES . W
.."If we can find it - b

v *If?” asked Tal.

The fat man nodded. “There are rumours of magic and evil
spirits. While thieves are among the most superstitious foals in
Kesh, I would not discount the rumours. If they are true, even
the most stealthy of the Ragged Brotherhood might find the
areas difficult to approach. There is no easy way past a ward
that strikes you dead should you even gaze upon it.

‘So, I make no guarantees. Now, to the bargain. I will need
three hundred gold coins to begin with, for bribes and rewards,
and for my fee I'll need another hundred. Once the informa-
tion is secured, I ask ten gold coins in blood money to the gangs

for each of their men killed in the hunt, and another five hundred
for myself. SR P S X

7 ‘Done? said Caleb, standing up. ks o
‘v.'Ah" laughed the fat man. ‘I knew I should have asked for
more. But done is done.’

« The others rose, and Tal said, “Where shall we find you?’

- ‘I will find you, Tal Hawkins. Kaspar guests at the palace and
that is one place most difficult for us to reach, and Caleb must
lie low, as he is a marked man,

‘Now, while there’s a question about an attempt upon a foreign
noble at The Mistress of Luck some nights back, I think it safe
to say that for at least a few days you can move about the city
withont fear of instant death.’

‘Why do you say that?’ asked Tal. *They weren’t afraid to try
and kill me at The Mistress of Luck.’

‘Had the Nighthawks wished you dead, young lord, you would
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now be dead. Your prowess with a sword is renowned, so you s,
would have received a deadly dart or a splash of poison in your -,
drink and no one would have noticed. No, they wanted to take .
you alive, because they wanted to question you. No doubt in e
the exact fashion in which you now question their man.’ ol

‘You know?’ _

‘T make it my business to know,’ said the large man, rising to ;.
his feet. ‘Do not worry; the Nighthawks are a danger, but they
are few in number and their attention cannot be everywhere at..
once. On the other hand, I have eyes and ears everywhere. .

‘Unlike the nobles and wealthy merchants in the city above, -3
I do not walk through the day fearlessly, convinced that no harm
can befall me because of my station or birth. I know there are
hands in shadows and daggers in those hands. 1 will warn you
if I learn of any trouble headed your way.’

‘And why would you do that?’ asked Caleb.

‘Because if you are dead, you can’t pay me.” He pointed to
the trap. ‘One at a time, and in this order: Kaspar of Olasko,
then Caleb, then Talwin. Each of you will find a guide back to
a safe exit from the sewers. I suggest you take 2 bath when you
reach your quarters, the stench here seeps into your very skin. «.
Now, good evening and safe journey.’ Sy

The three moved as instructed and were soon on their way
back through the tunnels, each hoping that they were on their v

way to turning the tide of this struggle at last. e
' deht S0 R % e T
‘.‘gﬂl, + . IHu i j'ﬂu "iﬁ‘i"l' LA

Turgan Bey stood motionless. He was wearing the ceremonial -«
torque of his office, a magnificent creation of polished stones
and enamelled metal set in gold.
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He was presenting Kaspar to the Emperor, even though the
question of his asylum had been decided weeks earlier. Kaspar
would swear an oath of fealty to the Empire and in exchange

they wouldn’t hang him, flay him alive, or throw him to the }!

crocodiles.

For the first time since losing his duchy, Kaspar of Olasko

looked upon Diigai, the ancient Emperor of Great Kesh.

A frail man, Diigai still held himself erect, but his movements 48
barely hinted at his once formidable prowess as a hunter. Like
his ancestors, he had hunted the great black-maned lion of the i§
Keshian plains. His shrunken chest still carried scars from those &

hunting triumphs, pale though they might be.

The throne he sat on was made from ivory set into black

marble, and behind the Emperor a bas-relief of a falcon with
its wings outstretched was carved into the wall: the great seal
of Kesh. Before it stood 2 wooden perch, upon which rested a
live falcon, who preened and watched the inhabitants of the
room from hooded eyes.

The Master of Ceremonies stood next to the foot of the
dais — a thirteen-step ivory-inlaid mass of carved stone ~ his
great headdress was resplendent with rare feachers and gold
badges. Around his waist he wore the traditional golden belt

" - of his office as well as the plain linen kilt, but rather than

i

baring his chest, he was permitted to wear a leopardskin over

+ one shoulder.

Not that be needs any more indication of bis status, Kaspar thought;

-the headdress looked as if it might topple off his shiny pate at
~ any second. 84ll, in typical Keshian fashion, the introduction

and offering of the petition had been relatively expedited, taking
only half an hour so far, and already the man was nearly done.

312




“FLIGHT OF'¥HE NIGHTHAWKS

»*Kaspar had stopped listening after the first five minutes,
turning his thoughts to the coming confrontation and the events
that had led up to his own overthrow. While he harboured no
love for the Empire, its ruler was a man without stain on his
honour and he deserved better than to see his empire ripped
away from the rightful heir.

Kaspar also knew that the hand behind all this erouble was
not really an ambitious prince, but a mad sorcerer who had also
played a large part in Kaspar’s downfall. The paths of the two
rulers might be different, but the end result would be the same:
more chaos in the region and an advantage for those who served
the forces of evil in this hemisphere.

He relived the events that had led to his downfall ~ the insin-
vation of Leso Varen into his household, his influence over
Kaspar, which was subtle at first then overt later, and finally his
ruination. Despite having reclaimed a portion of his misplaced
humanity, and finding his moral compass at last, Kaspar stll
thirsted for Varen’s blood.

Years of enduring court etiquette asserted their influence as
he then realized he had just been introduced. He reverted his
attention to the present and stepped forward to bow smoothly,
as if he had been hanging on the Master of Ceremonies’ every
word.

He had been presented to the Emperor twice before, first as
Crown Prince when he had first travelled to Kesh with his father
while still a boy, and then later as the young Duke of Olasko.

But this time he was here as a suppliant, seeking haven from
retribution, or at least that was the story Turgan Bey had devised
to win over Lord Semalcar, the First Chancellor and Master of
Horses — the title given to the head of the Imperial Cavalry. His
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petition for asylum had also been endorsatby Land®awa, who
was the leader of the Royal Charioteersiise:  wafine, .

Kaspar noticed that the two princes, Sezioti and Dangai, were
absent from the court.

Kaspar looked up and as custom dictated, he said, ‘He who is
Kesh, I crave the boon of your shelter, succour against injustice
and a haven to call my own. I pledge to you my loyalty and swear
to defend you with my life and honour, if it pleases the Empire.’

Diigai smiled and waved his hand. ‘It is done. Is that you,
Kaspar?” he whispered. “We haven’t seen you in, what? Twenty
years!’ g Mm@

“Yes, Majesty,” said the former duke. #7.  w.) .o .

‘Do you sdll play?’

Kaspar smiled, for while the Emperor was old, his memory
seemed intact. They had played a chess match when he had
been a boy and Kaspar had managed five good moves before
being soundly defeated. “Yes, Majesty, I do.’

‘Good, then have Turgan Bey bring you to my apartments after
the evening meal. We shall play a game. Just the two of us.’

‘It would be my honour, Majesty,” said Kaspar, bowing as he
backed away from the throne. When he had reached the appro-
priate distance, he turned and walked towards the main entrance,
where Pasko waited patiently.

‘After the evening meal, I'm to play chess with the Emperor,’
Kaspar said as Pasko fell in beside him.

‘A personal invitation to visit the Emperor in his quarters
tonight?’ the old servant asked, with eyebrows raised.

“Yes,” said Kaspar with an annoyed expression.

“You do not seemed pleased, m’lord.’
‘I'm not,’ said Kaspar, keeping his voice down. ‘The old
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gentleman is a non-factor as long as he lives. It’s only his death
that is important.” They rounded the corner and headed back
to the apartment they had been given in the guest quarters. ‘And
if anyl:hmg is likely to get me marked for death, this visit would
be it TR R R 4

‘Why?* Wt it ™ ﬁ:\*‘»! ke

As his boot heels rang out on the marble floor, Kaspar whis-
pered, ‘Because in Kesh, everyone belongs to a faction, and if
I have the Emperor’s ear but am not a member of your faction

. " He shrugged.

“You must, then, be a member of the opposition.’

‘Exacdy. Expect at least two social calls this afternoon, and
have my finest garments cleaned and ready for tonight.’

‘You’re already wearing your finest, m’lord.’

“‘You know, Pasko, there were times when ruling your own
nation had its advantages, and a prodigious wardrobe was one
of them. Se¢ if you can find 2 tailor in the city who can fashion
me trousers, a shirt and a jacket in the Olaskan fashion by
sundown. And find me a bootmaker, too. I can’t have new boots
made in one afternoon, but T can have these repaired and
polished. And a hat, I suppose. You know what to do.’

Paska bowed and said, ‘I know what to do, m’lord,’ and he
departed.

Kaspar hoped Pasko did, because at the moment, he hadn’t
the remotest idea what to do. He trusted that something would
come to him by that evening to guide him.

The prisaner slumped down on the chair. ‘Revive him,’ said Tal.
Amafi came to stand before him and said, ‘Magnificence, 1
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. have been applying my arts for two days now. This man is
conditioned to die rather than betray his clan.” He glanced over
his shoulder at the unconscious man. ‘I am a killer by trade,
Magnificence. There are those who enjoy this sort of under-
taking, but I do not. However, I find that torture, like every-
thing else in life, can be done well or poorly, so while I do not
enjoy this, I stll take pride in my skills.

‘He should be ready to speak if we let him rest for a while.
We must find a cell in which o isolate him and let him awaken

~with no one around, to let him recover and restore himself a
little. Uncertainty is our ally at this point.’

4 “We don’t have tdme,’ said Tal. ‘Revive him now.’

- ‘Magnificence, 1 shall do as you bid, but he will only tell
us what he thinks we wish to hear, without regard for the
truth.’

Tal was frustrated. He had no doubt chat Varen’s forces were
on the offensive after the ambush that had killed half of Caleb%
forces, and the attempt to take Tal prisoner. He agreed with
Kaspar’s assessment that if Varen’s goal was to plunge Kesh into
chaos, a major coup d’état attempt at the Festival of Banapis
would present the perfect opportunity.

"Tal considered what Amafi had said, then nodded. ‘Do what
you can, but if Leso Varen is in this city, [ want to know where
he is. I won’t ask Pug or Magnus to come here unless I know
for a fact that the sorcerer is in Kesh.’

‘Magnificence,” said Amafi with a bow. He motoned for two
of the guards who had been there since the warehouse had been
secured and sald, ‘We must move him.’

Tal knew there was risk in taking the Nighthawk prisoner to
another location, but if Amafi was correct, any hope of gaining
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information from him was now dependent upon withholding
torture as much as on applying it.

Damn thought Tal. He turned his back on the proceedings
and headed for the door. He would make his way to another
inn, where another barman would take another message and see
that it somehow got to Sorcerer’s Isle the next day. s« 4

Twh
Nakor hurried into the study.

Miranda and Pug sat at a small table speaking of the day while
enjoying their midday meal. ‘1 have news,” announced the wiry
little gambler.

‘From Caleb?’

‘No. From Talwin Hawkins, He suspects that Varen is in the
city of Kesh.” Nakor looked at the message that had arrived in
a special cylinder created to transport such missives quickly, and
handed it to Pug. ‘Caleb is well, if a little damaged from springing
a trap.’

Miranda looked concerned. ‘Damaged?’

‘He got himself wounded, again,’ said Nakor with a serious
expression. He shook his head. ‘He’s amassing a fine collection
of scars. Still, he is well and I will tell Marie only that, and leave
out the part about the scars.’

“That would be wise,” said Pug as he scanned the report.
“Kaspar has made contact with Turgan Bey as we expected, and
Caleb thought he had found the Nighthawks, but apparendy,
they had found him instead.’

‘Should we go down there?’ said Miranda. ‘If Varen is in the
city, those three have no protection against him.’

Pug shook his head. “That’s not entirely true. I have sent some

317




RAYMOND & BRI 0 " MO

people down there to keep an eye on our three agentspunf g
can be there in minutes if we must.’ A TR 28+ IR

‘Well, why not just go now?’ she asked, always the protecﬁ;e
mother.

‘Because if I appeared in Kesh and Varen got wind of it, he
might eschew subtlety and try to blow up the city just to kill
me. He also knows you, Nakor, and Magnus by reputation so
it is just as dangerous for you to show.’

“What's keeping him from doing that now, then?’ asked Miranda.

Nakor shrugged. ‘If he wanted to plunge the Empire into
chaos, that would work, but the effects would be short-lived; an
external threat would bring them together and make them put
aside their differences. If one side gains pre-eminence in the
Gallery of Lords and Masters, especially if there's bloadshed,
then that is another thing entirely, and would cause years of
turmoil in Kesh.

‘If there’s enough bloodshed in the capital, the frontiers could
become unstable. The governor of Durbin might feel confident
enough to declare himself the ruler of a free city, or the tribes
of the Jal-Pur might be encouraged to rise in rebellion. And its
almost guaranteed that some of the client states in the
Confederacy would rebel.

‘Varen wants evil to linger, not a quickly resolved conflict.’

Pug said, ‘Our mandate is to ensure that Varen doesn’t get
what he wants.’

.. Miranda said, ‘I want him dead.’

“It’s keeping him dead that seems to be the problem,’ said Nakor.
“ ‘What about that death rift in Opardum? Does that hold some
answers?’

‘I think so,” said Nakor. ‘The problem with the way our .
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universe works is that all the necromancers are working for the .
other side. If we could find one who would work on behalf of
good -’ He shrugged.

Pug said, “The rapidity with which Varen has managed to
jump from body to body leads me to believe that he must be -
using a vessel of some sort to house his soul.’

‘I thought soul jars were only a myth,’ said Miranda.

Pug shrugged, looking annoyed. ‘I have seen too much in my
life to assume anything a myth. It is usually just something I
haven’t seen yet.’

Miranda looked at her husband and frowned. ‘I meant the
ones in the stories.’

‘Were based on fact, apparently,” said Nakor. “There are many
wiys to possess another — your mother, for example, became
very good at it. But she was vulnerable; if the body which she
inhabited died, then she would die too.’

Nakor had never told Miranda that he had been the one to
destroy the spirit of the wornan who had been his wife and her
mother. Miranda believed Jorma — also known as Lady Clovis
— had died when the demon Jakar had taken over the Emerald -
Queen’s army.

‘But Varen survives the death of his host and is able to find
another body. This must mean that his spirit, soul, mind, what-
ever you wish to call it, must rest somewhere else, and that part
of it is tethered to something - perhaps a soul vessel, or another
object. It could be a paperweight on his desk as easily as a tue
urn.” Nakor shrugged. ‘It’s somehow related to that death rift
he was fashioning. That is why I think it’s important that we
keep trying to trace it back from that rift thing we discovered
west of Maladon.’
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‘Our son?’ asked Miranda impatiently. @3 crzdes. vz g
‘T will send Magnus,’ said Pug. ‘He’s due to return from
Kelewan shortly, and as soon as he does, I'll send him down to
Kesh to confer directly with Caleb. Tals report is certainly not
comprehensive enough.’ :
i Miranda looked only slightly mollified. ‘I’d rather go myself’
rn Pug laughed. ‘First, Kesh is a culture where women of any
rank whatsoever do not venture out after dark alone, and
secondly, Magnus has a much more even temper than you, my
love.’ e s R
:%. She glared at him but said nothing. vk il
vi Tl go down with you if the dme comes to do serious harm
to Varen,” Pug added.
Miranda seemed satisfied with that. “Very well, but I want to
know as soon as we hear from Caleb.’
“Yes, dear,’ said Pug as he looked at Nakor. The little gambler

grinned.

Kaspar waited surrounded by Imperial Household Guards.

Each man was physically impressive — not one of them was
shorter than six feet, and many were closer to seven. All were
dark-skinned, suggesting their lineage, if not Trueblood, came
from the closely-allied tribes around the Overn. They wore the
Tirueblood linen kilt, and belts of bronze-studded leather. Their
sandals, Kaspar noticed, were closed-toed, and he suspected they
were designed for combat, not comfort. Each carried a long,
curved blade at his hip and they all wore battle torques of silver-
decorated iron.

Servants led Kaspar and his escort through gallery afier gallery,
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many adorned with fountains or exotic birds, untl he found
himself in a gigantic room, dominated by an enormous bed.
The bed easily measured twelve square feet, and it sat on top
of a dais in the centre of the room.

The room, however, looked more like a pavilion, hung with
many curtains that could be moved as privacy dictated. Currently,
they were all thrown back, affording the Emperor a stunning
view of the palace below and the city beyond, in every direc-
tion.

Diigai sat on a curved chair a few feet in front of the bed.
Upon a table before him rested the most splendid chess set
Kaspar had ever beheld. The Emperor waved him closer and
said, ‘Sit, boy. Let us play.’

Kaspar sat and looked around. All around the chamber stood
young women of stunning beauty, dressed in the scant Trueblood -
fashion. Not a man given to being swayed by a pretty face or-
ample bosom, even Kaspar was impressed by their exquisiteness *~
and sheer number.

The Emperor waved his hand and said, ‘T wish as much
privacy as possible, my loves. Go away.’ :

The girls left with whispers and giggles, and servants drew
gauzy curtains so that only one view of the city was left open.

“This is as much privacy as I'm allowed, Kaspar,’ said the
Emperor, dropping the formality of speech used %u public. ‘Tl
give you white.’ far ws. v

Kaspar nodded and picked up a pawn. .- ool

The board appeared to be carved from rosewood and had
been crafted with eye-catching precision. The squares appeared
to be ebony and ivory and were framed with tiny bands of gold
set so perfectly that the surface was completely smooth. The
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pieces were not only made from the finest black onyx and white
chalcedony, the carvings were also works of art. Kaspar picked
up the white queen and beheld a face of regal beauty. Each
crown was made of gold, and as he inspected the other pieces
more closely, he could seen the tiny gems set into the priest’s.
sceptre and that the horseman’s sword was fashioned from
platinum.

‘Move, boy,’ urged the Emperor, and Kasper pushed his king’s
pawn forwards. He smiled. It had been many years since anyone
had called him ‘boy’.

The Emperor leaned forward and said, T wager you're
wondering about all those pretty girls.’

Kaspar laughed. T must confess, Majesty, I was nearly over-
whelmed by their beauty.’

The Emperor grinned, and Kaspar was struck by how strong
and white his teeth appeared against his aged, dusky skin. “‘What
is the saying? “I'm old, but I'm not dead yet”?’ He chuckled.
“They are only here to spy on me. I think each of them works
for some different minister, general, nobleman or guild in the
city. They’re all presents, you know?’

v *Slaves?’

‘Hardly. No slave would be permitted within a hundred paces
of the imperial personage. And Truebloods can never be slaves.
If you break the laws enough to deserve slavery, we toss you to
the erocodiles instead.” He moved his own pawn. Then, lowering
his voice even mare, he said, ‘One of the benefits of rank. I bed
one now and again and even if . . . nothing significant occurs,
I do hear things.’

Diigai motioned for Kaspar to lean closer and whispered,
“They think I'm senile.” He chuckled, and Kaspar saw a light in
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his eyes for the first ime since he had been a boy. ‘And I let
them think so.’

