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A poi soned bolt has struck down the Princess Anita on the day of her
weddi ng to Prince Arutha of Krondor.

To save his bel oved, Arutha sets out in search of the nytics herb
called Silverthorn that only grows in the dark and forbidding | and of
t he Spel | weavers.

Acconpani ed by a nmercenary, a nminstrel, and a clever young thief, he
wil confront an ancient evil and do battle with the dark powers that
threaten the enchanted real mof M dkeni a

"I found Silverthorn to be as exciting and absorbing as Magician in
every way. The excellent characterization wedded to a tight and
wel | -tuned pl ot nakes it one of the outstanding fantasy offerings of
the season."” --Andre Norton

Pr ol ogue
Twi | i ght

The sun dropped behi nd the peaks.

The last rays of warnth touched the earth and only the
rosy aftergl ow of the day remai ned. Fromthe east, indigo
dar kness approached rapidly. The wind cut through the
hills Iike a sharp-edged blade, as if spring were only a
faintly remenbered dream Wnter's ice still clung to
shadow prot ect ed pockets, ice that cracked |oudly under
the heel s of heavy boots. Qut of the evening' s darkness
three figures entered the firelight.

The old witch | ooked' up, her dark eyes w dening

slightly at the sight of the three. She knew the figure on
the left, the broad, nute warrior with the shaved head
"and single long scalp | ock. He had come once before,
seeking magi c signs for strange rites. Though he was a
power ful chieftain, she had sent himaway, for his nature
was evil, and while issues of good and evil sel dom held
any significance for the witch, there were lints even for
her. Besides, she had little |love for any noredhel

especi ally one who had cut out his own tongue as a sign

of devotion to dark powers.

The nmute warrior regarded her with blue eyes, unusua

for one of his race. He was broader of shoul der than

nost, even for one of the mountain clans, who tended to

be more powerful of arm and shoul der than their forest-
dwel | i ng cousins. The nmute wore golden circle rings in his
| arge, upswept ears, painful to affix, as the noredhel had
no | obes. Upon each cheek were three scars, mystic

symbol s whose neani ng was not |ost upon the witch

The nmute nade a sign to his conpanions, and the one

to the far right seened to nod. It was difficult to judge,
he was clothed in an all-concealing robe, with a deep

hood revealing no features. Both hands were hidden in
vol um nous sl eeves that were kept together. As if speak-
ing froma great distance, the cloaked figure said, 'W
seek a reading of signs.' H's voice was sibilant, alnost a
hiss, and there was a note of sonething alien init. One



hand appeared and the witch Pulled away, for it was

nm sshapen and scal ed, as if the owner possessed tal ons
covered with snakeskin. She then knew the creature for
what it was: a priest of the Pantathian serpent people.
Conpared to the serpent people, the noredhel were held

in high regard by the wtch.
She turned her attention fromthe end figures and
studied the one in the centre. He stood a full head taller
than the nute and was even nore inpressive in bulk. He
slowy renoved a bearskin robe, the bear's skull providing
a helmfor his own head, and cast it aside. The old wtch
gasped, for he was the nost striking noredhel she had
seen in her long life. He wore the heavy trousers, jerkin,
and knee-high boots of the hill clans, and his chest
was bare. His powerfully mnuscl ed body gl eaned in the
firelight, and he |l eaned forward to study the witch. Hs
face was alnost frightening in its near-perfect beauty.
But what had caused her to gasp, nore than his awesone
appear ance, was the sign upon his chest.

'"Do you know nme?' he asked the witch

She nodded. 'I know who you appear to be.'

He | eaned even farther forward, until his face was it
frombelow by the fire, revealing sonething in his nature.
"I amwho | appear to be,' he whispered with a snmle. She
felt fear, for behind his handsone features, behind the
benign snile, she saw the visage of evil, evil so pure it
defied endurance. 'We seek a reading of signs,)' he
repeated, his voice the sound of ice-clear nadness.

She chuckl ed. "Even one so mighty has linmts?
The handsome noredhel's snmle slowy vani shed. ' One

' may not foretell one's own future.'

Resigned to her own likely lot, she said, 'l require
silver.'

The noredhel nodded. The nute dug a coin from out

of his belt pouch and tossed it upon the floor before the
witch. Wthout touching it, she prepared sone ingredients
in ,a stone cup. Wen the concoction was ready, she
poured it upon the silver. A hissing came, both fromthe
coin and fromthe serpent nman. A green-scal ed cl aw

began to make signs, and the witch snapped, 'None of

t hat nonsense, snake. Your hot-land nagic will only cant
ny reading.'

The serpent man was restrained by 'a gentle touch and
smle fromthe centre figure, who nodded at the wtch.

In crroaking tones, her throat dry with fear, the witch
said, 'Say you then truly: What would you know?' She
studied the hissing silver coin, covered now in bubbling
green slinme.

isit tine? Shall | do now that which was ordai ned?
A bright green flame sprang fromthe coin and danced.

The witch followed its novenent closely, her eyes seeing
somet hing within the flame none but she could divine.
After a while she said, "The Bl oodstones formthe Cross
of Fire. That which you are, you are. That which you are
born to do, . . . do!'" the last word was a hal f-gasp
Sonething in the witch's expressi on was unexpect ed,

for the noredhel said, 'Wat else, crone?

"you stand not unopposed, for there is one who is your
bane. You stand not alone, for behind you . . . | do not
understand.' Her voice was weak, faint.



"What ?' The noredhel showed no snmile this tine.
"Something . . . something vast, sonething distant
somet hing evil.'

The noredhel paused to consider, turning to the ser-
pent man, he spoke softly yet conmmandingly. "Go then
Cat hos. Enpl oy your arcane skills and di scover where

this seat of weakness lies. Gve a name to our eneny.
Find him'

The serpent nman bowed awkwardly and shanbl ed out

of the cave. The noredhel turned to his nute conpani on
and said, "Raise the standards, ny general, and gather
the [ oyal clans upon the plains of |Isbandia, beneath the
towers of Bar-Sargoth. Raise highest that standard | have
chosen for nmy own, and let all know we begin that which
was ordai ned. You shall be ny battlemaster, Mirad, and
all shall know you stand hi ghest anbng ny servants.

d ory and greatness now await.

' Then, when the mad snake has identified our quarry,
lead forth the Black Slayers. Let those whose souls are
m ne serve us by seeking out our enemy. Find him
Destroy him GCo!'

The nute nodded once and | eft the cave. The noredhel
with the sign on his chest faced the witch. "Then, human
refuse, do you know what dark powers nove?

"Aye, messenger of destruction, | know By the Dark

Lady, | know.'

He | aughed, a cold hurourless sound. '|I wear the sign,’

he said, pointing to the purple birthmark upon his chest,
whi ch seemed to glow angrily in the firelight. It was clear
that his was no sinple disfigurement but some sort of
magi c talisman, for it formed a perfect silhouette of a
dragon in flight. He raised his finger, pointing upwards. "I
have the power.' He made a circular notion with his

uprai sed finger. 'l amthe foreordained. I amdestiny.'
The wi tch nodded, know ng death raced to enbrace

her. She suddenly nouthed a conpl ex i ncantation, her

hands moving furiously through the air. A gathering of
power mani fested itself in the cave and a strange keening
filled the night. The warrior before her sinply shook his
head. She cast a spell at him one that shoul d have

wi t hered hi m where he stood. He remmined, grinning at

her evilly. 'You seek to test me with your puny arts,
seer?

seeing no effect, she slowy closed her eyes and sat

erect, awaiting her fate. The noredhel pointed his finger
at her and a silver shaft of light canme forth, sinking the
wi tch. She shrieked in agony, then exploded into white-

hot fire. For an instant her dark formwithed within the
inferno, then the flanes vani shed.

The noredhel cast a quick glance at the ashes upon the
floor, formng the outline of a body. Wth a deep | augh

he gathered up his robe and left the cave.

Qut si de, his conpani ons waited, holding his horse. Far
bel ow he could see the camp of his band, still small but
destined to grow. He nounted and said,

'"To Bar-Sargoth!' Wth a jerk on the reins he spun his horse and led the
mut e and the serpent priest down the hillside.



1
Reuni on

The ship sped hone.

The wi nd changed quarter and the captain's voice rang

out, aloft, his crew scranbled to answer the demands of a
fresheni ng breeze and a captain anxious to get safely to
port. He was a seasoned sailingmaster, nearly thirty years
in the King' s navy, and seventeen years comandi ng his

own ship; And the Royal Eagle was the best ship in the
King's fleet, but still the captain wished for just a little
nmore wind, just a little nmore speed, since he would not
rest until his passengers were safely ashore.

St andi ng upon the foredeck were the reasons for the
captain's concern, three tall nmen. Two, one blond and

one dark, were standing at the rail, sharing a joke, for
they both | aughed. Each stood a full four inches over six
feet, and each carried hinself with the sure step of a
fighting man or hunter. Lyam King of the Ki ngdom of

the Isles, and Martin, his elder brother and Duke of
Crydee, spoke of many things, of hunting and feasting, of
travel and politics, of war and discord, and occasionally
t hey spoke of their father, Duke Borric.

The third man, not as tall or as broad of shoul der as

the other two, |eaned against the rail a short way off, |ost
in his own thoughts. Arutha, Prince of Krondor and
youngest of the three brothers, also dwelt upon the past,
but his vision was not of the father killed during the war
with the Tsurani, in what was now being called the
Riftwar. Instead he watched the bow wake of the ship as

it sliced through eneral d-green waters, and in that green
he saw two sparkling green eyes.

The captain cast a glance aloft, then ordered the sails
trimed. Again he took note of the three nen upon the

f Oredeck and again he gave a silent prayer to Kilian
CGoddess of Sailors, and wished Rillanon's tall spires were
in sight. For those three were the three nost powerfu

and inmportant nmen in the Kingdom and the sailingmaster
refused to think of the chaos that would befall the

Ki ngdom shoul d any ill chance visit his ship.

Arut ha vaguely heard the captain's shouts and the

replies of his mates and crew. He was fatigued by the
events of the last year, so he paid little attention to what
was occurring about him He could keep his thoughts

only upon one thing: he was returning to Rillanon, and

to Anita.

Arutha smiled to hinmself. Hs |life had seemed unrenarkabl e
for the first eighteen years. Then the Tsuran

i nvasi on had conme and the world had been forever

changed. He had cone to be counted one of the finest
conmanders in the Kingdom had di scovered an unsuspected
el dest brother in Martin, and had seen a thousand

horrors and miracles. But the npbst niracul ous thing that
had happened to Arutha had been Anita.

They had been parted after Lyam s coronation. For

nearly a year Lyam had been di spl ayi ng the royal banner

to both eastern | ords and nei ghbouring ki ngs, and now
they were returning hone.

Lyam s voice cut through Arutha's reverie. 'VWat see



you in the wave's sparkle, little brother?

Martin smled as Arutha | ooked up, ' and the fornmer

Hunt mast er of Crydee, once called Martin Longbow,

nodded towards his youngest brother. '| wager a year's
taxes he sees a pair of green eyes and a pert snile in the
waves. '

Lyam said; 'No wager, Martin. Since we departed

Rillanon |I've had three nmessages from Anita on sone

matter or other of state business. Al conspire to keep
her in Rillanon while her nmother returned to their estates
a nonth after ny coronation. Arutha, by rough estimate,
has averaged better than two nessages a week from her

the entire tinme. One might draw a concl usion or two
fromthat.'

"I'd be more than anxious to return if | had soneone of
her mettle waiting for nme,' agreed Martin.

Arutha was a private person, ill hurmoured when it

cane to revealing deep feelings, and he was doubly
sensitive to any question involving Anita. He was inposseibly
in love with the sl ender young woman, i ntoxicated

with the way she noved, the way she sounded, the way

she | ooked at him And while these were possibly the

only two nmen on all Mdkemia to whom he felt close

enough to share his feelings, he had never, even as a boy,
shown good grace when he felt he was the butt of a jest.
As Arutha's expression darkened, Lyam said, "Put

away your black |ooks, little stormcloud. Not only am|
your King, I"'mstill your older brother and | can box your
ears if the need arises.’

The use of the pet name their nother had given him

and the inprobable i mage of the King boxing the ears of
the Prince of Krondor made Arutha smile slightly. He

was silent a monment, then said, '|l worry | msread

this. Her letters, while warm are formal and at tines
distant. And there are nany young courtiers in your

pal ace."

Martin said, 'Fromthe nmonent we escaped from

Krondor, Your fate was sealed, Arutha. She's had you in
her bow mark fromthe first, like a hunter draw ng down
on a deer. Even before we reached Crydee, when we

were hiding out, she'd |l ook at you in a certain way. No,
she's waiting for you, have no doubt."’

"Besi des,' added Lyam 'you've told her how you feel.'
"Well, not in so many words. But | have stated ny

fondest affection.’

Lyam and Martin exchanged gl ances. 'Arutha,' said

Lyam 'you wite with all the passion of a scribe doing
year-end tax tallies.

Al three |laughed. The months of travel had allowed a
redefinition of their relationship. Martin had been both
tutor and friend to the other two as boys, teaching hunting
and woodcraft. But he had al so been a conmoner, though

as Huntnmaster he stood as a highly 'placed nmenber of

duke Borric's staff. Wth the revelation that he was their
father's bastard, an elder half brother, all three had
passed through a tinme of adjustment. Since then they had
endured the fal se camaraderi e of those seeki ng advant age,
the hol |l ow prom ses of friendship "and loyalty from

t hose seeking gain, and during this tinme they had di scovered
somet hing nmore. In the others, each had found



two men who could be trusted, who could be confided in,
who understood what this sudden rise to preem nence
meant, and who shared the pressures of newWy inflicted
responsibilities. In the other twd, each had found friends.
Arut ha shook his head, |aughing at hinmself. "I guess |
have known fromthe first as well, though |I had doubts.
She's so young.'

Lyam said,) "About our mnother's age when she wed

Fat her, you nean?

Arutha fixed Lyamwi th a sceptical |ook. 'Do you have

an answer for everything?

Martin cl apped Lyam on the back. of course,' he said.
Then softly he added, "That's why he's the King.' As

Lyam turned a nock frown upon Martin, the el dest

brot her continued. 'So when we return, ask her to wed,
dear brother. Then we can wake old Father Tully from
before his fireplace and we can all be off to Krondor and
have a merry wedding. And | can stop all this bl oody
travel and return to Crydee.’

A voi ce from above cried out, 'Land ho!’

'Where away?' shouted the captain.

"Dead ahead.'

Gazing into the distance, Martin's practised hunter's

eye was the first to perceive the distant shores. Quietly
he pl aced his hands upon his brothers' shoul ders. After a
tinme all three could see the distant outline of tall towers
agai nst an azure sky.

Softly Arutha said, 'Rillanon."’

The sounds of the light tapping of footfalls and the rustle
of a full skirt held above hurrying feet acconpanied the
sight of a slender figure marching purposefully down a

I ong hal lway. 'The lovely features of the lady rightly
acknow edged the reigning beauty of the court were set

in an expression of |ess than pleasant aspect. The guards
posted along the hall stood face front, but eyes foll owed
her passage. Mrre than one guard considered the |ikely
target of the lady's well-known tenper and smled

i nwardly. The singer was in for a rude awakeni ng,
literally. In a nost unladylike fashion, Princess Carline, sister to
the King, swept past a startled servant who tried to junp
aside and bow to her at the same tinme, a feat that |anded
hi m on his backside as Carline vanished into the guest

wi ng of the pal ace.

Com ng to a door, she paused. Patting her |oose dark

hair into place, she raised her hand to knock, then halted.
Her bl ue eyes narrowed as she becane irritated by the

t hought of waiting for the door to open, so she sinply
pushed it open without announcing herself.

The chamber was dark, as the night curtains were stil
drawn. The | arge bed was occupied by a large |unp

beneat h the bl ankets that groaned as Carline sl amed

t he door behind her. Picking her way across the cl ot hing-strewn
floor, she yanked aside the curtains, admtting the
brilliant m dnorning |ight. Another groan enmitted from

the lunp as a head with two red-rinmed eyes peeked out

over the bedcovers. 'Carline,' cane the dry croak, 'are
you trying to wither me to death?

Coming to stand over the bed, she snapped, 'if you

hadn't been carousing all night, and had been to breakfast



as expected, you mght have heard that ny brothers' ship
had been sighted. They'll be at the dock within two
hours."'

Lauri e of Tyr-sog, troubadour, travelLer, forner hero

of the Riftwar, and lately court mnstrel and constant
conpanion to the Princess, sat up, rubbing at tired eyes.
"I was not carousing. The Earl of Dolth insisted on
hearing every song in nmy repertoire. | sang until near
dawn.' He blinked and smled up at Carline. 'Scratching
at his neatly trimed blond beard, he said, 'The man

has inexhausti bl e endurance, but al so excellent taste in
nusi c.'

Carline sat on the edge of the bed, |eaned over, and

ki ssed himbriefly. She deftly disengaged herself from
arnms that sought to entangle her, Holding himat bay

wi th her hand upon his chest, she said, 'Listen, you
anorous ni ghtingale, Lyam Martin, and Arutha will be
here soon, and the m nute Lyam holds court and gets al
the formalities done with, I'mtalking to himabout our
marriage . '

, Laurie | ooked around as if seeking a corner in which
to di sappear. Over the last year their relationship had
devel oped in depth and passion, but Laurie had a near-reflexive
avoi dance of the topic of marriage. "Now, Carline-

he began. "'
"Now, Carline," indeed!' she interrupted with a jab of
her finger into his bare chest. "You buffoon, |'ve had

eastern princes, sons of half the dukes in the Kingdom
and who knows how nmany ot hers sinply beggi ng for

perm ssion to Pay court to nme. And |'ve always ignored
them And for what? So sonme witless nusician can trifle
‘"with nmy affections? Well, we shall have an accounting.'
Lauri e grinned, pushing his tousled blond hair back

He sat up and, before she' could nove, kissed her deeply.
When he pull ed away, he said, 'Carline, |ove of ny

bei ng, please. W've covered this ground."'

Her eyes, which had been hal f-cl osed during the kiss,
instantly wi dened. 'Ch! W've covered this ground

bef ore?' she said, infuriated. "W will be married. That is
final.' She stood up to avoid his enbrace again. 'it has
becorme the scandal .of the court, the Princess and her
mnstrel lover. It's not even an original tale. | am becomn ng
a | aughing-stock. Dam it all, Laurie, I'mnearly

twenty-si x. Most women ny age are eight, nine years
married. Wuld you have ne die a spinster?

"Never that, my love,' he answered, still amused.

Besi des the fact of her beauty, and the slimchance of
anyone's calling her an old maid, she was ten years

his junior and he regarded her as young, a perception
constantly furthered by her outbursts of childish tenper.
He sat up fully and spread his hands in a gesture of

hel pl essness as he stifled his mrth. "I amwhat | am
darling, no nore or less. |'ve been here longer than |'ve
been anywhere when | was a free man. I'Il adnmit, though

this is a far nore pleasant captivity than the last.' He was
speaki ng of the years he had been a sl ave on Kel ewan,

the Tsurani honeworld. 'But you'll never know when |'I|

want to roam once nore.' He could see her tenper rising

as he spoke, and was forced to adnmt to hinself that he

was often what brought out the worst in her nature. He



rapi dly changed tack. "Besides, | don't knowif I'd nmake
a good . . . whatever the husband of the King's sister is
called."’

"Well, you' d better get used to it. Now get up and get
dressed.’

Lauri e grabbed the trousers she tossed to himand

qui ckly put them on. Wen he was finished dressing he
stood before her and put his arnms around her wai st.
.Since the day we net | have been your adoring subject,

Carline. | have never loved, nor will | |ove, anyone as
| ove you, but - '
"I know. | have had nonths of the same excuses.' She

jabbed himin the chest again. "You' ve al ways been a
traveller,' she nocked. 'You' ve al ways been free. You
don't know how you would fare being tied to one spot -

t hough 1've noticed you've managed to endure settling
down here in the King' s pal ace.’

Lauri e cast his eyes heavenwards. 'This is true enough.'
.Vell, lover mne, those excuses nmay serve you as you

bid farewell to sone poor tavern keeper's daughter, but
they'Il do you little good here. W shall see what Lyam
thinks of all this. | should imgine there is some old | aw
or other in the archives dealing with comoners becom ng
i nvol ved wi th nobles.’

Lauri e chuckled. "There is. My father is entitled to a
gol den sovereign, a pair of mules, and a farmfor your
havi ng taken advantage of ne.

Suddenly Carline giggled, tried to smother it, then

| aughed al oud. 'You bastard.' Tightly hugging him she
rested her head upon his shoul der and sighed. 'l can
never stay angry w th you.

He cradled her gently in the circle of his arns.
gi ve you reason upon occasion,' he said softly.
"Yes, you do.'

"Well, not all that often.’

'Look you well, boyo,' she said. 'My brothers are
nearing the harbour as we speak, and you stand here

argui ng. You may dare nmake free with ny person, but

the King may take a dimview of things as they stand.'
"so | have feared,' Laurie said, with obvious concern in
hi s voi ce.

Suddenly Carline's mobod softened. Her expression

changed to one of reassurance. 'Lyamw ||l do whatever |
ask. He's never been able to say no to anything |I've truly
asked for since | was tiny. This is not Crydee. He knows
things are different here, and that |1'mno longer a child.
"So | have noticed.'

' Rogue. Look, Laurie. You're no sinple farmer or

cobbl er. You speak nore | anguages than any "educated"
nobl e | have known. You read and wite. You have
traveLed wi dely, even to the Tsurani world. You have
wits and talents. You are nmuch nore able to govern than
many who are born to it. Besides, if |I can have an ol der
brot her who was a hunter before becom ng a duke, why

not a husband who was a si nger?

"Your logic is inmpeccable. | sinply don't have a good
answer. | love you without stint, but the rest - '

"Your problemis you have the ability to govern, but

you just don't want the responsibility. You're lazy.'

He | aughed. "That's why ny father tossed ne out of

i do



the house when | was thirteen. Said |I'd never nake a
decent farmer.'

She pushed away from himgently, her voice taking on

a serious note. "Things change, Laurie. |'ve given this
much consideration. | thought | was in |love before, twice,
but you're the only man who could get ne to forget who

I am and act this shanel essly. Wien I'mw th you,

not hi ng makes sense, but that's all right, because then
don't care if the way | feel nmakes sense. But now | rnust
care. You' d better nake a choice, and make it soon. I'I|
bet nmy jewels Arutha and Anita will announce they are
betrothed before my brothers are in the pal ace a day.
Which neans we'll all be off to Krondor for their

weddi ng.

"When they are wed, I'Il return here with Lyam It wll

be up to you to decide if you will be com ng back with us,
Laurie.' She | ocked gazes with him 'l have had a wonderfu
time with you. 1've feelings | couldn't imagine possible
when | dreaned ny ~girl's dreans of pug and then rol and.
But you nust get ready to choose. You are my first |over,

and will always be nmy dearest |ove, but when |I return
here you will be either ny husband or a nenory.

Before he could answer, she walked to the door. 'in al
ways | love you, rogue. But tine is short.' She paused.

' Now cone along and help nme greet the King.'

He cane to her side and opened the door for her

They hurried to where carriages were waiting to take the
reception cormittee to the docks. Laurie of Tyr-sog,
troubadour, travelLer, and hero of the Riftwar, was acutely
aware of the presence of this woman at his side and
wondered how it would feel to be denied that presence

for good and all. He felt decidedly unhappy at the

pr ospect .

Ri |l anon, capital of the Kingdomof the Isles, waited to
wel cone horme her King. The buil di ngs were bedecked in
feStive bunting and hot house fl owers. Brave pennants

flew fromthe rooftops and bold banners of every col our
were strung between the buil dings over the streets the

King would travel. Called Jewel of the Kingdom Rillanon
reSted upon the slopes of many hills, a marvellous place

of graceful spires, airy arches, and delicate spans. The

| ate King, Rodric, had enbarked upon a restoration of

the city, adding lovely 'marble and quartz stone facing to
nost of the buildings before the palace'; rendering the
city a sparkling wonderland in the afternoon sunlight.

The Royal Eagl e approached the King' s dock, where

the wel com ng party waited. In the distance, upon those
buil dings and hillside streets affording a clear view of the
dock, throngs of citizens were cheering the return of their
"young King. For many years Rillanon had abi ded under

t he bl ack cloud of King Rodric's nmadness, and though
Lyamwas still a stranger to nost of the city's popul ace,
he was adored, for he was young and handsone, his

bravery in the Riftwar was w dely known, and his generosity
had been great. He had | owered taxes.

with a master's ease, the harbour pilot guided the

King's ship into its appointed place. It was quickly nmade
secure and the gangway run out.

Arut ha wat ched as Lyamwas the first to descend. As



tradition dictated, he dropped to his knees and ki ssed the
soi|l of his honeland. Arutha's eye's scanned the crowd,
seeking Anita, but in the press of nobles noving forward
to greet Lyam he saw no sign of her. A nonentary cold
stab of doubt struck him

Martin nudged Arutha, who, protocol dictated, was
expected to be the second to disenbark. Arutha hurried
down the gangway, with Martin a step behind. Arutha's
attention was caught by the sight of his sister leaving the
side of the singer, Laurie, to rush forward and fiercely
hug Lyam While others in the reception comittee were
not as free with ritual as Carline, there was a spontaneous
cheer fromthe courtiers and guards awaiting the King's
pl easure. Then Arutha had Carline's arnms about his neck
as she bestowed a kiss and hug on him 'Ch, |'ve mssed
your sour |ooks,' she said happily.

Arut ha had been wearing the dour expression he exhibited
when | ost in thought. He said, 'What sour | ooks?

Carline | ooked up into Arutha's eyes and, with an

i nnocent smile, said, 'You look as if you'd swall owed
somet hing and it noved.'

Martin |l aughed al oud at that, then Carline was huggi ng
himin turn. He stiffened at first, for he was still |ess
confortable with a sister than with two brothers, then he
rel axed and hugged her back. Carline said, 'i've grown
bored w t hout you three around.'

Seeing Laurie a short distance off, Martin shook his
head. 'Not too bored, it seens.'

Carline playfully said, 'There's no law that says only
men can indul ge thensel ves. Besides, he's the best nman
|'"ve met who's not ny brother.' Martin could only smle
at that while Arutha continued | ooking for Anita.

Lord Caldric, Duke of Rillanon, First Adviser to the

Ki ng, and Lyaml s great-uncle, snmled broadly as the

Ki ng' s huge hand engul fed his own in a vigorous shake.
Lyam nearly had to shout over the cheers fromthose
nearby. "Uncle, how stands our Ki ngdon?'

"Well, ny King, now that you' ve returned.'

As Arutha's expression grew nmore distressful, Carline
said, 'put away that |long face, Arutha. She's in the
eastern garden, waiting for you.'

Arut ha kissed Carline's cheek, hurried away from her

and a laughing Martin, and as he dashed past Lyam
shouted, 'Wth Your Mjesty's permssion.'

Lyam s expression ran quickly fromsurprise to mrth,
while Caldric and the other courtiers 'were amazed at the
Prince of Krondor's behaviour. Lyam | eaned close to
caldric and said, 'Anita.’

Caldric's old face beamed with a sunny snile as he
chuckl ed i n understanding. 'Then you'll soon be off again,
this time for Krondor and your brother's weddi ng?

"We'd sooner hold it here, but tradition dictates the
Prince weds in his own city, and we nust bow before
tradition. But that won't be for a few weeks yet. These
things take tine, and we have a ki ngdomto govern in the
meanti me, though it seens you' ve done well enough in

our absence.'’

"Perhaps, Your Mjesty, but nowthat there is a King
again in Rillanon, many matters held in abeyance this
past year will be unloosed for your consideration. Those



petitions and ot her docunents forwarded to you during
your travels were but a tenth part of what you will see.’
Lyam gave a nmock groan. 'W think we shall have the
captain put to sea again at once.'

Caldric smled. "Come, Mjesty. Your city wishes to

see its King.'

The eastern garden was enpty save for one figure. She
noved quietly between well-tended planters of flowers

not quite ready to send forth bl oonms. A few heartier
varieties were already beginning to take on the bright
green of spring and many of the bordering hedges were
evergreen, but the garden still seenmed nore the barren
synmbol of winter than the fresh promi se of spring, which
woul d manifest itself within a few weeks.

Anita | ooked across the vista of Rillanon bel ow The

pal ace sat atop a hill, once the site of a large keep that stil
served as its heart. Seven high-arched bridges spanned the
river that surrounded the palace with the loops of its
nmeanderi ng course. The afternoon wind was chill, and

Anita drew a shaw of fine silken nmaterial close about her
shoul ders. Anita smiled in remenbrance. Her green eyes nisted
over slightly as she thought of her late father, Prince
Erl and, and of all that had occurred in the |ast year and
nore: how Quy du Bas-Tyra had arrived in Krondor and
attenpted to force her into a nmarriage of state, and how
Arut ha had cone to Krondor incognito. They had hi dden

t oget her under the protection of the Mockers - the thieves
of Krondor - for over a month until their escape to
Crydee. At the end of the Riftwar she had travelled to
Rillanon to see Lyam crowned. During all those nonths

she had also fallen deeply in love with the King's younger
brother. And now Arutha was returning' to Rillanon

The tread of boots upon fl agstone caused her to turn.
Anita expected to see a servant or guard, cone to tell of
the King's arrival in the harbour. Instead a weary-I| ooking
man in fine but runpled traveller's 'clothing approached
across the garden. H s dark brown hair was tousled by

the breeze and his brown eyes were ringed with dark
circles. Hi s near-gaunt face was set in the half-frown

whi ch he assuned when he was dwel | i ng upon somet hi ng
serious, and which she found so dear. As he neared, she
silently marvelled at the way he wal ked, lithe, alnost
catlike in his quickness and econony of novenent. As

he cane up to her, he smled, tentatively, even shyly

Bef ore she could nuster years of court-taught poise

Anita found tears comng to her eyes. Suddenly she was

in his arnms, clinging tightly to him 'Arutha' was all she
sai d.

For a tine they stood saying nothing, holding each

other tight. Then he slowy tilted her head back and

ki ssed her. Wthout words he spoke of his devotion and

| ongi ng and without words she answered. He | ooked

down at eyes as green as the sea and a nose delightfully
dusted by a small scattering of freckles, a pleasing inperfection
upon her otherwi se fair skin. Wth a tired grin he

said, "l've returned.’

Then he was | aughing at the obvious remark. She

| aughed as well. He felt buoyant to be hol ding this sl ender
young wonman in his arms, snelling the faint scent of her



dark red , hair, which was caught up in some conpl ex

fashi on popular at court this season. He rejoiced to be

wi th her again.

She stepped away but held tightly to his hand. "it has

been so very long,' she said softly. '"it was only to be for a
month . . . then another, then nore. You've been gone

over half a year. | couldn't bring myself to go to the
dock. | knew I'd cry at sight of you.' Her cheeks were

wet fromtears. She smiled and wi ped them away.

Arut ha squeezed her hand. "Lyam kept finding nore

nobles to visit. The business of the Kingdom' he said

with a wy note of deprecation. Fromthe day he had net
Anita, Arutha had been unable to articulate his feelings
for the girl. Strongly attracted to her fromthe first, he
had westled with his enotions constantly after their
escape from Krondor. He was powerfully drawn to her

and yet saw her as little nore than a child, only about to
cone of age. But she had been a cal m ng influence on

him reading his nmoods |like no one else, sensing howto
ease his worry, stemhis anger, and draw himfrom his

dark introspection. And he had cone to | ove her soft

ways. He had remmined silent until the night before he had
departed with Lyam They had wal ked in this garden

speaking late into the night, and while little of consequence
had been said, Arutha had left feeling as if an
under st andi ng had been reached. The |ight, and occasionally
sonewhat formal, tone of her letters had caused him

worry, fear that he had m sread her that night, but now,

| ooki ng down at her, he knew he had not. Wt hout

preanbl e he said, "I have done little but think of you

since we left.' He saw tears cone again to her eyes, and she said,
"And | of you.

"I love you, Anita. | would have you always at ny side.

W1l you consent to marry ne?

She squeezed his hand as she said, "Yes,' then enbraced
himagain. Arutha's mind reeled under the sheer weight

of happiness he felt. Hol ding her close, he whispered.