Kaspar said nothing, wondering why he, a renegade outlander
was being admitted . . . no, not admitted — dragooned - into
the Emperor’s inner circle. Kaspar moved again.

The game continued slowly, until Diigai said, ‘Kaspar, I suspect
that at this time next year I will not be alive.” He surveyed the
board, and added, ‘Perhaps not even this time next month.’

‘Someone plots against you, Majesty?’

‘Always. It’s the Keshian way. My sons all died young, and
only one had a son of his own. If I had a reasonably intelligent
granddaughter, I'd marry her off and make her husband emperor,
just as I was named when Leikesha married Sharana to me.” He
smiled as he moved a piece. ‘Now, there was a woman. Did you
ever sleep with her?’

Kaspar chuckled. ‘T never had that honour.’

“You may have been the only ruling noble to visit Kesh who
didn’t.’

‘I believe T was only fifteen years old at the dme, Majesty.’

‘That wouldn’t have stopped her. She was probably too busy -
bedding your father, then.’ Before Kaspar could respond, the
Emperor continued, ‘T have it on good authority that she took
both the princes of the Isles to bed. But it was before we wed.
Ah, Trueblood women of power; there are none, like them in
the world.’

‘I can easily believe that,” said Kaspar.

‘Sharana was a strong-willed, opinionated woman with an
unforgiving nature. There were times she wouldn’t speak to me
for weeks if she was mad. I must confess I grew to love her after
a fashion.” He sighed. ‘I still miss her after forty years.
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her, Idrnamy*heroﬁ"toyml,

‘Me, sire?’ said Kaspar, genumcly surpnscd

The Emperor took one of Kaspar’s pieces and said, ‘Four
moves to checkmate if you don’t pay attention. Yes, you, and
it’s not because I like you particularly, because I don’t. You're a
murderous bastard with no remorse in your soul, but that’s exactly
what it takes to run this empire.’

“Thank you, Majesty. T think.’

The Emperor laughed. ‘At least you’d hang on to what was
given to you, with every trick you have. I fear that my grandson
will see the Empire broken up into many smaller nations before
he’s done.’

‘Sezioti?’

"The Emperor shook his head. ‘No, Dangai. Sezioti is a scholar,
so our hunters and warriors underestimate him, but he would
find a way to keep the peace. But he is unlikely to inherit the
throne, Dangai is too powerful. Even though Lord Rawa endorses
the elder prince, many of his Royal Charioteers are friends of
Dangai. The same is true of the Imperial Cavalry; Lord Semalcar
is close to Seziod, but many of his riders are not.

“You must remember that these men are not common soldiers.
Each soldier in the Cavalry and Charioteers is a noble of the
Trueblood.” The Emperor took a sip of wine. ‘We have too
many damn nobles in Kesh, Kaspar.

‘Lord Bey says you can’t toss a barley cake from a vendor’s
cart in the lower city without hitting one.’

The Emperor laughed. ‘He did, did he? That’s funny, and
true.” Lowering his voice again, the Emperor said, “You're
working with Bey, aren’t you?’

324




. - FLIGHT QF Tl aMyGaa AW Ks

1T don’t know what you mean, Majesty,” said Kaspar, moving
a pawn to blunt the Emperor’s attack.

‘Bey’s 2 good man, one of the best, but like the rest, he thinks
I’m a doddering old fool, and like the rest of them, I let him.

‘I'll get to the point. I don’t know what you are doing here,
that pathetic attempt to sneak into the Empire disguised as a
Kingdom noble was so transparent that even a “doddering old
fool” like me didn't take it at face value. You obvicusly expected
to be caught, and you expected to end up in Turgan Bey’s tender
care. I must admit the asylum request was unexpected, but a -
nice tounch. Who thought that up?’

‘I did, Majesty.’

‘Well, T don't expect you’ll stay in Kesh one minute longer
than it takes you to deal with whatever brought you here in the
first place — I expect you to ignore that oath yon made—’

‘I will never violate that oath, Majesty.’

“Then you are a fool, Kaspar. Qaths are made to be broken,
if you can get away with it. 1f Dangai comes to the throne, Kesh
may be pitted against your masters, whoever they may be, and
you will take arms against us.’

‘Masters?’

“Your nation did not rise against you without help, Kaspar.’
He pointed his finger at the former duke. ‘Have you forgotten
that those were Keshian soldiers assaulting your citadel while
the Kingdom was taking its merry time wande;'ing around
Opardum? And don’t think I'm not aware of how you were
banished to the backside of the world, but here you are less than
three years later, and you didn’t arrive in rags. You had resources,
Kaspar, and some of the most skilfully forged documents T've
ever seen ~ yes, | had them filched from Bey’s office and studied
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them closely. I wouldn’t be surprised if the Prince of Krondor
and Duke Erik didn’t draw them up for you.

‘I know you're here for a reason, and what I wish to hear is
whether that reason makes things in Kesh better, or worse?’

Kaspar sat back. ‘T hope to make things better, Majesty.” He
leaned forward. ‘You are right, I serve men who wish to see a
dangerons situation put right.’

“That crazy magician, Varen?’

‘Now I am impressed.’

The Emperor leaned forward as well. ‘With all the spies
running around Kesh these days, didn’t you think that a few of
them might work for me?’ He sat back. “We've had suspicions
for some time now, but your arrival convinced me. The reports
from Opardum said he died at the hands of Talwin Hawkins —
by the way, that was the one thing that did genuinely surprise
me, the two of you arriving together, alive.* #;

‘We’ve come to an accommodation.’ i

‘Anyway, I've received reports that didn’t make sense, so I

took them to some of my magicians who can interpret things -
2 few up in Stardack. The consensus was that either a crazy
sorcerer named Sidi whom we tried to kill about a2 hundred
years ago has returned to haunt us, or that your Varen had
escaped and was here in Kesh, or that a third monster had risen
from nowhere who just happened to be a powerful necromancer
as well. The second choice seemed the most likely.’

Kaspar saw no harm in telling the Emperor what he had
fearned from Pug. ‘It appears that Varen & Sidi.’

‘Ah, that explains a lot. I prefer simple answers and that
is the most elegant answer to the problem. And why are you
here?’
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‘Tve come to settle accounts.! | 1.0 ity syese A

‘Good, and while you're at it, m’ﬁm@.&ep my cmp:@
intact for a while longer.’ B R T R

‘Tl do what I can, Majesty.’

‘I bave a plan, if I can live long enough to see it to fruition.
If Dangai can resist his worst usurping impulses a litde longer,
I may have a solution that will bring about another hundred
years of peace. If not, I fear that we face civil war.’

Kaspar said, ‘Our goals are much the same, for a great deal
of the Empire’s current problems can be waced back to Varen.
He wishes rebellion.’ ) n

‘Why?’ Ok o o (SN 11

‘Because he serves evil, Majesty. The rebellion wouldn’t even

have to succeed; the repercussions of the sedition would be felt

throughout the Empire for a decade or longer. Guilt by asso-
ciation would be an acceptable standard and even the innocent
would suffer.

‘And if the coup was successful, other powerful families would
be fair game for jackals and the other carrion-eaters.’

The Emperor said, ‘Why?’

“Varen’s goal isn’t to obtain power for himself, he seeks to
undermine everyone else’s power. He thrives on chaos and has
a larger agenda, he wants nations at war, crowns toppled and
armies on the march.’ J

‘'ve lived too long,” said the Emperor. ‘By the way, you're in
check,” he said moving a piece.

Kaspar considered his situation while he looked at the board.
The more chaos there was in the land, the more room there
was for evil. After spending nearly two years with Pug and his
colleagues on Sorcerer’s Isle, and after what the god Kalkin had

3y




1 RAYMOND E: FEIST - a0
e shown him about the Dasati, Kasper knew that ¥agen was but
wned the first of many worries facing the Conclave. ' ¢ .\
v But for all his power, Varen was still mortal and he could be
. oty taken.
i+ Kaspar laid down his king, conceding the match. ‘Your game,
1, Majesty.
. ‘It always is, Kaspar,’ said the Emperor with a keen eye. ‘T'm
" not dead et
- v Presuming much, Kaspar reached over the table and took his
» imperial hand, ‘Not for some tilne to come if I have any say in
i
They shook and Diigai said, ‘It is time for you to return to
your quarters, and time for me to resume the part of a lech-
erous old fool.” Raising his voice, he shouted, ‘Where are my
prettes?’
. Instantly, the curtains began to be moved aside and the young
-women returned. The Emperor said, “There are worse roles to
play”’
Kaspar nodded. ‘Indeed.’
A servant showed him out of the rayal complex, and as he
_.returned to his own quarters, Kaspar wondered about the

e

.. Emperor’s role in the performance that was unfolding. 4m I a
true afly? he wondered. Or is be mevely playing another game with

mee?
Kaspar returned to his room, but found it difficult to sleep
that night. .

. M
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’ Plans

HE PRISONER SLOWLY QPENED HIS EYES.

A pretry girl hovered over him. Her dark hair was ted
up and her dress marked her as a daughter of the Mejun people
— plains nomads who followed the great antelope herds of the
grasslands to the south of the Overn Deep.

She dabbed at his face with a cool cloth, and whispered,
‘Quiet. You’re safe for the moment.’

The man could barely speak, his face was swollen from the
repeated beatings he had taken at Amafi’s hands. He had been
tied to a chair for days, he’d been beaten, forced to relieve himself
where he sat, denied food and had been given the minimum
amount of water needed to keep him alive.

But he had not betrayed his family.

‘Can you sit up?’' the girl asked, her accent further betraying
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her nomadic origins. ., . coge
He groaned quietly as he let her pull him upnght She put a
cup of liquid to his lips and said, ‘Drink slowly. This will revive

you.

He did and found that the bitter liquid did indeed make him
feel more alert and also dulled his pain. “‘Who are you?’ he whis-
pered hoarsely.

‘Someone who is being paid to free you. My name is Iesha.’

‘Free me?’

‘All T know is that I'm to get you out of this room and into
the sewers below. Someone will be waiting there to take you
away; [ do not know who he is or where he is taking you, and
I do not want to know. The men who've held you prisoner
frighten me, I am leaving as soon as I get my gold.” She pulled
on his arm. ‘Can you stand up?’

He did so and groaned, but kept his balance. ‘Come, we only
have a few minutes,’ Iesha said.

‘Where are the guards?’

“They think you're dying, so they are lax. A message called
one away, and the other is sleeping at his post. It is enly a short
way, but we must be quiet.’.;; .

‘Let us go.’ - wh sy

They were in a small room in what appeared to be an aban-
doned house. Iesha slipped her arm around the Nighthawk’s
waist so that he could lean on her. They moved to an empty
kitchen with a single table, on which rested a lantern. A man
lay across the table, snoring quietly. The girl helped the pris-
oner move around the table and into another room, then out
of a door into the street.

He looked around; it was the dead of night and only the faint
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noises of the city in the distance interrujigdihiéisilence. “Whére:
are we?’ he asked in 2 near whisper. bly »

“The Kumbhar districe. We have less than half a block to
travel.’ .

Iesha helped him to an iron grate set in the middle of the -
street. She leaned down and tugged ac it, but it only moved
slightly. ‘Let me help you,’ said the weakened prisoner and he
almost cried out in pain as he leaned over to grab che rungs.
Together they moved it out of the way and in the light from a
distant lantern they could just about see the iron rungs set into °
the stones. ‘Can you cliimb down?’ she whispered.

‘1 will,” he said and with great difficulty, as he sat down in :
the hole and let his feet dangle. Then he turned and slowly
worked his way down the iron rungs. By force of will alone he
managed to make it to the bottom where two strong hands
reached out to steady him.

A man dressed in rags waited for them, and when the girl
reached the bottom, he said to the prisoner, ‘I am to take you
from here’

‘I do not know you,” said the Nighthawk. :

‘And I do not know you, but I have been paid to take you to -
a place where we will meet another. Now, we must hurry before -
you are discovered missing.’

“Wait,” said the girl. ‘What about my gold?”

The ragged man said, ‘I have this for you.” With a sudden
move he pulled a dagger from his sleeve and drove it into the -,
girl’s stomach. Her eyes widened and her mouth moved, but -
she made no noise. Then her eyes rolled into the back of her
head and she fell backwards into the filthy water running through «
the sewer.
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‘Come,’ said the ragged man.y ke N7

The prisoner glanced at the dead glrl and said, “That was
wise. She can't tell anyone where she led me now.’

‘1 am being paid handsomely to ensure there are no loose
ends. As soon as I hand you over to your friends, I will return
here and replace the grating. Now, hurry.’

The prisoner was weak, but he was revitalized by the prospect
of escaping his torturers. He slogged through the sewage as the
ragged man led him towards a major intersection where a further
two men waited, both dressed in black. Their faces were covered
" so only their eyes could be seen.

The prisoner hurried, overtaking the ragged man and reachmg
the two black-clad assassins. ‘Kill him,’ he said softly.

One of the Nighthawks nodded. His sword slid from his scab-
bard with a metallic hiss, and with a quick thrust, he brought
the ragged man down. One of the two Nighthawks put his arm
around the waist of the injured man and whispered, ‘Come,

brother.’

They moved into the large tunnel and turned right. After a

step, the former prisoner said, ‘Wait! Why are we—" His words
fell away.

Suddenly he reached up and pulled away the face covering of
the man who held him. “You!” he hissed and he stepped back.

Amafi lashed out quickly and cut the prisoner’s throat with
his dagger. The man fell back with blood fountaining from his
" neck, and he landed in the sewage. LAk

Tal undid his own mask and said, ‘Now we know.” fiate

‘Yes, Magnificence,’” said Amafi. ‘Now we know for certain.’

They moved back to the ragged man and Tal said, ‘You can
get up now.’
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Chezarul sat up in the slop and shook his head, “The things
we do for our cause,’ he said.

Tal laughed. ‘I completely understand.’

The three men then went over to where the girl lay sprawled,
and Tal said, ‘Lela, has anyone ever told you that you die beaud-
fully?’ =

The girl sat up and said, “Thank you, Tal.’ "

He extended his hand and helped her to her feet. “You both
did very well.’ '

Chezarul said, ‘So are you certain of your information, now?’

‘As much as I will ever be,’ said Tal. “There were but two
places left that could serve as the Nighthawks’ nest, and when
our friend objected to going north, it meant that their hiding
place is most likely to be in the south. He would die before he
spoke, so this was the only way.’

Amafi said, ‘Magnificence, when do we strike?’

“Tomorrow, at noon,” said Tal. “They are creatures of the
night, so we shall catch them at their weakest. Tell Caleb to
gather everyone,” he instructed Chezarul, *and I'll take care of
the rest.’

Chezarul nodded and set off upstream through the sewer.
Amafi said, ‘I shall go and see to those who are still at the safe
house, Magnificence, and I shall carry word to Pasko at the
palace, so that Kaspar is aware of what we will do.’

‘Be careful,” said Tal. “They are still looking for us.’

‘1 was hiding in the shadows before these curs were born,
Magnificence.” He climbed up the ladder.

“‘What next for you?’ Tal asked Lela. He smiled warmly at
her, although his features were masked in the dim light from
the street above. Lela had been his first lover, years before, when
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he had still been Talon of the Silver Hawk, the Orosini boy jtist
beginning his education with the Conclave. Yo

‘T am going back to Krondor and my position as tavern wench,
where I listen to a great deal of nonsense. I catch a nugget of
useful information from time to time.' She stepped closer to
him and put her hand on his cheek. ‘T wish I could stay a little
longer, it’s going to get exciting, and I must say I have thought
of you from time to tme over the last few years.’

Tal laughed. ‘T'm married, Lela.’

She laughed with him. “That makes little difference to many
men, Tal, and truth to tell, I don’t care either.’

He hugged her. “‘Would that it were possible, but now you
must be on your way. The further away you are from this city
the better it will be for you. When next we meet, let’s hope it’s
under happier circumstances.’

Looking at her filthy dress and hands, she said, ‘Cleanet, too.
Very well” She kissed him on the cheek and started to climb
the rungs. He waited for a while, and then followed her.

Once above ground, Lela scampered off into the darkness,
while Tal replaced the grating into the street. He looked around,
ensuring they were unobserved, knowing that in a few minutes
he would be back to the safe house for a bath, a change of
clothes and then some rest, for tomorrow would bring bloody
work and he knew that many good men were likely to die.

"Tal couldn’t rid himself of the hollow feeling in the pit of his
stomach that made him wonder if they were missing someching.
As he continued to scan the area, to see if he was being observed,
he took a small orb out of his black tunic and held it to his lips.
‘Noon, tomorrow,” he spoke into it, then he depressed a button
on top of the device. Tal held out his hand so that it rested upon
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his open palm; he had no desire to discover what would happen

if he clutched it in his fist. After a few seconds, the orb began ,
to vibrate, and then suddenly it vanished. “r

Putting aside his never-ending wonder over the devices created

by the magicians on Sorcerer’s Isle, he pulled off his black tunic .

and headdress and stuffed them between the rungs of the grating,
letting them fall into the sewer below. Then without hesitation

he turned away from the grate. He had a great deal to do before ..

noon wInOoITOW.

Caleb asked, ‘Are you certain?

‘No,’ answered Tzl, ‘but 'm as sure as T can be. The Magistrate
of the Ragged Brotherhood told us that the Nighthawks had to
be secreted away int one of two locations. We took the prisoner
to a major sewer tunnel that led directly to both of these possible
sites. 1 knew that if we went in the right direction, he’d say
nothing, but if we went in the wrong direction, he'd make some
objection. He did, and that was as much as we were ever going
to get out of him.’

Paska and Amafi were in Tals room at the fourth inn he

™

s

<

-

frequented since the attack at The Mistress of Luck. Kaspar was .

currently dinning with the two royal princes, Sezioti and Dangai.
‘And you have sent word of the attack to Father?”
“Yes,’ said Tal.
Caleb said, ‘One thing still troubles me.’
‘What?

‘If the Nighthawks are secreted in the area of the sewers to
the south of the city, what is killing the thieves who venture

near that other location in the north?’

335

|



i

. BAEMONT B FEIST 2 0 17400 00

“You're thinking there may be two nests?. 5 A
Caleb shrugged. ‘It isn’t likely, but would Varen have his quar-
ters near the Nighthawks? I understand that they work for him,

. but not as servants.’

“You think Varen also has a hide-out in the sewers?’ |
“You saw his quarters in Opardum, I didn’t Would there be

. a better place to hide the sort of thing he does than under the

slaughterhouses?’
Tal said nothing for a moment. “That location is not that far

from where we held our meeting with the Magistrate.’

‘What if the prisoner wasn’t concerned that you were leading
him away from his family’s roost? What if he was fearful that
you were taking him somewhere else to be punished?’

‘So,” said Tal, ‘1 could easily rush off in the wrong direction
and get everyone killed.” . =y
#iCaleb shrugged. N

T3l said, ‘1 liked it better when I was 2 student and you were

my teacher, Caleb. Then you had to make all the tough decisions.’

Caleb shrugged again, but this tme with a smile. ‘It is sort
of like deciding to venture into a cave to hunt a bear, isn't it?’

Tal nodded. “It’s far safer to get him to come out, than going
in after him.’

At the same moment, both men got a wide-eyed expression.

Caleb nodded as Tal asked, ‘Are you thinking what I'm thinking?’

‘We don’t go in after them; we flush them out.’

Turning to Pasko and Amafi, Tal said, ‘Pass the word. Everyone
is to stay where they are until further notice. We've got some
more planning to do.’

Amafi said, ‘Magnificence,” and moved to the door.

Pasko spoke in the low rumbling tones that signalled the
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importance of his words. “You’d better hurry, Banapis is only
one week away, and the first round of minor festvities begins
tomorrow. By this time next week there will be chaos on every
corner, at every hour.’

Caleb nodded, and stood. ‘I need to find that beggar boy and
get word to the Magistrate, We need to know just how close
we can get to those two areas of the sewers.’

‘Let’s hope his information is good. I'd hate to be the one to
find out that he was just a little off,” Tal said, holding his fore-
finger and thumb close together.

‘We'll find a safe way to lure them out,” said Caleb. ‘Father
arrives early tomorrow in preparation for the attack, and I think
he’ll be able to come up with a trick or two.”

‘Speaking of tricks,” asked Tal. “We could probably use Nakor
down here, too. There’s no sneakier bastard in this world.’

‘T’ll ask Father,’ said Caleb. Now, find Shabeer and I’ll start
making plans for tomorrow.’

As he reached the door, Tal said, “What about Kaspar?’

‘I’ll send Pasko back to him before he retires for the night.’
Tal left and Caleb turned his mind to the task at hand: how to
get the Nighthawks to swarm out of their nest without getting
killed in the process. -4

_ ; _
Kaspar had discovered thar in Kesh, even an informal dinner

with the two claimants to the throne involved a dozen other
luminaries of the Empire, a score of table servants, another two
dozen servants to fetch and carry from the kitchen, musicians,
jugglers, a high number of very attractive women, fine food and
plenty of good wine.
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Kaspar had been ceded a spot of honour on the left of Prince
Dangai, who sat at one end of the long table across from his
elder brother, Prince Sezioti. The seat at the end of the table
was purposely left empty, indicating that no one of higher rank
was present, and preventing any conflict should either brother
presume.

Kaspar had received the ‘informal’ invitation — a handwritten
note perfectly scribed by a royal secretary held on a velvet cushion
carried by one servant — earlier that day. His plans to meet with
Caleb and Tal had to be put off, for no one could say no to the
royal princes. Kaspar assumed the abrupt invitation was a direct
of his dining with the Emperor the night before. He suspected
his surmise to Amafi had been correct, and now both princes
wished to see if Kaspar was in the other’s faction.

The meal had been perfectly prepared but Kaspar had eaten
sparingly. He expected to be in a fight for his life in less than
fifteen hours.

Prince Dangai said, ‘Is the food and wine not to your liking,
m’lord Kaspar?’

‘On the contrary, Highness. It is beyond compare.’

‘It’s just that you seem to be eating very little and drinking
less.’

Kaspar regarded the younger claimant to the throne. He was
a man of middle years, perhaps only a few years older than
Kaspar, but he was still baitlefield-fit. His shoulders and arms
were heavily muscled, and there seemed to be little fat on him.
His head was clean-shaven, but he wore a moustache and 2
beard. Like his father and brother, his skin was the colour of
dark walnut and in the heat of the evening his face shone. Kaspar
wished he had the temperament to take off the traditional
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Olaskan garb and don a Keshian kilt, for they had tocbe fax
more comfortable. b

‘My stomach is a little off tonight, Highnessy:gnd I wish to
ensure that I am well enough to enjoy all the fadtivities of tha
coming week.’ ~

‘It’s quite a show,” said Prince Sezioti, from across the table.
‘Every year the Master of Ceremonies attempts to put on a
festival grander than the year before.’

Dangai snorted. ‘How many elephants on parade or monkeys
riding zebras do you need?’ He laughed. ‘A few of them are
entertaining, but after the first half an hour they’re . . .> He
shrugged. “‘Sdll, the populace seems to love it.’

Sezioti laughed. ‘As did you, little brother, when you were
six. “You'd shout “hold me higher, Sezi!” until I thought my
arms were about to fall off.’

Dangai nodded. ‘I remember, brother. I remember.’

Kaspar compared the two men. The family resemblance was
obvious, but Seziot was less muscled than his brother. He had
killed his lion, like all of the Trueblood, but that incident may
have been the last hunting he had done, and that probably
occurred thirty-five years earlier. He looked more like a man
given to study, and he had a thinner face than Dangai.

One thing still troubled Kaspar: the two brothers genuinely
seemed to enjoy one another’s company. There was a filial ease
between them, a familiar banter that came from decades of being
together. Kaspar had been an only child, as was his danghter,
but even a blind man couldn’t miss that these brothers were
close.

Kaspar tried to imagine what would make them enemies, and
failed. He could imagine them disagreeing; all brothers argued
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at imes. He could even see them turning passionate over how
the Empire should be run, but to him the answer seemed
obvious: Sezioti should remain heir and the command of the
army should be given to Dangai - all of the army. They could
make the Master of Horses, Leader of the Imperial Charioteers
and the commanders of the Inner Legion all answer to him.
Give Dangai the care of the Empire, and he would not see his
brother harmed.

What am [ missing? Kaspar thought. Whar is bere that I am
not seeing?

Deciding to explore, he asked, ‘Prince Dangai, before my
departure from Olasko, we were considering some minor trade
disputes between Olasko and Kesh. Have they been resolved
yet?'

Dangai broke the small bone of a game hen in two and sucked
out the marrow. He pointed the bone at his brother and said,
“That’s more Sezi’s area, I'm sorry to say. Military matters tend
to occupy most of my time. Sezi?’

‘Olasko was never the problem,’ said Prince Sezioti. ‘It was
Roldem’s insistence that all the goods from Kesh which sailed
from Mallow Haven or Pointer’s Head had to tranship through
Roldem on their way back to the Eastern Kingdoms.

“We could dispatch the goods to the Kingdom ports of Deep
Taunton or Timons by land, but then we’d have to pay Kingdom
duties. Or we could ship out of Queral and Hansulé and sail
around the Peaks of the Quor, but those pirates in Roldem
claimed dominion over all the shipping in The Sea of Kingdoms.?

‘Except for the ships of the Isles,” said Kaspar.

v Sezioti nodded and smiled ruefully. ‘Indeed, which is because

the Kingdom has a navy which even Roldem respects. Kesh,
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however, is a land anitasl, #8d our navy are little better than
pirates themselves.’

Dangai said, ‘Now you're talking about a matter I feel strongly
about, brother.” He looked at Kaspar. “We have both urged our
father to build a squadron of modern ships out of Painter’s
Head. Dock a dozen large warships up there, and Roldem might
reconsider their demands.’

Sezioti agreed, and the conversation continued at length,
covering trade and military needs, and their relationships with
neighbouring countries.

When the dinner was over, Kaspar left with the thought that
these two men were ideally suited to ruling in partnership,
whichever of them sat upon the throne. Where was the rivalry
that he had heard so much about?

He pondered the question until he reached his quarters, where
Pasko waited for him.

‘What news?’ Kaspar asked.

Pasko beckoned him to step on to the balcony and when they
were outside he said, ‘Caleb has convinced Talwin that we need
more intelligence before we strike. He argues that there could
be two nests of Nighthawks or that perhaps one of the forbidden
areas under the city conceals the sorcerer’s lair. Pug arrives
tomorrow and will decide what we'll do next.’

‘Damn,’ said Kaspar. /

Pasko smiled. “Were you anxious for a fight, m’lord>’

‘No,’ said Kaspar. ‘But had I known that we weren’t going to
have one tomorrow, I'd have had more to eat, and a hell of a
lot more to drink.’ e
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ALEB MOVED CAUTIOUSLY THROUGH THE DARKNESS.

Hours before, he had left the safe house and entered the
large sewer with Tal Hawkins. They had split up, one going
north, the other south, and both were being shadowed by other
members of the Conclave. Knowing that their backs were covered
gave both men the freedom to concentrate properly.

Caleb advanced only a few feet at a titne, as he waded through
knee-deep water thick with sewage. He and Tal had volunteered
to scout the two unknown areas because they had both been
trained at Sorcerer’s Isle in the magical arts. Even though they
were not magic users, their sensitivity to the presence of magic
gave them a better chance to survive. If experienced thieves were
dying, then there was more than vigilant sentries involved.

Caleb knew that Tal was being equally cautious in his approach
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and that neither man would push beyond a safe limit. Still, there
were no guarantees and both of them knew they took a great
risk.

Pug and Magnus had arrived that morning, against the possi- |
bility of Varen taking direct action. The risk of detection was
outweighed by Pug’s decision they needed to be close at hand. *
[t was not Varen’s usual mode of attack, but he had shocked Pug
when he had personally led the assault on Sercerer’s Isle two -
years before. Caleb considered his father’s likening of Varen to '
a cockroach to be very appropriate, as both Talwin Hawkins and
Kaspar of Olasko had killed the magician in the last three years.
He just wouldn’t stay dead. '

Tal and Caleb had been given the scouting assignments against
the possibility Varen might have wards in place specifically
artuned to magic or magicians. Both men had been trained as
much as any non-magic user could be to detect the presence of
magic, and Pug judged the two stealthy men best able to recon-
noitre and return unharmed.

Something bumped against Caleb’s leg and he looked down.
A dead cat floated on the water, its body stiff with rigor mortis,
but then Caleb sensed something. He reached forward with his
left hand and as his fingers ventured closer to the animal he felt
a faint tngling sensation. Caleb paused. It hadn’t died a natural -
death, something had killed the cat. ‘

Caleb closed his eyes. He tried to relax and shut out the soft
noise of the sewers: the lapping water, the faint echoes of distant ©
mill wheels, water falling and the rumble from the street above "
as heavy wagons passed over it. He let his senses wander, seeking
nothing . . . undl he found something!

He opened his eyes and searched the murk, knowing that it

343



RAYMOND £ BEBEST 0 T80y 0L

was almost impossible to see anything, even if there was decent
light. The only illumination came from where the sunlight
filtered through oddly-spaced gratings in the road above him.
Caleb’ eyes were used to the shadows, but he knew that the
wards he detected were probably invisible.

He took two steps forwards and the hair on the back of his
neck stood up. He knew he was close, but also knew he could
go no further in safety.

Caleb waited for almost an hour. According to the map which
Nakor had provided, if there were any Nighthawks in this area
of the city, he should be able to hear something: a faint whisper, .
a footfall on stone, or the movement of a chair or the clink of -
a cup. }

He continued to wait, .

After the second hour had passed, Caleb was convinced that
there was no one there, Rt

He stepped backwards and took out his dagger, then he quietly
made a mark in a stone on the right hand wall of the sewer
tunnel. Then Caleb turned and hurried back to where his father
waited for him,

Pug considered Whar he had been told. Talwin had returned
with an almost identical report. He hadn’t encountered any dead
cats, but he had feli the same discomfort and had reached the
point where the hair on his neck and arms had stood up. Then
he had also retreated to watch and wait.

And again there had been nothing.

Tal had realized that unlike every other area of the sewers,
there were no signs of rats around this place. He found no indi-
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cation of their presence. At last he had come to the same conclu-
sion as Caleb, and had marked the tunnel wall and returned.

Pug asked, “What do we know of the city above those loca-
tons?’

Chezarul said, “The area Caleb visited is far to the south, near
the tanneries, slaughterhouses, dyers and other businesses that
require large amounts of water and smell bad.

‘So, a it is place people only go when they must,’ said Pug.

‘The other is a very poor part of the city in the north,

containing hundreds of shacks, tny inns and businesses of all
stripe, all crowded closely together.’

‘A place where few people will notice the comings and goings
of strangers.’

“Just so,” said the Keshian. ‘Like many poor quarters of the
city the area is a hotbed of crime. You'll find anything you desire,
for a price, no matter how illicit.’

Pug weighed his options. ‘Both appear well-suited as places
to hide, albeit tor difterent reasons. Both have quick access to
the streets above and the surrounding sewers.’

Magnus said, ‘Do we send agents to those locadons and try
to reach them from above?’

“Those wards will certainly guard against that,” said Pug. He
sighed. ‘I think there’s no way around this, I must go down and
examine the wards personally.” He looked down at the hem of
the long robe he wore — the same type of black robe that he
had worn since returning from Kelewan a lifeime ago - and
said, “This is one tme I would prefer to be wearing trousers
and boots rather than a robe and sandals.’

Magnus said softly, “We can always find a change of clothing
at home, Father.
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‘You know what we must do?’ = VS 3 i

“You take the north and I the south.” ..« - i

Pug nodded. ‘Caleb, you will come wn'_h me. Magnus will
accompany Talwin.’

Chezarul said, “‘What of the others? We've had men in place
for over two hours now. The longer we wait, the more chance
there is of someone stumbling across them.” His frustration was
evident. He had arrived that morning ready for a full assault on
the Nighthawks, but instead he was being told to keep the men
on a short leash.

“Wait a while longer,’ said Pug. ‘If all this comes to naught,
they can return hame in ones and twos. If we attack Varen prema-
turely, many of them might lose their lives needlessly.’

The trader nodded, but his expression didn’t change.

The two magicians followed Tal and Caleb, then split up at
the large tunnel. Pug waved a silent farewell to Talwin and his
elder son as he followed Caleb into the darkness.

They moved as quietly as possible, stopping many times to
* ensure that they were not being followed or walking into a trap
set after Caleb’s last visit.

When they reached the place where Caleb had marked the
tunnel wall, Pug whispered, 1 can feel it.’

He patted his son on the shoulder and said, ‘Move back to
the last corner and make sure no one surprises me. This may
take some time.’

Caleb moved where he had been told to and waited, watching
his father from a distance. In all the years since he had started
working for his father, this was the first opportunity Caleb had
had to observe him udlize his powers properly, rather than
performing demonstrations to students on the island. He could
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be confronting a dangerous enemy, an enemy perhaps more
treacherous than any he had ever known, and Caleb was visited
by a feeling he had never known before: concern for his father’s
safety.

Magnus said, “‘Move back.’ e
‘How far?’ asked 'Tal as he began backing down the tunnel.
‘If you can see me, there may still be some risk,’ said the+

white-haired magician. 1
Tal said, “Very well. I’ll wait around the corner.’

Tal retreated around a corner and waited. He kept his eyes
moving, trying to apprehend any hint of approaching danger in
the gloom, keeping his ears tuned to the rhythms and ambient
sounds of the sewer. His training as a hunter served him well
as a sentry, for there were few men alive stealthy enough to
sneak up on the Orosini.

His mind turned to how his improbable journey had begun,
back to his youth in the mountains the Orosini called home,
and how Kaspar’s mad ambitions had led to the utter destruc-
don of his people.

Kaspar. He could still kill him with his bare hands if he needed
to, yet his contact with Kaspar, the former Duke of Olasko, had
influenced and shaped his life more than anything else. Yes,
Pasko, Caleb, and others had been his teachers, but they had
used his desire for revenge against Kaspar to force him to change
into something far beyond what he had dreamed possible as a
boy.

Yet during his time with Kaspar — when he had infilerated the
Duke’s houschold, then later as Kaspar carried the warning of
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the Talnoy and Dasati to the Conclave - he had discovered
several things that he found troubling. Foremost amang these
was that he had genninely come to like the man. He had discov-
ered that Kaspar was a charming, educated and witty companion.
He was also an accomplished hunter, only surpassed by Talwin
and Caleb’s skill. And he as a swordsman, was second only to
Tal among the Conclave. Away from Leso Varen’s influence, he
seemed like a remorseful man who sought to atone for his
actions by serving the very people who had brought him to ruin,

Yes, it could be argued that Kaspar had brought it upon
himself, and that the Conclave had been more interested in
removing Leso Varen from the picture than Kaspar of Olasko’s
petty ambitions, but it had been Talwin, aided by the Conclave,
Great Kesh and the Kingdom of the Isles who had crushed
Kaspar’s nation in one blindingly swift attack and it was he who
had exiled the former ruler to a year of misery on the other side
of the world.

Tal smiled. If the stories that Kaspar had related over the last
two years were accurate, he had faced some pretty humbling
tasks during that time, but the one that always caused Tal 1o
chuckle was the image of Kaspar hauling the Talnoy halfway up
the Pavilion of the Gods on his back without knowing that all
he needed to do was slip on the ring in his packet and order
the thing to carry him!

Tal chuckled, trying to keep silent.

Then the tunnel exploded.

Pug felt the spasm in the magic he was confronting before the
sound and shock reached him. He antomadcally erected a barrier
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across the tunnel inches away §@m the energy wall he was
exploring. k

It was, as he had suspected, a death trap for anyone who
walked through the passage without the proper key. He knew
the artificers on Sorcerer’s Island could duplicate the spells
needed to pass through unharmed, but he didn’t have time for
that, and was attempting to counter the magic with his own
when the sewers rocked from the distant boom.

He had barely raised his shield before the defensive spell across
the tunnel erupted with a brilliant white light. Pug instantly knew
what had happened; his older son had grown impatient and had
decided to destroy the guardian spell rather than neutralize it.

Tt was the sound of lightning striking close at hand. Then,
an actinic smell overpowered the sewer’s usual stench for a few
moments, followed a moment later by a sudden compression of
the air in the tunnels which heralded a huge thunderclap.

Caleb covered his eyes and then with his ears ringing, turned
to see what his father was doing.

Pug motioned for his youngest son to join him and Caleb
asked, “What was that, Father?’

“Your brother.” Pug looked over his shoulder and said, “The
two barriers were linked, and when Magnus got impatient . . .
well, T expect they’re both down now.’

Pug closed his eyes for 2 moment, then said, ‘Come.’

He had signalled for the rest of the men to leave their places
of concealment and follow both magicians into the supposed
Nighthawks’ lairs.

Pug started walking towards their destination shielded by .
deadly magic only a moment before. “What did Magnus do?’
asked Caleb.
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‘Lord James, the former Duke of Krondor, was a thief in his:
youth known as Jimmy the Hand,’ said Pug. :

I know, Father. You've told me enough stories about him.’

‘Well, Jimmy once observed that there were two ways to get
past a tricky lock without a key.” He looked at his son as they
reached a long dark passageway and held up his hand and a light
sprang up around it. As he walked, he held his glowing hand
aloft as if it were a torch. ‘One way was to pick it.’

“‘What was the other?’ asked Caleb. .

Pug smiled ruefully and said, ‘Get a reafly big hammer.”

‘Patience was never Magnus’ strong suit, Father.’ =

‘Subtlety, as well. Much like your mother, 'm sorry to admit}

‘Don’t blame Mother,” said Caleb. ‘Personally, I blame Nakos
for being such a bad influence on him. .

Pug chuckled. ‘Those years you spent with the elves ha%
given you dark humour in the face of danger.’ L

They saw a light at the far end of the tunnel and Pug extin-
guished his light. When they reached the end, they felt the floor
steepening, as if was a ramp. At the far end of this long tunnel,
a large grate admirted a fair amount of light from above. Before
them lay a large wooden door.