"You are ny joy. You are ny heart.')

They stood there for a tine, the tall, rangy Prince and

t he sl ender Princess, whose head barely reached his chin.
They spoke softly and not hing seemed of inportance

except the other's presence. Then the sel f-conscious

sound of sonmeone clearing his throat brought them both

out of their reverie. They turned to find a pal ace guardsman
standing at the entrance to the garden. He said,

'"Hi s Maj esty approaches, Your Hi ghnesses. he will be
entering the great hall within a few nminutes.'

Arutha said, 'W shall go there at once.' He led Anita

by the hand past the guard, who fell in behind them Had

t hey | ooked back, they woul d have seen a pal ace guardsman fighting hard
to overcone a broad grin.

Arut ha gave Anita's hand a final squeeze, then stationed
hi nsel f next to the door as Lyam entered the grand

t hrone room of the pal ace. As the King noved towards

t he dai s upon which his throne rested, courtiers bowed to
him and the Court Master of Cerenonies struck the

floor with the iron-shod butt of his cerenpnial staff. A
heral d shouted, 'Hearken to me, hearken to me! Let the
word go forth: Lyam first of that name and by the grace



of the gods rightwise ruler, is returned to us and again
sits upon his throne. Long live the King.'

"Long live the King.' canme the response of those
gathered in the great hall

When he was seated, his sinple gold circlet of office
upon his brow and his purple nmantle' upon his shoul ders,
Lyam said, "We are pleased to be hone.'

The Master of Cerenpnies struck the fl oor again and

the herald shouted out Arutha's nanme. Arutha entered

the hall, Carline and Anita behind him and Martin
behi nd them as protocol dictated. Each was announced

in order. Wien all were in place at Lyami s side, the King
noti oned to Arutha.

Arutha' came to his side and | eaned over. 'Did you ask
her?' said the king.

Wth a | opsided smle Arutha responded, 'Ask her

what ?

Lyam grinned. 'To marry, jackanapes. O course you

did, and fromthat sloppy smle, she said yes,' he whispered.
Go get back in place and I'll make the announcenent

in a mnment.' Arutha went back to Anita's side

and Lyam noti oned Duke Caldric over. 'We are weary

my |l ord Chancellor. W would be pleased to keep the
day's business brief. '

"There are two matters | judge require Your Majesty's
attention this day. The bal ance may wait.'
Lyam i ndi cated that Caldric should proceed. 'First,
fromthe Border Barons and Duke Vandros of Yabon

we have reports of unusual goblin activity in the Western
Real m

Arutha's attention was drawn from Anita at this. The
Western Real mwas his to govern. Lyam | ooked over
towards him then Martin, indicating they should attend.
martin said, 'Wat of Crydee, ny lord?

Caldric said, 'No word fromthe Far Coast, Your

Grace. At this time we've only reports fromthe area

bet ween Hi ghcastle to the east and the Lake of the Sky
to the west - steady sightings of goblin bands noving
nort hward, and occasional raids as they pass vill ages.
"Northwards' martin glanced at Arutha.

Arutha said, 'Wth Your Majesty's perm ssion? Lyam
nodded. 'Martin, do you think the goblins nove to join

t he Brot herhood of the Dark Path?

Martin considered. 'l would not dismss such a possibility.
The goblins have | ong served the noredhel

Though | woul d have thought it nore likely the Dark

Brot hers woul d be nmoving south, returning to their homes
in the G ey Tower Muntains.' The dark cousins to the

el ves had been driven northward fromthe Gey Towers

by the Tsurani invasion during the Riftwar. Martin said
to Caldric, 'My lord, have there been reportings of the
Dar k Brot her hood?'

Cal dric shook his head. 'There have been the usua
sightings along the foothills of the Teeth of the Wrld,
Duke Martin, but nothing extraordinary. Lords Northwarden
I ronpass, and Highcastle send their usual reports,
not hi ng nore, regardi ng the Brotherhood.'

Lyam said, 'Arutha, we shall leave it to you and Martin
to review these reports and determ ne what may be
required in the West.' He | ooked at Caldric. "Wat else,



nmy | ord?"

"A nmessage fromthe Enpress of G eat Kesh, Your

Maj esty.'

" And what has Kesh to say to Isles?

"The Enpress has ordered her anbassador, one Abdur
Rachman Meno Hazara- Khan, to Isles for the purpose of

di scussi ng endi ng what ever contention may exi st between
Kesh and Isles.'

Lyam sai d, "That news pleases us, my lord. Overlong

has the issue of the Vale of Dreans prevented our

Ki ngdom and Great Kesh fromtreating fairly with one
another in other matters. It would prove doubly beneficial
to our two nations if we could settle this matter for al
time.' Lyam stood. 'But send word that Hi s Excell ency
will have to attend us in Krondor, for we have a weddi ng
to cel ebrate.

"My lords and | adies of the court, it is with profound
pl easure that we announce the forthcom ng weddi ng of

our brother Arutha to the Princess Anita.' The King
turned to Arutha and Anita, taking themeach by the
hand and presenting themto the assenbled court, who
appl auded t he announcenent.

From where she stood next to her brothers, Carline
threw Laurie a dark frown, and went to kiss Anita's
cheek. \Wile good cheer reigned in the hall, Lyam said,
"This day's business is at an end.'

2
Kr ondor

The city sl unbered.

A mantl e of heavy fog had rolled in off the Bitter Sea,
enshroudi ng Krondor in dense whiteness. The capital of

the Western Real m of the Kingdom never rested, but

normal night sounds were muffled by the nearly inpenetrable
haze cl oaki ng the nmovenents of those still travelling

the streets. Everything seemed nore subdued, |ess

Strident than usual, alnost as if the city were at peace
with itself.

For one inhabitant of the city the night's « conditions
were nearly ideal. The fog had turned every street into a
narrow, dark passageway, each bl ock of buildings into

an isolated island. The unendi ng gl oom was punct uat ed
slightly by streetlanps at the corners, small way stations
of warmh and brightness for passersby before they once
nore plunged into the danp and rnurky night. But

bet ween t hose small havens of illumination one given to
wor ki ng in darkness was granted additional protection, as
smal | noi ses were deadened and novenents were masked

from chance observation. Jimy the Hand went about

hi s busi ness.

About fifteen years of age, Jinmy was already counted
anong the nost gifted nmenbers of the Myckers, the

@uild of Thieves. Jimry had been a thief nearly all his
short life, a street boy who had graduated from stealing
fruit frompeddlers' carts to full menbership in the
Mockers. Jinmy's father was unknown to him and his

not her had been a prostitute in the Poor Quarter unti

her death at the hands of a drunken sailor. Since then the



boy had been a Mdcker, and his rise had been rapid. The
nost astoni shing thing about Jimy's rise was not his

age, for the Mockers were of the opinion that as soon as

a boy was ready to try thieving, he should be turned

| oose. Failure had its own rewards. A poor thief was

qui ckly a dead thief. As long as anot her Mycker was not

put at risk, there was little loss in the death of a thief of
l[imted talents. No, the mpbst astonishing fact of Jimmy's
rapid rise was that he was nearly as good as he thought

he was. Wth stealth bordering on the preternatural he noved
about the room The night's quiet was broken only by the
deep snores of his unsuspecting host and hostess. The
faint glow froma distant street-lanp, entering the open
wi ndow, was his only illunination. Jimy peered around,
his other senses aiding his search. A sudden change in

t he sound of the floorboards under Jimmy's light tread,
and the thief found what he was | ooking for. he | aughed
inwardly at the nerchant's lack of originality in hoarding
his wealth. Wth econom cal novenent the boy thief had

the fal se floorboard up and his hand into Trig the Fuller's
hi deawnay.

Trig snorted and rolled over, bringing a respondi ng

snore fromhis fat wife. Jimy froze in place, barely
breathing, until the two sleeping figures were qui escent
for several minutes. He then extracted a heavy pouch

and gently placed the booty in his tunic, secured by his
wi de belt. He put the board back and returned to the

wi ndow. Wth luck it mght be days before the theft was

di scover ed.

He stepped through the w ndow and, turning backwards,
reached up to grip the eaves. A quick pull, and he

was sitting on the roof. Overhanging the edge, he cl osed
the wi ndow shutters with a gentle push and jiggled the
hook and twine so the inside latch fell back into place.
He quickly retrieved his twine, silently |aughing at the
perplexity sure to result when the fuller tried to figure
out how the gold had been taken. Jimy lay quietly for a
nmonent, |istening for sounds of waking inside. Wen

none cane, he rel axed.

He rose and began making his way al ong the Thieves

hi ghway, as the rooftops of the city were known. He

| eaped fromthe roof of Trig's house to the next, then sat
down upon the tiles to inspect his haul. The pouch was

evi dence the Fuller had been a thrifty man, hol di ng back

a fair share of his steady profits. It would keep Jimy in
confert for nonths if he didn't ganble it all away.

A slight noise caused Jimry to' drop to the roof, hugging the tiles in
silence. He heard another sound, a scuffle of nmovenent coming fromthe

ot her side of a gable halfway down the roof fromwhere he lay. The boy
cursed his luck and ran a hand through his fog-damp curly brown hair. For
another to be upon the rooftops nearby could only spell trouble. Jimy was
working without wit fromthe N ghtnaster of Myckers, a habit of his that
had earned hi mreprimands and beatings the few tinmes he had been found out,
but if he was now j eopardi zi ng anot her nocker's ni ghtwork, he was in line
for nmore than harsh words or a cuffing around the room Jimy was treated
as an adult by others in the guild, his position hard won by skill and wit.
In turn he was expected to be a responsible nmenber, his age being of no
account. By his risking the life of another Mycker, his own could be
forfeit. The other alternative could prove as bad. If a freebooting thief



was working the city without perm ssion fromthe Mckers, it was Jimmy's
duty to identify and report him That woul d somewhat nitigate Jimy's own
breach of Mycker etiquette, especially if he gave the guild its normal two
thirds of the fuller's gold. Jimmy slipped over the « peak of the roof and
craw ed along until he was opposite the source of the noise. He need only
glinpse the independent thief and report him The N ghtnmaster woul d
circulate the man's description and sooner or |later he would be paid a
visit by sone guild bashers who woul d educate himin the proper courtesies
due the Mockers by visiting thieves'. Jimy edged upwards and' peered over
the rooftop. He saw nothing. Looking about, he glinpsed a faint novenent
fromthe corner of his eye and turned. Again he saw nothing. Jinmmy the Hand
settled dowmn to wait. There was somet hing here that provoked his sensitive
curiosity. That acute curiosity was one of Jimmy's only weaknesses when it
cane to work - that and an occasional irritation with the need to divide
his loot with the guild, which took a dimview of this reluctance. Hs
upbri ngi ng

by the Mdckers had given himan appreciation of life - a scepticism
bordering on cynicism- far beyond his years. He was uneducated but canny.
One thing he knew sound does not issue fromthin air - except when magic
isin Play.

Jimy settled down a monent to puzzle out what he

didn't see before him Either some invisible spirit was

squi rm ng about unconfortably on the roof tiles, which

whi | e possible was highly unlikely, or sonething nore

corporeal was hidden deep within the shadows of the

ot her side of the gable.

Jimy crawl ed al ong until he was opposite the gable

and raised hinmself slightly to | ook over the peak of the

roof. He peered into the darkness and when he heard

anot her faint scuffling was rewarded with a glinpse of

noverent . Sonmeone was deep within the gl oom wearing

a dark cloak. Jimy could locate himonly when he

nmoved. Jimy inched al ong bel ow the peak to gain a

better angle to watch, until he was directly behind the

figure. Again he reared up. The lurker noved, adjusting

his cl oak around his shoulders. The hair on the back of

Ji hmy's neck stood up. The figure before himwas dressed

all in black and carried a heavy crossbow. This was no
thi ef but a N ght hawk!
Jimy lay rock still. To stunble across a nenber of

the Guild of Death at work was not likely to enhance
one's prospects of old age. But there was a standi ng order
anong the Mockers that any news of the brotherhood of
assassins was to be reported at once, and the order had
cone down fromthe Upright Man hinsel f, the highest
authority in the Mdckers. Jimy chose to wait, trusting
in his skills should he be discovered. He m ght not possess
the nearly |l egendary attributes of a N ghthawk, but he
had the suprene confidence of a fifteen-year-old boy who
had becone the youngest Master Thief in the history of

the Mockers. If he was discovered, it would not be his
first chase across the Thieves' H ghway.

Ti me passed and Jimy waited, with a discipline

unusual for one his age. A thief who cannot remain stil
for hours if needs be does not remain a living thief |ong.
Cccasionally Jinmy heard and glinpsed the assassin

novi ng about. Jinmy's awe of the | egendary Ni ghthawks
steadily | essened, for this one displayed little skill in
staying notionless. Jimy had | ong before mastered the



trick of quietly tensing and rel axi ng nuscles to prevent

cranpi ng and stiffening. Then, he consi dered, nost

| egends tend to be overstated, and in the N ghthawks

line of work it was only to their advantage to keep people

in awe of them

Abruptly the assassin noved, letting his cloak fall away

conpletely as he raised his crossbow. Jinmy could hear

hoof beat s approachi ng. R ders passed bel ow, and the

assassin slowy | owered the weapon. Cbviously those

bel ow had not included his intended prey.

Jimy' el bowed hinself a little higher to gain a better

view of the man, now that his cloak didn't mask him The

assassin turned slightly, retrieving his cloak, exposing his

face to Jimy. The thief gathered his | egs under him

ready to spring away should the need arise, and studied

the man. Jimy could make out little, except that the

man had dark hair and was |ight-conpl exi oned. Then the

assassin seened to be |looking directly at the boy.

Jimy's heart pounded loudly in his ears and he

wonder ed how the assassin could fail to hear such a

racket. But the man turned back to his vigil, and Ji my

dropped silently bel ow the roof peak. He breathed slowy,

fighting back a sudden giddy urge to giggle. After it

passed, he rel axed slightly and chanced anot her | ook

Again the assassin waited. Jimy settled in. He wondered

at the Ni ghthawk's weapon. The heavy crossbow

was a poor choice for a marksman, being | ess accurate

than any good bow. It would do for someone with little

training, for it delivered a bolt with thundering force - a

wound | ess than fatal froman arrow could kill if froma

bolt, because of the added shock of the blow Jinmy had

.once seen a steel cuirass on display in a tavern. The

netal breastplate had a hole in it the size of Jimy's fist,

punched t hrough by a bolt froma heavy crossbow It had

been hung up not because of the size of the hole, which

was usual for the weapon, but because .the wearer had

somehow survived. But the weapon had its disadvant ages.

Besi des being inaccurate past a dozen yards, it had a

short range.

Jimy craned his neck to watch the N ghthawk and

felt aticin his right arm He shifted his weight slightly to

his left. Suddenly a tile gave way beneath his hand and

with a loud crack it broke. It fell away, clattering over

the roof to crash down on the cobbles bel ow. To Ji nmy

it was a thunder peal sounding his doom

Movi ng with i nhuman speed, the assassin turned and

' fired. Jimy's slipping saved his life, for he could not

have dodged fast enough to avoid the bolt, but gravity

had provi ded the necessary speed. He struck the roof and

heard the quarrel pass over his head. For a brief instant

he i magi ned his head exploding like a ripe punpkin and

silently thanked Banath, patron god of thieves.

Jimy's refl exes saved himnext, for rather than standing,

he rolled to his right'. Were he had | ain a nonment

before, a sword canme crashi ng down. Know ng he

couldn't gain enough of a lead to outrun the ' assassin,

Jimy | eapt up into a crouch, pulling his dirk fromhis
right boot top in a single notion. He had little | ove for

fighting, but he had realized early in his career that his

life m ght depend upon his use of the blade. He had



practised diligently whenever the opportunity had presented
itself. Jimry only wi shed his rooftop foray had

not precluded his bringing along his rapier.

The assassin turned to face the boy, and Jimy saw
himteeter for a brief instant. The N ght hawk ni ght have

qui ck refl exes, but he was not used to the precarious
footing the rooftops offered. Jimy grinned, as much to
hide his fear as from any anmusenent at the assassin's unease.
In a hissing whisper the assassin said, "Pray to whatever
gods brought you here, boy.' Jimry thought such a remark odd, -
considering it distracted

only the speaker. The assassin | ashed out, the

bl ade slicing the air where Jimy had been, and the boy
thief was off.

He dashed al ong the roof and | eapt back to the building
wherein lived Trig the Fuller. A nonent |ater he could

hear the assassin |landing also. Jimy ran ninbly until he
was confronted by a yawning gap. In his hurry he had
forgotten there was a wide alley at this end of the building
and the next buil ding was inpossibly distant. He spun

about . The assassin was slowy approaching, his sword point
| evelled at Jimy. Jimry was struck by a thought and
suddenly began a nad stonpi ng dance upon the roof. In

a nonent the noise was answered by an angry voice from

bel ow. 'Thief! | am undone!' Jimy could picture Trig

the Fuller |eaning out of his wi ndow, rousing the city

wat ch, and hoped the assassin had the sanme picture in

m nd. The racket bel ow would surely have the building
surrounded in short order. He prayed the assassin would
flee rather than punish the author of his failure.

The assassin ignored the fuller's cries and advanced

upon Ji my. Again he slashed and Ji nmy ducked, bringing

hi nsel f inside the assassin's reach. Jimy stabbed

with his dirk and felt the point dig into the N ghthawk's
sword arm The assassin's blade went clattering to the
street below. A howl of pain echoed through the night,
silencing the fuller's shouts. Jimry heard the shutters

shut over his head.

The assassi n dodged anot her thrust by Jimy and

pul l ed a dagger fromhis belt. He advanced agai n, not
speaki ng, his weapon held in his left hand. Jimy heard
shouts fromthe street bel ow and resisted the urge to

cry for aid. He felt little confidence about besting the

Ni ght hawk, even if the assassin was fighting with his off
hand, but he was al so reluctant to explain his presence
upon the fuller's roof. Besides, even should he shout for
aid, by the time the watch arrived, gained entrance to the
house, and reached the roof the issue would be decided.

Ji my backed to the end of the roof, until his heels

hung in space. The assassin closed, saying, 'You have
nowhere left to run, boy.'

Jimy waited, preparing a desperate ganble. The

assassin tensed, the sign Jimy had watched for. Jinmy
crouched and stepped backwards all at once, letting

hinself fall. The assassin had begun a | unge, and when

his blade did not neet the expected resistance, he overbal anced
and fell forward. Jimy caught the edge of the

roof, nearly dislocating his shoul der sockets with the jolt.
He felt nore than saw the assassin fall past, silently
speedi ng through the darkness to crash on the cobbles



bel ow.

Jimy hung for a noment, his hands, arms, and

shoul ders afire with pain. It would be so sinple just to let
,00 and fall into soft darkness. Shaking off the fatigue and
pain, he urged protesting nuscles to pull hinself back

onto the roof. He lay gasping for a nmonment, then rolled

over and | ooked down.

The assassin lay still on the cobbles, his crooked neck

cl ear evidence he was no longer alive. Jimy -

breat hed deeply, the chill of fear finally acknow edged.

He suppressed a shudder and ducked down as two nen

rushed into the alley bel ow They grabbed the corpse and
rolled it over, then picked it up and hurried off. Jimy
consi dered. For the assassin to have confederates about

was a certain sign this had been

a @Quild of Death undert aking.

But who was expected down this street at this hour of the night? Casting
about for a noment, he

wei ghed the risk of staying a little longer to satisfy his
curiosity against the certain arrival of the city watch
within a few nore mnutes. Curiosity won. The sound of hoofbeats -
echoed through the fog, and

soon two riders canme into the light that burned fromthe
lantern before Trig's hone. It was at this nonent that

Trig decided to open his shutters again and resune his

hue and cry. Jimy's eyes wi dened as the riders | ooked

up towards the fuller's window Jinmy had not seen one

of the nen in over a year, but he was well known to the
thief. Shaking his head at the inplications of what he

saw, the boy thief judged it a good tine to depart. But
seeing that man bel ow made it inpossible for Jinmy to
consider this night's business at an end. It would nost
likely be a long night. He rose and began his trek al ong

t he Thi eves' Hi ghway, back towards Mockers' Rest.

Arutha reined in his horse and | ooked up to where a nan
in a nightshirt shouted froma w ndow. 'Laurie, what is
that all about?' 'Fromwhat | can make out between the wails and

screans, | judge that burgher to have recently been the
victimof some felony.'

Arut ha | aughed. 'I guessed that much enyself.’

He did not know Laurie well, but he enjoyed the singer's wit and

sense of fun. He knew there was now sone trouble

bet ween Laurie and Carline, which was why Laurie had

asked to acconmpany Arutha on his journey to Krondor
Carline would be arriving in a week with Anita and

Lyam But Arutha had | ong ago decided that what Carlline
didn't confide in himwasn't his business. Besides, Arutha
was synpathetic to Laurie's plight if he had fallen into
her bad graces. After Anita, Carline was the |ast person
Arut ha woul d wi sh angry with him

Arut ha studied the area as a few sleepy souls in

nei ghbouri ng buil di ngs began shouting inquiries. 'Wll,
there's bound to be sone investigation here soon. W'd
best be al ong.’

As if his words had been prophecy, Arutha and Laurie

were startled to hear a voice com ng out of the fog. 'Here now'
energing fromthe nurk were three nen wearing

the grey felt caps and yell ow tabards of the city watch. -
The | eft most wat chman, a beefy, heavy-browed fell ow,



carried a lantern in one hand and a |large nightstick in the
other. The centre man was of advancing years, close to
retirement age from appearances, and the third was a
young | ad, but both had an air of street experience about
"them evidenced in the way they casually had their hands
resting on large belt knives. 'What passes this night?" the older -«
wat chman said, his voice a m xture of good-natured
hunour and authority.
"Sonme disturbance in that house, watchman.' Arutha
pointed towards the fuller. 'W were sinply passing by.'
"Were you now, sir? Well, | don't suppose you'd object
to remaining for a few nonents longer until we di scover
what' this is all about.' He signalled to the young wat chman
to | ook around.
. Arut ha nodded, saying nothing. At that point a red
puffball of a man energed fromthe house,. waving
his arms while he shouted, 'Thieves! they stole into ny
my very room and took ny treasure! What's to be
done when a |lawabiding citizen isn't safe in his bed, his , -
own bed, | ask you?' Catching sight of Arutha and
laurie, he said, "Are these then the thieves, the vicious
t hei ves?' Mustering what dignity he could while wearing

a vol um nous nightshirt, he exclained, 'Wat have you
done with ny gold, my precious gol d?'
The beefy watchman jerked on the shouting nman's
arm nearly spinning the fuller conpletely around. 'Here
now, watch your shouting, churl.’
.Churl!" shouted Trig. 'Just what, | ask, gives you the
right to call a citizen, a lawabiding citizen, a - ' He
stopped, and his expression changed to one of disbelief
as a conpany of riders appeared out of the fog. At their
head rode a tall, black-skinned nan wearing the tabard
of the captain of the Prince's Royal Household CGuard.
Seeing the gathering in the streets, he signalled for his
men to rein in. Wth a shake of his head, Arutha said to Laurie, -«
"So nmuch for a quiet return to Krondor.'
The captain said, 'Watchman, what is all this?
The wat chman saluted. "That is what | was just undertaking
to discover this very mnute, Captain. W appre-
hended these two . . .' He indicated Arutha and Laurie
The captain rode closer and | aughed. The wat chrman
| ooked sideways at this tall captain, not knowi ng what to
say. Riding up to Arutha, Gardan, former sergeant of
the garison at Crydee, saluted. "Wl come to your city,
H ghness.' At these 'words the other guards braced in
their saddles, saluting their Prince.
Arut ha returned the salute of the guardsnen, then
shook hands wi th Gardan while the watchnen and the
fuller stood speechless. "Singer,' said Gardan, 'it is good
to see you again, as well.' Laurie acknow edged the
greeting with a smle and wave. He had known Gardan
for only a brief while before Arutha had dispatched him
to Krondor to assume comrand of the city and pal ace
guards, but he liked the grey-haired sol dier
Arutha | ooked to where the watchmen and the fuller
wai t ed. The wat chnmen had their caps off and the seni ornost
said, 'Beggin' Your H ghness's pardon, old Bert
didn't know. Any offence was unintended, Sire.'
Arut ha shook his head, anmused despite the | ate hour
and the cold weather. "No offence, Bert the Watchnan.



You were but doing your duty, and rightly so.' He turned
to Gardan. 'Now, how in heaven's nanme did you manage

to find me?

'Duke Caldric sent a full itinerary along with the news
that you were returning fromRiIlanon. You were due in
tomorrow, but | said to Earl Volney you'd nost likely try
to slip in tonight. As you were riding from Sal ador, there

was only one gate you'd enter' - he pointed down the
street towards the eastern gate, unseen in the fogshrouded
night - 'and here we are. Your H ghness arrived

even earlier than | had expected. \Were is the rest of

your party?

"Hal f the guards are escorting the Princess Anita

towards her nother's estates. The rest are canped about

six hours ride fromthe city. | couldn't abide one nore
night on the road. Besides, there's a great deal to be
done.' Gardan | ooked quizzically at the Prince, but al

Arut ha woul d say was "More when | speak to Vol ney.

Now he |ooked at the fuller - "who is this loud fellow?' "This -
is Trig the Fuller, Highness,' answered the senior

wat chman. ' He cl ai ns sonmeone broke into his house and
stole fromhim He says he was awakened by the sounds

of struggle on his roof. '

Trig interrupted. 'They were fighting over ny head,

over' my . . . very . . . head . . .' Hys voice trailed off as
he realized who he was speaking to. ' Your Hi ghness,"
he fini shed, suddenly enbarrassed.

The heavy-browed wat chman threw hima stern | ook

'He says he heard sone sort of screamand, like a turtle
pul | ed his head back in fromthe w ndow.'

Tri g nodded vigorously. "Like someone was doi ng

nmur der, doi ng bl oody nurder, Your Highness. It was
horrible.'" The beefy watchman visited Trig with an el bow
"to the ribs at the interruption.

The young wat chman came fromthe side alley. "This

was | ong atoP sone rubbish on the street the other side of
the house, Bert.' He held out -

the assassin's sword.

"There was sone bl ood on the grip, but none on the

bl ade. There's also a small pool of blood in the alley, but
no body, anywhere.' Arutha notioned for Gardan to take the sword. -«
The young wat chman, observing the guards and the obvi ous
position of command assuned by the newconers, handed

up the sword, then doffed his own cap

Arut ha received the sword «from Gardan, saw nothing
significant in it, and returned it to the watchman. 'Turn
your guards around, Gardan. It is late and there's little
sleep left this night.'

'"But what of the theft? cried the fuller, e¢shaken |oose

fromhis silence. '"it was my savings, ny life savings. |I'm
ruined. What shall | do?" The Prince turned his horse and cane -
al ongsi de t he wat chnen.

To Trig he said, "I offer my synpathies, good

fuller, but rest assured the watch will do their utnost to
retrieve your goods.'

"Now,"' said Bert to Trig,) 'l suggest you eturn in for

what's left of the night, sir. In the norning you may enter
a conplaint with the duty sergeant of the watch. He'll

want a description of what was taken.

. What was taken? Gold, man, <that's what they took



My hoard, my entire hoard.'

"Cold, is it? Then,' said Bert, with e

t he voi ce of experience, "

| suggest you turn in and tonorrow begin to rebuild

your treasure, for as sure as there's fog in Krondor, you'l
not see one coin again. But do not be too disconsol ate,
good sir. You are a man of means, and gold quickly

cones to those of your station, resources, and

enterprise." Arutha stifled a |laugh, for despite the man's persona
tragedy, he stood a comic figure in his nightshirt of linen
his nightcap tipping forward to al nost touch his nose
"Good fuller, I will nmake amends.' He pulled his dagger
fromhis belt and handed it down to Bert the watchman.

" This weapon bears ny famly crest. The only others |ike

it are worn by ny brothers, the King and the Duke of
Crydee. Return it to the pal ace tonorrow and a bag of

gold will be placed inits stead. I'll have no unhappy
fulers in Krondor on the day of my honmecom ng. Now

bid you all good night.' Arutha spurred his horse and | ed
hi s compani ons towards the pal ace.

When Arutha and his guards had vani shed into the

‘room Bert turned to Trig. 'Well then, sir, there's a
happy end to it,' he said, passing the Prince's dagger over
to the fuller. "And you may take sone added pl easure in
knowi ng you are one of the few of comon birth who

may claimto have spoken with the Prince of Krondor

al beit under sonewhat strange and difficult circumstances.'
To his men he said, 'Let us back to our rounds.

There'll be nore than this one little bit of fun in Krondor
on a night like this." He signalled for his men to foll ow
and led themoff into the white nurk.

"" Trig stood alone. After a nonent his expression brightened
and he shouted up to his wife and any ot hers who

'. looked out of their wi ndows, 'i've spoken to the
"prince. |, Trig the Fuller!' Feeling enotions sonmewhat
akin to elation, the fuller trudged back into the warnth

of his home, clutching Arutha's dagger

Ji my nmade his way through the narrowest of tunnels.

t he passage was part of the naze of sewers and ot her

under ground constructions common to that part of the

city, and every foot of those underground passages was
patrolled by the Mdckers. Jimy passed a tofsman -

who made his living gathering up whatever of use

he found in the sewers. He used a stick to halt a

floating mass of debris carried along on the waters of the sewer.
the floating mass was called a tof, that which tofleets, in
a corruption of |anguage. He picked at it, |ooking for

a coin or anything else of value. He was in fact a sentry.
Jimy signalled to him ducked under a | ow hangi ng

ti mber, apparently a fallen brace in an abandoned cell ar

and entered a large hall carved out anong the tunnels.

Here was the heart of the guild of thieves, Myckers

rest. Jinmmy retrieved his rapier fromthe weapons | ocker

He sought out a quiet corner in which to sit, for he felt
troubled by the conflict he faced. By rights he should

own up to his unauthorized pilfering of the fuller's house,
split the gold, and take whatever punishnment the N ghtmaster
nmeted out. By tonorrow afternoon the guild

woul d know the fuller had been boosted, anyway. Once



it was clear that no frEebooting thief was at work,

suspi cion would fall upon Jinmy and the others known to
occasionally go for a night's foray w thout |eave. Any

puni shrrent forthcom ng then woul d be doubly harsh

for his not having confessed now Still, Jimy couldn't
consider only his own interests, since he knew the
assassin's target had been none other than the Prince of
Krondor hinmsel f. And Ji my had spent enough tine with

Arut ha when the Mockers had hidden the Prince and

Princess Anita fromdu Bas-Tyra's nmen to have devel oped

a liking for the Prince. Arutha had given Jimy the very
rapi er the boy thief wore at his side. No, Jimy coul dn't

i gnore the assassin's presence, but he was not clear where
his best course lay. After |ong nonents of quiet consideration, Jimy
decided. He would first attenpt to get warning to the
Prince , then pass along the information about the assassin
to Alvarny the Quick, the Daymaster. Alvarny was a friend and -
allowed Jinmy a little nore latitude than

Gaspar daVey, the Nightnmaster. Al varny would nake no
mention to the Upright man of Jimmy's tardiness in
reporting, if the boy didn't take too long to cone forth.
VWhi ch neant Jimry woul d have to reach Arutha quickly,

then return at once to speak with the Daymaster - before
sundown tonmorrow at the latest. Any later than that, and

Ji my woul d be conprom sed beyond even Alvarny's

ability to |l ook the other way. Alvarny m ght be a generous
man, now that he was in his twilight, but he was still a
Mocker. Disloyalty to the guild was sonething he woul d

not permt.

" Ji my!’

Ji my | ooked up and saw CGol den Base approachi ng

Whi | e young, the dashing thief was al ready experienced

in parting rich older wonen fromtheir wealth. He relied
nmore on his blond good | ooks and charmthan on stealth.
baSe nade a display of the val uabl e cl othing he wore.
"What think you?

Ji my nodded in approval. "Taken to robbing tailors?

"' ol den ained a playful, halfhearted cuff at Jimy,

who ducked easily, then sat next to the boy. 'No, you

m sbegotten son of an alley cat, | have not. My current
"benefactor"” is the wi dow of the fanous Masterbrewer
fallon."™ Jimy had heard of the man, his ales and beers
had been so highly prized they had even graced the table
of the late Prince Erland. 'And given her |ate husband's
and now her far-reaching business concerns, she has
recieved an invitation to the reception.’

"Reception? Jimry knew that Gol den had sone tidbit ofe
gossip he wished to unfold in his own good tine.

"Ah,'" ~' said Colden, 'did | fail to nention the fact of a
weddi ng?"

Jimy rolled his eyes upwards but played al ong. 'What
weddi ng, Gol den?

"Why, The royal weddi ng of course. Though we shall be
seated away fromthe King's table, it will not be at the
nost renote."

Jimy sat bolt upright. "The King? In Krondor!'

"Of course.”

Jimy gri PpEd Gol den by the arm "Start at the

begi nni ng. Ginning, the handsome but not terribly perceptive



confidence man said, "The wi dow Fall en was inforned by
no' less a source than the purchasing agent at the pal ace,
a man she has known for seventeen years, that extra
stores were required .within a nonth's tine for, "and
quote, "the royal wedding" One is safe in assunming a
king woul d be in attendance at his own weddi ng.

Ji my shook his head. 'No, you sinpleton, not the
King's. Anita and Arutha's '

ol den seened ready to take unbrage at the renark,

but then a sudden glinmrer of interest showed in his eyes.
"What makes you say that?

"The King weds in Rillanon. The Prince eweds in
Krondor.' Col den nodded, indicating this nade sense. "I
hid out with Anita and Arutha, it was only a matter of
time before they wed. That's why he's back.'
Seeing a reaction at that, Jinmy quickly added,
O will be back soon. Jimy's mnd raced. Not only would Lyam be In
Krondor for the weddi ng, but so would every nobl e of

i nportance in the Wst, and no snall nunber fromthe

East. And if Base knew of the wedding, then half of

Krondor did as well and the other half would know of it

bef ore the next sundown.

Jimy's reveri E was interrupted by the <approach of

Laughi ng Jack, the N ghtwarden, senior lieutenant to the

Ni ght master. The thin-lipped man cane to stand before

Ji my and Base and, wi th hands upon hips, said, 'You

| ook like you've sonething on your m nd, boy?

Jimy had no affection for Jack. He was a dour, tightjawed

man given to violent tenpers and unnecessary

cruelty. The only reason for his high place' in the guild

was his ability at keeping the guild' s bashers and ot her
hotheads in line. Jimy's dislike was returned in kind by

Jack, for it had been Jimy who had appended ' Laughi ng

to Jack's nane. In the years Jack had been in the guild,

no one could remenber hearing himlaugh. 'Nothing,

really," said Jinmy.

Jack's eyes narrowed as he studied Jimy, then Base,

"for along mnute. 'l hear there was sonme fuss over near -

the east gate, you weren't thereabouts this night, were you?"

Ji my maintained an indifferent- expression and

so did Base, as Jack had asked both the question

' Col den shook his head in the negative. Jimy wondered

if Jack already knew about the Ni ghthawk. if he did, and
someone el se had caught sight of Jimy nearby, Jimy

could expect no nercy from Jack's bashers. Still, Jinmy
suspected that if Jack had proof, he would have cone

accusi ng, not questioning. Subtlety was not Jack's hall mark.
Jimy feigned indifference as he said, "Another

drunken argunent? No, | was asleep nost of the night.'

Good, then you'll be fresh,' said Jack. Wth a jerk of

hi s head he indicated Base shoul d absent hinself. Golden

rose and left without comment and Jack placed his boot

on the bench next to Jimry. 'W've got a job this

ni ght."

"Tonight?' said Jinmy' , already counting the «night half

over. There were barely five hours left until sunrise.

"It's special, fromhinself." he said, neaning the

upright Man. 'There's a royal do on at the pal ace and

The Keshi an anbassador's coming. A load of gifts arrived.

late tonight, gifts for a wedding. They'll be straight off



for the pal ace by m dday next at latest, so tonight's our
only chance to boost them It's a rare chance.' H's tone
left no doubt in Jimy's mind that his presence was not
requested but required. Jimy had hoped to get sone

sl eep tonight before heading for the palace, but now
there was no chance of that. Wth a note of resignation in
his voice he said, 'Wen and where?

"An hour from now at the big warehouse one street

over fromthe Fiddler Crab Inn, near dockside.'

Ji my knew t he place. He nodded and without another

word | eft Laughi ng Jack. He headed up the stairs towards
the street. The question of assassins and plots woul d have
to wait a few hours nore

Fog still overwhel med Krondor. The warehouse district

near the docks was usually quiet in the early norning
hours, but this night the scene was otherworldly. Jimy
wended his way anong | arge bal es of goods, of too little
value to warrant the additional expense of storage inside,
and therefore safe fromthe threat of thievery. Bulk
cotton, aninmal fodder to be shipped, and stacked | unber
created a maze of naddeni ng conplexity through which
Jimy noved quietly. He had spied several dock watchnen,
but the night's danpness and a generous bribe kept
themclose to their shed, where a fire burned brightly in a
brazier, relieving the gloom Nothing short of a riot would
get them away fromthe warnth. The Mockers woul d be

Il ong removed fromthis area before those indifferent
guardi ans stirred. Reaching the designated neeting place, Jimy | ooked
about and, seeing no one in sight, settled into wait. He
was early, as was his habit, for he liked to conmpose his
m nd before the action began. Additionally, there was
somet hing in Laughi ng Jack's orders to himthat made
himwary. Ajob this inmportant was rarely a last-mnute
affair, and even rarer was the Upright Man's all ow ng
anything to tenpt the Prince's wath - and purl oi ni ng
royal wedding gifts would bring Arutha's wath. But

Ji my was not placed highly enough in the guild to know
if everything was on the up and up. He would sinply

have to remain alert.

The soft hint of someone approachi ng caused <Jinmy to
tense. Whoever was com ng was novi ng cautiously, as

was to be expected, but with the faint footfalls he had
heard a strange sound. It was the slight clicking of mnetal
on wood and, as soon as recognition registered, Jimy

| eapt away. Wth a loud thud and an eruption of wood
splinters, a crossbow bolt ripped through the side of a
crate, where Jinmmy had stood a nonment before.

An instant later, two figures, dark silhouettes in the
grey night, appeared fromout of the gl oom running
towards him

Sword in hand, Laughing Jack rushed Jimy without a

word, while his conpanion furiously cranked up his
crossbow for another shot. Jinmy drew weapons and
executed a parry of an overhand slash by Jack, diverting
the blade with his dirk, then lunging with his rapier in
return. Jack skipped to one side, and the two figures
squared off.

"Now we'll see how well you can use that toad sticker

you snotty little bastard,' snarled Jack. "Watching you



bl eed just might give me sonething to | augh about.’

Jimy said nothing, refusing to engage in distracting
,conversation. Hs only reply was a high-line attack that
drove Jack back. He had no illusions about being a better
swordsman than Jack, he sinmply wanted to keep alive

| ong enough to gain a chance to flee.

Back and forth they moved, exchangi ng bl ows and

parries, each | ooking for an opening to finish the contest.
Jimy tried for a' counterthrust and m sjudged his position,
and suddenly fire erupted in his side. Jack had

managed to cut Jimy with the edge of his sword, a

pai nful and potentially weakeni ng wound, but not fatal

at least not yet. Jimy | ooked for nore roomto nove,
feeling sick to his stomach fromthe pain, while Jack
pressed his advantage. Ji my backed off froma furious
over hand sl ashing attack as Jack used the advantage of

hi s heavier blade to beat down Ji nmmy's guard.

A sudden shout telling Jack to get out of the way

war ned Ji mmy the other man had rel oaded his crossbow.
Jimy circled away from Jack, trying to keep *novi ng

and put Jack between hinself and Jack's acconplice.

Jack sl ashed at Jimmy, turning himback rapidly, and

t hen hacked downwards. The force of the bl ow dropped
Jimy to his knees.

Abruptly Jack | eapt backwards, as if a giant <hand had

sei zed himby the collar and yanked. He sl ammed agai nst

a large crate and for an instant his eyes registered shocked
disbelief, then rolled up in his head as linp fingers | ost
their grip on his sword. Jimy saw that, where Jack's
chest had been, 'a bl oody, pul ped nass was left by the
passage of another crossbow bolt. But for the sudden

fury of Jack's attack, Jimrmy would have received it in the
back. Wthout a sound Jack slunped, and Jimy realized

he was pinned to the crate. Jimy rose fromhis crouch
spinning to confront the nanel ess man, who had tossed
away the crossbow with a curse. He pulled his sword and
rushed Jimy. The man ained a blow at Jimmy's head

and the boy ducked, catching his heel. He fell heavily
backwards into a sitting position while the man's sw ng
took him off bal ance slightly. Jimry tossed his dirk at
the man. The man took the point of the | ong dagger

in the side and | ooked down at the wound, nore an

i nconveni ence than an injury. But the brief distraction
was all Jimy needed. An expression of unconprehendi ng
surprise crossed 'the nanmeless nan's face as Ji my

got to one knee and ran himthrough. Jimry yanked away his -
bl ade as the man fell. He

pulled his dirk fromthe dead man's side, then w ped off
and resheat hed his bl ades. Slowy exam ning hinself, he
found he was bl eeding but would Iive.

Fi ghti ng of f nausea, he wal ked to where Jack hung

agai nst the crate. Looking at the N ghtwarden, Jimy
tried to gather his thoughts. He and Jack had never cared
a whit for each other, but why this elaborate trap? Ji my
wondered if this was somehow tied up with the matter of
the assassin and the Prince. It was something he could
dwell on after he spoke to the Prince, for if there was a
direct relationship, it boded ill for the Myckers. The
possibility of a betrayal by one as highly placed as
Laughi ng jack woul d shake the guild to its foundation



Never | osing his perspective, Jimy relieved Jack and

hi s compani on of their purses, finding themboth satisfactorily
full. As he finished | ooting Jack's conpani on, he

noti ced sonething around the man's neck

Reachi ng down, Jinmy came away with a gold chain,

upon whi ch hung an ebony hawk. He studied the charm

for a few nmonents, then stuck it away in his tunic.
Looki ng around, he spied a |ikely-1ooking place to deposit
t he bodi es. He plucked Jack fromoff the bolt, dragged
himand the other man over to a nook forned by crates,

and tipped sone heavy sacks down on top of them He
turned the two danaged crates so the intact sides were
reveal ed. It m ght be days before sonmeone uncovered the

cor pses.
Ignoring his angry side and fatigue, Jimmy |ooked
around to nmake sure he was still unobserved, then vani shd

into the foggy gl oom

3
Pl ot s

Arut ha attacked furiously.

Lauri e exhorted Gardan to better efforts as the Prince
forced his duelling conpanion into a retreat. The singer
had willingly surrendered the honour of the first bout to
Gardan, for he had been Arutha's partner every norning
upon the journey from Sal ador to Krondor. While the
practice had sharpened sword skills grown rusty in the
King's palace, he had tired of always losing to the

[ ightning-quick Prince. At |east this nmorning he woul d
have soneone with whomto share his defeat. Still, the
ol d canpai gner wasn't without a trick or two and suddenly
Gardan had Arut ha backing up. Laurie whooped when

he realized the captain had been lulling the Prince into a
fal se sense of control. But after a furious exchange the
Prince was again on the offensive, and Gardan was cryi ng,
'Hol d!'' The chuckling Gardan backed away. "In all ny years
t here have been only three men who could best me with

t he bl ade, Hi ghness: Swordmaster Fannon, your father

and now yoursel f.'

Laurie said, '"Awrthy trio." Arutha was about <to offer
a bout to Laurie when sonething caught his eye.

A large tree was situated in the corner of the pal ace
exerci se yard, where it overhung a wall separating the
pal ace grounds froman alley and the city beyond. Sonethi ng
was movi ng al ong the branches of the tree. Arutha

poi nted. One of the pal ace guardsmen was al ready

nmovi ng towards the tree, his attention drawn there by the
Prince's stare.

Suddenl y soneone dropped fromthe branches, |anding
lightly on his feet. Arutha, Laurie, and Gardan all stood
with swords held ready. The guardsman took the youth,

as they now clearly saw himto be, by the armand | ed

hi m t owards the Prince.

As they approached, a flicker of recoBnition crossed
Arutha's face. .Jimmy?

Ji my executed a bow, wincing slightly at the pain in

his side, poorly bandaged by hinsel f that norning.

Gardan said, 'Hi ghness, you know this | ad?

Wth a nod, Arutha said, 'Yes. He may be a little ol der



and a bit taller, but I know this young rogue. He's Jimy
the Hand, already a | egend anobng brigands and cut purses
inthe city. This is the boy thief who hel ped Anita and ne
flee the city.'

Lauri e studied the boy, then laughed. "I never saw him
clearly, for the warehouse was dark when Kasunmi and

were taken from Krondor by the Mockers, but by ny

teeth, it's the same lad. "There's a party at Mther's."'
Jimy grinned. "And a good time will be had by

all."

Arut ha said, 'So you know each other as well?'

"I told you once that when Kasum and | were carrying

t he peace nmessage fromthe Tsurani Enperor to King
Rodric, there was a boy who had gui ded us fromthe

war ehouse to the city gate and | ed away the guards while
we escaped Krondor. This was that boy, and | never

coul d renenber his nane.’

Arutha put up his sword, as did the others. "Wll then
Jimy, while | amglad to see you again, there is this
matter of clinbing walls into ny pal ace.’

Ji my shrugged. '|I thought it possible you'd be willing
to see an ol d acquai ntance, Hi ghness, but | doubted
could convince the captain's guards to send word.'

Gardan smiled at the brash answer and signalled the
guard to rel ease his hold upon the boy's arm 'Probably
you're right, Jack-a-rags.'

Ji my suddenly becanme aware he | ooked a poor sight

to these nen, used to the well-dressed and -grooned

i nhabitants of the palace. Fromhis raggedly cut hair
down to his dirty bare feet he | ooked every inch the
beggar boy. Then Jinmy saw the hunmpur in Gardan's

eyes.'

:Don't let his appearance mislead you, Gardan. He's

far nore capable than his years indicate.' To Ji my,

Arut ha said, "You throw sonme discredit upon Gardan's
guards by entering in this fashion. | expect you've reason
to seek me out?

' Yes, Hi ghness. Business nost serious and urgent.'

Arut ha nodded.

"Well then, what is this nost serious and urgent business?
"Someone has placed a price on your head.'

Gardan's face regi stered shock. Laurie said, "Wat

how?' "What |eads you to think so?" asked Arutha.

' Because soneone has already tried to collect.'

Besi des Arutha, Laurie, and Gardan, two others listened to the boy's story
in the Prince's council chanmbers. Earl Volney of Landreth had formerly been
the assistant to the Principate Chancellor, Lord Dul anic, the Duke of
Krondor who di sappeared during the viceroyalty of Guy du Bas-Tyra. At

Vol ney' s side sat Father Nathan, a priest of Sung the White, Goddess of the
One Path, once one of Prince Erland' s chief advisers and there at Gardan's
request. Arutha did not know these two nen, but during the nmonths of his
absence Gardan had conme to trust their judgenment, and that opinion counted
for much with Arutha. Gardan had been virtually acting Knight-Mrshal of
Krondor, just as Vol ney had been acting Chancell or while Arutha had been
gone. Both nmen were stocky, but while Vol ney seened one who had never known
| abour, sinply a man al ways stout, Nathan | ooked like a westler now going
to fat. Under that soft appearance strength still waited. Neither spoke
until Jinmmy had finished recounting his two fights of the night before.

Vol ney studi ed the boy thief for a nonment, | ooking at



hi m from under carefully conbed, bushy eyebrows.

"Uterly fantastic. | sinmply don't wish to believe such a
pl ot can exist.'

Arut ha had sat with his hands forning a tent before his
face, the fingers restlessly flexing. "I'd not be the first
prince targeted for an assassin's blade, Earl Volney.' He
said to Gardan, 'Double the guard at once, but quietly,)

wi th no explanation given. | do not want runours flying
about the palace. Wthin two weeks we'll have every

noble in the Kingdomworth nention in these halls, as

well as ny brother.'

Vol ney said, 'Perhaps you should warn Hi s Mjesty?

"No,)" said Arutha flatly. 'Lyamw Il be travelling with a
full company of his Royal Household Guard. Have a
detachnment of Krondorian Lancers neet themat Ml ac's
Cross, but no word that it is other than a formal honour
conpany. |f a hundred soldiers can't protect himwhile

he rides, he can't be protected.

"No, our problemlies here in Krondor. W have no

choice in our options.'

"i"mnot sure | follow, H ghness,' said Father Nathan
Laurie threw his eyes heavenward while Ji nmy

grinned. Arutha smiled grimy. "I think our two streetw se
conpani ons have a cl ear understandi ng of what must be
done.' Turning to face Jimy and Laurie, Arutha said,

"W nust catch a N ghthawk."

Arut ha sat quietly while Vol ney paced the dining hall
Lauri e, who had seen years enough of hunger to take

food when it was avail able, ate while the stout Earl of
Landreth stal ked the hall. After watching Vol ney nake
another circuit before the table, Arutha, in weary tones,
said, "My lord Earl, must you pace so0?

The Earl, who was caught up in his own thoughts,

stopped abruptly. He bowed towards Arutha slightly, but
hi s expression was one of irritation. 'Hi ghness, |I'msorry
to have disturbed you' - his tone showed he wasn't in the
| east bit sorry, and Laurie smled behind a joint of beef -
"but to trust that thief is sheer idiocy.'

Arut ha's eyes wi dened and he | ooked at Laurie, who
returned his amazed expression. Laurie said, "My dear
Earl, you shoul d cease being so circunmspect. Cone, just
speak your mind to the Prince. Be direct, man!'

Vol ney flushed as he realized his gaffe. "I beg your
pardon, 1. . .' He seemed genui nely enbarrassed.

Arutha smled his crooked half-smle. 'Pardon granted,
vol ney, but only for the rudeness.' He studied Vol ney
for a quiet nonent, then added, 'I find the candour

rat her refreshing. Say on

' Hi ghness,)' Volney said firmy, '"for all we know, this
boy is but a part of some confidence game designed to
capture you, or to destroy you, as he clains others
intend.' ' And what would you have nme do?'

Vol ney paused and shook his head slowy. "i don't

know, H ghness, but sending the boy al one to gather
intelligence is . . . | don't know'

Arut ha said, "Laurie, tell ny friend and counsellor the
Earl that all is well.’

@l ping down a nout hful of fine wine, Laurie said,

"All is well, Earl.' Wen Arutha threw the minstrel a



bl ack | ook, Laurie added, 'in truth, sir, all possible is
bei ng done. | know the ways of the city as well as any

man can who is not one of the Upright Man's own.

Jimy's a Mocker. He may discover a |ead to the N ghthawks

where a dozen spies will find none.’

"Remenber,' said Arutha, 'I met CQuy's captain of

secret police, Jocko Radburn, and he was a cunning,
rut hl ess man who stopped at nothing to try to recapture

Anita. The Mckers proved his match.'

Vol ney seenmed to sag a little, then indicated he

required the Prince's permssion to sit. Arutha waved
himto a chair, and as he sat he said, "Perhaps you are
right, singer. It is just that | have no nmeans to answer this

threat. The thought of assassins running | oose gives ne
little ease.' Arutha | eaned across the table. 'Less than nysel f?
Remenber, Vol ney, it appeared | was the intended

target.'

Lauri e nodded. 'it couldn't have been ne they were

after.’

'Perhaps a nmusic lover? countered Arutha dryly.

Vol ney sighed. 'i amsorry if | amacting poorly in al

this. I have w shed upon nore than one occasion to be

done with this business of adm nistering the Principality.'
' Nonsense, Volney,' said Arutha. "You've done a capita

job here. When Lyaminsisted | nmake the eastern tour

with him | objected on the grounds that the Western
Real m woul d suffer under any hand but ny own - which

was because of the effects of Bas-Tyra's rule and no
conment upon your abilities. But | ampleased to see this

was not the case. | doubt that any could have done better
in running the daily affairs of the real mthan you have,
Earl .

"I thank Hi s Highness,' said Vol ney, somewhat | ess
agitated for the conplinent.

"In fact, | was going to ask you to stay on. Wth Dul anic
nmysteri ously gone, we've no Duke of Krondor to act on
behal f of the city. Lyam cannot announce the office

vacant - wi thout dishonouring Dulanic's nenmory by stripping
himof the title - for another two years, but we can
assune he is dead at Guy's or Radburn's hands. So

for the time being, | think we'll plan on' your acting the
part of Chancellor.’

Vol ney seened | ess than pleased with this news, but

took the pronouncenment with good ,grace. He sinply

said, 'l thank H s Hi ghness for the trust.'

Furt her conversation was interrupted by the appearance

of Gardan, Father Nathan and Ji my. Nathan's

bul | neck bulged as he half carried Jimy to a chair. The
boy's face was drai ned of col our and he was sweati ng.
Ignoring formality, Arutha pointed to a chair and the
priest deposited jinmy there.

"What is this? asked Arutha.

Gardan hal f sniled, half |ooked di sapproving. "This

young bravo has been running around since |ast night

with a nasty cut in his side. He bandaged it hinself and
botched the job.'

"It had begun to fester,' added Nathan, "so | was forced
to clean and dress it. | insisted on treating it before we
cane to see you, as the boy was turning feverish. It takes
no magi c to keep a wound from putrefaction, but every



street boy thinks he is a chirurgeon. So the wound sours.'
He | ooked down at Jimmy. "He's a little pale fromthe

| ancing, but he'll be fine in a few hours - as long as he
doesn't reopen the wound,' he added pointedly to Ji nmy

Ji my | ooked abashed. 'Sorry to put you to the trouble,
father, but under other circunstances, | would have had

t he wound tended."'

Arut ha | ooked at the boy thief. "Wat have you

di scover ed?

" Thi s busi ness of catching assassins nay be even nore
difficult than we thought, H ghness. There is a way to
make contact, but it is varied and roundabout.' Arutha
nodded for himto continue. 'I had to cadge a lot with the
street people, but here is what | have gl eaned. Should
you wi sh to enploy the services of the Guild of Death,

you must take yourself away to the Tenple of |ims-Kragna.'
Nat han made a sign of protection at nention of

the Death Goddess. 'A devotion is said and a votive

of fering placed in the urn marked for such, but with the
gold sewn into a parchment, giving your nane. You wil |

be contacted at their convenience within one day's tine.
You nanme the victim they nane the price. You pay or

you don't. If you do, they tell you when and where to
drop the gold. If you don't, they vanish and you can't
reach them again.'

"Sinple,' said Laurie. "They dictate when and where

so laying a trap will not be easy.'

"inpossible, | should think,' said Gardan

"Nothing is inpossible,' said Arutha, his expression
showi ng he was deep in thought.

After a long moment Laurie said, "I have it!’
Arut ha and the others | ooked at the singer. "Jinmy,
you said they will contact whoever |eaves the gold within

the day.' Jimmy nodded. ' Then what we need to do is
have whoever | eaves the gold stay in one place. A place
we control .’

Arut ha said, 'A sinple enough idea, once it's thought
of, Laurie. But where?

Jimy said, 'There are a few places we m ght take

over for a time, Highness, but those who own them are
unreliable . '

"I know a place,' said Laurie, "if friend Jimy the
Hand is willing to say devotions, so the N ghthawks wil |
be less likely to think it a trap.'

"I don't know,' said Jimry. "Things are funny in
Krondor. If |I'munder suspicion, we mght never get

anot her opportunity.' He rem nded them of Jack's attack
and of his unknown conpanion with the crossbow 'it

may have been a grudge thing, |'ve known nen to get
crazy over sonething even nore trivial than a nicknane,
but if it wasn't . . . If Jack was sonehow i nvolved with
that assassin . '

' Then,' said Laurie, "the N ghthawks have turned an

of ficer of the Mockers to their cause.'

Ji my | ooked upset, as he suddenly dropped his nask

of bravado. 'That thought has troubled me as nuch as

t he .thought of someone sticking his H ghness with a

crossbow bolt. I've been neglecting ny oath to the Mockers.
| should have told all last night, and certainly | nust
now.' He seened ready to rise.



Vol ney placed a firm hand upon Ji my's shoul der

' Presunptuous boy. Are you saying sonme | eague of cutthroats
nmerits even a nmonent's consideration in |ight of

t he danger to your Prince and possibly your King?

jimry seemed on the verge of a retort when Arutha

said, "I think that's exactly what the boy said, Volney. He
has gi ven oath.'

Lauri e quickly stepped over to where the boy sat.

Movi ng Vol ney to one side, he | eaned down so his face

was level with Jinmmy's. "You have your concerns, we

know, |ad, but things seemto be noving rapidly. If the
Mockers have been infiltrated, then speaking too soon

coul d make those who have been placed there cover

tracks. If we can get one of these N ghthawks . . .' He
left the thought unfinished.

Ji my nodded. 'if the Upright Man will only foll ow

your logic, | may survive, singer. | come close to past the
time when | may cover ny actions with a facile story.
Soon | will be at an accounting. Very well, I'll take a

note to the Drawer of Nets' tenple. And | will play no
munmmery when | ask her to make a place for ne should

it be ny tine.'

"And,' said Laurie, "I nust be off to see an old friend
about the loan of an inn.'

'Good,' said Arutha. 'We will spring the .snare

t onmorrow. '

Whi | e Vol ney, Nathan, and Gardan wat ched, Laurie

and Ji my departed, deep in conversation as they nade
pl ans. Arutha followed their departure as well, his dark
eyes masking the quietly burning rage he felt. After so
many years of strife during the Riftwar he had returned
to Krondor hoping for a long, peaceful life with Anita.
Now soneone dared to threaten that peaceful life. And

t hat someone woul d pay dearly.

The Rai nbow Parrot Inn was quiet. The storm w ndows

had been cl osed agai nst a sudden squall off the Bitter
Sea, so the taproom | ay bl anketed in haze, blue snoke
fromthe fireplace and a dozen patron's pipes. To any
casual observer the inn | ooked nuch as it would have on
other rainy nights. The owner, Lucas, and his two sons
stood behind the | ong bar, one of them occasionally
nmovi ng through the door to the kitchen to get neals and
carry themto the tables. In the corner near the fireplace,
opposite the stairs to the second floor, a blond minstre
sang softly of a sailor who is far from hone.

Cl ose inspection woul d have reveal ed that the nen

at the tables barely touched their ale. Wile rough in
appear ance, they didn't have the air of workers fromthe
docks and sailors fresh in from sea voyages. They al
possessed a certain hard-eyed | ook, and their scars were
earned in past battles rather than tavern brawls. Al were
menbers of Gardan's company of Househol d Guard,

sone of the nost seasoned veterans of the Armies of the
"West during the Riftwar. In the kitchen five new cooks
and apprentices worked. Upstairs, in the roomclosest to
the head of the stairway, Arutha, Gardan, and five
soldiers waited patiently. In total, Arutha had pl aced
twenty-four nmen in the inn. Arutha's men were the only
ones present, as the last local had | eft when the storm



commenced.

In the corner farthest fromthe door, Jimmy the Hand
wai t ed. Somet hing had troubled himall day, though he
couldn't put his finger on it. But he knew one thing: if he
hi nsel f had entered this roomthis night, his experience-bred
cauti on woul d have warned hi maway. He hoped

t he Ni ght hawks' agent wasn't as perceptive. Something

here just wasn't right.

Jimy sat back and absently ni bbl ed at the cheese,
ponderi ng what was askew. It was an hour after sundown,

and still no sign of anyone who m ght be fromthe

Ni ght hawks. Jinmy had come straight fromthe tenple,

maki ng sure he had been seen by several beggars who

knew himwell. If any in Krondor wished to find him

word of his whereabouts coul d be purchased easily and
cheaply.

The front door opened and two nmen cane in fromthe

rain, shaking water fromtheir cloaks. Both appeared to

be fighting nmen, perhaps bravos who had earned a fair
purse of silver protecting sone nerchant's caravans. They
wore simlar attire: |eather armour, calf-1ength boots,
broadswords at their sides, and shields slung over their
backs under the protective cl oaks.

The taller fellow, with a grey streak through his dark
hair, ordered ales. The other, a thin blond rman, | ooked
about the room Sonething in the way his eyes narrowed

al arnmed Jimmy: he al so sensed sonething different in the

i nn. He spoke softly to his companion. The man with the
grey |l ock nodded, then took the ales presented by the
barman. Paying with coppers, the two men noved to the

only available table, the one next to Jinmy's.

The man with the grey | ock turned towards Jinmy and

said, 'Lad, is this inn always so sonbre?" Jimmy then
realized what the problem had been all day. In their

wai ting, the guards had fallen into" the soldier's habit of
speaki ng softly. The roomwas free of the usual commonroom
di n.

Jimy held his forefinger before his Iips and whi spered,
"It is the singer.' The man turned his head and listened to
Laurie for a nmonment. Laurie was a gifted performer and

was in good voice despite his long day's work. Wien he
finished, Jinmmy banged his ale jack hard upon the table
and shouted, ' nminstrel, nmore, nore!' as he tossed a
silver coin towards the dais upon which Laurie sat. H's

out burst was followed a monent |ater by similar shouting
and cheering as the others realized the need of sone

di spl ay. Several other coins were tossed. \Wen Laurie
struck up another tune, lively and bawdy, a sound not

unli ke the normal buzz of conversation returned to the
taproom The two strangers settled back into their chairs and
i stened, occasionally speaking to each other. They visibly
rel axed as the nmood in the roomshifted to resenbl e what
they had expected. Jimmy sat for a while, watching the

two nen at the next table. Sonething about these two

was out of place, something that nagged at himas had

the false note in the common room only nonents before.

The door opened again and another man entered. He

| ooked around the room as he shook water from his

hooded great cl oak, but he didn't renove the vol un nous



COvering or lower the cow. He spied Jimy and crossed

to his table. Wthout waiting for invitation, he pulled out
a chair and sat. In hushed tones he said, 'Have you a
name?

Ji my nodded and | eaned forward as if to speak. As

he did so, four facts suddenly struck him The nmen at the
next table, despite their casual appearance, had swords
and shields close at hand, needing only an instant to
bring themto the ready. They didn't drink |ike nercenaries
fresh into town after a long caravan, in fact, their
drinks were nearly untouched. The nan opposite Ji my

had one hand hi dden under his cloak, as he had since'
entering. But nost revealing of all, all three nmen wore

| arge black rings on their left hands, with a hawk device
carved in them one similar to the talisman taken from
Laughi ng Jack's conpanion. Jimy's mnd worked furiously,
for he had seen such rings before and understood

their use.

| mprovi sing, Jimy pulled a parchnent out of his boot.

He placed it on the table, to the far right of the man,
maki ng him stretch awkwardly across hinmself to reach for
it while he kept his right hand hi dden. As the man's hand
touched the parchnent, Jimry pulled his dirk out and
struck, pinning the man's hand to the table. The man
froze at the sudden attack, then his other hand cane
fromw thin his cloak, holding a dagger. He sl ashed at
jimry as the boy thief fell backwards. Then pain struck the man and
he howl ed in agony. Jinmy, tunbling over

his chair, shouted, 'N ghthawks!' as he struck the floor
The room expl oded with activity. Lucas's sons, both
veterans of the Armies of the West, cane |eaping over

the bar, landing on the swordsnen at the table next to
Jimy as they attenpted to rise. Jimy found hinself
hangi ng backwards atop the overtUrned chair and awkwardly
tried to pull hinmself upright. Fromhis position he

could see the barmen grappling with the grey-1ock man.
The other false mercenary had his |left hand before his
face, his ring to his lips. Jimry shouted, 'Poison rings!
They have poi son rings!'’

O her guards had the hooded man in their grip as he
frantically tried to remove his ring fromhis pinned hand.
After another nonent he was held tightly by the three

nmen around him unable to nove.

The grey-lock man kicked out at the barnen, rolled

away, |eapt up, and dashed towards the door, knocking
aside two nen surprised by the sudden nmove. For a

nmonent a clear path to the door appeared as curses filled
the roomfromsoldiers attenpting to navigate the junble
of tables and chairs. The N ghthawk was nearing the door
and freedom when a sl ender fighter interposed hinself.
The assassin |l eapt towards the door. Wth near-inhuman
speed Arutha stepped forward and struck the grey-I ocked
man a blowto the head with his rapier's hilt. The stunned
.man teetered for a nmonent, then collapsed to the floor
un consci ous.