Pug said, ‘I think the time for subtlety has passed.’ Caleb
nodded, and Pug said, ‘Shield your eyes.’

Caleb turned away. A sizzling sound filled the air and he felt
a momentary flash of heat. o

“You can look now,’ said Pug. i

Caleb looked at the door that was now a smouldering bit of
charcoal, as he heard voices approaching from behind. A
company of thirty men, all loyal to the Conclave and under the
direction of Chezarul were catching them up. Pug looked
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through the smoke now rising through the grating, and said,
‘Just as I suspected.’ .

‘What?’

Pug motioned for his son to walk through the doorway with
him, and once inside, Caleb saw they were in a vast basement,
and that it was completely empty.

As the armed men arrived, Caleb said, ‘Father, there’s no one
here.’ .

‘No, and T suspect there hasn't been for quite a while.’

Chezarul said, ‘Fled?’

Pug shook his head. “They are days gone.” He looked at
Caleb. ‘T suspect they left right after your first attack, son. I
think they left these wards in place so we would do exactly what
we've done. Waste our time.’

“Then where is Varen? Where are the Nighthawks?” asked
Caleb, frustration clearly marking his words.

Pug shook his head. “Together, I think, but other than that

. . ?" He looked around and said, “Chezarul, have your men
search down here, and in the warehouses above. Have them
mark — but not move — anything they find. 1 suspect the
Nighthawks have left nothing behind, but perhaps they’ve missed
something.’

He looked at his son. ‘I wonder what your brother’s doing

e

14
now?’ Ty . S

S .,4 -

Tal pulled himself up out of the muck, spitting out flavours he

didr’t wish to think about, let alone experience. The blast had

taken him completely by surprise, and his ears still rang.
Standing still for 2 moment, he attempred to wipe off as much
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* of the filth a5 best he could. As the ringing subsided, he could

hear men approaching from down the tunnel, and he drew his
sword.

When he was certain that the men were his, Tal motioned
for them to follow, then hurried down the smaller tunnel to

" where Magnus had been. Tal could barely make him out in the

gloom, but he moved as fast as he could, slogging through the
sewage, and slowly overtook the magician.

Magnus stopped as the tunnel began to rise and when Tal
finally reached him said, ‘Sorry about the noise. Couldn’t be
helped.’

‘A little warning?’

‘No time,” said Magnus turning back towards the beckoning
darkness. ‘Are the men coming?’

‘Can’t you hear them?’

‘T can scarcely hear you,” said Magnus. ‘I had barely got a
shield up when that trap sprang open — I didn’t have time to
consider the subtleties [ike being able to hear or see afterwards.”

“The men will catch up in a minute or two.’

‘Let’s wait for them. I'm done with surprises.’

In less than two minutes a company of thirty armed men
reached them, and Magnus said, ‘Everyone ready?’

Before anyone could answer, he had turned up the incline
and trudged into the darkness ahead.

Tal motioned for men to light some lanterns, and just as the
first was struck, light sprang up all around Magnus. Tal shrugged,
indicated to the man holding the lantern to keep it alight anyway,
then followed after the tall magician.

They came to a large opening at the end of the tunnel, blocked

* by an iron grating. The far side was piled waist-deep in debris. “
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Above the gate was a vertical passage with several outflows
emptying down it. A steady trickle of filth rained down on anyone
standing before the grating.

‘Ts someone supposed to clean out this catch basin?’ asked
Tal.

“You'll have to ask the Imperial Keshian government’s engi-
neers about that, assuming anyone is responsible for this mess,’
answered Magnus.

Tal said, ‘It appears to be a dead end. Look at the rubbish,
no one’s passed through there in years, even if there was a way
to move that grating.’

‘Appearances are sometimes deceiving,’ said Magnus.

He moved his wooden staff into his left hand and held his
right hand outward, with his palm facing the grating. The air
filled with the sound of tortured metal as the iron twisted. Dust
and powdered rock filled the air as the metal ripped itself out
of the stonework and fell forwards, releasing the mass of debris
it held back. Those behind Tal moved to either side of the tunnel
to allow the mass of rubbish to float by.

When the following water was down to a trickle, Magnus
said, ‘Now, let’s see what's up here.’

They moved up an incline to a huge sump, full of foul-
smelling shudge. Tal looked past Magnus into the tank and said,
‘What is that?’ ;

‘Catchment basin of some sort, I should think,’ said Magnus,
‘Like on a farm, where they store all the manure so they can
use it again for fertilizer.’ He leaned out a little and looked up,
straining his eyes in the dim light. ‘T wonder what’s up there?’

One of the men behind him overheard the question and
spoke up, ‘If I'm correct, we're right below one of the farmers’

353



RAYRAGND EAFEISE T '] o -

markets, Wagons from the farms unload up there every daydrd
+ Magnus said, ‘Sounds right. This mess smells different.’

The man behind them said, It’s mostly vegetables and fruit
that is thrown down here to rot to a pulp. A couple of good
rain storms and its washed away.’ :

‘Rotting fruit and vegetables smell different from spoilt meat,’
said Tal. ‘Is there anything else?’

Magnus shook his head. “There may be something hidden
under this sludge, but I doubt it. I think we’ve been led on a
. .. His voice trailed off as something caught his eye.

‘What is it?* asked Tal. o}

‘Over there, can you see it?’ He pointed. ‘

According to Caleb, who had hunted with him more than'.

anyone else, Talwin Hawkins possessed the best eyesight of any
man alive. He could see a hawk on the wing a mile away or spot
a fawn hiding in a thicket while others walked past. Once Magnus
had indicated where to look, he saw it. ,

‘Tl get it,” he said, stepping into the sludge. He sank to his
thighs before hitdng solid rock.

‘Brave man,’ said Magnus. .

T'm already a total mess,’ said 'Tal, wading through the muck
untl he reached the object.

“What is it?” asked Magnus.

Tal reached down. ‘I think it’s some sort of a jar, made out
of stone.’

As his fingers brushed the object, Magnus shouted, ‘Don’t
touch it!’

Pain exploded up Tal’s right arm as a blinding light filled the
chamber. Magnus turned to the men behind and shouted, ‘Run!’

They didn’t need any further prompt, and fled immediately.
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Magnus turned to see blazing flames erupt from the vessel thar
Tal had touched and quickly incanted a shield spell cocooning
Tal in a protective enchantment that would momentarily protect
him from further harm.

But even in the blinding brilliance, Magnus could see Tl
writhing in pain as he tried to stay upright. Stumbling back-
wards, he held out his right arm, which had been badly burned.
Magnus could see the blistering flesh, charred black in places,
and the small flames that sdll ringed the sleeve of his tunic.

His face was a mask of agony and Magnus knew he had only
moments to get Tal out of there before the heat of the explo-
sion overcame the spell and kifled him. He reached within himself
and attempted to contact Pug. Father!

Pug appeared next to him instantly and raised his hand to
ward off the quickly rising heat. The sewage around the vessel
was bubbling, crackling, and drying quickly enough that it was
starting to burn.

Tal stumbled towards the two magicians. ‘We've got to get
him out!” shouted Magnus.

Pug closed his eyes, mouthed an incantation and suddenly
the fire was gone. He and Magnus moved swiftly, ignoring che
heat of the sewage as they grabbed Tal as he collapsed. “Take
him to the sland!” Pug shouted.

Magnus put his staff in the crook of his arm and reached into
his robe. He pulled out a Tsurani orb and put his arm around
Talwin’s shoulders. Then suddenly they were gone.

Pug looked around the smouldering pit of garbage and moved
to stand over the stone vessel in the middle of the room. The
heat had burned away the surrounding plant waste and the item
sat upon bare stone. He reached out and touched the object. It
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y vibrated with magical energy, and ghe qua@gﬁ thawwﬂ'
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Varen

AL GRITTED HIS TEETH.

The pain was tremendous and the stench from the burned
flesh of his right arm was sickening, but Nakor quickly applied -
bandages soaked in a soluton made from powder that he had
pulled out of his ever-present rucksack. Miranda arrived in the
room set aside for Tal on the island, holding an earthenware
cup. ‘Here, drink this; it’ll help ease the pain’

Caleb helped Tal to sit up and drink. “What is &?* asked Tal.
‘Another magical potion?’ _

‘Brandy,’ said Miranda. ‘I could give you something to knock
you unconscious, if you'd like?’

Clenching his teeth, Tal’s eyes ran with tears as Nakor finished
putting the soaked wraps over his charred flesh.

*Wait,’ said Nakor. ‘Brandy?’
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Miranda said, ‘Yes.”#wvgy. - o ah e BRE

Nazkor nodded to Pug, who put his hand over Tal’s forehead,
and the swordsman fell unconscious. Nakor then took the cup
from Miranda and downed it. “Thanks. Brandy’s not good for
him. Sleep is better. He'll hurt for a few more days, but it’s the
itching that will drive him crazy. Give him something for that.’
Nakor put it aside and said, ‘He will sleep for a while. We need
to deal with other things now.’

Pug indicated agreement, and said, ‘Back to Kesh.’

Nakor said, “You go ahead. I'll be along shortly with Bek.’

Miranda motioned for Caleb and Pug to stand close and when
they were all gathered around her, she moved them effortlessly
back to a villa owned by the Conclave, which lay only a few
miles outside of the city.

Caleb said, T need to get back into the city tonight. I've got
three boys stashed away in a safe house -

“Three?’ asked his mother. ‘Are you collecting them?’

‘Long story. And Pasko and Amafi are also waiting for me.’

Pug said, ‘Go later, there are things to discuss.” He motioned
for them to follow him into a larger room, once used for galas,
and now empty except for a few chairs and tables.

Once they were inside, Pug looked around the room. Besides
his wife and their two sons, Chezarul also sat in the large main
room of the villa, along with two of his most trusted men, who
would act as runners if ward needed to be sent into the city.
Their horses were already saddled. Two adepts from Sorcerer’s
Isle patrolled the perimeter of the estate with a dozen of
Chezarul’s guards to ensure that no one approached undetected.

Pug said, ‘I'm concerned by the fact that Caleb’s first attack
was anticipated, and that the Nighthawks seem to have fled the
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city. We either have a spy in our group or we are under some ,
extremely subtle observation. I can rule out the second, as |
Miranda and I have used every art at our disposal to ensure this
wasn’t the case. Which means we have a spy.’

Caleb said, ‘Who knew about the attack?” He pointed to
Chezarul. ‘He, 1, a few key licutenants and the rest of us in this v
room.’

‘And Kaspar,' said Pug.

Perplexed, Caleb took a deep breath. ‘But he was in the palace
and did not know the time or location. They knew exactly when
we were coming, Father, and Kaspar knew nothing about the
raid today; we couldn’t get word to him without exposing Amafi
or Pasko to unnecessary scrutiny.

-

‘So, if we have a spy, its someone in this room.’

Chezarul said, “These men are like sons to me. I stake my
life on their loyalty.’

Pug nodded. ‘I have no doubt.” He looked at the tall thin,
dangerouns-looking fellow named Donmati, and his heavily-
muscled companion named Dahab. ‘No man would rise this
high in our company without being tested.’

Miranda said, ‘Unless our spy doesn’t know he’s a spy.’ _

Pug’s eyes narrowed as he regarded his wife. ‘Explain, please.” .,

Miranda said, ‘Caleb, where did you first obtain your infor- |
mation on the Nighthawks’ nest?’

‘From a man calling himself the Magistrate.’

3

Miranda asked, ‘Did he know who you were?’ iy« g

Caleb said, ‘Only that we were men with gold. suyi e | dipr.

Miranda said, ‘So he paid other people to gather information
for you?’

Pug said, ‘My love, where are you going with this?’
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4 *Ounly that those who were watching Caleb, Kaspar, and Talwin
may not have been aware of who, ultimately, was getting that
information.’

Pug turned to Chezarul and said, ‘How fast can you get a
message to this Magistrate?’

‘Hours, at the most. I would receive an answer from hlm by
momlng.

“Then send a message and arrange a meeting. Give him what-
ever assurances and gold he asks for, I will not take no for an
answer.’

Chezarul bowed his head and said, ‘At once.” He motioned
to his lieutenants and the three men left.

Pug said to Caleb, “With Talwin injured, I need you to go to °
Pasko and have him get a message to Kaspar. Let him know the
Nighthawks appear to have departed the city, but that we cannot
be sure. They could be resting in a house down the road from
here, for all we kaow, or they may already be on their way to .
another nation.

“Tell him that we still do not know where Varen is.” Then,
more to himself than to Caleb, Pug said, ‘But if he’s nat skulking
in the sewers, he’s probably close to the seat of power. Kaspar
will understand that as well as anyone. Should anything suddenly
appear out of the ordinary in the palace, we need to know.” Pug '
reached into his robe and pulled out a small, silver object
appearing to be little more than a charm. “Tell him to keep this
on his person at all times, and that if he needs to summon one
of us, to break it.” He pointed to Magnus, Miranda, and himself.
‘One of us can be there in an instant, Tell him it’s also useful
if he needs to leave in a hurry, We can get Pasko and him out -
of there quickly.’
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Caleb said, “Yes, Fathet’ He emhraced Pug, his brother, then
his mother, and hurried out to the stable where a horse would
be waiting for him.

‘One thing about this troubles me,’” said Magnusl

His mother dryly said, ‘Only one?’ fas"

“There are other magicians in Kesh, besides Varen; some of
themn are on good terms with us and the Academy at Stardock,
but not one word has come from the north warning us that
Varen could be in Kesh.’

‘Save for the evidence of the magical traps,’ said Miranda.

Nakor said, ‘Perhaps Varen hasn't used any unusval magic?
There is nothing to prevent him from inhabiting the body of
someone in a position where the practice would call no atten-
ton to him. There are a number of magicians and priests who
frequent the palace from time to time.’

‘Yes,” said Pug. ‘Rumour suggests that Diigai has been using
magic to prolong his life, as he is more than a century old.
There could be more truth to that hearsay than we first thought.’

‘Could Varen be the one giving the Emperor life-extending
magic?’ asked Magnus.

‘No,” said Pug. ‘We've already investigated the matter, and
while the rumour abounds he’s using magic, no one magician
or priest has been alone with Diigai for years. That doesn’t mean
that one isn’t coming to see him in secret, but we’ve talked to
all our contacts in the Keshian temples, and we know that none
of the more powerful priests is helping the Emperor. Even
Varen could not possess one so highiy placed and not be found
out.’

“Then who?’ asked Miranda. ‘Whose life has he stolen?’

Just then Nakor appeared, Bek stood at his shoulder with one
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hand resting on it. MNakor #d, ‘1 wanted #§make sure he stayed
out of trouble.” L =T

Pug nodded. ‘Ralan, go to the kitchen and find something to
eat.’

The large young man nodded, frowning slightly at being
dismissed, but saying nothing. When he was gone, Miranda said,
‘We were just speculating about whose life Varen is currently
living.’

Magnus looked at his father. ‘I'm inclined to suspect someone
in the palace,” Magnus said, ‘Perhaps even one of the princes?’

‘Possible, but unlikely,’ said Pug, ‘From what Kaspar and Tal
have said, Varen exhibits erratic behaviour over time. He might
go undetected for a while, but the princes of Kesh are scruti-
nized too closely for Varen to occupy one of them and not draw
attention to himself. No, its someone highly placed but not
obvious. He might be inhabiting the body of anyone close to
the Emperor, perhaps even one of his concubines.’

Miranda said, ‘A woman who can influence the Emperor
could be a possibility . . . though I don’t know how likely it
would be for him to choose a woman’s body.” With a slightly
rueful smile she said, ‘You men seem to have certain inclin-
adons which you are unlikely to surrender.” She paused, then
said, ‘T think he’ likely taken hold of someone who can cause
a great deal of trouble suddenly and without warning.’

Pug said, “You've just named half the nobility of Kesh, certainly
the men of rank among the Charioteers and Horse, as well as
half a dozen highly-placed generals in the legion and Household
Guard. At the right moment, a sudden attack . . .’ Pug shook
his head. ‘He has so many places to hide.’

‘But we know for certain that he’s here?” asked Nakor.
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“Yes, we do.” A sack sat against the wall and Pug now picked

it up, opened it and pulled out the vessel Tal had found in the.

sewer.
Nakor held out his hand and Pug handed it to him to examine
while Miranda said, ‘What is it?’ RIERS 3

Nakor said, ‘Oh! It is Varen! He’s in here??  ut usd

Miranda moved instantly, her dark eyes flashing as she took
two steps and plucked the object our of Nakor’s hand. It was a
simple earthenware jar, with a stopper fixed with a wax seal.
“There’s no wards or other spells around it, are you sure?’

“The ward is inactive, If I hadn’t acted, Talwin would be dead.’

‘Do we destroy it?’

‘Not until we find Varen,' said Pug. ‘If we destroy it now,
he'll know. His soul will return to whatever body he inhabits
now and he will go to ground. Whatever plot he’s hatching will
be abandoned and he’ll flee to safety, only to labour years and
construct another plan before he risks confronting the Conclave
again. Remember, this man-has lived at [east as long as we have,

perhaps longer, and he can easily flee from body to body as long

as this device is intact.”

‘Where did you find it?’ asked Miranda.

Pug told them how Tal had uncovered it and Nakor said,
‘Brilliant. Absolutely brilliant.” He grinned. “‘We could have
dismantled this city one brick at a time, and it still may not have
occurred to anyone to sift through three feet of vegetable sludge
in a sewer, But Varen could go to the vegetable market any time
he wished, and have the vessel rise up to him with a wave of
his hand.’

“Which is why we need to hang on to this until the last
possible moment of Varen’s life. Had he not placed addidonal
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"+ wards around the drain, we would never have found this.” He

.. took the vessel from his wife and returned it to the sack. ‘I could
have been standing knee-deep in the filth a foot away and sall
not have discovered it. It was only chance that had Tals sharp
eye notice it. .

«  ‘Had he not noticed it, 2ll our efforts would have been fixed
upon locating the Nighthawks’ hideout and we might have
thought that the current crisis in Kesh was over.’

Miranda said, ‘So what do we do now?’

‘We wait for him to give himself away,” said Pug. “Whatever
he has planned will go forwards. The Nighthawks are probably

. close, Something is planned for the Festival of Banapis, and we
must stay alert’

“The festival begins in less than a week, Father.” Magnus looked
at his parents and said, ‘If it is something monstrous like a whole-
sale attack on the Imperial family, or 2 move against another royal
before the issue of the succession is settled, we can do nothing
to stop the Keshian Empire from being thrown into disarray.’

Pug nodded. ‘It’s a risk. But we have the opportunity to
destroy Varen, for once and for all, and that is more important.
If we are vigilant, we may be able to divert whatever murderous
plot he has set in motion, but as much as I wish to keep the
Empire stable, finding Varen is our priority.’

Magnus nodded. “Very well. I shall return to the city. With
Talwin disabled, we need people with the ability to detect magic
near the palace. What of you two?’

‘We'll stay close,” said Miranda. “The game is coming to an
end, and we will not risk being too far away from you to help.’

Magnus smiled, ‘You mean you want to keep an eye on your
boys, Mother.’
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Miranda inelined her head and then smiled back at her eldest.
‘T love my children, even when you were learning to make fire
by pointing s stick at anything that burned.’