Arut ha stood erect and | ooked about the room The

bl ond assassin lay with eyes staring bl ankly upwards

obvi ously dead. The hooded man's cl oak was thrown

back and he was white with pain as the dagger pinning

his hand to the table was pulled | oose. Three soldiers



hel d hi m down, though he | ooked too weak to stand

upon his own feet. Wen the dirk was pulled fromthe
tabl e, he screaned and passed out.

Ji my stepped gingerly around the dead man and cane

up to Arutha. He | ooked down to where Gardan was
renoving the other black ring fromthe man on the fl oor
and then the boy grinned at Arutha. Hol ding up his

hand, he counted two on his fingers.

The Prince, still flushed fromthe struggle, smiled and
nodded. None of his nmen appeared wounded and he had

two assassins in tow He said to Gardan, 'Guard them
closely and l et no one who is not known to us see them
when you take theminto the palace. 1'll have no runours
flying around. Lucas and others may be in danger enough
when these three turn up nissing, should others fromthe
@Quild of Death be about. Leave enough of this conpany

to keep up the appearance of normal business unti

cl osing, and pay Lucas doubl e the damages, wth our
thanks.'' Even as he spoke, cardan's conpany was restoring
the inn to order, renoving the broken table and

nmovi ng the others about so it would not be noticed

m ssing. "Take these two to the roons | have chosen and
be quick about it. W shall begin questioning tonight.'

Guards bl ocked a door leading to a renpte wi ng of the

pal ace. The rooms were used only occasionally by guests

of minor inportance. The wing was a recent construction,
bei ng accessible fromthe main buildings of the palace by
a single short hall and a single outside doorway. The
out si de door was bolted fromw thin and was posted with
two guards without, who had orders that absolutely no

one, no matter who, was to enter or |eave by that door
Inside the wing all the outer roons had been secured.

In the centre of the largest roomof the suite Arutha
studied his two prisoners. Both were tied to stout wooden
beds by heavy ropes. Arutha was taking no chances on

their attenpting suicide. Father Nathan supervised his

acol ytes, who tended the two assassins' wounds.

Abruptly one of the acolytes noved away fromthe bedsi de of
the man with the grey |ock. He | ooked at Father

Nat han, his face betrayi ng confusion. 'Father, cone see.'
Jimy and Laurie foll owed behind the priest and

Arut ha. Nat han stepped up behind the acolyte and all

heard his sharp intake of breath. 'Sung show us the way.'
The grey-locked man's | eather arnmour had been cut away,
reveal ing a black tunic beneath enbroidered with a silver
fisher's net. Nathan pulled away the other prisoner's

robe. Beneath that robe was another, of night's black
colour, also with' a silver net over his heart. The prisoner's
hand had been bandaged and he had regai ned consci ousness.
He glared defiantly at the priest of Sung, naked

hatred in his' eyes.

Nat han notioned the Prince aside. 'These nmen wear

the mark of lins-Kragma in her guise as the Drawer of

Nets, she who gathers all to her in the end.'

Arut ha nodded. 'it fits in. We know t he N ght hawks

are contacted through the tenple. Even shoul d the hierarchy
of the tenple be ignorant of this business, someone

within the tenple nmust be a confederate of ' the Ni ghthawks.
Cone, Nat han, we must question this other one.



They returned to the bed where the consci ous man | ay.
Looki ng down upon him Arutha said, "Wwo offers the

price for ny death?

Nat han was called to attend the unconsci ous man.

.Who are you?' demanded the Prince of the other

" Answer now, or the pain you' ve endured will be nerely

a hint of what will be visited upon you.' Arutha did not
enjoy the prospect of torture, but he would not stop at
any neans to di scover who was responsible for the attack
upon him The question and the threat were answered by
silence. After a nonent Nathan returned to Arutha's side.
'The other is dead,' he said softly. 'W nust treat this
one cautiously. That man should not have died from your
blow to the head. They may have neans to conmmand t he

body not to fight against death, but to welcome it. It is
said even a hardy man may will hinself to death, given
enough tinme.'

Arut ha noticed sweat beadi ng upon the brow of the

wounded man as Nat han examined him Wth concern on

his face, the priest said, "He is fevered, '"and it rises apace.
I will have to tend himbefore there can be an accounting.'
The priest quickly fetched his potion and forced sone
fluid down the man's throat as soldiers held his jaws
apart. Then the priest began to intone his clerical marc.
The man on the bed began to withe frantically, his face
a contorted mask of concentration. Tendons stood out on
his arms, and his neck was a mass of ropy cords as he
struggl ed agai nst his confinement. Suddenly he let forth a
hol | ow soundi ng [ augh and fell back, eyes closed.

Nat han exami ned the man. "He is unconscious, H ghness.'
The priest added, 'i have slowed the fever's rise,

but I don't think I can halt it. Sone magi c agency works
here. He fails before our eyes. It will take time to counter
what ever magic is at work upon him. . . if | have the
time.' There was doubt in Nathan's voice. "And if ny arts
are equal to the task.'

Arutha turned to Gardan. 'Captain, take ten of your

nost trusted nen and nake straight for the Tenple of
linms-Kragma. Informthe H gh Priestess | conmand her
attendance at once. Bring her by force if needs be, but
bring her.'

Gardan saluted, but there was a flicker in his eyes.
Laurie and Ji my knew he disliked the thought of bearding
the priestess in her own halls. Still, the staunch
captain turned and obeyed his Prince w thout coment.
Arutha returned to the stricken man, who lay in fevered
tornment. Nathan said, 'H ghness, the fever rises, slowy,
but it rises.’

"How long will he live?
"if we can do nothing, through the bal ance of the night,
no | onger.'

Arutha struck his left hand with his balled right fist in
frustration. There was | ess than six hours before dawn.
Less than six hours to discover the cause for the attack
upon him And should this man die, they would be back
where they started, and worse, for his unknown eneny
woul d not likely fall into another snare.

"is there anything el se you can do?' asked Laurie softly.
Nat han consi dered. ' Perhaps . ' He noved away

fromthe ill man and notioned his acol ytes away fromthe



bedside. Wth a gesture he indicated that one of them
shoul d bring hima large volume of priestly spells.

Nat han instructed the acolytes and they quickly did his
bi ddi ng, knowing the ritual and their parts init. A

pent agram was chal ked upon the floor, and many runic
synmbols laid within its boundary, with the bed at the
centre. Wen they were finished, everyone who stood
within the roomwas enconpassed by the chal k marks

upon the floor. A lighted candl e was Placed at every
poi nt of the design, and a sixth given to Nathan, who
stood studyi ng the book. Nathan began waving the |ight

in an intricate pattern while he read aloud in a | anguage
unknown to the nonclerics in the room Hi s acol ytes

stood quietly to one side, responding in unison at severa
points during the incantation. The others felt a strange
stilling of the air, and as the final syllables were uttered,
t he dying man groaned, a | ow and piteous sound.

Nat han snapped shut the book. "Nothing | ess powerful

than an agent of the gods thensel ves may pass through

t he boundaries of the pentagram w thout ny | eave. No
spirit, demon, or being sent by any dark agency can
trouble us now.' Nathan then directed everyone to stand outside the
pent agram opened the book again, and began readi ng

anot her chant. Quickly the words tunbled fromthe

stocky priest. He finished the spell and pointed at the
man upon the bed. Arutha | ooked at the ill nman but

could see nothing am ss, then, as he turned to speak to
Laurie, noticed a change. Seeing the man fromthe corner
of his eye, Arutha could discern a ninbus of faint Iight
around him filling the pentagram not visible when
viewed directly. It was a light, mlky quartz in col our
Arut ha asked, "Wwhat is this?

Nat han faced Arutha. "I have slowed his passage

t hrough time, Hi ghness. To himan hour is now a

monent. The spell will last only until dawn, but to him

| ess than a quarter of an hour will have passed. Thus we
gain tine. Wth luck, he will now |inger until m dday.'
"Can we speak to hin?

'"No, for we would sound |ike buzzing bees to him But

if we need, | can renmpve the spell.’

Arut ha regarded the slowy withing, fevered man. Hi s
hand seened poi sed a scant inch above the bed, hanging

in space. 'Then,' said the Prince inpatiently, 'we nust
wait upon the pleasure of the H gh Priestess of |imnms-Kragnma.'

The wait was not |ong, nor was there nmuch pl easure
evident in the nmanner of the High Priestess. There was a
comotion outside, and Arutha hurried to the door
Beyond it he found Gardan waiting with a woman in
bl ack robes. Her face was hidden behind a thick, gauzy
bl ack veil, but her head turned towards the Prince.
A finger shot out towards Arutha, and a deep, pleasantsoundi ng
fem ni ne voi ce said, "Why have | been commanded
here, Prince of the Ki ngdon®
"' Arutha ignored the question as he took in the scene.
Behi nd Gardan stood a quartet of Guards, spears held
across their chests, barring the way to a group of determ ned-
| ooki ng tenpl e guards wearing the black and silver
tabards of |ins-Kragma. "What passes, Captain?
Gardan said, 'The |ady wi shes to bring her guards



within, and | have forbidden it.'

In tones of icy fury the priestess said, '|I have cone as
you bid, though never have the clergy acknow edged
temporal authority. But | will not come as a prisoner, not

even for you, Prince of Krondor

Arut ha said, 'Two guards may enter, but they wll

stand away fromthe prisoner. Madam you will cooperate
and enter, now.' Arutha's tone left little doubt of his
nmood. The Hi gh Priestess mght be commander of a

power ful sect, but before her stood the ruler of the

Ki ngdom absol ute, save the King, a man who woul d

brook no interference in sone matter of paranount

i nportance. She nodded to the two forenmpst guards, and
they entered. The door was cl osed behind them and the
two guards were taken off to one side by Gardan

Qut si de, the pal ace guards kept watchful eyes upon the
remai ni ng tenpl e guards and the w cked curved swords
carried at their belts.

Fat her Nat han greeted the High Priestess with a stiffly
formal bow, their two orders having little affection for
each other. The Hi gh Priestess chose to ignore the priest's
pr esence.

Her first remark upon seeing the pentagram upon the

floor was "Do you fear otherworld interference? Her

tone was suddenly anal ytical and even

It was Nat han who answered. "Lady, we are not sure of
many things, but we do seek to prevent conplications
from what ever source, physical or spiritual.’

She did not acknow edge his words but stepped as

close to the two nmen, one dead and the other wounded,

as she could. Seeing the black tunics, she faltered a step
then turned to face Arutha. Through the veil he could

al nost feel her mal evol ent gaze upon him 'These nen

are of ny order. How do they cone to lie here?

Arutha's face was a mask of controlled anger. "Madam

it is to answer that question that you have been fetched.
Do you know t hese two?'

She studied their faces. "I do not know this one,' she
said, pointing to the dead man with the grey lock in his
hair. "But the other is a priest of nmy tenple, naned
Morgan, newy cone to us fromour tenple in Yabon.'

She paused for a moment as she consi dered sonet hi ng.

'He wears the mark of a brother of the Order of the
Silver Net.' Her head came around, facing Arutha once
nmore. 'They are the martial arm of our faith, supervised
by their Grand Master in Rillanon. And he answers to

none save our Mother Matriarch for his order's practices.'
She paused again. 'And then only sometines.' Before
anyone could conment, she continued. 'Wat | do not
understand is how one of ny tenple priests cane to wear
their mark. Is he a nenber of the order, passing hinself
off as a priest? Is he a priest playing the part of a warrior?
O is he neither priest nor brother of the order, but an
i mpostor on both counts? Any of those three possibilities
is forbidden, at risk of linms-Kragma's wath. Wiy is he
here?'

Arut ha said, "Madam if what you say is true' - she
seened to tense at the inplication of a 'possible fal sehood
"then what is occurring concerns your tenple as nuch

as it concerns ne. Jinmmy, speak what you know of the



N ght hawks .

Ji my, obviously unconfortable under the scrutiny of

the Death Goddess's High Priestess, spoke quickly and

forwent his usual enbellishnents. Wen he finished, the

H gh' Priestess said, 'H ghness, what you say is a deed

foul in the nostrils of our goddess.' Her voice was cold

rage. in times past, certain of the faithful sought sacrifices,
but those practices are | ong abandoned. Death is a

pati ent goddess, all will come to know her in tine. W

need no bl ack murders. | would speak to this nman.' She

i ndi cated the prisoner

arut ha hesitated and noticed Father Nathan shaki ng

his head slightly. "He is close to death, |ess than hours

wi t hout any additional stress upon him Should the questioning
prove rigorous, he nmight die before we can plunb

t he depths of these dark waters.'

The High Priestess said, 'Wat cause for concern

priest? Even dead, he is still my subject. | am Li maKragma's
epheneral hand. In her manor | will find truths

no living man can obtain.'

Fat her Nat han bowed. 'in the real mof death, so you

are suprene.' To Arutha he said, 'May my brothers and

| withdraw, H ghness? My order finds these practices

of fensi ve."'

The Prince nodded, and the High Priestess said, 'Before
you go, renove the prayer of slowness you have called
down upon him It will cause less difficulty than should
doit.'

Nat han qui ckly conplied and the man on the bed

began to groan feverishly. The priest and acol ytes of
Sung hurriedly left the room and when they were gone,
the High Priestess said, 'This pentagramwill aid in
keepi ng outside forces frominterfering with this act. |
woul d ask all to remain outside, for within its bounds
each person creates ripples in the fabric of nmagic. This is
a nost holy rite, for whatever the outcone, our lady wll
nost surely claimthis man.

Arut ha and the others waited outside the pentagram

and the priestess said, 'Speak only when | have given
perm ssion, and ensure the candl es do not burn out, or
forces may be | oosed that would prove . . . troubl esone
to recall.' The Hi gh Priestess drew back her black veil,
and Arutha was al nost shocked at her appearance. She

| ooked barely nore than a girl, and a lovely one at that,
wi th blue eyes and skin the col our of dawn's blush. Her
eyebrows prom sed her hair would be the pal est gold.

She rai sed her hands overhead and began to pray. Her

voi ce was soft, nusical, but the words were strange and
fearful to hear.

The man on the bed squirnmed as she continued her

i ncantation. Suddenly his eyes opened and he stared
upwards. He seenmed to convul se, straining at the beads
that restrained him He relaxed, then turned to face the
H gh Priestess. A distant |ook crossed his face, as his
eyes seemed to focus and unfocus in turn. After a noment
a strange, sinister snmle formed on his |ips, an expression
of nocking cruelty. Hi s mouth opened and the voice

that issued forth was deep and hol |l ow. 'Wat service,

m stress?"

The High Priestess's brow furrowed slightly as if there



was sonet hi ng askew in his nmanner, but she naintained
her poise and said in conmandi ng tones, "You wear the
mantl e of the Order of the Silver Net, yet you practise in
the tenple. Explain this fal sehood.'

The man | aughed, a high shrieking cackle that trailed
off. 'I am he who serves.'

She stopped, for the answer was not to her I|iking.

" Answer then, who do you serve?

There canme anot her |augh and the man's body tensed

once nmore, pulling against the restraining ropes. Beads
of sweat popped out upon his brow, and the nuscles of
his arms corded as he drew hinsel f agai nst the ropes.

Then he rel axed and | aughed again. 'I amhe who is
caught .’

"Who do you serve?

"I amhe who is a fish. | amin a net.' Again cane the

mad | aughter and the near-convul sive straining at the
ropes. As the man strained, sweat poured off his face in
rivulets. Shrieking, he pulled again and again at the
restraints. As it seened he woul d break his own bones
with exertion, the man screaned, "Mrmandanus! Aid

your servant!'

Abruptly one of the candl es blew out as a wind from sone unknown
pl ace swept across the room The man

reacted with a single convul sive spasm bow ng his body
in a high arch, with only his feet and head touching the
bed, pulling against the ropes with such force that his
skin tore and bl ed. Suddenly he col |l apsed upon the bed.
The High Priestess fell back a step, then crossed to | ook
down on the man. Softly she said, 'He is dead. Relight

the candle. '

Arut ha notioned and a guard lit a taper from another
candle and relit the extinguished one. The priestess began
anot her incantation. Wile the first had been nmldly

di sconforting, this one carried a feeling of dread, a chil
fromthe farthest corner of some |ost and frozen | and of
wr et chedness. It carried the echo of the cries of those

wi t hout confort or hope. Yet within it was anot her
quality, powerful and attractive, an al nost seductive
feeling that it would somehow be wonderful to |lay aside
all burdens and rest. As the spell continued, the feelings
of foreboding increased, and those who waited fought

agai nst the desire to run far fromthe sound of the High
Priestess's spell casting.

Suddenly the spell was over, and the roomlay as quiet

as a tonb . The Hi gh Priestess spoke in the King' s Tongue.
"You who are with us in body but are now subject to the
will of our mistress, |inms-Kragma, hearken to ne. As

our Lady of Death commands all things in the end, so do

I now conmmand you in her name. Return!’

The formon the bed stirred but lay silent once nore ~
The High Priestess shouted, "Return!' and the figure
noved again. Wth a sudden novenent the dead man's

head canme up and his eyes opened. He seened to be

| ooki ng around the room but while his eyes were open
they remained rolled back up in his head, only the whites
showi ng. Still there was sonme feeling that the corpse
could yet see, for his head stopped moving as if he was

| ooking at the High Priestess. H s nouth opened and

a distant, hollow | augh issued fromit.



The High Priestess stepped forward. "Sil ence!’

The dead nman qui eted, but then the face grinned, a

slowy broadening, terrible, and evil expression. The
features began to twitch, nmoving as if the man's face
were subject to some strange palsy. The very flesh shivered
then sagged, as if turned to heated wax. The skin

colour subtly shifted, becomng fairer, alnost pale white.
The forehead becane hi gher and the chin nore delicate,

the nose nore arched and the ears pointed. The hair
darkened to black. Wthin nonents the man they had

guesti oned was gone and in his place lay a formno | onger
human.

Softly Laurie spoke. 'By the gods! A Brother of the

Dar k Pat h!’

Jimy shifted his weight unconfortably. "Your Brother
Morgan is froma lot farther north than Yabon city, |ady,"’
he whi spered. There was no hunour in his tone, only

fear.

Again cane the chill wi nd from sone unknown quarter

and the H gh Priestess turned towards Arutha. Her eyes
were wide with fear and she seenmed to speak, but none
coul d hear her words.

The creature on the bed, one of the hated dark cousins

to the elves, shrieked in maniacal glee. Wth a shocki ng
and sudden display of strength, the noredhel ripped one
armfree of its bond, then the other. Before the' guards
could react, it tore free the bonds holding its |egs.
Instantly the dead thing was on its feet, |eaping towards
the High Priestess.

The wonman stood resolute, a feeling of power radiating from her.

She pointed her hand at the creature. '"Halt!'

The noredhel obeyed. 'By ny mstress's power, | conmand

obedi ence fromyou who are called. In her domain

do you dwell and subject you are to her |aws and

m ni sters. By her power do | order you back!'’

The noredhel faltered a nmoment, then with startling

qui ckness reached out and with one hand seized the High

Priestess by the throat. In that hollow, distant voice it

screanmed, 'Trouble not ny servant, lady. If you |ove

your mstress so dearly, then to her go!'’

The High Priestess gripped its wist, and blue fire sprang to life along
the creature's arm Wth a how of pain it picked her up as if she wei ghed
not hi ng and hurl ed her against the wall near Arutha, where she crashed and
slid to the floor. Al stood notionless. The transformation of this
creature and its unexpected attack upon the High Priestess robbed all in
the room of volition. The tenple guards were rooted by the sight of their
priestess hunbl ed by some dark, otherworld power. Gardan and his nmen were
equal ly stunned. Wth anot her boom ng how of |aughter the creature

turned towards Arutha.

"Now, Lord of the West, we are

met, and it is your hour!' The noredhel swayed upon its feet a nonment, then
st epped towards Arutha. The tenple guards recovered

an instant before Gardan's men. The two bl ack-and-sil ver-

clad soldiers leapt forward, one interposing hinself

bet ween t he advanci ng noredhel and the stunned priestess,

the other attacking the creature. Arutha's soldiers

were only a step behind in preventing the creature from

reaching Arutha. Laurie sprang for the door, shouting

for the guards without.



The tenple guard thrust with his scimtar and inpal ed
t he noredhel . Sightless eyes w dened, showi ng red rins,
as the creature grinned, a horrid expression of glee. In an
instant its hands shot forward and were around the
guard's throat. Wth a twisting notion it broke the guard's
neck, then tossed him aside. The first of Arutha's guards
to reach the creature struck fromthe side, a blow that
gouged a bloody furrow along its back. Wth a backhand
slap it knocked the guard down. It reached down and
pulled the scimtar out of its own chest and with a snarl
tossed it aside. As it turned away, Gardan hit it |ow and
from behind. The huge captain encircled the creature
with his powerful arms, lifting it fromthe ground. The
creature's claws raked Gardan's arns, but still he held it
hi gh, preventing its progress towards Arutha. Then the
creature kicked backwards, its heel striking Gardan in
the 'l eg, causing both to fall. The creature rose. As
Gardan tried to reach it again, he stunmbled over the
body of the fallen tenple guard.
The door flew open as Laurie tossed aside the inner
bar, and pal ace and tenpl e guards raced past the singer
The creature was within a sword's thrust of Arutha when
the first guard tackled it from behind, followed an instant
|ater by two nore. The tenple guards joined their |one
fellowin form ng a defence around the unconsci ous Hi gh
Priestess. Arutha's guards joined in the assault upon the
nor edhel . Gardan recovered fromhis fall and rushed to
Arutha's side. 'Leave, H ghness. W can hold it here by
wei ght of nunbers.'
Arutha, with sword ready, said, 'How |long, Gardan?
How can you stop a creature already dead?
Jimy the Hand backed away from Arutha's side,
nmovi ng towards the door. He couldn't take his eyes from
t he knot of writhing bodies. guards hamered' at the
creature with hilts and fists, seeking to bludgeon it into
subm ssion. Hands and faces were sticky red as the
creatures claws raked out again and again.
Laurie circled around the nel ee, |ooking for an openi ng,
his sword pointed |ike a dagger. Catching sight of
jimry as the thief bolted towards the door, Laurie
shout ed, "Arutha, Jinmry shows unconmon good sense.
Leave!' then he thrust with his sword and a low, chilling
moan came fromwi thin the junble of bodies.
Arut ha was gripped by indecision. The nmass seened to
be inching towards him as if the weight of the guards
served only to slow the creature's progress. The creature's
voice rang out. 'Flee, if you will, Lord of the West, but
you shall never find refuge fromny servants.' As if gifted
by sone additional surge of power, the noredhel heaved
mghtily and the guards were cast aside. They crashed
into those standing before the Hi gh Priestess, and for a
nmonent the creature was free to stand upright. Now it
was covered in blood, its face a nmask of bl eedi ng wounds.
Torn flesh hung from one cheek, transform ng the noredhel's
face into a permanent, baleful grin. One guard
managed to rise and shatter the creature's right armwith
a sword blow. It spun and tore the man's throat out with
a single rake of its hand. Wth its right arm dangling
uselessly at its side, the noredhel spoke through | oose,
rubbery lips, its voice a bubbling, wet noise. "I feed on



death! Come. | shall feed on yours!'

Two sol diers junped upon the noredhel from behind,
driving it to the floor once nore, before Arutha. Ignoring
the guards, the creature clawed towards the Prince, its
good arm outstretched, fingers hooked like a claw. Mre
guards | eapt upon it, and Arutha darted forward, driving
his sword through the creature's shoul der, deep into

its back. The nonstrous figure shuddered briefly, then
resuned its forward notion

Li ke some gi ant, obscene crab, the mass of bodies

inched slowy towards the Prince. The activities of the
guards increased, as if they would protect Arutha by
literally tearing the creature to shreds. Arutha took a
step back, his reluctance to flee slowy overbal anced by
the refusal of the noredhel to be stopped. Wth a cry, a
sol dier was tossed away, to |land hard, his head striking
the stone floor with an audible crack. Another shouted
"Highness, it grows in strength!' A third screaned as he
had an eye clawed out by the frantic creature. Wth a
titanic heave, it tossed the remaining soldiers away and
rose, with no one between itself and Arutha.

Laurie tugged at Arutha's left sleeve, |eading the Prince
slowy towards the door. They wal ked si deways, never
taking their eyes fromthe | oathsome creature, while it
stood swaying upon its feet. Its sightless eyes followed
the two nmen, glaring froma skull rendered a pul py red
mask devoid of recogni zable features. One of the High
Priestess's guards charged the creature from behind, and
wi t hout | ooki ng, the noredhel |ashed backwards with its
right hand and crushed the man's skull with a single blow
Laurie cried, '"it has the use of its armonce nore. It's
healing itself.' the creature was upon themin a |l eap
Suddenly Arutha felt hinself going down as soneone

shoved himaside. In a blur of inmges, Arutha saw

Lauri e ducking away fromthe blow that woul d have torn
Arutha's head from his shoul ders. Arutha rolled away

and came to his feet beside Jimy the Hand. The boy

had knocked hi mout of harms way. Beyond Ji my,

Arutha coul d see Fat her Nathan

' The bull-necked priest approached the nonster, his |eft
hand hel d upright, palmforward. The creature sonehow
sensed the priest's approach, for it turned its attention
from Arutha and spun to face Nat han

The centre of Nathan's hand began to gl ow, then shine
with a fierce white |light that cast a visible beam upon the
nor edhel ;, which stood transfixed. Fromits torn lips a
thin nmoan was enitted. Then Nat han began to chant.

"A high shriek erupted fromthe noredhel, and it

cowered, covering sightless eyes fromthe gl are of

Nat han's mystic light. Its voice could be heard, |ow and
Wailing. "it burns . . . it burns!' the stocky cleric took a
Step forward, forcing the creature to shanbl e backwards.
The thing | ooked nothing nortal, bleeding thick, nearly
coagul ated bl ood froma hundred wounds, |arge pieces of
flesh and clothing dangling fromits form It hunkered

| ower and cried out, 'l burn!’

Then a cold wind blew in the roomand the creature

shri eked, |oud enough to startle even seasoned, battl e-ready
sol diers. Guards | ooked furiously about, seeking

the source of sonme nanel ess horror that could be felt on



every side.

The creature suddenly rose up, as if new power had

cone into it. Its right hand shot out, grabbing at the
source of the burning light, Nathan's |eft hand. Fingers
and talon-like fingers interlaced, and with a searing sound
the creature's hand began to snoke. The noredhel drew
back its left hand to strike a blow at the cleric, but as it
uncoil ed to strike, Nathan shouted a word unknown to

the others In the room and the creature faltered and
groaned. Nathan's voice rang out, filling the roomwth

t he sounds of nystic prayer and holy magic. The creature
froze for an instant, then trenbled in place. Nathan
stepped up the urgency of his incantation and the creature
reeled as if being struck a mghty blow, and snoke rose
fromits body. Nathan called down the power of his
goddess, Sung the Wite, the deity of purity, his voice
hoarse and strained. A |oud noaning, seem ng to cone
froma great distance, escaped fromthe noredhel's nouth
and it shuddered again. Locked in this nystic battle,

Nat han |i Ned his shoulders as if he were struggling to
nove away a great weight, and the noredhel fell to its
knees. Its right hand bent backwards as Nathan's voice
droned on. Beads of sweat rolled down the priest's
forehead and the cords on his neck stood out. Blisters
rose on the creature's ragged flesh and exposed nuscl e
and it began an ululating cry. A sizzling sound and the
snel |l of cooking neat filled the room Thick oily snoke
poured off its body, and one guard turned his head and
vom ted. Nathan's eyes grew wi de as he exerted the force
of his will upon this creature. Slowy they swayed, the
creature's flesh cracking as it blackened and crisped from
Nat han's magi c. The noredhel beat backwards under the
force of the priest's grip, and suddenly bl ue energy
coursed over its blackening body. Nathan rel eased his

hol d and the creature toppl ed sideways, flanes erupting
fromits eyes, nouth, and ears. Soon flames engul fed the
body and reduced it quickly to ashes, choking the room
with a foul, greasy odour.

Nat han slowy turned to face Arutha, and the Prince

saw a man suddenly aged. The cleric's eyes were w de

and sweat poured down his face. In a dry croak he said,
"hi ghness, it is done.' Taking one slow step, then another
towards the Prince, Nathan sniled weakly. Then he fel
forward, to be caught by Arutha before he struck the
floor. 4

Revel ati ons

Bi rds sang to wel cone the new dawn.

Arut ha, Laurie, Jimy, Volney, and Gardan sat in

the Prince's private audi ence chanber awaiting word of
Nat han and the Hi gh Priestess. The tenple guards had
carried the priestess to a guest chanber and stood guard
whi | e heal ers summoned from her tenple attended her

They had been with her all night, while nmenbers of

Nat han's order tended himin his quarters.

Everyone in the room had been rendered silent by the
horors of the night, and all were reluctant to speak of it.
Laurie stirred first fromthe nunbness, |eaving his chair
to nove to a w ndow.



Arutha's eyes foll owed Laurie's novenment, but his mnd was westling

with a dozen unanswer abl e questi ons.

Who or what was seeking his death? And why? But nore

i mportant to himthan his own safety was the question of
what threat this posed for Lyam Carline, and the others
due to arrive soon. And nmost of all, was there any risk to
Anita? A dozen tines over the |ast few hours Arutha had
consi dered post poni ng the weddi ng.

Lauri e sat down on a couch next to the half-dozing

Jimy. Quietly he asked, 'Jinmy, )how did you know to
fetch Father Nathan when the Hi gh Priestess herself was
hel pl ess?' Jinmy stretched and yawned. "It was somet hi ng
renmenbered fromny youth.' At this, Gardan | aughed

and the tension in the roomlessened. Even Arutha

ventured a half-smle as Jinmry continued. "I was given
into the tutel age of one Father Tinmothy, a cleric of
Astalon, for a tinme. Cccasionally one boy or another is
allowed to do this. It's a sign the Mckers have great
expectations for the boy,' he said proudly. "I stayed only
to learn ny letters and nunbers, but along the way I
chanced to pick up a few other bits of know edge.

"I remenbered a discourse on the nature of the gods

Fat her Timothy had gi ven once - though it had al nost

put me to sleep. According to that worthy, there is an
opposition of forces, positive and negative forces that are
sometines called good and evil. Good cannot cance

good, nor evil cancel evil. To balk an agent of evil, you
need an agency of good. The High Priestess is counted a
servant of dark powers by nost people and coul d not

hold the creature at bay. | hoped the father could oppose
the creature, as Sung and her servants are seen as being
of "good" deneanour. | really didn't knowif it was

possi bl e, but | couldn't see standi ng around whil e that
thi ng chewed up the pal ace guards one by one.'

Arutha said, (it proved a good guess.' H s tone reveal ed
approval of Jimy's quick thinking.

A guard cane into the room and said, 'Hi ghness, the
priest is recovered and sends word for you. He begs you
to come to his quarters.' Arutha nearly leapt fromhis
chair and strode out of the chamber with the others close
behi nd.

For over a century custom had provided that the pal ace

of the Prince of Krondor contain a tenple with a shrine
to each of the gods, so that whoever was a guest, no
matter which of the major deities he worshi pped, would
find a place of spiritual confort close by. The order
seeing to the tenple's care would change fromtinme to
tine as different advisers to the Prince cane and went. It
was Nat han and his acol ytes who cared for the tenple
under Arutha's administration, as they had during
Erland's. The priest's quarters |lay behind the tenple,
and Arutha entered through the large, vaulted hall. At

t he opposite end of the nave a door could be glinpsed
behi nd the bema that contained the shrine to the four
greater gods. Arutha strode towards the door, his boots
cl acki ng upon the stone floor as he wal ked past the
shrines to the | esser gods on either side of the tenple. As
he approached the door to Nathan's quarters, Arutha

could see it was open and gli npsed nmovenent inside.

He entered the priest's quarters and Nathan's acol ytes



st epped aside. Arutha was struck by the austere | ook of
the room nearly a cell w thout personal property or
decoration. The only nonutilitarian itemvisible was a
personal statuette of Sung, represented as a | ovely young
worman in a long white robe, resting on a small table next
to Nathan's bed.

The priest | ooked haggard and weak but alert. He |ay
propped up on cushions. Nathan's assistant priest hovered
cl ose by, ready to answer any need Nat han m ght have.

The royal chirurgeon waited beside the bed. He bowed

and said, "There is nothing physically wong, H ghness,
save he is exhausted. Please be brief.' Arutha nodded as
the chirurgeon, followed by all the acol ytes, withdrew
As he left, he notioned for Gardan and the others to
remai n outside. Arutha cane to Nathan's side.

"How do you fare?

"I ' will live, Highness,' he answered weakly.

Arut ha cast a quick glance at the door and saw the

al armed expression on Gardan's face. It confirnmed
Arutha's inpression that Nathan's ordeal had left him
changed. Softly Arutha said, 'You will do nore than just

live, Nathan. You'll be back to your old self soon.'
"I have lived through a horror no nan should have to
face, H ghness. So you may understand, | rust share a

confidence with you.' He nodded towards the door
The assistant priest closed the door and returned to

Nat han' s bedsi de. Nathan said, "I rmust now tell you
somet hi ng not comonly known outside the tenple,

H ghness. | take great responsibility upon nyself to do
this, but | judge it inperative.'

Arutha | eaned forward the better to hear the tired
priest's faint words. Nathan said, There is an order to

t hi ngs, Arutha, a bal ance inposed by |Ishap, the One

Above All. The greater gods rule through the | esser gods,
who are served by the priesthoods. Each order has its

m ssion. An order may seemto be in opposition to

anot her, but the higher truth is that all orders have a

pl ace in the scheme of things. Even those in the tenples
who are of |ower rank are kept ignorant of this higher
order. It is the reason for occasional conflicts erupting
between tenples. My disconfort at the High Priestess's
rites last night was as nuch for the benefit of ny acol ytes
as fromany true distaste. Wiat an individual is capable
of understandi ng determ nes how nuch of the truth is
revealed to himby the tenmples. Many need the sinple
concepts of good and evil, light and dark, to govern their
daily lives. You are not such a one.

"I have trained in the Followi ng of the Single Path, the
order | ambest suited for by nmy nature. But as do al

ot hers who have reached ny rank. | know well the nature
and nmani festations of the other gods and goddesses. What
appeared in that roomlast night was nothing |I have ever
known . '

Arut ha seened lost. 'Wiat do you nean?

"As | battled against the force that drove the noredhe

I' could sense sonething of its nature. It is something
alien, dark and dread, something wthout mercy. It rages
and it seeks to domi nate or destroy. Even those gods
called dark, lins-Kragma and GQuts-wa, are not truly evil
when the truth is understood. But this thing is a blotting



out of the light of hope. It is despair incarnate.’

The assistant priest indicated it was time for Arutha to

| eave. As he noved towards the door, Nathan called out.
.Wait, you nust understand sonething nore. it left, not
because | had bested it, but because | had robbed it of

the servant it inhabited. It had no physical neans of
continuing the attack. | only defeated its agent. It
reveal ed sonething of itself in that noment. 'it is not
ready yet to face ny Lady of the One Path, but it holds

her and the other gods in contenpt.' H's face reveal ed

his alarm 'Arutha, it feels contenpt for the gods!' nathan
sat up, his hand outstretched, and Arutha returned and

took it. 'Highness, it is a force that deens itself suprene.
It hates and it rages and it means to destroy any who
oppose it. If - '

Arut ha said, 'Softly, Nathan.'

The priest nodded and | ay back. sSeek greater w sdom

than mne, Arutha. For one other thing did | sense. This
foe. this enconpassing darkness. is growing in strength.'
Arut ha said. 'Sleep, nathan. Let this all becone just

anot her bad dream' He nodded to the assistant priest

and left the room As he passed the royal chirurgeon, he

' Said, '"Aid him' a plea nore than a conmand

Hours went by as Arutha awaited word of the High

Priestess of linms-Kragna. He sat al one, while Jimy

slept on a low settee. Gardan was off seeing to the

depl oyment of his guards. Vol ney was busy with running

the Principality, as Arutha was preoccupied with the
nmysteries of the previous night. He had deci ded agai nst

i nform ng Lyam of exactly what had occurred until the

King was in Krondor. As he had observed before, with

Lyam s retinue nunbering in excess of a hundred sol diers,

it would take sonething in the order of a small arny to

i mperil him Arutha paused for a monent in his deliberation to
study Jimy. He |ooked still a child as he breathed

slowy. He had | aughed off the severity of his wound, but
once things had finally quieted down, he had fallen asleep
al nost instantly. Gardan had gently lifted himonto the
couch. Arutha shook his head slightly. The youth was a
conmon crininal, a parasite upon society who had not

wor ked an honest day's labour in his young life. Not

much past fourteen or fifteen, he was a braggart, a liar
and a thief, but while he nmight be many things, he was
still a friend. Arutha sighed and wondered what to do

about the boy. A court page arrived with a message fromthe High
Priestess, requesting Arutha's presence at once. The

Prince rose quietly, so as not to awaken Ji my, and

foll owed the page to where the High Priestess was being
cared for by her healers. Arutha's guards waited outside
the suite and tenpl e guards stood inside the door, a
concession Arutha had granted when requested by the

priest who had come fromthe tenple. The priest greeted
Arutha coolly, as if Arutha sonehow bore the responsibility
for his mstress's injury. He led Arutha into the

sl eepi ng chanber, where a priestess attended the | eader

of their tenple. Arutha was shocked by the appearance of the high
Priestess. She lay propped up by a pile of bolsters. her
pal e blond hair fram ng a face drained of colour, as if the
icy blue of winter had suffused her features. She | ooked

as if she had aged twenty years in a day. But as she turned



her gaze upon Arutha, there was still an aura of power
about her.

' Have you recovered, madan?' Arutha's tone showed
concern as he inclined his head towards her

"My mstress has work for ne yet, Hi ghness. | wll not
join her for some tine.

"I am pleased to hear that news. | have cone as you
required.’

The wonman drew hersel f upright, until she sat with her

back against the pillows. Wthout conscious thought she
brushed back her nearly white hair, and Arutha could see
that despite the gri mdenmeanour the H gh Priestess was a
worman of unusual beauty, albeit a beauty w thout a hint

of softness. In a voice still strained, the priestess said,
"Arutha conDoin, there is peril to our Kingdom and

nmore. In the real mof the Mstress of Death. only one
stands higher than |; she is our Mdther Matriarch in

Ri Il anon. Ot her than herself. none shoul d chall enge ny
power in the domain of death. But now there cones

somet hing that chall enges the very goddess hersel f. something
that while still weak, while still learning its powers,

can overcone ny control over one in nmy mstress's realm
'Have you any understandi ng of the inmportance of ny

words? It is as if a baby fresh fromher nother's teat has
cone to your pal ace, nay, the pal ace of your brother the
King, and turned his retinue, his guards, even the very
peopl e against him rendering himhelpless in the very

seat of his power. That is what we face. And it grows. As
we stand speaking, it grows in strength and rage. And it
is' ancient. ' Her eyes grew w de, and suddenly Arutha
saw a hint of nadness'. 'it is both newand old . . | don't
understand . '

Arut ha nodded towards the healer and turned to the

priest. The priest indicated the door and Arutha started
to |l eave. As he reached the door, the Hi gh Priestess's

voi ce broke into sobbing. When they reached the outer room the priest said,
"Highness, | amJulian, Chief Priest of the Inner Crcle.
I've sent word to our nother'tenple in Rillanon of what

has happened here. 1. ' He appeared troubl ed by what

he was about to say. Mst likely I will be H gh Priest of
lins-Kragma within a few months' tine. We shall care

for her,' he said, facing the closed door, "but she wll
never again be able to guide us in our mstress's service.'
He returned his attention to Arutha. 'I have heard from
the tenpl e guards of what occurred last night, and | have
just heard the High Priestess's words. If the tenple can
help, we will.' Arutha considered the man's words. It was usual for a
priest of one of the orders to be nunbered ampong the
councillors of the nobility. There were too many matters

of mystic inportance to be faced for the nobility to be

wi t hout spiritual gui dance. That was why Arutha's father
had been the first to include a nagician in his conpany of
advi sers. But active cooperation between tenple and
temporal authority, between ruling bodies thensel ves

was rare. Finally Arutha said, 'M thanks, Julian. When

we have a better sense of what we are dealing with, we

shal | seek out your wi sdom | have just come to understand
that nmy view of the world is sonewhat narrow. |
expect you will provide val ued assi stance.'

The priest bowed his head. As Arutha made to | eave,



he said, 'H ghness?" Arutha |ooked back' to see a concerned expression on
the priest's face. "Yes?')

"Find whatever this thing is, H ghness. Seek it out, and
destroy it utterly.' Arutha could only nod. He nade his way back to his
chanmber. Entering, he sat quietly, lest he disturb Jinmy,
who still lay sleeping upon the settee. Arutha noticed
that a plate of fruit and cheese and a decanter of chilled
wi ne had been placed upon the table for him Realizing

he had had nothing to eat all day, he poured hinself a

gl ass of wine and cut a wedge of cheese. then sat down
again. He put his boots on the table and | eaned back
letting his mind wander. The fatigue of two nights with
little sl eep washed over him but his nmind was too caught
up in the events of the last two days to let sleep be
consi dered for even a nonent. Sone supernatural agent

was | oose in his realm some magic thing that threw fear
into priests of two of the nost powerful tenples in the

Ki ngdom Lyamwould arrive in less than a week. Nearly
every noble in the Kingdomwould be in Krondor for the
wedding. In his city. And he could think of nothing he
could do to guarantee their safety.

Arut ha sat for an hour, his mnd niles away as he

absently ate and drank. He was a man who often

descended into dark broodi ng when | eft al one, but when

gi ven a probl em he never ceased to work on it, to attack
it fromevery possible side, to worry it, tossing it about,
as a terrier does a rat. He conjured up dozens of possible
approaches to the problem and constantly re-exam ned

every shred of information he had. Finally, after discarding
a dozen plans. he knew what he nust do. He took his

feet off the table and grabbed a ripe apple off the dish
before him

.Jimmy.' he shouted, and the boy thief was instantly

awake ,'years of dangerous living having bred the habit of
light sleeping. Arutha threw the apple at the boy and

wi th astoni shing speed he sat up and caught the fruit
scant inches fromhis face. Arutha could understand how

he had cone to be known as 'the Hand'.

.What ?* inquired the boy as he bit into the fruit.

"I need you to carry a nessage to your master.' Jimmy
stopped in md-bite. 'l need you to arrange

a neeting between nyself and the Upright Man."

Jimy's eyes wi dened in utter disbelief.

Again thick fog had rolled in off the Bitter Sea to bl anket
Krondor in a deep mantle of haze. Two figures noved

qui ckly past the few taverns still open for business.
Arutha followed as Jimy led himthrough the city,
passi ng out of the Merchants' Quarter into rougher
environs, 'until they were deep within the heart of the
Poor quarter. Then a quick turn down an alley and they
stood before a dead end. Emerging fromthe shadows,
three nen appeared as if by nagic. Arutha had his rapier
out in an instant, but Jimy only said, 'W are pilgrins
who seek gui dance.'

"Pilgrins, | amthe guide.' cane the answer fromthe
forenpst man. 'Now, tell your friend to put up his toad
sticker or we'll deliver himup in a sack.'

If the men knew Arutha's identity, they were giving no
sign. Arutha slowy put away his sword. The other two



men came forward, holding out blindfolds. Arutha said,
"What business is this?

"This is the way you will travel,' answered the spokesman.
if you refuse, you will go not one step farther.’

Arut ha fought down irritation and nodded, once. The

men came forward and Arutha saw Ji my blindf ol ded

an instant before' he was roughly denied Iight hinself.
Struggling against the urge to pull the blindfold away,
Arut ha heard the man speak. 'You will both be led from
here to another place, where others will cone to guide
you. You may be passed al ong through many hands

bef ore you reach your destination, so do not becone

al armed shoul d you hear unexpected voices in the dark. |
do not know what your ultinmate destination is, for | do
not need to know. | also do not know who you are, man,)
but orders have conme down from one nost highly placed
that you are to be |l ed quickly and delivered unharned.
But be warned: renove your blindfold only at grave risk.
You may not know where you are fromthis nonment
henceforth.' Arutha felt a rope being tied around his
wai st and heard the speaker say, 'Hold tightly to the rope
and keep a sure foot, we travel at good pace.'

W thout further word, Arutha was jerked around and

led off into the night.

For nore than an hour, or so it seened to the Prince, he
had been | ed about the streets of Krondor. He had twi ce
stunmbl ed and had brui ses to show for the casual care
given by his guides. At |least three tinmes he had changed
gui des, so he had no i dea whom he woul d see when the
blindfold was renoved. But at |ast he clinbed a flight of
stairs. He heard several doors open and shut before
strong hands forced himto sit. At last the blindfold was
renoved and Arutha blinked as he was dazzled by the
light. Arrayed along a table was a series of lanterns, with a
pol i shed refl ector behind each, all turned to face him

Each cast a brilliant illumnation into the Prince's eyes,
preventing himfrom seei ng anyone who stood behind
".that table.

Arut ha | ooked to his right and saw Jimy sitting upon
anot her stool. After a | ong nmonment a deep voice runbled
frombehind the lights. 'Geetings, Prince of Krondor.'

Arut ha squinted against the light, but could catch no glinpse of who spoke
from

behind the glare. 'Am 1 speaking to the Upright Man?

A long pause preceded the answer.

'Be satisfied that | am enmpowered to reach any understandi ng you may

desire. | speak with his voice.'
Arut ha considered for a nonment. "Very well. | seek an
alliance. '

From behind the glare came a deep chuckle. 'Wat

woul d the Prince of cronder need of the Upright Man's

ai d?

"l seek to learn the secrets of the Guild of Death.'

A long silence followed on the heels of this statement.
Arutha couldn't decide if the speaker was consulting
anot her person or sinply thinking. Then the voi ce behind
the lanterns said, 'Renove the boy and hol d hi m outside.'
Two nen appeared fromout of the dark and roughly



grabbed Ji mmy, hauling himfromthe room Wen he

was gone, the voice said, "The N ghthawks are a source
of concern for the Upright Man, Prince of Krondor. They
trespass upon the Thieves' H ghway and their black
nmurders stir up the popul ace, casting unwel cone |ight
upon the Mdckers' many activities. In short, they are bad
for business. It would serve us to see them ended, but
what cause have you beyond that which normally occupies

a ruler when his subjects are being wantonly nurdered in
their sl eep?

'They pose a threat to ny brother and nysel f.'

Again there was a long silence. 'Then they set their
sights high. Still, royalty often needs killing as nmuch as
t he commons, and a man nust earn a |iving howsoever

he may, even though he be an assassin.'

"it should be apparent to you,' said Arutha dryly, 'that
nmurdering Princes would be especially. bad for business.
The Mockers would find things a little cranped working
ina city under martial |aw'

"This is true. Name your bargain.'

"I ask no bargain. | denmand cooperation. | need information
I wish to know where lies the heart of the
N ght hawks. '

"Altruismaccrues little benefit to those lying cold in
the gutter. The armof the Guild of Death is long."'

"No | onger than mine,' said Arutha in a voice devoid of
hurmour. '1 can see that the activities of the Mockers
suffer greatly. You know as well as |I what woul d happen
to the Mockers should the Prince of Krondor declare war
upon your guild.’

"There is little profit in such contention between the
guild and Your Hi ghness.'

Arut ha | eaned forward, his dark eyes gl eam ng from

the brilliant lights. Slowy, biting off each word, he said,
"I have no need of profit.’

A moment of silence was followed by a deep sigh.

'Yes, there is that,' said the voice thoughtfully. Then it
chuckl ed. 'That is one of the advantages to inheriting
one's position. It would prove troubl esonme to govern a
guild of starving thieves. Very well, Arutha of Krondor
but for this risk the guild needs indemity. You' ve shown
the stick, now what of the carrot?

"Name your price.' Arutha sat back

"Understand this: the Upright Man is synpathetic to

Your Hi ghness regarding the probl ens posed by the

Quild of Death. The N ghthawks are not to be endured.
They nmust be elimnated root and branch. But nany

ri sks are involved, and great expense will be incurred
this will be a costly venture.'

"Your price? Arutha repeated flatly.

"For the risk involved to all should we fail, ten thousand

gol den sovereigns.'

'That would put a large hole in the royal treasury."
"True, but consider the alternatives.'

"W have a bargain.'

"i shall provide the Upright Man's instructions as to the
means of paynment later,' the voice said with a hint of
hurmour in it. 'Now there is another matter.'

"What is that?' said Arutha

" Young Ji my the Hand has broken oath with the



Mockers and his |life is forfeit. He shall die within the
hour. '

Wt hout thinking, Arutha began to rise. Strong hands
pushed hi m down from behind as a | arge thief stepped
out of the darkness. He sinply shook his ' head in the
negati ve.

"W woul d never think of returning you to the pal ace

in |less salubrious condition than that in which you
arrived,' said the voice behind the lights, "but draw a

weapon in this roomand you will be delivered to the

pal ace gate in a box and we will deal then with the
consequences. '

"But Jimy - '

'"Broke oath!' interrupted the voice. 'He was honourbound

to report the whereabouts of the N ghthawk when

he saw him As he was honour-bound to tell of Laughing
Jack's treachery. Yes, Hi ghness, we know of these things.
Jimy betrayed the guild to carry word to you first.
There are certain matters that can be forgi ven because of
age, but these actions cannot.'

"i"ll not stand by and allow Jimy to be nmurdered.’

"Then listen, Prince of Krondor, for | have a story to
tell. Once the Upright Man lay with a woman of the
streets, as he had with hundreds of others, but this whore
bore hima son. This is a certainty: Jimy the Hand is
the Upright Man's son, though he is ignorant of his
paternity. This presents the Upright Man with sonething
of a quandary. If he is to obey the | aws he has made, he
nmust order the death of his own son. But should he not

he will lose credibility with those who serve him An
unpl easant choice. Already the Quild of Thieves is in
turmoil fromjack's being shown as an agent of the

Ni ght hawks. Trust is a thin enough comodity at nost
times, it is nearly nonexistent now. Can you think of
anot her way?'

Arutha smled, for he knew another way. 'in tines not
far past, it was not unheard of to buy pardon. Name your
price.

'For treason? No | ess than another ten thousand gold
sovereigns.'

Arut ha shook his head. H's treasury would be gutted
Still, Jimy mnmust have known the risks of betraying the
Mockers to bring himwarning, and that was worth nuch.
' Done,' said Arutha sourly.

' Then you nust keep the boy with you, Prince of
Krondor, for he'll never be one with the Myckers again,
though we will not attenpt to harmhim. . . unless he
agai n transgresses agai nst us. Then we shall deal with
himas we would any freebooter. Harshly.'

Arutha rose. 'is our business then done?
' Except for one last thing.'
'Yes?'

"Also in times not far past, it was not unheard of to
buy a patent of nobility for a price in gold. Wat price
woul d you ask of a father to have his son named Squire
of the Prince's court?

Arut ha | aughed, suddenly understanding the course of
negoti ations. 'Twenty thousand gol den sovereigns.'

'Done. the UPright Man is fond of Jimy, though he



has ot her bastards around, Jimry is special. The Upri ght
Man wi shes Jimy to remain ignorant of the relationship,
but he will be pleased to think his son shall have a
brighter future for this night's negotiations.'

"He will be placed within ny service, wthout know ng
who his father is. Shall we neet again?

"i think not, Prince of Krondor. The Upright Mn

guards his identity jealously, and even to cone close to
one who' speaks with his voice brings himdangers. But
we will carry clear nmessages to you when we know where
hi de the N ghthawks. And we will wel cone news of their
obliteration. '

Ji my sat nervously. For over three hours Arutha had

been cl oseted with Gardan, Vol ney, and Laurie, as well

as other nmenbers of his private staff. Jimy had been
invited to remain in a roomset aside for his use. , The
presence of two guards at the door and two nore bel ow

t he bal cony outside his wi ndow gave anple support to

the notion that he was, for whatever reason, a prisoner
Jimy had little doubt he could | eave undetected during
the night if he had been in fit condition, but after the
events of the last few days he felt abused. Al so, he was at
somet hing of a loss to understand being returned to

the palace with the Prince. The boy thief was uneasy
Sonething in his life had changed and he wasn't sure

what, or why. The door to the room opened and a guard sergeant
stuck his head in, waving to Jimmy to come. 'H s Hi ghness
wants you, boy.' Jinmmy quickly followed the soldier down
the hall to the long passage to the council chanbers.

Arut ha | ooked up fromreadi ng somethi ng. About the

tabl e sat Gardan, Laurie, and some other men Ji my

didn't know, while Earl Vol ney stood near the door

~Jimy, | have sonmething for you here.' Jinmmy sinply

| ooked around the room not know ng what to say.

Arutha said, "This is a royal patent nam ng You Squire to
the Prince's court.') Jimy was speechl ess, his eyes w de. Laurie chuckl ed
at his reaction, while Gardan grinned. Finally Jimy

found his voice. "This is a jest, right?" Wen Arutha
shook his head, the boy said, '"But . . . ne, a squire?
Arutha replied, 'You have saved ny life and you are to

be rewarded.’

Jimy said, "But, H ghness, | . . . thank you, but . ~
there's the matter of nmy oath to the Myckers.'

Arut ha | eaned forward. 'That matter has been di sposed

of , Squire. You are no | onger a nenber of the Guild of

Thi eves. The Upright Man has agreed. It is done.'

Jimy felt trapped. He had never taken nuch pl easure

in being a thief, but he had taken great pleasure in being
a very good thief. Wiat appealed to himwas the chance

to prove hinself at every turn, to show all that Jimy the
Hand was the best thief in the guild . . . or at |east would
be soneday. But now he was to be bound to the Prince'S
househol d, and with the office cane duties. And if the
Upri ght Man had agreed, Jimy was forever denied

access to the society of the streets.

Seeing the boy's lack of enthusiasm Laurie said, 'Muy

I, Hi ghness?

Arutha permitted, and the singer cane over to place a

hand on the boy's shoulder. 'Jimy, H's H ghness is



si mply keepi ng your head above water, literally. He had
to bargain for your life. If he had not, you' d be floating
in the harbour this hour. The Upright Man knew you'd
broken oath with the guild."’

Jimy visibly sagged and Laurie squeezed his shoul der
reassuringly. The boy had al ways t hought hinself sonehow
above the rules, free of the responsibilities that

bound ot hers. Jinmy had never known why he had been
granted special consideration so many tines, while others
were forced to pay their way, but now he knew that he

had stretched privilege too far once too often. There was
no doubt in the boy's mnd that the singer told the truth,
and conflicting enmotions . surged up within himas he
consi dered how cl ose to being nmurdered he had cone.

Laurie said, 'Palace life isn't so bad. The building' s
warm your clothing'll be clean, and there's anple food.
Besides, there'll be plenty to hold your interest.' He

| ooked at Arutha and added dryly,) "Especially of late.'
Ji my nodded and Laurie |led himaround the table.

Jimy was instructed to kneel. The Earl quickly read the
patent. 'To all within our denesne: whereas the youth
Jimy. an orphan of the city of Krondor, has rendered
worthy service in preventing injury to the royal person of
the Prince of Krondor, and: \Wereas the youth Jimy is
considered to hold us forever in his debt, It is my wsh
that he be known to all in the realmas our bel oved and

| oyal servant. and it is furthernore wi shed that he be
given a place in the court of Krondor, with the rank of
Squire, with all rights( and privil eges pertaining thereunto.
Furthernore let it be known that the title to the estate of
Haverford on the River Wl andel is conferred upon him

and his progeny as long as they shall live, to have and to
hold, with servants and properties thereupon. Title to
this estate shall be held by the crown until the day of his
majority. Set this day by nmy hand and seal, Arutha
conDoi n, Prince of Krondor; Knight-Mrshal of the Wstern
Real m and of the King's Armies of the West, Heir

Apparent to the throne of Rillanon.' Vol ney | ooked at
Jimy. 'Do you accept this charge? Jimy said,

"Yes.' Volney rolled up the parchment and

handed it to the boy. That, apparently, was all that was
needed to turn a thief into a squire.

The boy didn't know where Haverford on the R ver

Wl andel was, but |and neant incone, and inmredi ately

he brightened. As he stepped away, he studied Arutha,

who was obviously preoccupi ed. Chance had tw ce thrown
them toget her, and tw ce Arutha had proved the only
person who hadn't wanted anything fromhim Even his

few friends anong the Mckers had tried to gai n advant age
over the boy at |east once until he had shown that to

be a difficult task. Jimy found his relationship with
Arut ha a novel one. As Arutha read sone papers silently ,
Jimy decided that if fate was again taking a hand, he'd
just as soon stay with the Prince and his lively bunch as
go anywhere el se he could think of. Besides, he would
have i ncome and confort as long as Arutha lived, though
this, he thought sonbrely, mght prove a bit of a problem
VWhile Jimy glanced at his patent, Arutha in turn

studied him He was a street boy: tough, resilient,
resourceful, and occasionally ruthless. Arutha snmiled to



hinself. He'd get along just fine in court.
Jimy rolled up the paper as Arutha said, 'Your fornmer
master works with alacrity.' To the entire group he said.
"Here | have his word that he has nearly uncovered the
nest of the N ghthawks. He states he will send a nmessage
at any nonent, and he regrets he nmust w thhold any

direct aid in stamping themout. Jimmy, what do you
think of this?
Jimy grinned. ' The Upright Man knows how to play.

Shoul d you destroy the N ghthawks, business returns to
normal . Should you fail, there is no suspicion he took a
hand in your attenpt. He cannot lose.' |In nore serious
tones he added, 'He also worries about additional infiltration
of the Modckers. Should that be the case, any

Mocker participation places the raid in jeopardy.'
Arut ha took the boy's neaning. 'it is conme to that
Serious a pass?'

"Most likely', H ghness. There are no nore than three

or four men with access to the' Upright Man hinsel f.
These are the only ones he can fully trust. | would guess
he has a few agents of his own outside the guild, unknown
to any but his npbst trusted ai des, perhaps not even to
them He nust be using these to ferret out the Ni ghthawks.
There are over two hundred Mckers and twice
t hat number of beggars and urchins, any of whom coul d

be eyes and ears for the @uild of Death.'
Arutha smled his crooked snmile. Volney said, 'You

have wits, Squire Janmes. You should prove a boon to Hi s

H ghness's court.'
Jimy | ooked as if something tasted bad as he nuttered,
"Squire James?
Arut ha seermed unaware of Jinmry's sour tone. "W
could all do with sone rest. Until we hear fromthe

Upri ght Man, the best we can do is recover fromthe
rigours of the last few days.' He rose. 'l bid you all good
ni ght.'
Arut ha quickly left the chanber and Vol ney gat hered

up the papers fromthe conference table and hurried
al ong on his own errands. Laurie said to Jinmmy, 'Well

i'd better take you in tow, youngster. Soneone shoul d
teach you a thing or two about quality folk.'
Gardan cane over to them 'Then the boy is as good as
damed forever to be an enmbarrassnent to the Prince.’
Laurie sighed. 'it just shows you,)' he rejoined to
Jimy, 'you can put a badge of rank on the man, but
once a barracks sweeper, always a barracks sweeper.'
' Barracks sweeper!' snapped Gardan, nock outrage on

his dark face. "Singer, I'll have you know | come froma
long line of heroes . '
Jimy sighed in resignation as he foll owed the two

bi ckering nen fromthe hall. On the whole, |ife had been
sinmpler a week ago. He tried to put on a brighter
expression, but at best he resenbled a cat who had fallen
into a barrel of cream unsure of whether to lap it up or
swimfor his life.

5

Obliteration



Arutha studied the old thief.

The Upright Man's messenger had waited while the

Prince read the missive. Now the Prince's eyes were upon
him ' Know you the contents of this?

'To the specifics, no. He who gave it to me was explicit
ininstructions."the old thief, now robbed of his agility
by age, rubbed absently at his bald pate as he stood
before Arutha. 'He said to tell you the boy could bring
you easily to the place named within, Your Hi ghness. He
also said to tell you that word has been passed regardi ng
t he boy, and the Mockers consider the matter at a close.’'
The man cast a brief glance at Jimy and w nked. Ji my,
who was standing off to one side. breathed a silent sigh

of relief at hearing that. The wink told himthat while
Ji my woul d never be a Mocker again, he at |east was
not denied the streets of the city and that old Alvarny the

Quick was still a friend. Arutha said, 'Tell your naster |
am pl eased with this swift resolution. Tell himwe shal
have an end to this matter tonight. He will understand.'

Arut ha waved for a guard to escort Alvarny fromthe

hall and turned to Gardan. 'Select a conpany of your

nost trusted nen and any Pat hfinders still in the garrison
-Any who are new to our service shall be passed over. By
word of nouth, tell each to muster at the postern gate

begi nning at sundown. By ones and twos | want them

sent into the city, using varied routes and with sharp eyes
for signs they are being foll owed. Let them wander and
dine, as if they were off duty, though any drinking should
be only sham By midnight they are all to gather at the

Rai nbow Parrot.' Gardan saluted and |eft.

When Arutha and the boy were al one, the Prince said,

"You must think I've dealt harshly with you.'

Jimy's face showed his surprise. 'No Hi ghness.

thought it a bit strange, is all. If anything, | owe you ny
life . '

"I worried you'd resent being taken fromthe only

fam |y you knew.' Jinmy shrugged off the remark. 'And

as for owwing alife . . .' He | eaned back, finger against his
cheek as he sniled. 'W are even, Squire Janes, for had

you not acted quickly the other night I1'd be shorter by a
head. "'

They both smiled at that. Jinmy said, "If we're even

why the office?

Arut ha remenbered his pledge to the Upright Man

"Count it a neans of keeping an eye upon you. You are

free to come and go, as long as you di scharge your duties
as a squire, but should | find the gold cups nmissing from
the pantry. 1'll personally drag you down to the dungeon.'
Ji my again | aughed, but Arutha's voice took on a nore

sonbre tone. 'Also, there's the matter of soneone's foiling an assassin
upon the roof of a certain fuller's house

earlier this week. And you' ve never said why you chose
to come to me with news of that N ghthawk rather than
report it as you were warranted to do.'

Jimy | ooked at Arutha, his gaze ol der by years than

his boyish face. Finally he said, 'The night you escaped



fromKrondor with the Princess, | got caught with a ful
conpany of Black Guy's horsenen on the docks between

me and freedom You threw me your sword before you

knew you' d be safely away. And when we were cl oseted

in the safe house, you taught nme swordplay. You were

al ways as fairlly spoken to me as you were to any ot her
He paused for a noment. "You treated me like a friend
i've . . . I've had few friends, Hi ghness.'

Arut ha indicated understanding. ' i also count few aS
true friends - 'ny famly, the magicians Pug and Kul gan
Father Tully, and Gardan.' H s expression turned wy.
"Lauri e has shown hinself nore than a sinple courtier

and | think he may prove a friend. 1'll even go so far as
to name that pirate Anpbs Trash a true friend. Now, if
Amps can be the friend of the Prince of Krondor, why

not Jimy the Hand?' Jimy grinned and there was a hint of noisture in his

eyes. 'Wy not indeed?' He swallowed hard and raised

hi s mask again. 'Watever happened to Anpos?'

Arut ha sat back. 'The last | saw of him he was stealing

the King's ship.' Jinmy guffawed. 'W' ve not had word

of himsince. I'd give nuch to have that cut-throat by ny

Side this night." Jimry lost his snmile. 'l hate to bring this up, but what

if we run into another of those dam things that won't
die?" 'Nathan thinks it unlikely. He thinks it happened only

because the priestess called that thing back. Besides,
can't wait upon the tenples' pleasure to act. Only that
death priest, Julian, has offered to help.'

"And we've seen how nuch hel p those who serve |ins-
Kragma can provide,' Jimy added dryly. "Let's hope

Fat her Nat han knows of what he speaks.'