Pug laughed. “What was he, three?’

‘Not quite,” said Miranda. ‘And you didn’t think it all that
funny at the time.’

‘Because he nearly burned my study to the ground.’

Miranda gave her son a hug. ‘Yes, even when we wanted to
drown you and pretend you had never been born, we loved you, .
Magnus, as we love Caleb. So, yes, of course I want to keep an
eye on my boys.’

Magnus put his arms around his mother and hugged her. ‘T'm -
glad of the attention, this time, truly.” He stepped away and tock
his staff from where it leaned against the wall, “You know how
to find me if you need to,” he said, and vanished.

+ Pug said, ‘Now comes the hard part.’
.. Miranda nodded. “We wait.’

XKaspar nodded as Pasko finished reading Pug’s message.
« Caleb had gone ta the safe house and told Amafi and the boys
that things were under control, then he had taken Pasko aside and
given him Pug’s instructons. The old servant had gone to the
morning market and made some purchases. When the morning
rush of servants returning to the palace began, he merely followed
them with goods his master had instructed him to fetch at first light.
Pasko handed the device Caleb had given him to Kaspar, who
looked at it and said, ‘Have you a small chain?’ They were
standing on an open balcony, in imitation of the precautions
taken by Lord Turgan.
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.. Pasko held up a finger. ‘In my kit. A moment, m’lord.” He
returned a few minutes later with a simple gold chain and said,
‘Serving nobles like young Talwin, means one collects any
number of things over the years. You never know when they
might be useful.” He gave the chain to Kaspar, who threaded it,
through the small hole in the charm Pug had sent him. Then
with Pasko’s help, he fastened it around his neck.

‘What is today’s agenda?’ asked Pasko, for he had not been
inside the palace for two days.

“The usual receptions and parties, and the first big gala of the
festival.’

‘With Banapis but two nights away,’ said Pasko, ‘you fear
Varen will move soon?’

Kaspar shrugged. “When he lived in my citadel, Varen ignored
almost all state functions, unless I specifically asked him to join
us. He seemed oblivious to the social side of things. He’s prob-
ably skulking around the lowest parts of the palace, dressed as
a rat catcher or the midden-cleaner, setting magical devices that
will destroy us in a single instant.’

‘Caleb said that his father is convinced Varen is highly placed
here in the palace, one able to quickly bring the nation to a
crisis.’

‘Pug may be wrong,’ said Kaspar. ‘He’s a powerful enough
man, and a bright fellow, but I'm sure he’ll be the first to tell
you that he’s made his share of mistakes. No, for all we know
Varen is a cook poisoning tonight’s meal, and tomorrow, we
could all be dead.” Kaspar tapped his chin. ‘Unless—’

“Unless what, m’lord?’

‘Unless he requires an audience to—" He turned to Pasko,
‘Could it possibly be?’
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+*Could what be, mflead?’ said the old servant, looking

confused. ‘Viver n . pedi

‘I have an idea. It’s far fetched, but Pug should hear it. Have
him meet me at—" He looked at Pasko again, ‘Send word to
Caleb that I need to see him. I'll be at his inn at midday.’

Pasko nodded and hurried into the suite of rooms and left
Kaspar alone on the balcony, considering what he realized was
probably the most preposterous of theories, but the only one
he could come up with that met all the criteria they had discussed
about Varens purpose here in Kesh.

He stood alone for an hour, re-examining what he knew and
what he feared, and the more he pondered the question, the
more he knew he was right.

“You’re mad,’ said Miranda as Kaspar finished explaining his
suspicions to her, Pug and Caleb.

“Varen’s mad,” he answered. ‘[ may be wrong. There’s a differ-
ence.’

Pug said, ‘He would face the least amount of scrutiny, of all
the people in the palace as long as he fulfilling the functions
of his office and not speaking to anyone suspicious . . . it is
possible.’

Miranda said, ‘I cannot believe it. Someone would have noticed
by now.’

‘Maybe someone did, but there are so many twists within
turns in Keshian politics that should a spy go missing or a minor
minister . . ." Kaspar’s eyes widened. ‘Maybe we’ve been making
the wrong assumption about the Keshian nobles being
murdered.’
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- ?"Pug nodded. ‘Perbaps they are not being murdered because
they support Prince Seziod, but because they noticed some-
thing.’

Kaspar said, ‘T must get back to the palace and arrange to see
Turgan Bey. I need to find out where those nobles were the

~ week before each of them was killed.’
 ‘If what you suspect turns out to be the truth,’ said Miranda,
“‘We'll have the seven lower hells’ own time, trying to prove it.’

‘We can't prove it,’ said Pug. “Those who would believe us
are already in our ranks. Those who oppose us might know, but
they won't care, and those in the middle will think Kaspar is
mad or 2 criminal.” He looked at Kaspar.

Caleb had been sitting quietly to one side, and he said, 1
understand some of the logic you used to come to this conclu-
sion, Kaspar. But how can you be so certain?’

Kaspar said, “The brothers’ obvious love for each other. They
may have had different mothers, but they are very close. The
way they talk to each other, about each other . . . Warring
factions are part of Keshian tradition, but the parties backing

the princes seem to be ignoring the fact that neither would raise
a finger in opposition if their father were to name the other as
heir.

‘If anyone raised a hand against Sezioti, Dangai would raise
' ':l'u's sword to protect his brother and order the Inner Legion to
]om with the lmperial Guard. Sezioti may not be the warrior

" his younger brother is, but he would do the same for Dangai.
w»‘.. ‘No, T am convinced. Someone is weaving this rivalry out of
thin air and killing those who may have suspected that some-
thing was wrong in the palace. I need to speak with Turgan Bey.’

Pug nodded. “Take Magnus with you disguised as a servant,
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He’ in the other room with Nakor and Bek.” To Caleb he said,
I think it's ime for you to send the boys back to the island.
Once you've seen them safely home, return here for the festival.
If, as Kaspar suspects, that’s the day Varen makes his move —
he’ll want do it in front of as many members of the Gallery of

Lords and Masters as possible.’ e
Caleb hesitated, and Pug said, "‘What?’ Chadr
‘Father, 1 want to keep the boys here.’ T

R

“Why? It's almost certain to turn bloody in a hurry.’

‘I'll keep them on the edge of things, but sooner or later they
will have to be tested. They've done well so far, even better than
I could have hoped for, but we’re going to need every sword
we can muster.’

‘Even Jommy?' said Pug. ‘I've not even met the lad’

‘He’s able to look after himself. He may not have trained with
a sword, but he’s a brawler and keeps his wits around him. T'll
make sure they know they're reserves, but I want them close.’

Pug conceded. “You've taken the responsibility as their father,
Caleb. It’s your decision.’ He smiled. ‘Just be careful.’

Pug looked at Kaspar as he readied to leave. ‘I hope yon're
right in your suspicions, for then we will have this over in two
days, but I pray you are not, for so much will weigh on our
ability to convince a palace of angry Keshizn nobles we are
protecting their nation. I will be close and you have the amulet.
If Y judge Varen correctly, he’ll be waiting for me to appear, but
he may not be ready for all of us. If we can provoke him into
revealing himself before the entire court, we may yet save this
nation, and this entire world.’

Kaspar said nothing as he left, but the grim expression he
wore mirrored how Caleb, Miranda, and Pug felt,
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Caleb stood up and said, ‘Tl go and ready the boys.” /g,

As he made to leave, both his parents hugged him and Miranda
said, ‘I wish yow’d reconsider and take the boys to the Island,
and you’d make me happy if you stayed w1th them.’

‘Why?’ By

“You've a wife, now—’ £

‘And three stepsons, apparently,” said h.lS father.

Caleb smiled. Jommy will grow on you. He’s a good boy’
He said, ‘But you need swords with you, Father, and with Tal
injured, I should be at your side. What was it Nakor used to
say about magicians in battle? “One magician throw spell. Second
magician counter spell. First magician throw second spell,
second magician try to stop him. Soldier walk up and chop up
first magician while he’s trying to think of what to throw next.”

Pug laughed. ‘It was something like that, but don’t let him
hear you imitating him like that, you'll hurt his feelings.’

‘Kaspar will be there,” said Pug. ‘And it won’t be one magi-
cian facing Varen, but three of us.’

‘And Nakor,” said Miranda, ‘and that odd boy he has following
him around.’

Caleb said, If you order me to stay at the Island I will, Father,
but I would rather be here.’

Pug stayed silent for a long moment, before he said, ‘T want
you to stay on the Island.” He hugged Caleb again. ‘But you'’re
right; I need you here.’

Pug said, ‘Miranda, keep an eye on things until I return, will
you?’

‘Where are you going?

“To the Island for a while. 1 think I might have an idea that
might help us’
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Miranda kissed her husband, then he produced an orb and
vanished. She motioned for her son and they left the room to
fetch the three boys.

Final goodbyes were said, and Kaspar and Magnus left for
the palace, stopping along the way to buy Magnus his disguise.
Nakor bid the boys and Caleb good luck and after they and
everyone had departed, he said to Miranda, ‘Now?’

Puiling out a chair and situng done, Miranda said, ‘Now we
order something to eat, and we wait.’

Ralan Bek looked at her and said, ‘Is there something I can
do?’

Nakor walked around the lad and put his hands on his shoul-
ders. ‘Soon, my young friend. Soon.’
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ASPAR SCANNED THE CrOwD, W SR §

The gala would be the centrepiece of the great
Midsemmer Festival of Banapis, the oldest known holiday in the
world. Its origins were lost in antiquity, going back before
the oldest recorded histary. It was a day belonging to neither the
past nor the coming year. According to legend, Banapis, known
by other names in other nations, was celebrated over the entire
world of Midkemia.

Kaspar had discovered that today, the Midwinter festival wounld
be celebrated down in Novindus, and when it was midwinter here
in Kesh and the other northern nations, it would be midsummer
down there. He idly wondered if the extra Midsuminer’s Day that
he experienced the year before in Novindus, really counted, and
whether it traly made him an extra year older.
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Both Pasko and Amafi were in attendance, as with Caleb else-
where, Amafi had no further duties, and Kaspar had decided he
could use an extra pair of eyes in the crowd. He knew that Magnus
had secreted himself somewhere in the assembly, and that Pug
and Miranda were able to arrive at 2 moment’s notice. He wished
that Hawkins was recovered, for he knew his sword was irre-
placeable. And where Nakor had got to was anybody’s guess.

“This is the intimate celebration, Magnificence?’ asked Amafi.

‘It is if you’re the Emperor of Kesh,’ responded Pasko. ‘Only
his closest friends and dearest reladves are here.’

‘All ten thousand of them,’ said Kaspar dryly.

The plaza that marked the lowest edge of the upper plareau
at the end of the palace proper, was as big as the entire inner
bailey of the citadel at Opardum. Kaspar’s entire army could
assemble here without two soldiers rubbing elbows.

The plaza itself was divided into three levels. The Imperial
family would sit upon the highest ~ 2 relatvely small platform
that counld be reached from within the palace itself. There would
be approximately five hundred personages of significant rank
there with them. Had Kaspar stll held the dte of duke, he
would be up there today. However, as a lowly suppliant he was
relegated to the second platform, where the majority of guests
would stand.

Aleng the entire edge of the second level a flight of six stone
steps descended to the third level, but even without guards or
barriers, those on the lowest level knew their place. The lack
of guards was the Keshian gesture to the idea that during Banapis,
rank held no meaning. In the Kingdoms of the Isles and Roldem
the king might mix with the commoners in the street upon this
day, but in Great Kesh, it was simply the absence of a thousand




BRAYMOND E. FEIST'# T4 2l

white~clad Imperial Household Guar@‘ﬂotbm&éw#&at
signalled chis mythic day of equality. A it Eribsf mutin

Kaspar knew that to mount those steps to the second level
without permission would instantly reveal to one where the guards
were hiding, and to try to reach the upper platform where the
Emperor sat would invire certain death. And at some point,
Kaspar reasoned, b¢ would be the one attempting to reach that
highest platform. He glanced to either side of the raised area.
Unlike the Jower two sections, the imperial platform was high
enough above the second level to effectvely be a giant balcony,
with 2 suitably impossible wall to climb. Easy access was only
possible via the steps on either side, or by retreating into the
palace proper, navigating up to that level, then somehow getting
through the royal apartments or the Gallery of Lords and Masters.

The steps were gnarded by a dozen white-clad Imperial
Household Guards, and nothing short of a squad of trained
soldiers would win past them. Kaspar turned to Amafi and Pasko
and said, ‘Seems to me if we're going to get up there, we'd best
seek the back entrance.’

Amafi smiled. ‘T know the route, Magnificence.’

‘Let me guess,’” Pasko offered dryly. “You've assassinated a
Keshian prince before?’

‘Not quite,” said the former kilier in his seif-effacing way just
as revellers started to hurry past them. ‘I once was commis-
sioned to remove a young courtier who was becoming a problem
to a minor functonary here in the palace. The courtier was
Trueblood, the functionary wasn’t, and his wife was indiscreet.
Sadly, the courtier choked on an olive pit during the celebra-
tion, up on that very plaza.’ Amafi smiled. “Truly one of my

more subtle undertakings.’
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Kaspar said, ‘Well, the sun is setting and chaos will arrive
shortly, so let’s take advantage of it. I have noticed over the years
that for the most part people do not bother you when you look
as if you lnow what you're doing, so let us appear so.” He
motioned for the two servants to lead on, and followed them as
more and more people arrived in the middle plaza.

It took longer than he had antcipated to reach the entrance
to the palace and as he had said, merely by locking as if they
had a purpose to their movements, the guards at the main
entrance let them pass without question.

‘How long has it been?’ asked Kaspar, already knowing the
answer.

“Three hours, m’lord,” said Pasko. ‘Almost three hours to the
minute.’

‘If we’re late, he may not tarry.’

‘If he won'’t spare you five extra minutes,” said Amafi, ‘you
didn’t impress upon him the importance of the meeting suffi-
ciently.’

‘He has duties,’ said Kaspar, picking up the pace. ‘We're late.

They arrived at a doorway in a hall, guarded by two members
of the Household Guard. As they hurried forward, Kaspar said,
‘Ill have your hide if we are late, Amafi?’

For a brief instant the guard on the right of the door hesi-
tated as an important-looking foreign nobleman and his two
servants rushed through the portal. By the time he glanced at
his companion, they had gone. The second guard shrugged ever
so slightly, as if to say now it was someone else’s problem.

Once inside the perimeter of the imperial apartment complex,
no one challenged their right to be there. They circumvented
the Great Hall and the Gallery of Lords and Masters, as those
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areas would be filling with the luminaries of the Empire and
special guests who would fill the upper plaza as the night-time
- celebration commenced. Even now, jugglers, dancers, musicians
and all manner of entertainers were performing for the assem-
bled crowd. A great boulevard that separated the lower city from
the palace itself was cordoned off. It would provide the route
for a great parade, with elements from the legion, the great
charjot companies and the cavalry all marching by, followed by
exotic animals and finally, a great stage, on which a theatrical
tribute to the Emperor would be performed.

Kaspar reached Turgan Bey’s office as the Imperial Master of
the Keep was rising from his chair of office. “There you are,’
he said as he saw Kaspar. ‘T thought the message madness, for
I wondered how you were going to get here.’

‘Look like you know what you're doing,’ Kaspar said,
motioning for Amafi to keep a lookout at the door, while Pasko
went to the open terrace.

Kaspar came to stand next to Bey and whispered in his ear.
‘1 know where Varen is, and [ think I know what is to happen
next. Who do you trust?’

‘Right now, damn few people.’

“Who among the Inner Legion, the Masters of the Chariots

and the Imperial Horse?
‘Even fewer. Why?’
“Who do you trust to save your Empire?’
‘Kaspar, what is this about? Is our Emperor in danger?’

“Worse,” said Kaspar. ‘I think the entire imperial family is at -

risk.”
“Tell me quickly,” said Bey.
Kaspar outlined the idea he had shared with Pug earlier and
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as he spoke, Bey’s face drained of colour. When Kaspar was
done, Turgan Bey said, “Kaspar, I don’t want to believe it. But
what you suggest explains many things that up to now seemed
without reason.” He sat back and was silent a moment, then
asked, ‘If you're correct, is there anything we can do?’

‘I need you to get to as many as you can trust and let them -
know that when things turn ugly, the best thing they can do
is to keep their swords sheathed, unless they see a direct threat
to someone close by. Get a lot of drunken nobles running
around with their swords out and people are going to die need-
lessly.

“The thing to remember is that we only need a few men close
to the princes. They must be men you can trust, and impress
on them . . . well, you know what to say. But Ill repeat this one
thing. The Nighthawks did not flee the city; they are here in
the palace, and tonight they plan to bring the Empire to its
knees.’

‘Kaspar, if you're right, you'll be made a prince of Kesh.’ Then
he looked him in the eyes. ‘And if you're wrong, or if you've
completely lost your sanity, we'll both be fed to the crocodiles.’

Kaspar’s eyes reflected 2 hint of doubt. ‘It’s a risk, but we have
no choice.’ : &

“Where will you be?” wlt

+ ‘T have to be on the dais, close to the Imperjal family.’

- Bey went to his desk and pulled open a drawer. He took out
a small staff of ivory, with a single golden circlet around it. “This
is as good as an armed escort, Kaspar. No guard will question
what you are doing if you’re holding this.’

“Thank you.’

‘Now, what next?’

377




RAYMOND E. FEIST ¢ by adp

- ‘We wait,” said Kaspar. ‘We can prove nothing until the
Nighthawks make a move. And when they do, we will have to
act quickly.’

Turgan Bey looked at Kaspar and said, ‘May the gods protect
Kesh.’

‘And us all,” said Kaspar as the Master of the Keep left hJS
office.

Amafi said, ‘Magnificence, what now?’
' "We wait,’ said Kaspar, sitting in Turgan Bey’s chair.

Nakor led Bek through the throng. ‘Nakor,” said the large yourh,
‘this is wonderful! I’ve never seen so many people!’ ¥

Nakor nodded. ‘Kesh is the largest city in the world, Ralan.”

‘They are baving fun, aren’t they?’ '

‘Yes, and so far managing to do so without hurting one
another,” said the little gambler as he wended his way through
the crowd.

“This is good?’

“Yes,” said Nakor. Every chance he had got he had been trying
to inculcate Ralan with the concept of good, and while he knew
he could never change the young man’s nature, he thought he
might alter his perspective a little.

A pair of barly city watchmen pushed through the crowd,
shouting for the pedestrians to clear the route. Nakor grabbed
Bek’s arm and led him to the far side of the boulevard. ‘Many
years ago I came here with two men: Guda and Borric. They
were fine fellows. We did the same thing then that we are going
to do now.”

“What’s that?’ said Bek. ui
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With a sly grin, Nakor said, ‘Crash a party. Follow me.’

Bek shrugged, but the idea of arriving uninvited appealed to
him, so he kept the little gambler’s back in sight as they made
their way through the crowd and headed to one of the many
entrances to the palace. i

Magnus stood quietly in 2 deep shadow, hidden by a colon-
nade from those nearby. From across the large boulevard, he
had a direct view of the upper plaza, and he knew he could be
there in seconds. He looked in vain for Kaspar or Nakor, and
seeing neither felt a stab of apprehension, If Kaspar was correct
in his surmise, this could be the pivotal moment in the short
history of the Conclave of Shadows, for with a single misstep,
their four most powerful practitioners of magic could be
obliterated.