Arutha rose. 'Cone, let's get what rest we may, for the
ni ght shoul d provide bl oody work."

Thr oughout the night bands of soldiers, dressed in the
common garb of nercenaries, had been wending their

way through the streets of Krondor, passing one another

wi thout a flicker of acknow edgnment, until at three hours
after mdnight over a hundred nmen were in the Rai nbow
Parrot. Several were dispensing uniformtabards from

| arge sacks, so the soldiers would again be in the Prince's
col ours during the raid.

Jimy entered in the conpany of two nen dressed in

sinmple foresters' garb, menbers of Arutha's elite conpany
of army scouts, the Royal Pathfinders. The senior

Pat hfi nder saluted. "This youngster has the eyes of a cat,
H ghness. He spotted our nmen being followed to the inn
three times.'

When Arut ha | ooked at them questioningly, Jinmy

said. 'Two of them were beggars known to ne, and they
were easy to intercept and chase off, but the third . . . It
may have been he sinply followed to see if something

was up. Anyway, when we bl ocked his way down a street
subtly, you may be sure - he sinply noved off in

another direction. It could have been nothing.'

"it also could have been something,' Arutha said. "Still
there is nothing nore we can do. Even if the N ghthawks
know we are doing sonmething, they will not know what.



Look you here,' he said to Jimy, pointing to a map on a
table before him 'This was given to nme by the royal architect. It is old
but he thinks it a fair accounting of

the sewers.’

Jimy studied it for a nmonent. 'Perhaps a score of

years ago it was.' He pointed to one spot on the nap and
another. "Here there's been a collapse of a wall, and
whil e the sewage still flows, the passage is too narrow for
a man. And here there is a new tunnel, dug by a tanner
requiring a nore rapid disposal of his waste.' Jinmy
studied the map a bit longer, then said, 'is there a

quill and ink, or charcoal ?* A piece of charcoal was
forthcom ng and Ji my made marks upon the nmap.

"Friend Lucas has a slip-me-out to the sewers in his
baserment.' Behind the bar the old owner's nouth dropped at

hearing that piece of news. 'VWat? How d you know?'

Jimy grinned. 'The rooftops aren't the only Thieves

H ghway. From here' he pointed at the nap - 'comnpan-

ies of men can nove to these two points. The exits from

t he baserment of the Ni ghthawks' stronghold are cleverly

| ocated. Each cones out in a tunnel not directly connected
with the others. The doors may be only scant yards apart,

but it's yards of solid walls of brick and stone, with mles
of twisting sewers to travel, to gain one fromthe next. It
woul d take an hour to find your way fromone exit to
another. It's this third one that's the problem It enpties
out near a large landing with a dozen tunnels to flee

down, too many to bl ock.' Gardan, who was | ooking over the boy's shoul der

said, 'Wich nmeans a coordinated assault. Jimry, can

you hear if soneone is breaking in one of the doors and
you're at the other?"

Jimy said, 'l should think. If you slip someone to the

top of the stairs, for certain. Especially this tinme of night.
You'd be surprised how nany little noises filter down the
streets during the day, but at night '

Arutha said to the two Pat hfinders, 'Can you find these

| ocations fromthis map?' Each nodded. ' Good. Each of

you will guide a third of the nen to one of these two
entrances. The other third will come with Gardan and
nmysel f. Jimry will guide us. You will position nmen but

not enter the basenent of that building unless you are

di scovered first or you hear our party assaulting those
within. Then conme with all speed. Gardan, those on the
streets should be in position. They have their orders?
Gardan said, "Each has been instructed. At first hint of
trouble, no one is allowed to | eave that building unless he
wears your tabard and is known by sight. | have thirty
archers in place on the rooftops on all sides to discourage
any seeking quick exit. A herald with a trunpet will

sound al arm and two conpani es of horsemen will exit the
pal ace at the bugle. They will reach us within five mnutes
Any in the streets not of our conpany will be ridden

down, that is the order.’

Arut ha quickly put on a tabard and tossed one each to

Jimy and Laurie. Wen all were wearing the Prince's

purpl e and bl ack, Arutha said, 'it is tine.' The Pathfinders



led the first two groups into the cellar below the inn
Then it was tine for Jimy to lead the Prince's group

He took themto the slip-ne-out behind a fal se cask in
the wall and |l ed them down the narrow stairs to the
sewers. The stench caused a few soldiers to gasp and
utter soft oaths, but a single word from Gardan restored
order to the ranks. Several shuttered lanterns were lit.
Jimy notioned for a single line to be forned, and |ed
the Prince's raiders off towards the Merchants' Quarter
of the city.

After nearly a half hour wal ki ng, past slowy noving
channel s carrying waste and garbage towards the harbour
t hey found thensel ves approachi ng the |arge | andi ng.

Arut ha ordered the | anterns shuttered. Jinmy went forward.
Arutha tried to follow his novenents but was

astoni shed as the darkness seened to swal | ow hi m uP.

Arut ha strained to hear him but Jimry was noi sel ess.

For the waiting soldiers. the strangest thing about the
sewers was the stillness, broken only by the sound of

sl ow wat er | appi ng. Each sol dier had taken care to nmuffle
all armour and weapons, so should there be a N ght hawk

| ookout he woul dn't be alerted.

Jimy returned after a nonent and signalled that a

single guard stood at the bottomof the stairs to the

buil ding. Wth his nmobuth near Arutha's ear he whispered,
"You'll never get one of your nmen cl ose enough before

the guard gives alarm |1'mthe only one who stands a

chance. Just cone runni ng when you hear the scuffle

begin.' Jimry pulled his dirk out of his boot and slipped away.

Suddenly there was a painful grunt and Arutha and his

men were off, all thoughts of silence discarded. The
Prince was the first to reach the boy, who struggled with
a powerful guard. The youth had cone up behind the

man and had | eapt and grabbed hi maround the throat,

but had only wounded himw th the dirk, which now |ay

upon the stones. The nman was nearly blue from bei ng

choked, but had tried to smash Ji mmy agai nst the wall

Arut ha ended the struggle with a single thrust of his

bl ade and the man slipped silently to the stones. Jimy | et
go and smiled weakly. He had taken a terrible battering.
Arut ha whi spered, 'Stay here,)' to him then signalled his
men to follow Ignoring his promse to Volney to wait behind while

Gardan |l ed the assault, Arutha silently hurried up the
stairs. He halted before a wooden door with a single
sliding latch, placed his ear next to it, and |listened.
Miffl ed voices fromthe other side caused himto raise his
hand in warning. Gardan and the others slowed their
approach. Arutha quietly nmoved the door's |atch and pushed

gently. He peeked into a large, well-lit basenent. Sitting
around three tables were about a dozen arnmed nen.

Several were tendi ng weapons and armour. The scene

was nore rem niscent of a soldiers' conmons than a
baserment. What Arutha found nore incredible was that

this basenent was | ocated bel ow the nost richly

appoi nted and successful brothel in the city, the House of
W1l ows, one frequented by nost of the rich nerchants



and no small portion of the mnor nobility of Krondor
Arut ha could well understand how t he Ni ght hawks coul d
gai n access to so nuch information about the pal ace and
hi s own com ngs and goi ngs. Many a courtier would boast
of his know edge of sonme "secret' or other to inpress his
whore. It would not have taken nore than a chance

mention from someone in the pal ace that Gardan had

pl anned to ride out to the east gate to neet the Prince for
the assassin to know Arutha's route that night earlier in
the week.

Abruptly' a figure entered Arutha's view that nade the
Prince catch his breath. A noredhel warrior approached

a man who sat oiling a broadsword and spoke 'quietly to
him The man nodded while the Dark Brother continued

hi s di scourse. Then suddenly he spun. He pointed directly
towards the door and opened his nouth to speak. Arutha
didn't hesitate. He shouted, 'Now' and charged into the

room
The basenent erupted into a riot of action. Those who

had moments before been sitting idly by now grabbed up
weapons and answered the assault. Others bolted out

doors leading up to the brothel or down to other parts of
the sewers. From above, screans and shouts told of
.custoners alarmed by the fl eeing assassins. Those who
attenpted to |l eave via the exits to the sewers were quickly
pushed back up the stairs into the cellar by the other
units of Arutha's invading force

Arut ha ducked a bl ow by the noredhel warrior and

Rapt to the left as soldiers fought their way into the
centre of the room separating the Prince fromthe Dark
Brot her. The few assassins who stood their ground

charged into Arutha's men with conpl ete disregard for

their own lives, forcing the soldiers to kill them The sole

exception was the noredhel , who seenmed to be in a
frenzy trying to reach Arutha. Arutha shouted, 'Take
himalive!'" The noredhel was soon the only N ghthawk standi ng

in the room and he was forced back to the wall and held.
Arutha came up to him The dark elf | ocked gazes with

the Prince, naked hatred upon his face. He all owed

hinself to be disarned as Arutha put up his own sword

Arut ha had never been this close to a |iving noredhel
before. There was no doubt they were elver kin, though

el ves tended to be fairer of hair and eyes. As Martin had
remar ked nore than once, the noredhel were a handsone
race, if one dark of soul. Then, as one soldier bent

to exam ne the noredhel's boot top for weapons, the
creature kneed the guard in the face, pushed away the
other, and leapt at Arutha. Arutha had barely' an instant
to duck away from hands outstretched for his face. He
noved to his left and saw the noredhel stiffen as Laurie's
bl ade took himin the chest. The noredhel collapsed to

the floor, but with a final spasmtried to reach out and
claw at Arutha's leg. Laurie kicked the creature's hands,
deflecting the weak clawi ng notion. 'Look well at the
nails. | saw them gl eam as he let hinself be disarned,"’
said the singer. Arutha grabbed a wist and inspected the noredhel's



hand cl osely. 'Careful how you handle it," warned Laurie.
Arut ha saw tiny needl es enbedded in the Dark Brother's
nails, each with a dark stain at the end. Laurie said,
an old whore's trick, though only those with sonme gold
and a friendly chirurgeon can get it done. If a man tries

to |l eave without paying or is given to beating his whores,

a sinple scratch and the man is no |onger a problem’

Arut ha | ooked at the singer. 'You have ny debt.'

' Banat h preserve us!'

Arut ha and Gardan turned to see that Jimy had

crossed to a fallen man, fair and well dressed. He was
staring at the dead assassin. 'Golden,' he said softly.

"You knew this man?' asked Arut ha.

'He was a Mocker,' said jinmy. 'innmnmy life | would not

have suspected him'

'is there not a one left alive? denmanded the Prince.

He was in a fury, for his orders had been to capture as

many as possi bl e.

Gardan, who had been taking reports fromhis nen,

said, 'H ghness, there were full thirty and five assassins in
this basenent and the roons above. Al either fought so

our men had no choice but to kill or turned and sl ew one

anot her, then threw thensel ves upon their own weapons.'
Gardan held out sonething to the Prince. 'They all wore

t hese, Highness.' In his hand was an ebony hawk on a

gol d chai n.

Then there was an abrupt silence, not as if the nen

had stopped their novements, but rather as if sonething

had been heard and all had instantly halted to listen, yet
there was no sound. An odd danpeni ng of sound

occurred, as if a heavy, oppressive presence had entered

the room and an eerieness descended upon Arutha and

his nen for a brief noment. Then a chill fell over the

room Arutha felt his neck hair rise, as sone prinordial
dread filled him Sonething alien had entered the room

it's

an unseen but pal pable evil. As Arutha turned to say
somet hing to Gardan and the others, a soldier shouted,
"Highness, | think this one is alive. He noved!' he

sounded eager to please his Prince. Then a second sol dier
said, 'This one, too!'
Arutha saw the two soldiers | ean over the fallen assassins.

Al in the basenment gasped in horror as one of the

corpses moved, his hand shooting upwards to seize the
kneeling soldier by the throat. The corpse sat up, forcing
the sol dier upwards. The terrible wet cracking sound of
the soldier's throat being crushed echoed in the room

The ot her corpse sprang upwards, sinking his teeth in the
neck of the second guard, ripping open his throat while
Arutha and his nmen were rooted in shocked silence. The
first dead assassin tossed away the choking sol dier and
turned. Fixing mlk-white eyes upon the Prince, the dead
man smled. As if froma great distance, a voice sounded
fromthe grinning maw. ' Again we nmeet, Lord of the

West. Now shall ny servants have you, for you have not
brought your neddling priests. Rise, rise, Ony children
Rise, and kill!" Around the roomthe corpses began to twitch and

nmove and. sol diers gasped and offered prayers to Tith,



the soldiers' god. One, thinking quickly, hacked the head
of f the second corpse as it started to rise. The headl ess
corpse shuddered and fell, but began to rise once nore
while the rolling head nouthed silent curses. Like grotesque
mari onettes mani pul ated by a denmented puppetear

the bodies rose, in jerks and spasns. Jimmy, his

vQO ce al nost quavering, said, 'l think we should have
waited on the tenples' pleasure.’

Carden shouted, 'Protect the Prince!' and nen | eapt at

t he ani mated corpses. Like crazed butchers in a cattle
pen, soldiers began madly chopping in all directions.
Core spattered the walls and all who stood in the room
but the bodies continued to rise.

Soldiers slipped in the blood and found thensel ves
overwhel med by cold, slimnmy hands that gripped arns and

| egs. Sone managed throttled cries as dead fingers cl osed
around their throats or teeth bit hard into their flesh
Sol di ers of the Prince of Krondor hacked and sl ashed
sending linbs flying through the air, but the hands and
arnms only flopped nadly about the floor |ike bleeding fishh
out of water. Arutha felt a tugging at his |l eg and | ooked
down to see a severed hand gripping at his ankle, A
frantic kick sent the hand flying across the roomto strike
t he opposite wall.

Arut ha shouted, "Get out and hold closed those doors!’

Sol diers swore as they cut and kicked their way through

t he bl ood and pul ped fl esh before them Many of the
sol di ers, hardened veterans, were com ng close to panic.
Not hing in their experience had prepared themfor the
horror they faced in that basenent. Each tine a body

was knocked down, it would but try to rise once nore.

And each tine a conrade fell, he stayed down.

Arutha led the way towards the door |eading upstairs,

the closest exit. Jinmy and Laurie followed. Arutha
paused to cut apart another rising corpse and Ji my
dashed past the Prince. Jinmy reached the door first and
swore as he | ooked up. Stumbling down the stairs towards
t hem came the corpse of a beautiful woman, wearing

a di aphanous gown, torn half away, with a spreading

bl oodstain at the waist. Her blank white eyes fastened on
Arutha at the bottom of the stairs and she shrieked in
delight. Jimy ducked under a clunmsy slash and drove

his shoul der into her bloody stonmach, shouting, "Ware

the stairs!' they both went down and he was first to his
feet, scranmbling Past her.

Arut ha | ooked back into the basement and saw his

men being pull ed down. Gardan and several other soldiers
had reached the safety of the far doors and were attenpting
to close them while stragglers who were frantically
attenpting to reach themwere being pulled down. A few
val i ant nen were pushing closed the doors fromi nside,

i gnoring a sure sentence of death. The floor was a sea of
gore. wet and treacherous, and nany sol diers slipped and
fell. never to rise again. Detached body parts seened
somehow to gat her together and corpses woul d stand

once nmore. Renmenbering the creature in the pal ace and
how it had gained in strength as tine passed, Arutha
shouted, "Bar the doors!’

Laurie | eapt up the



stairs "and struck at the grinning

whore, once nore on her feet. Her blonde head rolled
past Arutha as he raced up the stairs after Jimy and the
singer. Reaching the ground fl oor of the House of WII ows

Arut ha and his conpani ons were greeted with the sight

of soldiers struggling with nore ani mated corpses. The

horse conpani es had arrived, cleared the streets, and

entered the building. But they, like those bel ow, were
unprepared to fight dead opponents. Qutside the main

door several bodies,'inmpaled with dozens of arrows, were
trying to rise. Each tinme one would gain its feet, a flight

of bowshafts would strike it fromthe dark, knocking it

over again. Jimy glanced around the room and nmade a | eap atop

a table. Wth an acrobat's spring, he junped hi gh over a
guard being strangled by a dead Ni ght hawk and grabbed

at a wall covering. The tapestry held his weight for a
nmonent, then the roomfilled with a |loud tearing sound
as it ripped free of its fastenings high overhead. Yards of
fine cloth fell about Jimy, and he quickly disentangl ed
hi nsel f. He grabbed up as much cloth as he could and
dragged the tapestry to the large fireplace in the main
room of the brothel. He dunped it in the fireplace and
then started overturning anything that would burn onto
it. Wthin mnutes flames were spreading out into the
room Arutha shoved away a corpse and yanked down anot her

tapestry, which he tossed to Laurie. The singer ducked as
a dead assassin lunged at him and tangled the corpse in
the fabric. Quickly spinning the dead creature, Laurie
wrapped it in cloth and with a kick sent it stunbling
towards Jimmy. Jinmy | eapt aside and |l et the clothbound
thing stunble into the rapidly spreading flanes,

tripping it as it went past. The dead man fell into the

fl ames and began shrieking in rage.

The heat in the roomwas becom ng unbearabl e, as was

t he choki ng snoke. Laurie ran to the door and halted

just before the threshold. 'The Prince!' he shouted to the
bowren atop the surrounding buildings. "The Prince is

com ng t hrough!'

"Hurry.' came the answering shout as an arrow knocked
down a rising corpse a few feet away from Laurie.

Arut ha and Ji my cane out of the firelit door, followed
by a few coughi ng soldiers. Arutha shouted, "To ne!'

At once a dozen guards were dashing across the street,
past groons brought along to hold the cavalry nounts.

The stench of bl ood and burning bodi es and the heat
fromthe fire were causing the horses to nicker and tug at
their reins as the groons | ed them away.

When the guards reached Arutha, several picked up

arrow studded bodi es and tossed themthrough the w ndows
into the fire. The shrieks of the burning corpses

rul ed the night.

A dead N ght hawk stumnbl ed out of the door, its left

side ablaze , its arnms outstretched as if to enbrace Arutha.
Two soldiers caught at it and hurled it back through the
door into the fire, disregarding the burns they suffered as
a consequence. Arutha noved fromthe door while soldiers



denied exit to those corpses seeking to flee the inferno.
He crossed the street as the nost exclusive brothel in the
city went up in flames. To a soldier he said, 'Send word
to those in the sewers to make sure nothing gets out of
the basenent.' The soldier saluted and ran off.

In short order the house was a tower of fire, the
surrounding area lit |ike day. Neighbouring buil dings
spilled their inhabitants into the street as the heat threatened
to ignite the block. Arutha called for the soldiers to
form bucket |ines and douse buil dings on both sides of
the House of WI I ows.

Less than a half hour after the blaze began, there cane

a loud crash and a billow ng expl osi on of snoke as the
mai n fl oor caved in and the building

col | apsed. Laurie

said, 'So much for those things in the basenent.’
Arutha's face was set in a grimexpression as he said,
"Some good men remrai ned down there.'

Ji my had stood transfixed by the sight, his face
snudged with soot and bl ood. Arutha placed his hand
upon the boy's shoulder. 'Again, you did well.'

Jimy could only nod. Laurie said, 'l need strong

drink. Gods, I'll never get that stench out of ny nose.'
Arutha said, 'Let's return to the palace. This night's
work is done.'

6
Reception

jimry tugged at his collar.

Mast er of Cerenonies Brian delLacy struck the floor of

t he audience hall with his staff and the boy snapped eyes
forward. Ranging fromfourteen to ei ghteen years of age,
the squires of Arutha's court were being instructed upon
the duties they would be perfornming during the forth

conmi ng cel ebration of Anita and Arutha's weddi ng. The

old Master, a slow speaking, inpeccably attired nman,

said, 'Squire Janes, if you can't remain still, we shal
have to find something of an active duty for you, say,)
runni ng nessages between the . pal ace and the outer
billets? There was a barely audible groan, for the visiting
nobl es were forever sending i nconsequential notes back
and forth, and the outer billets, where many of them
were to be housed, were as far away as three-quarters of
a mle fromthe pal ace proper. Such duty was nmainly
nonstop running to and fro for ten hours a day. Master
deLacy turned to the author of the groan and said,

' Squire Paul, perhaps you would care to join squire

James?

When no answer was forthcom ng, he continued. 'Very

wel | . Those of you who are expecting relatives to attend
shoul d know that all of you will be required to serve such

duties in turn.' Wth that announcenment, all the boys

groaned. swore, and shuffled. Again the staff struck the

wooden floor |oudly.

"You're not dukes, earls, and barons

There will sinply be too nany in the palace for the servants, porters,
and pages to nmeet every demand.' One or two days' duty will not cause



your deat h.
Anot her of the new boys, Squire Locklear, the youngest
son of the Baron of Land's End, said, 'Sir, which of

us will be at the wedding?

"intime, boy, intinme. Al of you will be escorting
guests to their places in the great hall and in the banquet
hall. During the cerenony you'll all stand respectfully at
the rear of the great hall, so you'll all get to see the
weddi ng. '

A page ran into the room and handed the Master a

note, then dashed off without awaiting a reply. Master
deLacy read the note, then said, "I rmust make ready for

the reception for the King. All of you know where you

must be today. Meet here again once the King and Hi s

H ghness are closeted in council this afternoon. And

anyone who is late will have an extra day of running
nmessages to the outer ,billets. That is all for now' As he
wal ked off, he could be heard to nutter, 'So nuch to do

and so little tine.'

The boys began to move off, but as Jimmy started to

| eave, a voice from behi nd shout ed,

'Hey. new boy.' Jimmy turned, as did two others nearby, but the
speaker ,had his eyes |ocked on Jinmmy. Jinmy waited,
knowi ng full well what was coming. H's place in the

oNer of squires was about to be established.

When Jimy didn't nmove, Locklear, who had al so

halted, pointed to hinself and took a hesitant step

towards the speaker. The speaker, a tall, rawboned boy

of sixteen or seventeen years, snapped, 'Not you, boy. |
mean that fellow' He pointed at Ji my.

The speaker wore the sane brown and green uniform

of the house squires, but it was of better cut than those of
nost of the other boys, he obviously had the funds for
personal tailoring. At his belt was a jewelled-hilt dagger
and his boots were so polished they shone |ike bright

nmetal. His hair was straw col oured and cut cleanly. Know ng
the boy had to be the resident bully, Jimy rolled hlS

eyes heavenward and sighed. His uniformfit poorly and

his boots hurt and his healing side itched constantly. He
was in an ill-tenpered mood to begin with. Best to get

this over with quickly,

he thought. Jimy wal ked slowy towards the ol der boy, who was
call ed Jeronme. He knew Jerome's father was the Squire

of Ludl and, a town up the coast from Krondor, a ninor

title, but one that garnered wealth for whoever held it.
When Ji my stood before him he said, 'Yes?

Wth a sneer Jerone said, 'I don't |ike nuch about

you, fellow' Jimry slowy smled, then suddenly drove his fist into
Jerone's stonmach. The taller boy doubled over and

col l apsed onto the floor. He thrashed about for a noment
before, with a grunt, he rose. "Wy . . .' he began, but

st opped, confronted by the sight of Jimy standing before
him a dagger in his hand. Jerone reached to his belt for
his own dagger and felt nothing. He | ooked down, then
frantically about.

"I think this is what you are missing,' Jinmmy said
cheerfully, holding out the dagger to reveal the jewelled
hilt. Jerone's eyes w dened. Jimy tossed the dagger

with a flick of his wist and the bl ade stood quivering in
the floor between Jerone's boots. 'And the nanme isn't



fellow'. It's Squire Janes, Prince Arutha's Squire.'
Jimy quickly exited the hall. After a few yards the

boy call ed Lockl ear caught up and fell into step beside
him ' That was sonething, Squire Janes,' said the other
new boy. "Jerome's been naking it hard on all the new
boys .

Jimy stopped, in no nmood for this. 'That's because

you let him boy."' Locklear stepped away and began to
stamer an apol ogetic reply. Jinmmy held up his hand.
.Wait a nonent. | don't mean to be short with you.

have things on ny mnd. Look, Locklear, isn't it?

"My friends call me |ocky.'

Jimy studied the boy. He was a small lad, still |ooking
nore the baby he was than the man he would be. Hs

eyes were wide and blue in a face of deep tan, his brown
hai r shot through with sungold. Jimy knew that no

nore than a few weeks ago he was playing in the sand

wi th the conmon boys at the beach near his father's rura
castle. 'Locky,' said Jimry, 'when that fool begins to
troubl e you, kick himwhere he lives. That'll sort him out
qui ck enough. Look, I can't talk now. |'ve got to go and
nmeet the King.' Jimy wal ked qui ckly away, |eaving an
ast oni shed boy standing in the hall

Jimy fidgeted, hating the too tight collar of his new
tunic. One thing Jerome had been good for was to show
himhe didn't have to put up with poor tailoring. As soon
as he could, he'd slip out of the palace for a few hours
and visit the three caches he had around the city. He had
enough gold secreted there to tailor hinself a dozen new
outfits. This business of being a noble had drawbacks he
hadn' t i magi ned.

"What's the matter with you, boy?

jimry | ooked up and saw the narrow gaze of a tall old

man with dark grey hair. He studied Jinmy with a
practised eye, and Jimry recogni zed hi mas Swordnmaster
Fannon, one of Arutha's old conpani ons from Crydee.

who had arrived by ship on the evening tide the night before.
"it's this deuced collar, Swordmaster. And these new
boots hurt ny feet as well.’

Fannon nodded. "Well, one nust keep up appearances,

di sconfort or no. Now, here comes the Prince.'

Arut ha wal ked out of the great doors to the palace, to
stand at the centre of the throng assenbled to neet the
King. Broad steps |led down to the parade ground. Beyond
the ground, past the large iron gates, the great square of
the city had been cleared of hawkers' stalls. Krondorian
soldiers forned long lines along the route through the
city to the pal ace, and behind them stood the citizens
eager to catch a glinpse of their King. Lyam s col umm

had been reported approaching the city only an hour
before, but the citizens had been gathering since before
dawn. WI1d cheering heral ded the King' s approach and Lyam
was the first toride into view, sitting astride a |arge
chestnut war-horse, Gardan, as city commander, riding

at his side. Behind themrode Martin and the attending
nobl es fromthe Eastern Real m a conpany of Lyams

Royal Househol d Guard, and two richly appointed carriages.
Arutha's lancers foll owed, with the baggage train
bringing up the rear.



As Lyamreined in his nount before the steps, trunpets
sounded flourishes. Groons rushed to take the King's
horse while Arutha hurried down the steps to neet his
brother. Tradition held the Prince of Krondor to be
second only to the King in rank, and therefore the |east
deferential noble in the Kingdom but all protocol was
forgotten as the two brothers enbraced in greeting. The
first to dismount after Lyamwas Martin, and in a nonent
all three stood reunited.

Ji my watched as Lyamintroduced his riding conpanions
while the two carriages rolled up to the steps.

The doors to the first carriage opened and Ji my craned
his neck to see. A stunning young woman alighted and
jimry gave a silent nod of approval. Fromthe greeting
she gave Arutha, Jimy guessed her to be the Princess
Carline. Jimy stole a quick ook to where Laurie stood
and saw the singer waiting with open worship on his face.
Ji my nodded to hinmself: yes, that was Carline. Behind
her came an old noble, who Jimry expected woul d be

Lord Caldric, Duke of Rillanon.

The second carriage's door opened and an ol der wonman
descended. Imediately after her came a fam liar figure
and Jimy sniled. He felt a slight flush at sight of
Princess Anita, for he had once harboured a terrible

i nfatuation for her. The ol der wonan woul d be Princess
Alicia, her nmother. Wiile they were greeted by Arutha,

Ji my thought back to when Anita, Arutha, and he,) had
"all hidden together and the boy grinned unsel fconsciously.
.What's gotten into you, Squire?

Jimy | ooked up at Swordmaster Fannon again. Covering

his agitation, he said, 'nothing, sir.'

Fannon said, 'Wll enough, boy, but you should learn

to bear up under a little disconfort. | mean no di srespect
to your teachers, but you' re poorly prepared as squires
go.'

Ji my nodded, his eyes 'back on Anita. "New to the

trade, sir. Last nmonth | was a thief.'

Fannon's mout h popped open. After a nonent Jimy

took great delight in gently elbowing himin the ribs and
saying, 'The King's comng.'

Fannon's gaze snapped forward, years of mlitary training
overcom ng any other distractions. Lyam approached

first, with Arutha at his side. Martin and Carline and the
others followed as befitted their rank. Brian deLacy was
presenting nmenbers of Arutha's court to the King, and
Lyam i gnored protocol several tinmes to shake hands

vi gorously, even enbrace several of the people waiting to
be presented. Many of the western |lords were nmen who

had served with hi munder command of his father

during the Riftwar, and he hadn't seen them since his
coronation. Earl Vol ney seemed enbarrassed when Lyam

pl aced his hand upon his shoul der and said, 'Wll done,
Vol ney. You've kept the Western Real min good order

this last year.' These fam liarities distressed several of the
nobl es, but the crowd | oved them cheering wildly each
time Lyam acted like a man greeting old friends rather
than the King. Wen the King came up to Fannon, he caught the old
fighter by the shoul ders as he began to bow. 'No,' said
Lyam softly enough so that only Fannon, Jimmy, and

Arut ha could hear. 'Not fromyou, nmy old teacher.' Lyam



engul fed the Swordnaster of Crydee in a bear hug and

then with a laugh said, "Well now, Master Fannon, how
stands ny hone? How stands Crydee?

"Well, Majesty', she stands well.' Jinmy noticed a faint
nmoi sture in the old man's eyes.

Then Arutha was saying, 'This young scoundrel is the
newest menber of my court, nmajesty. May | present

Squire Janes of Krondor?' Master delLacy | ooked heavenward
as Arutha usurped his office.

Ji my bowed as he had been instructed. Lyam gifted

the boy with a broad grin. "You |I've heard of, Jimy the
Hand,' he said as he took a step away. Then Lyam
suddenly stopped. 'i'd best check to see I've all ny

bel ongi ngs.' He nade a show of patting hinsel f down

whi l e Ji mry bl ushed furiously. Just as he was reachi ng

t he hei ght of enbarrassnent, Jinmy saw Lyam cast a

gl ance his way and wink at him Jimry | aughed with the
others. Then Jinmmy turned and found hinself |ooking into the
bl uest eyes he had ever seen as a soft, fem nine voice
said, 'Don't let Lyamupset you, Jimy. He's always

been a tease.' Jimy began to stammer, being caught by
surprise after the King's jest, then executed a ragged
bow.

"Martin said, 'i'mglad to see you again, Jimy,' and

gri pped his hand. 'W've often spoken of you and wondered
if you were faring well .’

He presented the boy to his sister. Princess Carline
nodded to Jimy and said, "My brothers and the Princess
Anita have spoken well of you. | ampleased to finally
nmeet you.' Then they noved off.

Jimy stared after, overwhel ned at the remarks. "She's
had that effect on ne for a year,' came a voice from

behi nd, and Jimy turned to see Laurie hurrying to keep
abreast of the royal party as it noved towards the pal ace
entrance. The singer touched his forehead in salute to the
boy as he hurried to the crowd, having m staken Jimy's
astoni shment at Carline's and Martin's remarks for his
bei ng thunderstruck by the Princess's beauty.

Jimy returned his attention to the passing nobles and
his face split into a broad grin. "Hello, Jimy,' said
Anita, now standing directly before him

Ji my bowed. "Hello, Princess.'

Anita returned Jinmmy's smile and said, 'Mther, ny

lord Caldric, may | present an old friend, Jimry.' She
noted his tunic. 'Now a squire, | see.'

Ji my bowed again before the Princess Alicia and the

Duke of Rillanon. Anita's nother presented her hand

and Jimy awkwardly took it. "i've wi shed to thank you
young Ji mry, since | heard how you ai ded ny daughter,'
said Alicia.

Jimy felt eyes upon himand bl ushed. He found within

hi msel f no hint of the bravadocio that had sheltered him
for nost of his short life. He could only stand awkwardly
while Anita said, 'We shall visit later.' Anita, her nother
and Caldric noved forwards. Jimy stood silently

amazed.

No further introductions were nade as the other nobles

of the Kingdom passed on towards the great hall. After a
short ceremony, Lyamwas due to be shown to his private
quarters. Suddenly the square erupted with the sound of druns



and shouts as people pointed off to one of the major side
streets to the palace. The royal party halted their entrance
and waited, then Lyam and Arut ha began wal ki ng back
towards the top of the steps, the other nobles quickly
scurrying around as all order to the procession crunbled.
The King and Prince noved to where Jimy and Fannon

stood, and into their viewrode a full dozen nounted
warriors, each wearing a | eopard skin over head and

shoul ders. Perspiration glinted on their dark skin as these
fierce-1ooki ng nen pounded upon drunms nounted on

either side of their saddles, while carefully guiding their
nounts with their knees. Behind cane another dozen

| eopard- skin-covered riders, each blowing on a | arge brass
trunpet that curved over his shoul der. Both drumrers

and trunpeters noved their horses into two |ines and

al l owed a procession of foot soldiers to cone into view
Each soldier wore a nmetal helmending in a spike, with a
chai n neck covering, and a nmetal cuirass. Ballooning
trousers were tucked into knee-high black boots and each
carried a round shield with a nmetal boss and had a | ong
scimtar in his belt sash. Someone behind Jimry said,

'Dog soldiers.'

Jimy said to Fannon, 'Wy are they called that,

Swor dmast er ?'

'Because in the ancient days in Kesh they were treated

i ke dogs, penned away fromthe rest of the people unti

it was time to turn them|oose on sonmeone. Now it's said
it's because they'll swarm over you like a pack of dogs if
you gi ve themthe chance. They're a rough |ot, boy, but

we' ve taken their neasure before.'

The dog sol diers nmarched into place and opened a

passage for others to move through. They drew scinitars
and saluted as the first figure cane into view. He was on
foot, a giant of a man, taller than the King and broader
of shoulder. Hi s ebony skin reflected the bright sunlight,
for he wore only a netal -studded vest above the waist.

Li ke the soldiers, he wore the odd trousers and boots,

but at his belt he wore a flasher, a curved sword half
again the size of a scimtar. H s head was uncovered, and
in place of a shield he carried an ornamental staff of

of fice. Four nmen rode behind him nounted on the small,
fast horses of the desert men of the Jal-Pur. They wore
the dress of desert men, not unseen but rare in Krondor
flowi ng knee-length robes of indigo silk, open in front

to reveal white tunics and trousers, the calf-high boots of
hor senen, and head coverings of blue cloth wapped in

such a manner that only their eyes could be seen. Each
wore a cerenonial dagger of considerable length in his
wai st sash, the handl e and sheath exquisitely carved from
ivory. As the large dark man clinbed the steps, Jimy
could hear his deep voice: ' before him and the
nmount ai ns trenble. The very stars pause in their course
and the sun begs his leave to rise. He is the might of the
Empire and in his nostrils the four winds blow. He is the
Dragon of the Valley of the Sun, the Eagle of the Peaks

of Tranquillity, the Lion of the Jal-Pur ' The speaker
approached where the King stood, with Ji nmy behind,

and noved off to one side as the four men di snounted

and foll owed himup the steps. One wal ked before the

ot hers and was obviously the subject of the giant nman's



di scour se.

Ji my gave Fannon a questioning | ook and the

Swor dmast er sai d, cKeshian court etiquette.'

Lyam had a sudden coughing fit and turned his head
towar ds Ji my behind his hand, and the boy could see
the King was |aughing at Fannon's remark. Regaining his
conposure, Lyam | ooked forwards while the Keshian

Master of Cerenonies finished his introduction. '. . . He
is an oasis to his people.' He faced the King and bowed
l ow. 'Your Royal Majesty, | have the signal honour to

present his Excell ency Abdur Rachman Meno Hazar aKhan

Bey of the Benni-Sherin, Lord of the Jal-Pur,

Prince of the Enpire, Anbassador of G eat Kesh to the

ki ngdom of the Isles.'

The four dignitaries bowed in Keshian fashion, the

t hree behind the' Ambassador falling to their knees,
briefly touching foreheads to , the stone floor. The
Anmbassador pl aced his right hand over his heart and
bowed fromthe waist, his |left hand extended out and
back. As all stood erect, they perfunctorily touched index
finger to heart, lips, and forehead, a gesture indicating a
generous heart, a truthful tongue, and a mnd harbouring
no deceit.

Lyam said, 'We wel come the Lord of the Jal-Pur to

our court.'

The Anmbassador renoved his face covering, revealing

a gaunt, bearded visage of advancing years, his nouth set
in a half-smle. "Your Royal Mjesty, Her Most |nperial
Maj esty, bl essings upon her nane, sends greetings to her
brother, the Isles.'" Dropping his voice to a whisper, he
added. "1 would have chosen to make a | ess formal
entrance, Myjesty, but . . .' He shrugged, with a faint toss
of his head towards the Keshian Master of Cerenonies,

i ndi cating he had no control over such matters. 'The
man's a tyrant.'

Lyam grinned. 'We return warmgreetings to G eat

Kesh. May she al ways prosper and her bounty increase.’
The Anmbassador inclined his head in thanks. 'If it

pl eases Your Majesty, may | present my compani ons?'

Lyam nodded slightly, and the Keshian indicated the
leftmost man. "This worthy is nmy senior aide and advi ser,
Lord Kamal M shwa Daoud- Khan, Shereef of the Benni Tul ar
And these other are my sons, Shandon and Jesuz,

Shereefs of the Benni-Sherin and al so my persona
bodyguards.

"W are pleased you could join us, my lords," said

Lyam

As Master delLacy attenpted to restore sonme order to

the mlling nobles, another commotion broke out along a
different street leading to the market square. The King
and Prince turned away fromthe Master of Cerenonies

and delLacy's hand went up. 'What now?' the old man

sai d al oud, then quickly regained his nearly vani shed

poi se.

A drummi ng nore furious than the Keshians' could be
heard as brightly coloured figures cane into view Prancing
horses | ed a parade of soldiers in green. But each

wore a shield of vivid hue upon his armwi th strange

bl azons depi cted. Loud pipes played a pol ytonal nel ody,
alien but bright and infectious in rhythm Soon many of



the citizens of Krondor had taken up the beat with hand
cl appi ng or inpronptu dancing around the edge of the
squar e.

The first rider came before the pal ace and his banner

bl ew out in the wind. Arutha | aughed and sl apped Lyam
upon the shoulder. "It's Vandros of Yabon, and Kasum 's
Tsurani garrison fromLaMit.' Then marching foot soldiers
cane into view, and they could be heard singing

[ oudly.

When the Tsurani garrison of LaMut had cone to

stand before the Keshians, they halted. Martin observed,
"LOOk at them eyeing one another |ike tontats. | warrant
each side would | ove an excuse to test the other.'

"Not in my city,' said Arutha, obviously not finding the
noti on anusi ng.

Lyam | aughed. "Well, it would be a show. Ho!

Vandr os!"'

The Duke of Yabon rode up and di snounted. He

hurried up the stairs and bowed. '| beg forgiveness for

being tardy, Mjesty. We were inconvenienced on the

road. We chanced upon a band of goblins raiding south

of ZUn.

"How many in the band?' asked Lyam

"No nmore than two hundred.'

Arutha said, ".'lInconvenienced". he calls it. Vandros,
you' ve been with the Tsurani too |ong.'

Lyam | aughed. 'Were is the Earl Kasum ?'

'He comes now, Majesty.' Carriages could be seen
entering the square as he spoke.

Arut ha took aside the Duke of Yabon and said, "Tel

your nmen to billet with the city garrison, Vandros. | want
t hem cl ose. When you have t hem bedded down, cone to

nmy quarters and bring along Brucal and Kasum ."

Vandros caught the serious tone and said, "As soon as
the nen are billeted, H ghness.'

The carriages from Yabon were halted before the stairs
and Lord Brucal, Duchess Felinah,' Countess Megan, and
their | adies-in-waiting got out. Earl Kasumi, fornerly a
Force Commander in the Tsurani arny during the Rift

war, disnounted his horse and wal ked qui ckly up the
stairs. He bowed before Lyam and Arutha. Vandros

qui ckly presented his party, and Lyam said, 'Unless that
pirate the King of Queg is going to arrive in a war galley
pulled by a thousand little sea horses, we shall retire.’
Wth a' laugh he swept past the near-distraught Master of
Cer enoni es delLacy, who was vainly trying to restore

order in the King's procession

Ji my hung back, for while he had seen an occasi ona
Keshi an nerchant, he'd never seen a dog soldier or a
Tsurani. For all his worldly ways, outside the usua
matters of the city and its life he was still a fourteen-year
ol d boy.

Kasum ' s under commander was giving orders for the
billeting of his nmen, and the Keshi an captain was doi ng
the sane. Jimmy sat quietly on the stairs, wiggling his
toes to stretch his boots. He stared at the colourfu
Keshians for a few mnutes, then watched the Tsurani as
they nmustered to depart the square. Both were certainly
colourful', and if Jimmy-Could judge, both | ooked equally
fierce.



.Jinmmy was about to | eave when sonething strange

behi nd t he Keshi ans caught his eye. He tried to decide

what it was, but couldn't. Some odd itch made hi mwal k

down the stairs until he was near the Keshians, all still at
parade rest. Then he saw what had caused himto fee

somet hing was out of the ordinary. Retreating into the
crowmd behind the Keshians was a nman Ji my had t hought

to be dead. Jimmy was rocked to the soul of his being,
unable to nove, for he had seen Laughi ng Jack vani sh

into the press.

Arut ha paced. Around his council table sat Laurie,

Brucal, Vandros, and Kasumi . Arutha had finished his
recounti ng of the assault upon the Ni ghthawks. He held

out a message. 'This is from Baron Hi ghcastle, in response
to ny query. He says there is some unusual novenent
northwards in his area.' Arutha put down the paper. 'He
goes on to give nunbers of sightings, where, and the
rest.’

' Hi ghness,' said Vandros, "we had some novenent in

our region, but nothing of great note. In Yabon clever
Dark Brothers and goblins can avoid the garrisons by
turni ng westwards once they're past the northern limts

of the elven forests. By skirting to the west of the Lake
of the Sky they avoid our patrols. W send few conpani es
into that sector. The elves and the dwarves at Stone
Mount ai n keep that area quiet.'

"O so we like to think,' snorted Brucal. The old forner
Duke of Yabon had resigned his office in favour of

Vandros when the latter had married Brucal's daughter

But he was still a fine military m nd and had been battling
the noredhel all his life. "No, if they nmove in small
bands, the Brotherhood can cone and go al most at wll

t hrough the smaller passes. W've few enough nen to

keep the trading routes clear and a hell of a lot nore
ground to cover than that. Al they nust do is nove at

ni ght and stay clear of the Hadati clan villages and the
maj or roads. Let's not del ude oursel ves by thinking

ot herwi se. '

Arutha smled.' "That's why | wanted you here.'’

Kasum said, "Hi ghness, perhaps it is' as Lord Brucal
States. We've had little contact with themin recent tines.
They may have tired of our steel and now nmove in snmall,
steal t hy bands.'

Lauri e shrugged. Yabon-born and -raised, the singer

from Tyr-Sog knew as rmuch about the noredhel as any
inthe room "It is sonmething to consider; that we have al
t hese strange reports of goings on to the north at a tine
when noredhel hands can be seen involved with the
attenpts to kill Arutha.’

"I would be less "troubled,' said Arutha, "if | knew that
crushing themin Krondor would prove sufficient. Unti

we' ve uncovered the mystery of who is behind all this,
think we are not through with the N ghthawks. They may
take nonths to re-formand be a nenace, but | think
they'Il return. And as | sit here, | amcertain there's sone
connection between the N ghthawks and what is occurring
in the north.’

A knock at the door preceded Gardan's entrance. "I

have searched everywhere, Hi ghness, and can find no



sign of Squire Janes.'

Laurie said, 'Last | saw him he was standi ng upon the
steps next to Swordmaster Fannon while the Tsurani were
maki ng their entrance.

Gardan said, 'He was sitting on the steps after

di smi ssed the troops.'

From a high wi ndow a voice said, "He's now sitting
above you.'

Al eyes turned to see the boy sitting in a high-arched
wi ndow over | ooki ng Arutha's chanber. Before anyone
coul d speak, he ninbly | eapt down.

Arut ha' s expression showed m xed di sbelief and anmusenent.

When you asked to explore the roofs, | thought
you woul d be needing |l adders and . . . help . '
Jimy's manner was serious. "l saw little sense in

wai ti ng, H ghness, and besides, what sort of thief needs
| adders or help to clinmb walls? He came up to Arutha.
"This place is a warren of nooks and ni ches a man coul d
secrete hinself in.'

"But first he nust get onto the grounds,' said Gardan
Jimy gave the captain a | ook indicating that that feat
presented no difficulty. Gardan | apsed into silence.
Lauri e picked up the dropped thread of conversation
.Vell, while we don't know what's behind the N ghthawks,
at | east they've been destroyed here in Krondor."'

"So | thought nyself,' said Jimy, |ooking about the
room 'But this afternoon, as the crowd began to break
up, | saw an old friend in the square. Laughing Jack.'
Arut ha | ooked hard at Jimry. "It was mnmy understandi ng
you left that traitor to the Mdckers dead.'

"As dead as any man with a six-inch hole in his chest
froma steel bolt is likely to be. It's difficult getting out
and about with half your lungs m ssing, but after what we
saw at the whorehouse, if my own dear dead nmum cane

to tuck me in bed tonight I wouldn't be surprised.' Jimy
spoke in a distracted fashion as he prowled ' around the
room Wth a slightly theatrical show he said, "Aha!' and
pressed down on sonething behind a decorative shield on
the wall. Wth a groan a section of '"wall, two feet wide
and three high, swung open. Arutha went over to the
openi ng and peered in.

"What is this? he asked Ji nmy.

"One of many secret passages throughout the pal ace.

Back when we were hiding out together, Hi ghness, |

renmenber the Princess Anita tal king of how she fled the
pal ace with the aid of a serving girl. She once nentioned
"taking a passage,"” and |'d thought nothing of it unti

t oday.'

Brucal | ooked about the room. 'This may have been

part of the original keep, or one of the first additions.
Back honme we had a bolt-hole out of the keep to the

woods. | don't know of a keep that doesn't.' He |ooked

t houghtful . "There may be nore such passages.'

Jimy smled. 'A dozen or nore. You wal k around

the roof alittle' and you'll see sone very wi de walls and
odd bends in passages.

Arut ha said, "Gardan, | want every foot of these

passages mapped. Take a dozen nmen and uncover where

this one | eads and where else it may enpty. And see if

the royal architect has a clue if any of these passages are



shown in old plans.'

Gardan saluted and | eft. Vandros appeared deeply
troubled. 'Arutha, in all this | have had little time to
adjust to thoughts of assassins and Dark Brothers secretly
wor ki ng with them

"That's why | wanted this talk before the festivities get
under way.' Arutha sat down. 'The palace is overrun with
strangers. Every noble in attendance will have dozens of
people in his retinue. Kasumi, | want your Tsurani in
every key location. They would be inpossible to infiltrate
and are above reproach. Coordinate with Gardan, and if
needs be we'll have only Tsurani, men | know from

Crydee, and ny personal guards'inside the central palace.’
To Jimy he said, 'By rights | should have you strapped
for this little escapade.' Jimy stiffened until he saw
Arutha smle. "But | warrant anyone who tried would

end up with a dagger in the ribs to show for his efforts.
heard of your confrontation with Squire Jerone.'

' That snot thinks hinmself boss cocky of the yard.'

"Well, his father's very upset, and while he's not a very
i nportant nenber of mny vassal age, he is certainly very

| oud. Look, you | eave Jerone to play head rooster all he
wants. From now on, you stay close to ne. 1'Il tell

Mast er delLacy you're relieved of further duty until | say
ot herwi se. But keep your prow ing under control unti

you tell Gardan or nyself you're going up on the roof.
One of ny nore excitable guards nmight put an arrow

into you before he recogni zed you. Thi ngs have been
somewhat tense around here of late, in case you failed to
noti ce.

Jimy ignored the sarcasm "The fellow would have to

see ne first, Highness.'

Brucal slapped the table. 'Got a tongue in his head,

that one,' he said with a guffaw and approvi ng nod.
Arutha smled as well. He found it difficult to stay out
of sorts with the young rogue. "Enough. W' ve receptions
and banquets for the next week. Perhaps our concerns

are for naught and the N ghthawks are no nore.'

Laurie said, "Let us-hope.'

W thout further discussion, Arutha and his guests dispersed
to their own roons.

“Jimy. '

Jimy turned and saw the Princess Anita conmi ng down

the corridor in his direction, acconpanied by two of
Gardan's guards and two | adi es-in-waiting. Wen she
caught up with himhe bowed. She presented her hand

and he kissed it lightly, as he had been shown by Laurie.
cWhat a young courtier you've becone,' she observed

as they resumed wal ki ng.

"It seens fate has taken an interest in me, Princess.
have never had anbitions above beconing a power in the
Mockers, perhaps even the next Upright Man, but now I
find ny life has nmuch broader horizons.'

She smled while her |adies whispered behind their

hands. Jimy hadn't seen the Princess since her arrival
the previous day, .and again felt the faint tugging inside
he had known the year before. He had put his boyhood

i nfatuation behind, but he still |iked her very nuch
"Have you devel oped anbitions, then, Jimy the



Hand?

In feigned scolding tones he said, 'Squire James of
Krondor, Your Hi ghness,' and they shared a | augh

LLook, then, Princess: this is a tine of change in the
Ki ngdom The long war with the Tsurani robbed us of
quite a fewnen with titles. Earl Volney is acting the part
of Chancellor, and there are no Dukes yet in Sal ador or
Bas- Tyra. Three dukedons wi thout nmasters! It seens
possible for a man of wit and talent to rise high in such
an environment.'

'Have you a plan?' Anita asked, her delight at the

boy's i mpudence showing in her bright green eyes and

her smile.

'"Not as yet, not fully at least, but | can see the
possibility someday of a title beyond Squire. Perhaps,
even . . . Duke of Krondor.'

"First Adviser to the Prince of Krondor?' Anita said in
nock astoni shrent .

Jimy winked. "I amwell connected. | ama cl ose
personal friend of his betrothed.' They both | aughed.
Anita touched his arm "It will be good to have you

here with us. |I'm pleased Arutha found you so quickly.
He didn't think it would be easy |ocating you.'

Jimy faltered a half-step. It had never occurred to
himthat Arutha wouldn't tell Anita of the assassin, but
now he realized he hadn't. O course, Jinmy thought to
hi nsel f, he wouldn't needlessly throw a pall over the
weddi ng. Quickly he recovered his poise. 'It was nore an
acci dent than anything. H s Hi ghness never said anything
about | ooking for nme.’

"You'll not know how Arutha and | worried about you

all the time after we left Krondor. Last we saw you, you
were fleeing across the docks from Guy's nen. W had

no word of you. W passed through Krondor so quickly

on our ' way to Lyami s coronation, we had no way to

di scover what had happened to you. Lyam sent warrants
pardoni ng Trevor Hull and his nmen and giving them a
conmi ssion for hel ping us, but no one knew what becane
of Jimry. | made Arutha prom se he woul d strai ght away
begin inquiries. | didn't think he woul d make you a squire
just yet, but | knew he had plans for you.'

Jimy felt genuinely nmoved. This revel ati on added

doubl e neaning to Arutha's remark before that he Iiked
to think they were already friends.

Anita halted their walk, indicating a door. "I amto
stand for a fitting. My wedding gown arrived fromRi || anon
this nmorning.'

She | eaned over and kissed himlightly upon the cheek
"Now I nust go.'

Ji my fought down strange; and frighteningly strong
enotions. "Highness . . . | amalso glad to be here. W
shall have a grand tine.'

She | aughed and passed through the door with her

| adi es, the guards taking up position outside. Jinmy
waited until the door was closed, then wal ked away
whistling a light tune. He reflected upon the |ast few
weeks of his life and judged hinsel f happy, despite
assassins and tight boots.

Roundi ng a corner into a less frequented hal |l way,



Jimy halted. Hi s dagger was instantly in his hand as he
stood regarding a gleam ng pair of eyes In the half
shadows before him Then with a scuffling sound the

owner of those nearly glow ng red eyes anbl ed out.
covered in green scales, the creature bul ked about the
size of a small hound. H's head resenbled an alligator's,
with a rounded snout, and | arge wi ngs were fol ded across
his back. A long, sinuous neck allowed the creature to

| ook backwards past an equally long tail as a young voice
shouted from behind, 'Fantus!'

A small boy, no nore than six years old, cane dashing
forward to throw his arns around the creature's neck. He
| ooked up at Jimy with serious dark eyes and said, "He
won't hurt you, sir.

Jimy suddenly felt awkward hol di ng his dagger and

qui ckly put it away. The creature was obviously a pet,

al beit an unusual sort. 'What did you call it . . .?
"Hin? Fantus. He's nmy friend and he's very smart. He
knows | ots of things.'

"I guess he does,' agreed Jimy, still unconfortable
under the creature's gaze. "Wat is he?

The boy | ooked at Jimmy as if he were the living

i ncarnation of ignorance, but said, "A firedrake. W just
got here, and he followed fromhonme. He can fly, you
know.' Jimy only nodded. 'W' have to get back

Morma will be angry if we're not in our room' Pulling
the creature around, the boy |ed him away w thout

anot her word.

Jimy didn't nove for a full mnute, then | ooked

around as if seeking soneone to validate the vision he
had wi tnessed. Shrugging off his astoni shment, the boy
thi ef continued wal king along. After a little while he
could hear the sound of lute strings being plucked.

Jimy left the hallway and entered a | arge garden

where Laurie was tuning his lute. The boy sat upon the
edge of a planter, crossing his feet under him and said,
"For a minstrel, you're a sorry sight.'

"I"'ma sorry sort of mnstrel.' Laurie did |ook | ess than
his usual spirited self. He fiddled with his lute strings and
began a sol emm tune.

After a few mnutes Jinmy said, "Enough of this dirge,
singer. This is supposed to be a time of cheer. Wat's
made you so long in the face?'

Lauri e sighed, his head cocked to one side. 'You're a

bit young to understand - '

"Ha. try me,' interrupted Jimy.

Laurie put up his lute. "It's the Princess Carline.’
"Still wants to marry you, huh?

Laurie's jaw dropped. 'How . . . . ?

Ji my | aughed. ' You've been around nobles too |ong,
singer. I'mnewto all this. | still know howto talk to
servants. More inportant, | know how to listen. Those

maids fromRillanon were fit to bust to tell the naids
here all about you and Princess Carline. You're quite an
item'’

Lauri e seermed unanused by Jimmy's mirth. "l suppose
you' ve' heard the whol e tal e?"

Jimy took on an indifferent nmanner. "The Princess is

."a prize, '"but I grew up in a whorehouse, so ny views on
worren are less . . . idealized.' As he thought of Anita



his voice dropped a little. "Still, | must admt princesses
seemdifferent fromthe rest.’

"Ni ce that you noticed,' Laurie comented dryly.

"Well, 1'll say this: your Princess is the finest-Iooking
worman |'ve seen and |'ve seen a |lot of them including
your better-paid courtesans, and sone of themare pretty
special. Mdst nen | know would sell their darling nothers
to get her attention. So then, what's'your problen?
Laurie |l ooked at the 'boy for a minute. "My problemis
thi s business of being a noble.’

Ji my | aughed, a genui ne sound of armusenent. 'WHat

probl en? You just get to order people around and bl ane

m st akes on soneone el se.’

Lauri e laughed. "I doubt Arutha and Lyam woul d
agree.'
"Well, kings and princes are a different sort, but npst

of the nobles around here show ne nothing. Ad Vol ney

has somee wits, but he's not too anxious to be here anyway.
The rest just want to be inportant. Hell, nusician, you
should marry her. You m ght inprove the breed.’

Laurie' swung playfully at Jimy, |aughing as the brash
youngst er easily ducked away, also |aughing. A third

| augh caused Laurie to turn

A short, slender, dark-haired man in fine clothing of
simpl e cut stood observing the proceedings. "Pug!' Laurie
excl ai med, junping up to enbrace the nman. "Wen did

you arrive?

" About two hours ago. |'ve had a brief neeting with
Arutha and the King. They're off with Earl Vol ney now,

di scussing preparations for tonight's wel com ng banquet.
But Arutha hinted there was sonething strange goi ng on
and suggested | ook for you.'

Lauri e indicated Pug should take a seat, and he sat

besi de Jimy. Laurie nade the introduction, then said,
"I"ve much to tell, but first: how are' Katal a and the boy?
"Fine. She's in our suite now, gossiping with Carline.'
Lauri e agai n | ooked depressed at nention of the Princess.
"WIlliamran off sonewhere after Fantus.'

"That thing is yours? exclained Jinmy.

"Fantus?' Pug | aughed. "You've seen him then. No,

Fantus belongs to no one. He comes and goes as he

pl eases, which is why he's here w thout anyone's |eave.'
Laurie said, "I doubt he's on delLacy's guest list. Look
I'd best catch you up on matters of inmportance. ' Pug

gl anced at Jimmy, and Laurie said, "This fount of trouble
here has been at the centre of things since the first. He'll
hear not hi ng he doesn't already know.'

Laurie told of what happened, with Jimy adding a

few bits of information the singer mssed. Wen they

were done, Pug said, "This business of necromancy is an
evil thing. If nothing el se you said speaks of dark powers
at work, that does. This is nore the province of priests
than magi ci ans, but Kulgan and | will aid in whatever

way we can.'

"Then kul gan cane from Stardock as wel | ?

' There woul d have been no stopping him Arutha was

his student, renmenber? Besides, though he'd never admt
toit, | think he m sses his argunents with Father Tully.
And there was no doubt Tully would officiate at Arutha's
weddi ng. | think that's where Kul gan is now, arguing



with Tully.'

Laurie said, 'I've not seen Tully, but he was due to
arrive this norning with those fromRillanon travelling at
a nore sedate pace than the King's party. At his age he
tends to prefer things quiet.'

'He nust be past eighty now.'

CCl oser to ninety, but he hasn't lost a step. You should
hear himaround the palace in Rillanon. Let a squire or
page fail at his lessons and he'll talk blisters on the boy's
back. "'

Pug | aughed. then as an afterthought, he said, 'Laurie,
how fare things with you and Carline?

Lauri e groaned and Jimy hid a chuckle. 'That is what

we were speaki ng of when you appeared. Good, bad,

don't know.'

Synpat hy showed in Pug's dark eyes. "I know the

feeling, friend. When we were children, back at Crydee
Just remenber, you were the one who held ne to

nmy' promse to introduce you if we ever returned to

M dkem a from Kel ewan.' He shook his head and with

a laugh added, "It's good to know some things never
change.'

Jimy | eapt off the bench. "Well, | nust be off. Pleased
to make your acquai ntance, magici an. Cheer up, singer
You'll either marry the Princess or you won't.' He dashed

of f, leaving Laurie struggling with the I ogic of that statenent
whi | e Pug | aughed al oud.

7
Weddi ng

Jimy prowl ed the great hall.

The Prince's throne roomwas being readied, and the

other squires were supervising the activities of the pages
and porters as all the last-mnute touches were being
appl i ed. Everyone had their m nds upon the cerenony,

due to get under way in less than an hour's tinme. Jimy
found that the price of his being excused duty was having
nothing to do at the last, and as Arutha certainly didn't
want hi munderfoot right now, he was left to find his own
di straction. Jinmy couldn't shake the feeling that in the rush of
excitement few were mndful of the past dangers to the
Prince. The horrors found at the House of WIIows had

been hi dden behind masses of bridal flowers and festive
bunting. Jimmy noticed a bl ack, sidelong glance from Squire
Jerone and, irritated, took a nmenacing step in the ol der
boy's direction. Jerone imediately had a need to be
sonewhere el se and hurried off.

A |l augh sounded from behind. Jimry saw a grinni ng

Squire Lockl ear carrying a huge bridal weath past a
Tsurani guard, who carefully checked it. O all the other
squires, only Locky showed Jimy the slightest hint of
friendship. The others were either indifferent or outright
hostile. Jimmy |iked the younger boy, though he tended

to prattle on about the nost insignificant things. He's the
youngest child, thought Jimy, his nother's darling. He'd
last a fast five mnutes on the streets. Still, he was a cut
above the rest, whom Jimry judged a boring lot. The

only armusenent Jimy gained fromthemwas their



woeful imtations of worldly know edge. No, Arutha and

his friends were far nore interesting folk than the squires
with their | ewd jokes and sal aci ous specul ati ons about

this serving girl or that, and their little games of intrigue.
Jimy threw | ocky a wave and headed towards anot her

door.

Jimy waited to pass through the door as one of the

porters cane through. A small bunch of flowers fell from
the man's load. Jimy bent to pick it up. As he handed it
to the porter, Jimry was struck by a sudden realization

The bl oons, white chrysant henunms, shone with a faint

anber tint.

Ji my | ooked back over his shoul der and upwards. A

full four storeys above, the high vaulted ceiling of the
chanmber was punctuated by | arge stai ned-gl ass w ndows,

the col ours barely noticeable unless the sun was directly
behi nd the panes. Jimy studied the w ndows, as his
"something is not as it should be' bunp was itching. Then
he understood. Each w ndow was recessed into a cupol a,

no less than five or six feet deep, plenty of roomto hide a
qui et assassin. But how woul d sonmeone get up there?

The design of the hall was such that scaffol ding would be
needed to cl ean the wi ndows, and the room had been

al nost constantly occupied for the |ast few days.

Jimy quickly left the hall, wal ked down a connecti ng
corridor, and went through into a terraced garden that

ran the length of the Prince's great hall

A pair of guards approached, wal ki ng post between

the distant wall and the main pal ace conpl ex, and' Ji nmy
hail ed them "Pass the word. I'mgoing to snoop about a

bit on top of the great hall.’

They exchanged gl ances, but Captain Gardan had

ordered that the strange squire wasn't to be detained
shoul d he be seen scanpering about the rooftops. One
Saluted. 'Right you are, Squire. W'Ill pass the word so

the archers on the walls don't use you for target practice.’

Ji my paced off al ongside the wall of the Geat Hall.

The garden was off to the left of the hall as you entered
the main doors, assum ng you coul d see through the

wal I s, Jimy thought to hinself. Now, if | were an

assassin, where would I want to clinmb? Jimy cast about

qui ckly and spotted a trellis that ran up the connecting
hall's outer wall. Fromthere to the roof of the connecting
hal | would be no difficulty, then . . Jimmy left off thinking and
acted. He studied the

configuration of the walls as he kicked off his hated dress
boots. He scanpered up the trellis and ran al ong the roof

of the connecting hall. Fromthere he leapt ninmbly up to

a low cornice that ran the length of the great hall. Mving
with astonishing agility, he crawl ed along, his face pressed
to the stones, towards the far end of the great hall. When
he reached hal fway to the corner, he | ooked up. One

storey above awaited the bottons of the w ndows, tantalizingly
cl ose. But Jimy Knew he needed a better clinmbing

position and continued on until he reached the | ast

third of the hall. Here, outside the portion of the hal
given over to the Prince's dais, the building flared, giving
Jimy an extra two feet of wall at a right angle to the

wal | he hugged. Levering up in the angle was now



possible. Jimy felt about until his fingers discovered a
crack between stones. He used his experience to good
advant age, shifting his weight as his toes began searching
for another hold. Slowy he inched upwards, seening to
climb in the angle of the two walls in defiance of gravity.
It was a denmanding task, requiring total concentration

but after what seened an eternity he reached up and his
fingers touched the | edge bel ow the wi ndows. Only a foot

wi de, the ledge was still a potentially fatal barrier, for
any slip could send Jimy falling to his death four storey's
bel ow. Ji My reached up, took a firmgrip on the | edge,
and let go with his other hand. For an instant he dangl ed
by one hand, then he reached upwards with the other

and with a single smooth pull had a | eg over the |edge.

St andi ng upon the narrow | edge, Jimy turned the

corner above the rear of the dais, .faced the w ndow, and
peered through. He w ped away sone dust and was
nmonentarily blinded by the sun, seen through the w ndow
and another on the wall he had just left. He waited for
his eyes to adjust again to the interior darkness as he
shaded his eyes fromthe sun. This would prove difficult,
he thought, until the angle of the sun changed. Then

Jimy felt the glass nove beneath his fingers, and suddenly
power ful hands cl anped around his nmouth and

t hr oat .