Pug and Miranda waited. Everything that could be done had
been done and they could only sit and linger until the signal
came, then they would act. Pug looked out of the window of
the nearly empty house and thought how odd it was that he was
never visited by a sense of home any more.

‘What are you thinking?’ asked his wife, softly, as the distant
sounds of revelry reached them through the night air.

‘Crydee, and being a boy,” he said softly. ‘Sorcerer’s Isle is
home, bur . .

‘Home is where you were a child.’

He looked at her. In so many ways he felt incomplete when
she was not near, and yet if they lived another hundred years
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together, he knew he would still never fuflpatadersta
_*Is that how our boys feel?” he said. -busr nbs, - g

She smiled. ‘When this is over, ask thetn o
He looked thoughtful. ‘I will. When #i§s is over. ’Ekma he
‘stared out of the window again, waining. . A5t

B T

: Kaspar quickly made his way through the press of the royal
_family, trying hard to get the attention of either prince. He
. caught Dangai’s eye, and the Prince crossed over to greet him.
He wore his formal attire as leader of the Inner Legion — black
gartered sandals, a black kilt, black jacket and chest plate, and
" a massive helm which completely covered his head and was
topped by a splendid horsehair plume, aiso dyed black. ‘Kaspar.
I didn’t realize you’d be joining us.’ I

‘T wasn’t on the Master of Ceremony’s list, I'm afraid.” s

The Prince regarded Kaspar for a moment, then smiled.
“Well, it’s not a formal state function, and everyone here is half-
drunk already, so I doubt anyone will mind.’

Kaspar lowered his voice. ‘How many units of your legion
are close by?’ 2

Dangai’s eyes narrowed with suspicion as he asked, “Why?"

‘Because I believe there will be an attempt to take your
brather’s or your life tonight, possibly both of you.’

‘Why was I not warned before this? And why must I hear it
from a foreign noble?’

‘Becanse your entire {mperial Intelligence Corps has been
subverted,” said Kaspar frankly. After conferring with the
Magistrate in the morning, Pug and Kaspar had pieced together
a picture that could mean only one thing: the reason their first
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attack on the Nighthawks had failed, and the reason that the
Nighthawks had gone when they finally uncovered their nest,
was that the assassins had been aided by Keshian spies.

Kaspar had taken the Emperor’s warning about everyone having
spies to heart. The Magistrate had openly admitned that, prior
to his current accommodation with the members of the Conclave,
he had sold information on the whereabouts of various foreigners
to men he knew to be Imperial agents. It was the only explana-
don. The Conclave had been watched from the moment they
had arrived in the city, and the only reason they were not all -
dead was that Varen saw an advantage in having Conclave agents
in Kesh, fermenting trouble. If he could implicate them as agents
of the Kingdom or Roldem, Kesh would go to war.

The struggle in the sewers and the warehouse district of the
city had diverted Lord Bey’s attention as well as the local constab-
ulary and agents working for other factions in the government
from the simple truth; that the real struggle was taking place in
the palace.

‘Something is going to happen tonight, and while it may look
like a simple faction struggle between your supporters and Sezioti’s,
that is merely a mask. There are forces that wish to see the Empire
plunged into chaos, even bloody civil war, Highness, and you
must believe me when I tell you that I am here to stop it if I can.’
Kaspar looked the Prince directly in the eyes and added, T will
stake whatever honour I have left, and my life upon it.’ ikt

“What would you have me do?’ T T

Kaspar glanced around. ‘Gather as many men upon the
Imperial platforin as you can, but this is the difficult part; they
must not be wearing the garb of the Inner Legion. The last
time there was a confrontation between the Legion and the
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Household Guard, treason was the cause and it must not look
like you’re making a grab for power — that would play right into
the hands of those behind this madness.

“They must be stationed where they can intervene and keep
order. Something is going to happen, and I am not sure what,
it is, but when it does occur, it will be unexpected. Drunken
men may think to pull blades first and consider the conse-
quences later. The Imperial Guard will rush to defend your
father if they think he is at risk, and it would only take one
miscue for people to start dying.

“You must choose men you can trust, and if something goes
amiss, they must prevent people from fighting. You'll need a
hundred or more who can put themselves between those likely
to want to kill one another. Can this be done?’

Prince Dangai said, “You're certain there will be an attempt
on my brother and me?’

‘Perhaps more than that.” Kaspar said, ‘I see both your wives
and children in attendance, as well as many royal cousins and

other blood-kin. It’s possible that if our enemies gain the upper- _

hand tonight, the entire Gallery of Lords and Masters could be’
depleted”’

“You paint a grim picture.” Dangai motioned for one of his
aides to come to his side. He gave him quick instructions and
then said to Kaspar, ‘Since my grandmother’s dme the Legion
has not set foot within the halls of the palace, due to the conflict
that eventually put my father on the throne. You realize that if
you're wrong and I can’t explain all of this to my father’ satis-
faction, I may be joining you and the crocodiles by this time
tomorrow?’

‘I wouldn't worry about satisfying your father,” said Kaspar:
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‘More than anyone here, he will understand what is at stake.’s -

‘I shall speak to my brother,” said the Prince.

‘Do so, and have his most trusted allies stay close at hand. T
fear chaos is about to erupt and if so, we must throw sand on
the fire before it turns into a conflagration.’

Dangai left Kaspar and Amafi came to his side. “‘Were you
believed, Magnificence?’

‘I was. Either that, or in less than a minute a troop of guards
will arrest us and drag us down to the dungeons.’

‘Let us then pray for belief,” said the old assassin. ‘My joints
are too old to endure the cold and damp.’

Kaspar said nothing as his eyes scanned the room for the first
sign of trouble.

By sunser, the festivides were fully underway with the parade
below and the music and dancing in the streets beyond,

High on the imperial plaza, the nobles and influential
commoners enjoyed the Emperor’s largess. As darkness
approached, two events were being anticipated, Emperor Diigai’s
arrival and the annual fireworks display.

Kaspar kept Amafi and Pasko moving through the crowd,
returning frequently with information. As he had promised,
Prince Dangai was also moving his own men throughout the
area, positioning them so they could neutralize any outbreak of
fightng; and as Kaspar had requested, they were all wearing
festival garb.

Half an hour before the Emperor’s anticipated arrival, Turgan
Bey sought Kaspar out. The large man gripped the former Duke
by the elbow and steered him to a relatively quiet corner of the
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tupper plaza. ‘I spoke to Prince Dangai, and he claims yodke
tthe one responsible for my guest list becoming shambolic.#%
i Kaspar said, ‘Are all your agents here?’ ¥
. “Yes,” said the Master of the Imperial Keep, ‘but I havesggo
% idea what we are loclking for.” e,
#. Kaspar said, Tt will most likely happen when the Emperar is
:‘seated. Prince Dangai’s men will attempt to keep order, but it’s
+.the Household Guard that I’'m worried about. If they see a
| threat to the Emperor, they'll kill anyone who gets near him.’
! Bey nodded his head. ‘T'm concerned, too. We have a lot of
new faces in the guard this month.’
‘New faces?’ asked Kaspar. ‘I thought it took years to join the
guard.’
‘It does, but a score of men were ready to retire and their
replacements were already in the lesser ranks. The Emperor
* held a ceremony two nights ago, rewarding those stepping down
with Jand and gold and elevating those who had served else-
 where in the palace to his personal bodyguard.’

‘Is this unusual?’

“Yes. The Emperor usnally waits until 2 month after Banapis
to retire the older men.’ : 1 b t
+%*Do you know these new men?’ R .

434 4Ves,” said Turgan Bey. ‘Fach one has served in the palace for
“ipkars. |
%inr Kaspar lowered his voice. ‘The Nighthawks are padent.’ '
B¢ Turgan said, ‘Kaspar, these men have been hand-picked by
the Emperor, after having served for at least five years, most
longer. Each was recommended by his commander and all are
veterans. ‘Lheir loyalty can not be questioned.’
“That’s what I fear,” said Kaspar. !
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¥ ‘I must go,” said Turgan. ‘I have a moment, only. What do
you mean?’

‘I have no time to explain. Have your men stay close to the
two princes. And no matter what happens, have them protect
all the members of the Imperial family.’

“Very well,” said Bey. ‘But whatever happens—' he laoked
around the festivittes - or doesn’t happen tonight, you and I
are going to have a long conversation tomorrow.’

‘If we’re alive tomorrow, I'll welcome it.’

Amafi returned and said, “The Emperor comes, Magnificence.’

+ ‘I never thought I'd hear myself saying this,’ said Kaspar. ‘But
I wish Talwin Hawkins was here.’

‘His sword would be most welcome if it comes to a fight,’
said Pasko, joining them.

Kaspar inclined his head towards a nearby knot of revellers
laughing and drinking, several wives and consorts stood talking

. to noblemen, while children played underfoot. ‘If there’s a fight

up here,’ said Kaspar, ‘a lot of innocent blood will be spilt. We
must make sure that there isn’t one.” Kaspar locked around and
satd, ‘Have either of you seen Naker or Caleb?’

Both men said they had not. Kaspar said, ‘Now we wait. The
procession will be starting in a few minutes.’

The three agents of the Conclave of Shadows stood as close
to the entrance as they could get, given their l?ck of rank, and

made ready. v 2ir TR &
¥Y 1 gty bk
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Caleb moved with purpose, but slowly, along a darkening street,
the three boys behind him in single file. With nearly everyone
else in the city crowded along the great Imperial Boulevard, this -~

185




RAYMON BB~ FERT 7v 0 resin

broad street along the eastern side of the palace was effectively
deserted. The massive building that was the palace turned the
late afternoon street into a dark canyon, as the sun sank below
the western horizon. This street was used primarily for carts
and wagons carrying goods to the palace, while across the way
the verge was lined with a clutter of tiny apartments, rising four
and five storeys high. The only signs of human activity were
the locked gates found every hundred yards, barring the way
into the lower levels of the palace and guarded by members of
the Household Guard.

The four of them stayed close to the buildings on the oppo-
site wall, moving quickly enough to avoid close scrutiny but .
slowly enough to avoid raising suspicion. As they passed each
gate, Caleb and the boys were subjected to a quick glance by -
the guards on the other side of the gate, but otherwise ignored. .
As long as they were not attempting to enter the palace, they
were not troubled. -

They reached a long stretch of deserted houses, all appearing |
well kept but very small and close together. Caleb whispered, _ - |
“This entire block is housing for servants who do not live within;,
the walls of the great palace. Every house should be deserted,
for every servant should be working in the palace late tonight.’
He glanced around and suddenly movement in a window above, |
caught his eye, then was gone. He moved back against the wall,
holding up his hand for silence.

Caleb knew that only Truebloods were permitted in the great,
palace after sundown - the only exception to this rule was .
foreign nobility who were housed in a special quarter. That '
practice had been less rigorously enforced since Diigai had come
to the throne with several key offices now held by non-
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Truebloods who resided in the imperial home. Caleb knew that
on any other night but Banapis and a few other significant holi-
days, the apartments behind him would be full of inhabitants
going about their business.
Caleb let out a long breath. ‘T've got a bad feeling.«
Tad said, ‘What?’ -5 T TR Y
“Who's the sneakiest?” he asked. - :
‘Zane,’ said Tad.
“Tad,’ said Zane at the same moment.
‘I am,’” said Jommy in concert with the other two.
The other three looked at him and Jommy said, ‘Any of you

live on the streets for a couple of years?’

=

S

Caleb smiled. The street ran northward for as far as the eye
could see, but another street intersected from the east. Opposite
that intersection another large gate could be seen.

‘Can you get over there, close to that wall, and get a look at
the gate without being seen from above?’ he whispered.

Jommy glanced around. Softly he said, ‘Shouldn’t be too hard,
but who am I hiding from? I don’t see anyone.’

‘Upstairs, second window. Someone watches.’

Jommy looked to where Caleb indicated and waited. After a
moment, he said softly, ‘T see him.’

‘Do you think we’ve been seen?’ asked Zane.

‘If we had, someone would be down herp,’ said Caleb.
‘Whoever he is isn’t watching down here, but over there.” To
Jommy, he said, ‘So I need you to sknlk around and see what
he’s watching.’

Jommy glanced around, then said, “Too right. I'll be back !
He crept close to the wall until he reached the far corner, where
he vanished from sight.
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¢+ Long minutes passed, then suddenly the boy was back. ‘Best
#1 can tell,’ he whispered, ‘there’s a gate into something that
* might be a marshalling yard - I don’t know, *cause I've not hung
- v around this part of the city much. If not that, a place for deliv-
% eries to the palace. Anyway, the gate’s closed and there’s a pair
f of guards there.’
4 ‘Why would they watch that one gate?’ asked Caleb quietly.
i ‘Don’t know, but there’s one odd thing about it.’
¢ ‘What?’ asked Caleb.
¢ “You know how those other gates we passed all had guards,
oo?’ g EE
‘Yes,’ said Caleb.. - LA
i “Well, all those gurards were inside the gate. These two blokes
¥ were outside.’
' Caleb said, “That’s because those two aren’t trying to keep
> peaple out; they’re there to let people in.’ B
Zane said, “‘What do we do now?’ v
‘Some of Chezarul’s men are going to be gathering at an inn
" not far from here, the Four Winds.’
" ‘I know that inn,’ said Jommy. ‘It’s only a half dozen streets
" east of here.’
. ‘We were supposed to meet with them there. I think it might
! be better to bring them here.” He glanced at the sky. ‘I¢’ll be
dark soon.” Looking at Jommy, he asked, ‘Any place around the
i corner we can stay out of sight?’
‘An inn, a few doors down.’ .
1 ‘Let’s take a look.’ : e
» Moving purposefully, they started up the street, again
! attempting to move at a speed not likely to call attention to
+ themselves. A small party of revellers rounded the corner, obvi-
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ously well on their way to total drunkenness and shouted greet-
ings to Caleb and the boys. Caleb said something vague in
return and they rounded the corner.

They reached the inn, a nondescript door with a sign of 2
crocodile with an open mouth hanging above it. ‘T expect this
is used by those who work at the palace, for I can’t see merchants
staying here,’ said Caleb as he opened the door.

He stepped into a room that was almost full of men and in a
moment, swords were being drawn. For before him stood more
than a dozen men, some wearing the black garb of the Inner
Legion, while others wore the uniforms of the Household Guards,
the Royal Charioteers, or the Imperial Horse. Caleb needed only
a second to deduce what was in play. ‘Nighthawks!” he shouted.

Zane and Tad had their swords out an instant after.

Jommy took one step away from the entrance, turned and ran.

Caleb backed out and said, “They can only come through one
or two at a time.’

Then the first swordsman struck out at him.

Positioned high on the steps of the large building opposite the
palace, Magnus used his magic to increase his vision so he could
see what was taking place on the upper plaza more clearly. He
had already spotted Kaspar and saw that he, Amafi and Pasko
were close to the entrance from which the Emperor’s entourage
was beginning to appear.

The imposing figure of the Master of Ceremonies entered,
resplendentin his feather-festooned headdress and leopard wrap.
He swung his massive ivory-encrusted staff of office easily, like
a walking stick, as a dozen trumpeters and drummers followed
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behind. When he reached the threshold to the plaza Household
Guards ran to form a corridor to the steps leading to the throne,
and the Master began to speak.

Across the vast hall, through the open door, the procession moved
slowly. Nakor and Bek could hear the Master of Ceremony’s
imposing voice cut through the noise of the craowd, but his words
were not clear. At the rear of the procession a massive sedan chair
was carried by a dozen bearers, and upon it sat a very old man.

Nakor put a restraining hand on Bek’s shoulder, for behind
the chair stood a dozen armed Household Guards. ‘We wait,’

said Nakor softly. b
‘For what?’ asked Bek. n-d o
‘Something interesting to happen.’yra-
FLA dhai ot s v PR
P RS, Tyt

7

Kaspar looked from face to face in the crowd, not entirely sure
what he was expecting to see. Many of those nearby he recog-
nized, even if he couldn’t put a name to a face, for most had
been in residence during his last state visit; others were people
he had met over the last month here in Kesh.

The procession coincided with the parade on the boulevard
below the palace. It was timed so that the Emperor took the
throne just as the most exotic and colourful elements of the
parade passed before his view, followed by a massive fireworks
display. Then the revel would be in its full glory. Drunks would
be passing out in the streets, fights would be crushed by the
constables, babies would be conceived, and tomorrow morning
the populace would return to life as usual.
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Throughout the city the celebration reigned, but here next
to the palace was the highest concentration of citizens, from the
foremost to the humblest.

Kaspar looked around and realized that if things got out of
hand, more damage could be done to the Empire in this loca-
tion than at any other time or any other place.

The Emperor’s sedan chair was carried through the door,
and Kaspar absently put his hand on the hilt of his sword. He
waited.

i S RE

" ot _

Caleb impaled another assassin, this one dressed as a household
guard, when Zane shouted, ‘Caleb! Behind us.’

Caleb risked a glance to his right and saw two swordsmen,
dressed as Household Guardsmen, racing towards them. “They
must be the two from the gate!” he shouted. ‘T'm busy?’

Zane and Tad turned to face the two newcomers while Caleb
barred the door.

Zane said, ‘I'll take the right!” Tad nodded, then charged at
the leftmost guardsman. ‘Idiot” shouted Zane, then he leaped’
after his foster brother.

Tad’s impetuousness proved fortuitous, for when he assaulted
the swordsman on the left, the one on the right reflexively
turned to help his companion. Zane suddenly faced a man who
was turned away from him, his left side exposed.

The man realized his error a moment later, but died trying
to puli back and face Tad.

Tad then turned his attention to the man facing Zane and
saw his brother was holding his own well enough. He remem-
bered what Caleb and the ather instructors at Sorcerer’s Island
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had said about two swordsmen who had not trained together
being more inclined to get in one another’s way.

He circled to the left, sparing 2 quick glance to where Caleb
held the door and saw that he was being slowly forced back
down the three steps leading into the inn. The more experi-
enced swordsman had been easily dealing with Zane, but he saw
. Tad moving out of the corner of his eye and tried to circle away

from the approaching second opponent.

Tad widened his circle, attempting to quickly get behind the
man his foster brother faced and the man moved away from
Zane, trying to keep both boys in his line of sight.

Zane was huffing from exertion and perspiration poured off
his face. He was glad of the respite. The swordsman moved in
a half-circle, arying to get his back to the wall of the building,
so neither youth could move in behind him, but Zane moved
too quickly on his right hand, and Tad too quickly on his left.

Zane motioned with his head and Tad nodded and suddenly
they both ran as if wying to get behind the man, both 1o their
left. The swordsman was faced with the instant choice of turning
to face one of the boys and chose to stay with Zane, turning his
back for an instant to Tad, who leaped forward and slashed
across the man’s exposed neck with his sword.

Before the man had hit the stones, Tad was rushing past Zane
to stand next to Caleb, who was now down on the street, facing
1 swarm of assassins who were now coming through the door.

-4, Caleb shouted, ‘Run!’

«+w. Zane joined his brother and stepfather and said, ‘No!’

3 Tad shouted, “This way!’ and started moving backwards up
the street, away from the palace.

The three fell into line, stepping backwards as fully twenty
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men came out of the inn. The three knew they would quickly
be surrounded, but to turn now would invite being struck down
from behind. The best they could do was retreat slowly up the
street, moving fast enough to keep all the assassins in front of
them.

As they reached a point twa doors down from the inn, the
assassins hesitated, and suddenly a figure with a thick thatch of
red hair hurled by them, as Jommy appeared waving a club the
size of a ham. He smashed it down over the protective thrust
of one swordsman, crushing the man’% skull, screaming like a
madman in the process.

Then dozens of men were streaming past Caleb and the boys,
and Chezarul’s agent, Donmati, was standing next to Caleb. The
thin dark man asked, ‘Are youn all right®

“Yes,” said Caleb as he watched the assassins being over-
whelmed by Chezarul’s men. ‘How many of you are there?’

‘Fifty,’ said Donma.

‘See if you can take any of these alive. They are all
Nighthawks.’

Tad and Zane caught their breath and Tad said, ‘Come on,’
and followed after Chezarul’s men.

Caleb nodded and charged after him, Zane at his side.

The outnumbered Nighthawks fought viciously, and to a man
died, despite attempts to capture one. Suddenly it was silent.

Caleb motioned for the boys to come to him as well as
Donmat. ‘I thought you’d run,’ Caleb said to Jommy.

‘Naw,’ said the affable redhead. ‘I just went to get some help.’

‘It’s a good thing you did,’ said Tad, putting his hand on
Jommy’s shoulder. “We’d have been done for in a few more
minutes.’
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Jommy shrugged. Supdilied-dike Fon were doing weltemough
when I got back” wewl, hivepn wovw e TN

‘Staying alive,’ said Zane. '

“There’s no city watch,’ said Donati.

‘I didn’t expect there to be,’ said Caleb. He pointed at the far
gate, opposite the street where they stood. ‘Someone killed the
guards there and put Nighthawks to guard the gate. The city
watch are either dead as well, or they're over keeping order at
the parade.” He put up his sword as he caught his breath. ‘1
need two of your men to search that inn. See if they can find
anything that might prove useful. Then send another to carry
word to Chezarul; we're going into the palace.’

‘We are?’ asked Tad.

‘Whaoever is orchestrating this night’s mayhem expected this
bunch’ - he indicated the dead Nighthawks — ‘to come up to
the higher levels of the palace to start the killing.” With a half-
smile Caleb said, ‘Instead he’s going to get us.’

Motioning for the others to follow, Caleb led the remaining
swordsmen of the Conclave towards the now unguarded palace

gate.

S MEie ek e s, § TR TR
The sky exploded and the crowd cheéred and laughed. Kaspar
ignored the pyrotechnics and kept his eyes searching the faces
around the Emperor. He noted that the two dozen young female
‘attendants’ who had surrounded the Emperor when Kaspar had
played him at chess had quietly joined their master, slipping into
various places that formed a circle around the dais — posidons
that would have gone unnoticed had Kaspar not been watching
the Emperor instead of the fireworks.
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Amafi came to stand close to him and Kaspar said, ‘See those
courtesans standing next to the House Guards?’

“They are lovely, Magnificence.’

“Yes, but how are they standing?’

‘Not like playthings for the Emperor, but as if they ar¢
guarding him.’

The young women who had giggled and preened in Kaspar’s
presence all now stood with forced smiles on their faces, and
their eyes moved restlessly around the plaza.

‘Don’t make eye contact with any of them,’ said Kaspar, smiling
and nodding as if telling Amafi something funny. ‘Now langh
and look at the fireworks.’

Amafi did so and said, “They are also searching the crowd.
For what, Magnificence?’

‘Perhaps they search for us,” whispered Kaspar close to Amafi’s
ear. ‘Where’s Pasko?’

‘On the other side of the Plaza, as you instructed.’

‘Good. Now, if we can—’

Before he could finish his sentence, the Emperor rose.

Seeing Emperor Diigai standing, the Master of Ceremonies
struck the marble floor with the heel of his staff, causing it to
reverberate through the throng. Years of courtly training took
effect and within seconds the entire upper plaza had fallen silent.

Those below looked up and seeing the Emperor standing
before his throne, they also fell silent. Within minutes the only
sounds to be heard were coming from across the boulevard, too

-l

distant for the common folk to see what was occurring. -+
‘Now!’ said Kaspar. ‘It starts now! .
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K ‘Be ready!’ e e
‘What are we looking for?’ -

= ‘T don’t know,’ said Kaspar as the Emperor lifted his arms.

' ‘My people!” Diiagi intoned, and his voice carried surpris-
ingly well for 2 man his age. Kaspar had no doubt that everyone
on the two plazas below him could hear their ruler. “Today we
celebrate Midsummer’s Day, the Festival of Banapis!’

The crowd cheered and the Emperor paused for a moment.
Kaspar grabbed the winket around his neck Pug had given him
and yanked the chain, easily breaking it from around his neck.
He held it dghtly in his left fist, while his right crossed over to
the pommel of his sword. He was ready to respond with either.

Kaspar glanced to where the two royal brothers stood, amid
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their families. Both Sezioti and Dangai watched their grand-
father with interest. The elder brother’s face held an expression
of mild surprise, as the Emperor was not scheduled to make an
address tonight.

Dangai glanced around the plaza, and his eyes made contact
with Kaspar, who nodded slightly. Then he noticed the Prince
gently urging his young son to stand behind him as his hand
moved to the hilt of his sword.

‘We have much reason for rejoicing in the Empire!” shouted
the Emperor. ‘We are at peace and our harvests are plentiful.
Yet, there is a reason for sorrow, as well.’

Immediately there was a hush from the crowd, for this was
not what they had expected in the middle of the year’s greatest
celebration.

‘In the heart of the Empire, amid all our bounty, are those
who would see all our greatness reduced to ashes! There are
those among us who seek to plunge the dagger of betrayal into
the heart of Kesh. And even now those traitors stand among
us!’

“‘Wae, Oh Kesh, that a father should confront such grief, for
it is from those whom he loves most — from those he expects
to reap the greatest joy — that this painful treason rises!”

The old man’s bony arm shot forwards and he pointed at his
two grandsons. “There are the architects of madness, the
betrayers of their line, they who would bring blood into the
very house that sheltered them. They, my own blood grand-
sons, are the source of all the woes that betide the Empire.’

The two brothers stood stunned. Sezioti’s expression showed
he could scarcely credit his senses, and even though Dangai had
been prepared for something going amiss this evening, his
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confusion was evident. ‘Now, the madness that hangs over us
will end!” shouted the Emperor. “Take them!’

Several of the Household Guards hesitated, while two moved
forwards instantly. Half 2 dozen armed men moved to intercept
them, telling them to stand down. They were members of the Inner
Legion and no matter what the Emperor ordered, they would not
stand by and see the brothers taken by the Household Guard.

There was a tense moment and many nobles edged away from
the confrontation while others tried to get closer to see what
was happening. The situation was rapidly reaching a breaking-
point and Kaspar gripped the summoning ward tightly.

Suddenly, the girls at the foot of the dais pulled short daggers
from their kilts, and the Household Guards who failed to obey
their Emperor found their throats slashed from behind. Blood
fountained from the necks of over a dozen men, and in a near
hysterical cry, the Emperor shouted, ‘Murder!’

Amafi said, ‘Magnificence, has the Emperor suddenly gone
mad?’

‘No,’ said Kaspar, drawing his sword. ‘He was mad a long
tme ago.” He stepped past his servant, nodded to Pasko, and
took his place next to Prince Dangai.

“Take them! Kill them!’ screeched the Emperor, and the two
remaining Household Guards tried to take a step towards the
Princes, but were quickly restrained by the legionaries who
confronted them.

Members of Dangais Legion were moving quickly through
the crowds above and below, urging people to remain calm, not
to start more trouble and to let the drama between the Emperor
and his grandsons play out. Kaspar could hear many voices urging
those nearby to keep their heads, as more and more people
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began to express alarm. Many were fleeing the plaza, heading
down the steps to the lower area and the street below, only to
find their way blocked by those pressing forwards to see what
was happening. The struggle between them was threatening to
start a riot in minutes.

Kaspar reached Dangai’s side, as the Prince shourted,

‘Grandfather! What madness is this? There is no treason here!” -
“You say no wreason!’ shouted the Emperor, and Kaspar could -

see the veins standing out on the old man’s neck. At more than
a hundred years of age, despite the sorcery that kept him alive,

Kaspar knew his ancient heart must be close to exploding. His

eyes were wide and his colour high, as his cheeks were flushed
and perspiration beaded on his brow.

‘Yet you stand next to foreign provocateurs! You say there is
no treason here!” He pointed to Kaspar and the Prince and
shouted, ‘Kill them!”

No one moved for a moment, then the twenty young women
from the Emperors bedchamber swarmed forwards, shrieking
and holding daggers high. The first legionaries who tried to

block them were struck savagely and several went down, while

others reeled backwards with deep, bleeding wounds.

‘Defend yourself!”” shouted Kaspar, and he stepped between -

the Imperial family and the closest girl. To Dangai he yelled,
‘Get your children out of here!” Dangai took his yonngest child,
a boy of ten, and with his left hand moved him in the direction
of his mother, while drawing his own sword.

One of the Emperor’s concubines hurled herself at the Prince,
who lashed out without hesitation, took her below the rib cage
and with a twist puiled his sword out. ‘Show no mercy! They
are all bewitched!’ he shouted.
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Had Kaspar not recruited Dangai and his men before this
moment, he knew it would have ended with the death of the
two Keshian Princes and perhaps a dozen or more members
of their family, but with the men ready, the girls, armed only
with daggers, were killed swiftly. Not one retreated nor
attempted to protect herself, so intent were they on attacking
the brothers.

From behind, Kaspar could hear the sound of voices raised
in question and others shouting answers. Then, seemingly out
of nowhere, Caleb appeared and said, *We hold all the entrances
to the upper court.” To the Emperor Caleb shouted, “The assas-
sins who were to start your blood bath aren’t coming. They’re
all dead.’

The Emperor’s face contorted in rage, turning almost purple
as he stared with wide-eyed astonishment at his dying courte-
sans, and then at Kaspar and Caleb.

Kaspar looked up and shouted, ‘You’d better sit down, er
you’ll burst your own heart . . . Leso!’

The Emperor howled a mad, gleeful laugh, and Kaspar

dropped the charm Pug had given h.lm, grinding it into the -

-stone with his boot-heel. v
©adey. '.'.lm:'u;

Wakor could barely see over the heads and shoulders of those
crowding the door. At least a hundred nobles had already fled
the plaza, and more were departing by the moment. But many
of them were still transfixed by the spectacle of the mad Emperor.
They were creating a bottleneck for those attempting to flee
back into the palace, and the jam was making movement in
_ either direction impossible.
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« Nakor said, ‘Bek, can you ask some of these people to move
aside, please?’

The powerful youngster grinned, his eyes looking like two
shining pools of light in the shadow thrown by his black hat.
‘Love to,” he said as he grabbed the two nearest men standing
in Nakor's way. ‘Leave now! he shouted, and if either of the
men had been inclined to argue, they thought better of it as
soon as they saw the demented grin on the youngster’s face and
started hurrying across the great hall.

Bek was like a force of nature, pulling men aside, irrespective
of rank, and shouting, ‘Run away! After a few moments, the .
crowd around them decided to abandon watching the confronta-
tion between grandfather and grandsons and they also left.

In just 2 moment, Nakor and Bek could enter the plaza. As
Nakor looked up at the Emperor, he said, “This isn’t good.’ Just
then a flash of light announced the arrival of two figures - Pug
and Miranda,

Kaspar said, “Varen has taken the Emperor’s body?!

‘Oh, this is all too much,” shouted the Emperor. ‘Just when
I had things where I wanted them . . .” With a cry of pure aggra- -
vation, he drew back his hand and made a casting motion. From .
the palm of his hand erupted a blinding white ball of flame and
it flew straight to where Pug and Miranda stood.

Instantly a wall of energy — bluish and pulsing — formed
around Kaspar, Caleb, and the Princes, and quickly extending
in a sweeping arc to protect everyone who stood watching the
Emperor.

Blinding light played across the surface of the protective ring,
and across the boulevard thousands cheered as if the spectacle
were another display following the fireworks above.
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A sizzling discharge of energy left the air thick with a tangy
odour, as if lightning had just struck, and Pug stepped forwards
and said, ‘It’s over!”

Leso Varen, in the body of the old Emperor, laughed. ‘It’s
never over, Pug! Didn't I teach you that years ago? Kill this
body and I'll find another. You can’t stop me!’

Pug pulled the jar out from inside his robe and said, “Yes 1
can!’

Suddenly the sorcerer’s expression changed. His eyes widened
and he said, ‘No! You can’t” The frail old arms moved like a
musical master conducting minstrels and the air filled with a
thrumming of energy that cause more people to flee. Those on
the plaza below who had blocked the exit of those from above
now sensed that something terrible threatened, and they also
turned and fled.

Whatever this was unfolding before them, it had nothing to
do with the normal world, and everything to do with evil sorcery.
Battle-hardened soldiers stood holding their swords in hands
without the inclination to use them, and others found them-
selves backing away like children confronted by a menacing street
dog. Even some of the most decorated veterans of the Keshian
army turned and ran.

Pug said, ‘I can, and I will.” He smashed the jar on the marble
floor and the mad sorcerer howled in impotent rage, as a foul
oreen cloud erupted from the shattered jar. The cloud of smoke
swirled like a whirlpool, and the funnel raced from where Pug
had shattered the jar and straight at Varen.

Varen leaned forwards, and inhaled deeply, sucking the green
miasma into his lungs. He straightened and as his body became
fused with power, the lines in his face started to fade and with-
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ered muscles grew plump, and before the eyes of the assembled:
rulers of Kesh, he appeared younger by the minute. ..

‘First you interrupt the party? he screamed. “Then you keep
me from killing those two.” He pointed at the Princes. ‘And, by
the way, do you have any idea how hard it was to enscorcel
those girls and get them to betray their masters? Without being
caught, I mean? They were all trained spies! It took me months!’

Kaspar’s instincts had been correct, for while the body
belonged to another, the evil soul was undoubtedly Leso Varen’s.

‘And you, Kaspar,” shouted the sorcerer. ‘It wasnt enough you
had that thing kill me once, already?” He glanced around. ‘By
the way, where is it? I really need to get my hands on it. It would
be ever so very useful for some other business I have planned.’

‘Far from here,” said Kaspar. “Very far from here.’

‘Well, no matter. I have ages.’

Pug said, ‘If you die now, Varen, it over.’

Varen howled in delight. ‘Do you really think so, Pug? Do
you think I would be so foolish as to not have contingencies?
You underestimate the respect [ have for you and your . . . witch?
Wife? What is ic?’

Miranda said nothing, she knew Varen was goading her. Softly
she whispered, ‘He’s gathering his power.’

Pug shouted, “There is no place for you to flee to, Sidi.’

‘Now that’s a name I haven’t heard in a long time.” The
Emperor’s body now looked as it had at the peak of his power.
His hair was raven-dark and his skin smooth and shining with
perspiration. ‘Damn, it feels good to be young again!’ Varen
looked at the fallen girls from his private apartment and said,
‘Pity. Do you have any idea how frustrating it was to sit there
in that old body . . . well, never mind. I can find more girls.
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“Now, where was I? Olryes, iéhiisite to Lill everyonsltt e
‘Now!’ shouted Pug. ==, - hipans. IR S
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Magnus acted. He had been slowly incanting as he watched his
father and mother face the mad sorcerer and at the agreed upon
moment he willed himself to his parents’ side.

Varen raised his hands high above his head and waves of black
energy pulsed downwards, rolling and curling like water
cascading over rocks, yet flickering like flames across its surface.
The evil magic surged, resembling oil burning on the surface
of a wave of water. Yet the flames were without light or hear,
consisting only of flickering darkness.

Pug, Miranda, and Magnus struggled to protect those around
them, while Kaspar and the two Princes looked on in mute
astonishment.

To the royal brothers, it looked as if the grandfather they
revered had been rejuvenated to the powerful man they had
known as children, yet he was twisted, distorted, and rendered
alien to them by the madness and evil that poured from him.
Both stood next to Kaspar, Dangai had drawn his sword, but
was unable to move, rooted in place by uncertainry.

Pug shouted, ‘Let none of his evil touch you! It will consume
you like a flamel®

Kaspar looked on in dishelief and horror as those not protected
by the shield of magical defence, were consumed. The black
flame danced over their skin, and those stll alive screamed in
agony as their skin blistered, and the flesh blackened and turned
to char. The liquid flames were unrelenting and even the bone
was consumed after a few minutes.
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' What was most unnerving was that the black flames produced
a chilling cold that threatened to suck the life from those behind
the shield. It was a thing of despair and rage, this black flame,
and the more Varen railed from his position atop the dais, the
more insistent the flames became.

Black liquid fire, Kaspar thought, and the three magicians
seemed to be using everything they could keeping it in check.
Kaspar could see that while the three magicians had to act in
concert and be mindful of those they protected, Varen was under
no such constraint. He could lash out blindly in all directions
and felt no concern over any other person’s wellbeing.

At last Kaspar saw the face of evil, unadorned, unmitigated
and without apology, and it caused him to feel hopeless. How
can we ever stand in the face of this? he wondered and for a moment
he was ready to concede the day.

Then he saw movement behind the throne, it was barely visible
through the raging black flame beating against Pug’s defences.

Nakor motioned for Bek to follow him. ‘Stay close,” he said,

holding up his hand. o
Ralan Bek asked, “‘What are we doing here?” =
‘Something good.’ P e
‘T dor’t care about good, Nakor.’ ¥ .
#'Then something fun.’ ok,

~4*All right,’ said the young man, a smile on his lips, ks

Everyone zround them had fled and Bek could now see some
sort of confrontation going on between the man on the dais and
three figures at the edge of the railing that ran around the upper
plaza. Then, something icy cold, black, and liquid seemed to
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burst aronnd them, and Nakoryeld:aphisshands, as if warding
something off from overhead. va lwuntusue

A bubble of force, something unseen, kept the black flames
from touching them. ‘We must be quick,’ said Nakor, as he
mounted the steps behind the throne. ‘I can’t do this for very
long. It's a hard trick.’

When they reached the royal seat, the man before it was
shrieking like a fishwife, his words incoherent as he sent wave

after wave of life-sucking energy at those cowering below. Only
the three figures of Magnus, Miranda and Pug stood against
him, using all their arts to protect those around them and on
the plazas below.

Nakor kept one hand high above his head, then with the other
touched Bek on the shoulder. ‘Kill him, please.’

With a grin, Bek pulled his sword, stepped up and drove it
straight into the back of the possessed Emperor.

Suddenly the black, oily flames vanished, and there was silence.
Kaspar could see Varen standing motionless, mouth open and -
his eyes wide in surprise.

The sorcerer looked down at the blade protruding through
his stomach and said, ‘Again?’ Then he stumbled forwards a
step as Bek pulled his sword free, and collapsed on the dais.

Suddenly the Emperor’s body shuddered, and Pug and the
other magicians turned. Nakor stood above the fallen sorcerer
and he put one hand on Bek’s chest and said, ‘Back!

A monsarous howl, like ten chousand years of rage, erupted
from the body, and many covered their ears and grimaced in
pain. A brilliant green flame sprang from the Emperor’s corpse
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“and through it a slender thread of green energy pulsed for a
moment, then sped upwards into the night sky, and then north-
east.

In an instant there was bedlam as most of those remaining
fled from the upper platean. By now there was also a wholesale
exodus from the lower plaza, so that by the time Pug reached
Kaspar and the Princes, only a handful of loyal soldiers remained.

‘“What was that?’ Miranda asked her husband, as Nakor came
hurrying down the steps.

Pug looked at Nakor and said, “Varen’s Death Rift?’

‘I think so,’ said Nakor. A

“What does it mean?’ asked Magnus. %

Pug looked at his wife and son and said, ‘Later. Right now,
the Empire is safe and Varen is gone forever.’

Miranda didn’t look happy at this, but nodded. She turned as
Turgan Bey reached the princes. ‘Highnesses, are you harmed?’

Sezioti came to his brother’s side and said, ‘We are fine, Bey.’
He locked at his brother. *Grandfather?’

Kaspar said, “Your grandfather died over a year ago, Highness.
That miraculous recovery when all thought him on his death
bed was the sorcerer Lesa Varen taking over his body. It was
he who tried to plunge the Kesh into bloody conflict.’

‘Why?’ asked the elder prince.

Pug said, ‘Highness, let us get to the Gallery of Lords and
Masters and explain the situation to as many of them as we can.
There is much to be done.’

Kaspar locked at the two Princes and said, ‘And to start with,
you two must decide how to rule your empire.’

Pug looked back and saw Magnus approaching with his arm
around his mother’s waist,
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‘Come,’ said the Master of the Imperial Keep, ‘get inside,
please, Highnesses. We must restore order quickly.’

Pug followed the Imperial party to where over a hundred
anxious nobles waited, and he knew that hundreds more would
be gathering in the Gallery of Lords and Masters just a few
minutes’ walk away.

Dangai stepped to the fore of the group and shouted, ‘Heed the
words of your Emperor!” He wrned to his brother. ‘Heed
the words of Sezioti, He Who Is Kesh!’

Miranda leaned in to whisper to Pug, ‘Well, at least that’s

one problem we won’t have to worry about. com:
Pug nodded. ‘But there are others.’ il
‘Aren’t there always?’ she replied. ia b
BT L
S ] .

Hundreds of Keshian leaders sat in mute astonishment at the
story that Pug unfolded for them. They sat in the Gallery of
Lords and Masters, with Sezioti on the throne once occupied
by his grandfather and grandmother. Dangai stood at his right
hand, while Miranda, Caleb, Nakor, Magnus and Bek stood off
to his left, at a respectful diseance.

Pug stood in the circle of the vast arena, looking up at the
galleries that rose on every side. He spoke calmly, slowly and
tried to explain what he could about the century-long struggle
between his forces and Varen's, but omitted any detail about the
Conclave and their role in this. To the Lords and Masters of
Kesh it sounded as if a small band of trustworthy magicians had
hunted down a renegade of their craft and ended a threat. Most
would have scarcely believed the tale that had been told to them,
- but they had witnessed its finale, and they were now inclined
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to believe any explanation that brought order out of the chaos
they had just observed.

That the succession was apparently without contestation was
welcome, for the brothers agreed that Seziot would rule with
Dangai at his right hand.

After Pug finished, Sezioti said, ‘My Lords and Masters,
tomorrow begins the official mourning of our grandfather, for
whatever may have occurred tonight, he ruled with compassion,
mercy, and a strong sense of justice for nearly a century.” He
let out a long breath as if he had been holding it, and Pug real-
ized that the new emperor was a man feeling every day of his
sixty-one years of age.

“We shall endeavour to uphold his legacy and rule as wisely.’
He looked around the gallery. ‘Please, return to your homes
and spread the word: all is well within Great Kesh.’

Slowly, the mighty leaders of the Empire left the gallery, while
~ Turgan Bey motioned for those on the floor to exit through the
door behind the throne. Sezioti was the last to leave, and with
an aobvious expression of regret, he cast a look backwards over
his shoulder.

As they moved through the hallway reserved for cthe
Emperor’s easy passage to and from the gallery and his private
apartments, Nakor paused and when Sezioti reached where he
stood, he said, ‘Sorry about your father, Majesty. He was a
good man.’

Sezioti’s eyes widened. ‘I recognize you! But . . . I was only
a boy -’

‘I'm older than I look,” said Nakor with a grin. ‘I gave your
grandmother that boy hawk so the line of royal falcons could
be restored.’
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The Emperor glanced at Turgan Bey who nodded and with
a faint smile, shrugged.

‘Who is this?’ Sezioti asked as they reached the Imperial
apartinents. Two members of Dangai’s Inner Legion stood at
the door in place of the dead Household Guards. ° geritradstd

‘He’s Bek,’ said Nakor. ‘He’s coming with me.”! % s

‘Where are we going?” asked Ralan. R,
. ‘Home for the night, then someplace else.’ L i
- Bek nodded as if Nakor’s words explained everything. -

Pug turned to Magnus. ‘Geo with Nakor and investigate the
death rift site we found west of Maladon. If Varen has escaped
again, we need to know where he went.’

Magnus said, ‘Yes, Father.’

As he turned to leave with Nakor, Pug restrained him with a
light touch on his shoulder. “You did well, son. I'm proud of
you.’

Magnus looked over his shoulder at his father, then smiled.
“Thank you.” Then he maved to Nakor and Bek and said, “The
night is young and we have work to do.’ Suddenly the three of .
them were no longer there. '

Caleb said, ‘Father, the boys are with Chezarul and I should. -
go and see to them.” He indicated with a small inclination of
his head that he wished to be gone. Pug realized that the fewer
of the Conclave’s agents who were around to be questioned, the
fewer the lies they’d have 1o concoct.

“You also did well,” said Pug and he watched as his youngest
child moved through the many servants and gnardsmen in the
hall.

Turgan Bey arranged a reception in the [mperial apartments
with enough food, wine and ale to satisfy two hundred people.
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Servants were scarce, as many of them had fled, but a few #K
the most faithful remained to serve those who entered. “ha
The Master of the Imperial Keep said, ‘Majesty, 1 will have
the Imperial Suites readied for you and your family in a fesd
days’ time.’ L

“There’s no hurry,’ said Seziot.. ‘I'm comfortable where I am,
and while this room may be suitable for one old man and 2
score of young girls, I think my wives might have opinions on
what needs to be changed.’

The Emperor sat in the chair that his grandfather had occu-
pied when playing chess with Kaspar. ‘T heard every word you
spoke, Pug, and I witnessed the insanity on the plaza myself just
. . . What, two hours ago? But I still can barely believe what has
occurred.’

“This is not a bad thing, Majesty,’ said Pug. “The sort of evil
we face is . . . daunting, and most people are not even preparcd
to acknowledge it. Let the official history of Kesh record that
your father died this day and that others died as a result of a
. . . mishap. Some fireworks were faulty and unfortunately some
people — the old Emperor among them - died as a result. Do
not trouble your nation with secrets best left to we few.’

Dangai said, “What of those who attacked us?’

Kaspar looked at Pug, who nodded at him. “The Household
Guard must be disbanded to the last man,’ said Kaspar, ‘and
may I suggest that a watchful eye be kept on those who were
serving closest to your grandfather, Majesty. Varen had years to
prepare this mayhem, and many of those serving him were
members of the Guild of Death.’

‘Others,” Pug said, ‘were enchanted, like the girls who died
this night. Some of those may be redeemed by magic, others
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may be lost forever, but they must be idendfied. I can have
magicians of Stardock come to see they are all found out.’

‘How can we protect ourselves against anything like this
happening again?’ asked Turgan Bey.

Miranda said, ‘My lord, for years my husband was a ruling
lord of the Kingdom of the Isles, and he had the King’s ear, as
well as that of the late Prince of Krondor, Lord Arutha. Magicians
were part of that court as a matter of course, and one of their
tasks was to be vigilant against this sort of evil.”

Sezioti looked at his brother, who nodded. The Emperor said,
‘Have you someone you might recommend to fulfil a similar
function here?

Pug bowed. ‘T can send a reliable magician to your court as
an advisor on things magical, Your Majesty. A Keshian,” Pug
looked vp and smiled, ‘and perhaps even a Trueblood?’

Sezioti nodded and tried to smile, though his heart wasn’t in
it. ‘Our thanks, magician, for all that you and your friends have
done to save us, our families and our nation. What may we do
to repay you?’

Pug was silent for 2 moment, then said, “We ask no payment
for doing what must be done, but we would ask you to consider
two things. The first is to formally recognize what has been de
facto for a century — that Stardock is an independent entity,
belonging neither to the Kingdom of the Isles or to the Empire
of Great Kesh.’

The Emperor said, ‘It may be difficult to convince our Lords
and Masters, given that Stardock is an anchor in the Vale of
Dreams, but we shall endeavour to see it done. What else?’

“That in the future, should another threat such as Leso Varen
menace Midkemia, you will think beyond your borders and be
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willing to render aid, even if Kesh’s immediate interests are not
apparent. Will you consider that?’

‘Before, T would have had a great deal of difficulty under-
standing the wisdom of your request, Master Pug, but I now
can imagine how the kings of Roldem and the Isles would feel
with that monster sitting on my grandfather’s throne,
commanding armies unequalled in the world . . . yes, if you ever
need Kesh’s aid, send word and we shall heed you.’

“That’s all T ask.’

Sezioti said, “Then I think we are done. Let us relax as
best we can, remember our grandfather for the good that he
did, and try to blot out the horrors of this evening from our
memory.’

‘Sa says He Who Is Kesh,” intoned Turgan Bey.

The others nodded and then Prince Dangai said, ‘Send for
our families. [ would have my wives and children close at hand.’

‘And the grandchildren,” said the Emperor. ‘Let us hear the
sounds of joyous noise for a while.’

‘It will be done,” said Turgan, bowing and motoning to a
servant to carry word.

Miranda turned to her husband and said, “What now?’

Pug smiled and said, “We have something to eat. I'm famished.’

She returned the smile with a playful jab to the ribs with her
elbow. ‘I mean with the other things.’ _

Pug’s expression darkened. ‘“We wait until we hear from Nakor
and then we assess the damage. We've lost men here, over the
last week, and some of our -’ he glanced around to ensure he
wasn'’t being overheard ‘- agents have been compromised. We’ll
need to shift some people around.’

‘It never ends, does it?’
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Holding her close, he said, ‘NoBut sosetimes wavin, and
then we get to rest for a while." - » f o ;

‘Can we rest now?’ [ o
He put his arms around her ang hugged her. ‘Fﬂr tonighty
my love. For tonight.” b, agrptch Lol sl g
30 gilibr: o abe ageies ailss

The early morning light barely cut through the lingering chill.
Dew on the grass reflected the sun-like gems scattering the glit-
tering light. Nakor, Pug, and Magnus hurried to the place where
Nakor and Bek had found the tiny rift.

Pushing through the trees, Nakor said, “There. It was there!’

Pug stood where Nakor indicated and said, ‘Well, it’s gone
now.’

‘Father,” said Magnus. ‘Do you think Varen still survived?’

‘I think all that bloodshed at Kaspar’s citadel over the years
was designed to give him a way out should his soul vessel be
destroyed.” Pug looked at the place Nakor had indicated and
said, ‘I can’t pretend to think like him, but I understand him
well enough to know that no price would be too dear to him
to escape final destruction. I wish I had returned sooner and
put more time into researching this thing.’

‘Even you can’t be in more than one place at a time, Father.’

Nakor grinned and laughed. ‘Don’t be too sure, Magnus. It’s
just a trick he hasn’t learned yet.’

‘Let me see if there’s anything still lingering here,’ sau:l Pug,
closing his eyes.

Magnus and Nzkor remained silent while Pug concentrated
his energies and let his mind reach out, tracing the energy that
had come from Opardum to this place thenon to . . .
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Pug’s eyes opened wide and his face drained of colour. “Varen!’

“What, Father?’

Pug looked genuinely shaken. ‘T recognize a component of
this rift, Magnus, Nakor. I know where Varen has fled.’

‘Where?’ asked Nakor, his usually sunny demeanour fleeing
before Pug’s obvious concern.

‘He fashioned this rift to be triggered upon his death. He has
gone to Kelewan.” Pug looked at Nakor. ‘Leso Varen is now
somewhere in the Empire of Tsuranuanni.’

The three men said nothing more, for the most evil soul they
had ever encountered was now loose on another world, in a
nation three times the size of Great Kesh, and the search for
him would have to begin over again.

b
Jommy stood blinking in astonishment. Marie hurried to greet
Caleb and her sons. One moment Caleb and the boys had been
in Chezarul’s safe house in Kesh, and the next they had were
standing outside the villa at Sorcerer’s Isle.

Unlike his father and brother, Caleb had lingered a day in
Kesh, conferring with Kaspar and Bey on what would need to
be done next to reorder the Conclave’s presence in the Imperial
City. Magnus had carried word to Marie that Caleb and the
boys were well and would be home at midday. .

Marie finished kissing her sons and looked at Jommy. “Who's
this, then?’ :

Caleb smiled with a slightly guilty expression. ‘I think it safe
to say we’ve managed to pick up a third fosterling.’

The red-headed boy grinned and said, ‘No worries. I wont
" call you “Ma” if that’s troubling you.’
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Marie shook her head, smiled and said, ‘I suspect I'll get used
to it. Come along. I expect you're all famished.’

Caleb put his arm around his wife. Jommy began following
the adults when Zane grabbed him by the arm. “We ate before
.we left” he said.

Jommy turned around, his brow furrowed and he said, ‘But

I'm hungry?

‘We’ll be along in a while,” said Tad, grabbing Jommy’s other

arm. ‘We'll show Jommy arcund the island.’
As they half-dragged him away from the large villa, ]ommy

~said, “This better be good, you two.’ . R
‘Come on,’ said Tad, starting to run. R
“‘Where are we going?’ asked Jommy. : RN

“To the lake!” shouted Zane, as he started to unbuttota M&.
tunic. N ’
~+“The lake?’ asked Jommy. ‘What for?’ - daih*1 e
" ~*For a swim,” answered Tad. o

Jommy stopped. ‘A swim! I don’t want to swim. I want to éat.

Zane turned, took a couple of steps back and grabbed Jommy’s
arm. ‘Tugging on it, he said, ‘Believe me; you want to take a
swim.’

Just then the sound of female laughter could be heard in the
distance as feminine voices shouted welcome to Tad.

Jommy’s face appeared to light up in delight and he said,

‘Girls?’

' Zane said, “There are some people you have just got to meet.”
+ % Suddenly Jommy was off at a run, passing Zane who remained
standing alone for a second, then he turned and ran after the
boy from Novindus as the sound of splashing and laughter grew
louder. '
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WO BLACE-CLAD MEN STRODE THE FIELD.

Both wore the black robes of Great Ones, the magicians
of the Assembly. At first light they had been asked by the
membership to investigate another reported rift, perhaps from
the Dasati world.

“There,’ said the one in the lead, pointing a short distance
away.

He hurried, his taller friend behind him, and when they
reached the object of their search, they both halted. The man
in front raised his hands in a gesture of defence.

A rifc had formed, no more than a hand’s span in size, but
most certainly a rift, and through it had come a creature. Both
men locked at the thing and marvelled.

Ir appeared no larger than a baby in size, yet it stood upright
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and glared at them. Its shape was roughly human, with two legs,
arms, and a head. The face was nearly featureless, two dark lines
formed its eyes and there was a single slash where its mouth
should be. The thing’s head was completely round, a sphere
with no other features. It numbered three fingers on each hand,
with opposable thumbs, and it was garbed in what appeared to
be black trousers and tunic. It held a tiny metal staff in one
hand, and with a defiant chirping sound, drove it into the ground
before the rift.

“What is it?’ asked the first magician.

‘T don’t know,’ said the second, and for a moment his friend
glanced at him, for his voice sounded strange.

‘Are you well?’ he asked, for his friend had been seized by an
unexpected fever and had lain abed nearly three days before
arising just the day before.

‘T'm fine,” said the second man. The thing glanced in the
direction of the morning sun, and shivered, though the day was
aiready hot. It kept its face towards the sun, ignoring the two
magicians.

‘What’s it doing?’ asked the shorter of the two magic users.

‘It seems . . .” the second magician paused, as if seeking the
word ‘. . . fascinated by the sun.’

‘If what we've heard is true, and this thing is from the Dasati
world, their sun casts no light’

‘Oh, really?’

Again the first magician glanced at his friend. Then he looked
at the staff and said, ‘Look at this’

The tiny staff was emitting sparks of purple which flew straight
to the rift. Soon, tiny flows of energy, like purple-white light-
ning erupted from the staff and suuck the rift.
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‘I believe it’s drawing power,’ said the second magician, his
voice again sounding odd.

‘Pug believed that the Dasati rifts were drawn here by the
Talnoy. But he said he thought they needed a source of energy
here to sustain them.” Then the magician’s voice rose in alarm.
‘We must destroy this now!’

As he started an incantation to obliterate the rift and the crea-
ture who stood before it, the second magician retreated back
half a dozen steps. Then he raised his hands and two lances of
green-white energy lashed out, incinerating the first magician
where he stood.

The tiny creature turned its attention to the display and hissed
like a snake warning an intruder to back away.

The second magician said, ‘We can’t have that, now, can we?’

He came and knelt down next to the creature, who had
returned its attention to the sunlight.

As the morning sun climbed higher in the sky and the heat
of the day rose with it, the tiny alien creature stood trembling.
The second magician leaned in and said, ‘Ah, you’re not able
to cope with all this yet, are you?’

The tiny creature trembled, and then the shaking became
more violent until suddenly it erupted into flame. The flash left
the magician momentarily blinded and he blinked to clear his
vision. ;

‘Well, that was interesting,” he said to himself. Then he looked
at the staff that was providing the rift with power. ‘So, someone
- wants to come and visit, do they?’
© He reached out and plucked the staff out of the ground. As
~ soon as he did, the energy flow stopped, and after less than five
minutes, the rift vanished.
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Sticking the tiny staff into his robe, the magician turned and
said, ‘Got to wark on this language. Very different, and my
accent just won’t do.’

Humming a nameless tune, Leso Varen looked at the smoul-
dering char that had been a Great One of the Assembly of
Magicians. ‘Too bad you sacrificed it all for the good of the
Empire.” He knelt and lifted the man effortlessly, hoisting him
across his shoulders. ‘But at least yow’ll get 2 hero’s burial, or
funeral prier or whatever it is they do on this world.! He puliled
an orb from his robe and depressed a toggle, and suddenly he
was gone.

The morming sun beat down upon the grass and only a tiny
bit of char revealed what had just occurred in the vast plains of
the Empire of Tsuranuanni,