Shocked by the sudden attack, Jinmmy froze a nonent

and was too tightly held when he began to struggle. A
heavy blow to the side of the head stunned him and the
worl d seened to spin.

When his vision finally cleared, Jimy could see the
snarling face of Laughing Jack before him The fal se
Mocker was not only alive, but in the palace and, from

hi s expression and the crossbow nearby, ready and willing

to kill. "So, you little bastard,' he whi spered as he adjusted
a gag in Jimy's mouth, 'you've turned up where you

didn't belong one tine too many. |'d gut you here, right

now, but | can't risk anyone's noticing bl ood dripping

bel ow.' He noved around in the scant area between

the glass and the open space above the hall that the cupola
provi ded. 'But once the deed is done, over you go, boy.'
He pointed to the hall floor. He tightened sonme' cords
around Ji my's hands and ankles, pulling them painfully
tight. Jinmy tried to nake a sound, but it was lost in the
hum of conversation anong the guests bel ow. Jack gave
jimry another blow to the head, which sent the boy's
~senses reeling again. Jimy saw Jack turn to survey the
Hal | bel ow just before darkness overcame him

Jimy lay stunned for some unknown time, for when he
recovered his wits, he could hear the chanting of the
priests entering the hall. He knew the King and Arutha
and the other nmenmbers of the court would be entering

i medi ately once Father Tully and the other priests were
in position. Jimy felt panic building inside. Since he'd been dism ssed
fromduty, his absence would be overl ooked in

t he excitement of the nonment. Jimy struggled, but

Jack, being a nocker, knew how to make it difficult to
slip those bonds. Gven tinme and a willingness to |ose
some skin and bl ood, Jinmy would eventually rid hinself
of the ropes, but tinme was a precious conmodity at



present. Wth his struggling, he only managed to change

his position so he was able to see the wi ndow. He noticed

it had been tanmpered with to cause a single |arge panel of

glass to swing aside. Someone had prepared this w ndow

days before. A change in the song below told Jimry that Arutha
and the others were in place and Anita was begi nning her

| ong wal k down the aisle. The boy | ooked about frantically

for a way either to break his bonds or to nake

enough noise to alert those below The singing filled the

hall with a chorus | oud enough to cover a brawl, so

Ji my knew anyt hing as feeble as kicking at the gl ass

woul d only bring a blow to the head from Jack. Jinmy

could hear novenent close by, during a lull in the singing,

and knew Jack was placing a bolt in the crossbow.

The singing stopped, and Jimy heard Tully's voice

begin the instructions to the bride and groom he saw

Jack taking aimupon the dais. Jimy was half folded in

t he narrow wi ndow space, forced back against the gl ass

-by the kneeling Jack. Jack threw the boy a quick glance

as he began to squirm jimy was unable even to kick out

at Jack, who paused for a noment, evidently undeci ded

whether to fire at his target or silence Jimry first. For al

the ponp, the ceremony itself was brief, so Jack seened

willing to chance he woul d be untroubled by the boy a

few nonents | onger.

Jimy was young, in fit condition, and an expert

acrobat fromhis years of scanpering about the roofs of

Krondor. He acted w thout thought and sinply flexed his

entire body so it bowed upwards, head and feet against

the sides of the cupola. he half rolled, half flipped

hi nsel f, and suddenly he sat with his back to the w ndow.

Jack spun to | ook again at the boy and swore silently. He

could not afford to lose this single shot. A quick gl ance
downwar ds reassured himthe boy had not alerted anyone.

Jack raised his crossbow again and took ai m

Jimy's vision seenmed 'to contract, as if all he could

see was Jack's finger on the trigger of the crossbow. He

saw the finger begin to close and kicked out wildly. H's

bare feet glanced off the assassin and the crossbow fired.

Jack turned in shock and Ji my kicked out again wth

both feet. For a nonment Jack | ooked to be calmy sitting

at the edge of the w ndow cupola. Then he began to fal

outwards, his hands grasping wildly for the sill

Jack' s hands pressed out against the sides of the cupola

' and halted his fall. He hung in midair, not nmoving for an
instant, then his palns began to slip on the stone. Jinmy

r Ecogni zed sonet hing el se was strange, then realized the chanting,
al nost constant in counterpoint to the cerenony,

had stopped. As Jack began his backward slide into

space, Jinmmy heard shouts and screans from bel ow

' Then Jimy felt a shock and his head struck stone. H's

,legs felt as if they were being torn fromhis hips, and the

boy knew Jack had grabbed the only thing he could
reach, Jimy's ankles. Jimy was dragged outwards as
nmoved them both towards death. Jinmy

Struggl ed, pressing backwards with all his mght, bow ng
his body to slow his slide, but he nmight as well have had
snow heaped upon his feet for the good it did him Bones
and nuscl es protested, but he could not nove an inch to
rid himself of Jack. He was dragged outwards slowy, his

Jack' s wei ght



| egs, hips, and back scraping on the stone, the cloth of
his trousers and tunic keeping skin intact. Then he was
suddenly upright, as Jack's weight tipped his bal ance for
an instant, teetering upon the lip of the cupol a.

Then they fell. Jack released his hold upon the boy,

but Jimy didn't notice. The stones rushed up to neet
them to crush themin a hard enbrace. Ji my thought

his mnd nmust be going at the last, for the stones seened
to slowin their approach, as if sonme agency had ordered
the boy's last seconds of life to be prolonged. Then
Jimy realized sone force had control of himand was
slowi ng his descent. Wth a | ess than gentle bunp he was
upon the floor of the great hall, stunned slightly, but
decidedly alive. Guards and priests surrounded hi m and
hands quickly lifted himas he wondered at this mracle
He saw the nmgi ci an Pug noving his hands in incantation
and felt the strange sl owness vani sh. Guards cut his
bonds, and Ji nmy doubled in pain as the returning blood
flow burned like hot irons in his feet and hands. He
nearly fainted. Two soldiers seized his arms and kept him
fromfalling. As his senses cleared, he saw a hal f-dozen
or nore holding Jack down, while others searched for the
bl ack poison ring or other neans of suicide.

Ji my | ooked about, his head clearing. Al around him
the room seened frozen in horrified tableau. Father Tully
stood at Arutha's side, while Tsurani guards surrounded
the King, their eyes peering into every corner of the
room Everyone else |ooked at Anita, who was cradled in
Arutha's arns as he knelt upon the stones. Her veils and
gown were spread out around her and she seened to

sl eep while he held her. She was a vision in pristine
white in the late afternoon light, except for the rapidly
expandi ng crinmson stain upon her back

Arutha sat in shock. He leant forward, el bows on

knees, as his eyes stared out into space, unfocused, not
seeing any of those with himin the antechanber. He saw
only the last minutes of the cerenony, again and again in
his mnd s eye.

Anita had just pledged her vows, and Arutha was

listening to Tully's final blessing. Suddenly she had a
strange expression and seenmed to stunble, as if shoved
hard from behind. He caught her, finding it strange she
should fall, for she was so graceful by nature. He tried to
think of a witticismthat would break the tension, for he
knew she woul d feel enbarrassed at stunbling. And she

| ooked so serious, with her eyes wi de and her nouth half
open as if she wanted to ask sone inportant question

When he heard the first scream he |ooked up and saw

t he man hangi ng backwards out of the cupol a hi gh above
the dais. Instantly everything seemed to run together
Peopl e were shouting and pointing and Pug was rushing
forward, incanting a spell. And Anita couldn't seemto
stand, no matter how he tried to help her. Then he saw

t he bl ood.

Arutha buried his face in his hands and wept. In his

Iife he had never before been unable to control his
enotions. Carline placed her arns about him hol ding
himtight, and her tears fell with his. She had been with
hi m since Lyam and t hree guards had pulled himfrom



Anita's side, leaving the priests and chirurgeons to their
work. Princess Alicia was in her quarters, near-prostrate
fromgrief. Gardan was off with Martin, Kasum , and

' Vandros, supervising the guards who were searching the
grounds for any other intruders. By Lyam s order, the

pal ace had been sealed within mnutes of the assassination
' attenpt. Now the King paced the roomsilently, while

Vol ney was off in a corner, in quiet conversation wth
laurie, brucal, and Fannon. They all awaited word.
:~'."The door to the outer hall opened and a Tsurani guard
announced Jimry. He wal ked forward gingerly, for his |egs
had been strained and scraped badly. Lyam and the

ot hers watched as the boy thief cane to stand before
Arutha. Jimy tried to speak, but no words were forthcom ng
Li ke Arutha, he had relived every nonent of the attack
over and over in his nmnd while an acol yte of Nathan'S
order had bandaged his legs. His nmenory had constantly

pl ayed tricks on him as he would see Arutha's face of
days ago when he had told Jimy his feelings of friendship,
t hen suddenly he would see the Prince's face as he

had knelt hol ding Anita, unconprehendi ng shock on his
features. Then Jinmy would remenber Anita standing in

the hall before going for' a dress fitting. That inmage would
fade and he would once nore see Arutha slowy | ower

her to the floor as priests rushed to her side.

Jimy again tried to speak as Arutha | ooked up. The
Prince's eyes focused upon the boy, and he said,

"Way Jinmmy, |. . . didn't see you there.

"Jimy saw the grief and pain in those dark brown eyes

and felt something break inside hinself. Unbidden tears
cane to his eyes as the boy spoke softly.

"I .. .| tried

He swal | owned hard, something seemed to be choking off his breath.
Ji my' s nout h worked, but no sound .'

cane. Finally he whispered, "I'"msorry.' Then suddenly

he was on his knees before Arutha. 'i'msorry.

Arut ha | ooked on unconprehendi ngly for a nonent,

t hen shook his head. He put his hand upon Jinmmy's

shoul der and said, 'it's all right. It wasn't your fault.'
Jimy knelt with his head cradled in his arms upon

Arut ha' s knees, sobbing |loudly while Arutha awkwardly
tried to confort him Laurie knelt beside him and said,
"You coul dn't have done anything nore.'

Jimy raised his head and | ooked at Arutha. "But I

shoul d have.' Carline | eaned over and gently ran her hand down the
side of his face, wiping away the tears. 'You went to

i nvestigate, which no one else did. Wio knows what

woul d have happened if you hadn't.' She |eft unspoken

t he thought that Arutha might be |ying dead had Ji nmy

not ki cked at Laughi ng Jack when he fired.

Ji my was di sconsol ate. He said, 'l should have done

nore.'

Lyam crossed to where Laurie, Carline, and Arutha

were clustered around Jimry. He al so knelt beside the

boy as 'Laurie made room "Son, |'ve seen men who

woul d fight goblins go pale at the thought of clinbing out
where you did. Each of us has fears,' he said softly. 'But
when sonething terrible happens, each .of us al ways

t hi nks, | should have done nore.' He placed his hand

over Arutha's, which still rested upon Jimy's shoul der



"i"ve just had to order the Tsurani guards responsible for
searching the hall not to kill thenselves. At |east you
don't have that tw sted a sense of honour.'

Seriously Jimry said, "If |I could trade places with the
Princess, | would.'’

Lyam spoke solemly. 'I know you woul d, son, | know
you woul d.

Arutha, as if slowy returning fromsone di stant place
said, "Jimry . . . just so you know. . . you did well
Thank you.' He tried to smile.

Jimy, with tears still on his cheeks, hugged Arutha's

knees hard, then sat back, wiping at his face, returning
Arutha's smile. "i've not cried since the night | saw ny
mum rmurdered.' Carline's hand went to her nouth and

her face turned white.

The door to the antechanber opened and Nat han cane

t hrough. He wore only his white knee-I|ength undertunic,
havi ng stripped off his cerenonial robes to supervise the
care of the Princess. He was w ping his hands upon a
cloth and he | ooked haggard. Arutha slowy rose, Lyam
hol di ng his arm Nathan | ooked grimas he said, "She
lives. Though the wound is severe, the bolt struck at a
gl anci ng angl e that saved her spine. Had the bolt hit ful
on, death woul d have been instantaneous. She is young
and healthy, but . . .°

'But what ?' asked Lyam

' The bolt was poi soned, Your Majesty. And it is a

poi son fashioned with foul arts, a concoction using evil
spells. W have been able to do nothing to counter it.

Al cheny or magic, nothing works.'

Arut ha blinked. Conprehension seened to elude him

Nat han | ooked at Arutha, his eyes reflecting his sorrow
"I"msorry, Highness. She's dying.'

The dungeon | ay beneath sea | evel, danmp and dark, the

air nmusty with the sour snells of noulds and al gae. A
guard noved asi de while another pulled open a protesting
door as Lyam and Arutha passed through the portal

Martin waited off to one side in the torture chanber,
speaking softly with Vandros and Kasum . This room had

not been used since before Prince Erland s tine, except
for a short period when Jocko Radburn's secret police

had used it to interrogate prisoners during du Bas-Tyra's
rei gn. The room had been cl eared of the usual instrunments of
torture, but a brazier had been returned to its forner

pl ace and irons were heating within. One of Gardan's

sol diers tended the burning coals. Laughing Jack stood
chained to a pillar of stone, his hands above his head.
Standing in full circle around himwere six Tsurani, close
enough that the groaning prisoner touched them as he
noved. Each faced outwards, maintaining a |evel of

vi gi l ance unmat ched by even the nost |oyal of Arutha's
Househol d Guard. From anot her part of the chanmber, Father Tully left
the side of several other priests, all of whom had been
present at the wedding. He said to Lyam 'W have
establ i shed protective spells of the nost powerful sort.'
He pointed at Jack. 'But sonething seeks to gain access

to him How fares Anita?

Lyam shook his head slowy. 'The bolt was poisoned in



some arcane fashion. Nathan says her tine grows short.'

' Then we nmust question the prisoner quickly,' said the
old priest. 'W have no idea what we are conbatting.'

Jack groaned al oud. Arutha's rage rose up and he

nearly choked with fury. Lyam pushed past his brother

noti oned for a guard to step aside, and | ooked the thief
in the eyes. Laughing Jack | ooked back with eyes w de
with fear. H's body gl eamed and sweat dripped off his
hooked nose. Each time he noved, he groaned. The

Tsurani had obviously not been gentle when they searched
him Jack tried to speak, wetted his lips with his tongue,
then said, "Please . " His voice was hoarse. 'Don't |et
hi m t ake ne. '

Lyam st epped up besi de hi mand grabbed Jack, his

hand cl osing on the man's face |like a vice. Shaking Jack's
head, he said, "Wat poison did you use?

Jack was near tears when he spoke. 'I don't know.

| SWear it!’

"We shall have the truth out of you, man. You had

better answer, for we can make it hard on you.' Lyam

i ndi cated the burning irons.

Jack tried to laugh, but it becanme a bubbling sound.
"Hard? You think I fear irons? Listen you, King of the

bl oody damm Kingdom ['1l gladly Iet you burn out ny

l[iver if you pronmise you won't let himtake me.' The | ast
statement had a hysterical note in it.

Lyam threw a qui ck gl ance around the room "Let who

take ' hi n?'

Tully said, "He's been yelling for an hour not to |et
"him' take him' The priest's expression betrayed a

t hought. "He's nmade a conpact with dark powers. Now

he fears to pay.' he said with sudden certainty.

Jack nodded his head enphatically, eyes wide. Wth a
rough, half-sob, he said, 'Aye, priest, as would you if
you' d ever been touched by that darkness.'

Lyam grabbed Jack by his stringy hair and jerked his

head back. 'What are you speaking of ?

jack's eyes grew round. ' Mirmandamus,' he

whi sper ed.

Suddenly there was a cold chill in the roomand the

coals in the brazier and the torches on the wall seened to
flicker and fade. 'He's here!' shrieked Jack, out of control
One of the priests began to chant and after a nonment the
[ight brightened.

Tully | ooked towards Lyam 'That was . . . frightening.'
H s face was drawn and his eyes wide. 'it has trenendous
power. Hurry, Majesty, but speak not that name. It only
serves to draw it to its minion here.'

"What was the poison?' Lyam demanded.

Jack sobbed, "I don't know. In truth. It was sonething
the goblin kisser gave ne, the Dark Brother. | swear it.'
The door opened and Pug entered, followed by the

stout figure of another magician, this one wearing a bushy
grey beard. Pug's dark eyes mrrored the sonbre tone of
his voi ce when he said, 'Kulgan and | have established
wards around this part of the pal ace, but sonething
batters them even as we speak.'

Kul gan, his face wan as if he had just finished sone
taxi ng | abour, added, "Watever is seeking to enter is
determned. Gven tine, | think we could unravel sonething



of its nature, but
Tully finished the thought. . . . it will win past us
before we can. So tinme is something we |ack.' To Lyam
he said, 'Hurry.

Lyam said, 'This thing you serve, or this person

what ever it is, tell us what you know. Wy does it seek
nmy brother's death?

"A bargain!' shouted Jack. "I'Il tell you what | know
everything, just don't let himtake ne.’

Lyam nodded curtly. 'W shall keep himfromyou.'

"You don't know,' Jack screaned, then his voice fel

off to a half-sob. 'I was dead. Do you understand? That
bastard shot ne instead of Jimy and | was dead.' He

| ooked at those around the room "None of you can

know. | could feel life slip away, and then he cane.

Wien | was al nost dead, he took me to this cold, dark

place and he . . . hurt ne. He showed ne . . . things' . He
said | could live and serve himand he'd give me back

life, or he'd. . . he'd let ne die and | eave ne there. He

couldn't save nme then, for | wasn't his. But now | am

He's . . . evil.'

Julian, the priest of |inms-Kragma, came up behind the

King. "He lied to you, man. That cold place was of his
fashioning. Qur mistress's love brings confort to all who
enbrace her at the end. You were shown a lie.'

"He's the father of all liars! But now |I'mhis creature,’
Jack sobbed. 'He said | had to go to the pal ace and kil
,the Prince. He said | was the only one he had left and the
others would arrive too late, wouldn't be here for days. It
had to be ne. | said | would, but . . . | botched it and
now he wants ny soul!' the last was a Piteous cry, a Plea
for nmercy beyond the power of the King to grant.
Lyamturned to Julian. "Can we do anythi ng?

Julian said, "There is arite, but . . .' He |ooked at Jack and said
"You will die, nman, you know that. You died

' already and you are here because of an unholy conpact.
What will be will be. You will die within the hour. Do

you under st and?'

Through tears and spittle Jack sobbed, 'Yes.'

' Then you will answer our questions and tell us what

you know, and die willingly to free your soul ?' Jack's
eyes screwed shut and he cried like a child, but he nodded
hi s head.

"So tell us what you know of the N ghthawks and this

plot to kill ny brother,' demanded Lyam

Jack sniffed and gasped for air.

'Si X, SeVen ntnt hS ago, CGolden Base tells ne he's tunbled to sonething
that could make us wealthy.' As he spoke, Jack's voice

| ost the hysterical quality. 'l asked himif he'd cleared it
with the Nightmaster, but he says it's not Mcker business.
I"mnot sure it's a good idea playing fast and | oose

with the guild, but 1'd not mnd an extra sovereign on the
side, so | say ""Wiy not?" and | go with him W net this
fell ow Havram who'd worked with us before, and who

asks a bunch of questions but isn't giving with answers,

so | get ready to chuck' the whole deal, before | even
know what's going on, but then he lays this bag of gold

on the table and tells ne there's nore to be had."'

Jack closed his eyes and a hal f-choked sob came from

his throat. 'l cane with Golden and Havramto the



Wl ows, through the sewer. |I nearly nmessed nyself when
| saw the goblin kisser's, two of them in the cellar. They
had gold, though, and I will put up with a lot for gold. So
they tell me |'ve got to do this and that and listen up to
what's com ng along fromthe Upright Man and N ght master

and Daynmaster and tell them | tell themthat's a

death warrant, then they pull out their swords and tel

nme it's a death warrant if | don't. | thought 1'd go al ong,
then turn my bashers | oose on them but they took ne up

to another roomin the Wllows, and this fellow, all in
robes, was there. | couldn't see his face but he sounded
funny, and he stank. | snelled that stink once when |I was
a kid, and 1'Il never forget it.'

"What ?' said Lyam

'"in a cave once | snelled it. Snake.'

Lyamturned to Tully, who gasped. 'A Pantat hi an

serpent priest!' The other priests in the room | ooked
aghast and began speaking quietly w th one another

Tully said, 'Continue, tine grows short.'

'Then they start doing things like | never seen before
I"'mno misty-eyed virgin, thinking the world' s pure and
| ovely, but these bl okes were sonething |'ve never dreant
of . They brought in a kid! Alittle girl, no nore than
eight or nine. | thought I'd seen it all. The one in the
robes pulls a dagger and . " Jack gul ped, obviously
fighting down the contents of his stomach. 'They drew

t hese diagranms with her bl ood and took sone sort of

oath. I'mnot one for the gods, but |I've always tossed a
coin to Ruthia and Banath on the high holidays. But now
I"mpraying to Banath like |I'mrobbing the city treasury

in broad daylight. | don't knowif that had anything to do
with it, but they didn't make ne take the oath . . .'" H's
voi ce broke into a sob. "Man, they were drinking her

bl ood!" he took a deeP breath. "I agreed to work with
them Everything went all right until they told nme to
anmbush Ji my."'

.Who are these nmen and what do they want?' demanded

Lyam

"This goblin kisser tells ne one night that there's sone
sort of prophecy about the Lord of the West. The Lord

of the West nust die, then sonething's going to happen.'’
Lyam shot a gl ance at Arutha. "You said they called

you Lord of the West.'

Arut ha had regai ned sone neasure of self-control and
said, 'Yes, they have, twice.'

Lyamreturned to the questioning. 'Wat el se?

"I don't know,' said Jack, nearly exhausted. "They

woul d tal k. anong thenselves. | wasn't properly one of
them' Again the room shuddered and the coal s and
torches flickered. 'He's here!' jack shrieked.

, Arutha cane to stand at Lyam s shoul der

'\What about the poison?' he demanded.

"l don't know,' Jack sobbed.

"it was sonething the goblin kisser gave ne. It' - he nodded - "one of them
called it "Silverthorn".'

Arut ha | ooked rapidly around the room but could see

no one who recogni zed that nane.

Suddenly one of the priests said, '"it has returned.'

Several of the priests began incantations

t hen st opped,



and one said, "it has won past our wards.
Lyamsaid to Tully, "Are we in danger?
Tully replied, "The dark powers may directly contro

only those who have willingly given thensel ves over to
them W are safe fromdirect attack here.'

The room began to chill as the torches flickered madly,
and shadows deepened on all sides. "Don't |let himtake
me!' jack shrieked. 'You promnised!'

Tully | ooked to Lyam who nodded and i ndi cated that

Fat her Julian shoul d take charge.

The King notioned for the Tsurani guards to give the
priest of linms-Kragma room The priest stood before

Jack and asked, 'Do you find in your heart the earnest
desire to receive our mstress's nmercy?

Jack couldn't speak for terror. Through tear-filled eyes
he blinked, then nodded. Julian began a |ow, quiet chant
and the other priests made quick gestures. Tully cane
over to Arutha and said, 'Stay calm Death is now anong
us.'

It was over quickly. One nonent Jack was sobbing
uncontrol l ably, then abruptly he slunped down, prevented
fromfalling only by the chains. Julian turned to

the others. "He is safe with the Mstress of Death. No
harm can conme to hi m now. '

Suddenly the very walls of the chanber seened to

shake. A black presence could be felt in the room and

a hi gh-pitched keeni ng began, as something i nhuman
shrieked in outrage at being robbed of its mnion. Al the
priests, as well as Pug and Kul gan, mounted a nagic

def ence against the invading spirit, then suddenly everything
was deat hly quiet.

Tul ly, |ooking shaken, said, "it has fled.

Arut ha knelt beside the bed, his face a stony nask. Anita
lay with her hair falling upon the white pillow |like a dark
red crown. "She seens so tiny,' he said softly. He | ooked
at those in the room Carline clung to Laurie's arm while
Martin waited with Pug and Kul gan next to the w ndow.

In silence Arutha's eyes beseeched themall. Al | ooked
down on the princess, except Kulgan, who seenmed lost in

t houghts of his own. They stood the deathwatch, for

Nat han had said the young Princess wouldn't |ast the

hour. Lyam was in another roomattenpting to confort
Anita's nother.

Suddenl y Kul gan nmoved around the bed and, in a voice

made | oud by the hushed tones of the others, asked

Tully, "if you had a question and you could ask it only
once, where would you go to ask it?

Tully blinked. "Ri ddl es?" Kul gan's expression, his bushy
grey eyebrows neeting over his prom nent nose, showed

he was not attenpting sone tasteless jest. '"i'msorry,

said Tully. "Let ne think . . ." Tully's aged face furrowed
in concentration. Then he | ooked as if some obvious truth
had struck. "Sarth!’

Kul gan tapped the old cleric in the chest with a forefinger
Right. Sarth.'

Arut ha, who had been follow ng the conversation, said,

"Why Sarth? It is one of the least inportant ports in the
Principality."

' Because,' answered Tully, 'there is an |shapi an abbey



near there that is said to house nore know edge than any
ot her place in the Kingdom

"And,' added Kulgan, 'if there was any place in this

Ki ngdom where we coul d di scover the nature of Silverthorn
and what would counter it, that would be the

pl ace.

Arut ha | ooked hel pl essly down at Anita. 'But Sarth

No rider could reach there and return in |less than a week and
Pug stepped forward. "I may be able to help.'

Wth sudden authority he said, 'Leave the room Al of you,
except Fathers Nathan, Tully, and Julian.' He said to
Laurie, "Run to ny roons. Katala will give you a large
red-| eat her-bound book. Bring it at once.'

Wt hout question Laurie dashed off, while the others
vacated the room Pug spoke softly to the priests. "Can
you sl ow her passage through tinme w thout harn®

Nat han said, "I can work such a spell. | did so with the
wounded Dark Brother before he died. But it will gain us
only a few hours.' He | ooked down at Anita, whose face
had al ready taken on a cold bl ue appearance. Nathan
touched her forehead. "She grows clanmy to the touch

She fails fast. W nust hurry.'

The three priests quickly fashioned the pentagram and

it the candles. Wthin mnutes they had prepared the
room and soon the rite was done. The Princess |ay,
apparently asleep, in a bed engulfed by a rosy gl ow seen
when vi ewed askance. Pug led the priests fromthe room
and asked for sealing wax to be brought. Martin ordered
it and a page ran off. Pug took the book he had asked
Laurie to fetch. He re-entered the room and paced

around it, reading fromhis tome. Wen he was fini shed,
he stepped outside and began a long string of incantations.
He finished by placing a seal of wax upon the wall near
the door. He then closed the book. it is done.’

Tully noved towards the door, and Pug's hand

restrained him "Do not cross the threshold.'" The old
priest |ooked at Pug questioningly.

Kul gan shook his head in appreciation. "Don't you see
what the boy's done, Tully? Pug was forced to smile, for
even after he'd grown |ong white whiskers, he'd still be a
boy to Kul gan. 'Look at the candl es!’

The others looked in, and in a noment all could see

what the stout magician neant. The candles at the corners
of the pentagramwere alight, although this was difficult
to see in the daylight. But when they were watched
closely, it was clear the flames didn't flicker. Pug said to
the others, "Tinme nmoves so slowy in that roomit is
nearly inpossible to detect its passage. The wall of this
pal ace woul d crunble to dust before the candles burn a
tenth part of their [ength. Should anyone cross the threshold,
he will be caught like a fly in anmber. It would nean
deat h, but Father Nathan's spell slows time's ravages

wi thin the pentagram and prevents harmto the Princess.'
"How long will it last? said Kulgan, obviously in awe

of his former student.

"Until the seal is broken.'

Arutha's face betrayed the first flickerings of hope.
"She will live?

"She lives now,' said Pug. "Arutha, she exists between
monents, and will stay that way, forever young, until the



spell is removed. But then time will once again flow for

her and she will need a cure, if one exists.'

Kul gan gave out with an audi ble sigh. 'Then we have

gai ned that which we needed nost. Tine.'

"Yes, but how rmuch?' asked Tully.

Arutha's voice was firm 'Enough. | shall find a cure.’
Martin said, "Wat do you intend?

Arutha | ooked at his brother, and for the first tinme that
day was free of the crippling grief, the madness of despair.
Coldly, evenly he said, "i will go to Sarth.'
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Lyam sat unnovi ng. He studied Arutha for a | ong moment and shook his
head. "No. | forbid it.' Arutha registered no reaction as he said, 'Wy?

Lyam si ghed. 'Because it's too dangerous, and you've

other responsibilities here.' Lyamrose from behind the
table in Arutha's private quarters and crossed over to his
brother. Gently placing his hand on Arutha's arm he

said, 'i know your nature, Arutha. You hate sitting idly

by while matters are noving to concl usion w thout you.

know you cannot abi de the thought of Anita's fate resting

i n hands other than your own, but in good conscience

cannot allow you to travel to Sarth.'

Arut ha' s expression remained clouded, as it had been

since the assassination attenpt the day before. But with

t he death of Laughi ng Jack, Arutha's rage had fled,

seemng to turn i nwards, becom ng col d detachnent.

Kul gan and Tully's revel ation of a possible source of

know edge existing in Sarth had cl eansed his mnd of the
initial madness. Now he had something to do, sonething

that required clarity of judgement, the ability to think
rationally, coolly, dispassionately. Fixing his brother with
a penetrating |look, he said, 'i've been away for nonths,
travelling abroad with you, so the business of the Wstern
Real m can endure ny absence for another few weeks. As

for ny safety,' he added, his voice rising in inflection
"we've all seen just how safe | amin nmy own pal ace.' He
fell into silence for a nonment, then said, "i will go to
Sarth.' Martin had been quietly sitting in the corner, observing
the debate, listening closely to both his half brothers. He
| eaned forward in' his chair. "Arutha' , |'ve known' you'

since you were a babe and | know your npoods as well as
my own. You think it inmpossible to | eave vital matters to
the care of others. You have a certain arrogance to your

nature, little brother. It is atrait, a flaw of character if
you will, we all share.'

Lyam bl inked as if surprised to be included in the
indictment. "AIl . . .?

The corner of Arutha's nmouth turned up in a half-snile

as he let out a deep sigh. "All, Lyam' Martin said. "W're
all three Boric's sons, and for his good qualities, Father
could be arrogant. Arutha, in tenmper you and | are as

one, | sinply mask nyself better. | can think of little to
make ne chafe nore than sitting while others are about
tasks | feel better able to acconplish, but at the Iast,



there is no reason for you to go. There are others better
suited. Tully, Kulgan, and Pug can set pen to parchment
with all the questions required for the Abbot at Sarth.
And there are those better suited to carry such nessages
qui ckly and wi thout notice through the woods between
here and Sarth.'

Lyam scowl ed. "Such as a certain duke fromthe West

| expect.'

Martin smiled his crooked snmile, a reflection of
Arutha's. 'Not even Arutha's Pathfinders are as adept at
travelling through the woods as one elver-taught. If this
Mur mandanus has agents al ong the woodl and trails,

there is no one south of Elvandar nore likely to wi n past
themthan I.'

Lyam cast his eyes heavenward in disgust. 'You are no
better than he.' He crossed to the doors and pulled them
open. Arutha and Martin foll owed behind. Gardan waited

wi t hout, and his conpany of guards snapped to attention
as their nmonarch left the chanber. To Gardan, Lyam

said, "Captain, should either of our half-witted brothers
attenpt to | eave the pal ace, arrest

hi m and | ock hi m up.

That is our royal wll. Understood?
Gardan saluted. 'Yes, Your Mjesty.'
Wt hout another word, Lyam strode down the hal

towards his own quarters, his face a mask of worry and
preoccupati on. Behind hi m Gardan's guards exchanged
ast oni shed gl ances, then watched Arutha and Martin

| eave in another direction. Arutha's face was flushed, his
anger only partially hidden, while Martin's expression
reveal ed nothing of his feelings. When the two brothers
were out of sight, questioning glances passed from sol dier
to soldier, for they had heard every word exchanged
between the King and his brothers, until Gardan spoke in
soft but commandi ng tones. 'Steady on. You're at post.'

"Arutha!' Arutha and Martin, who had been speaking softly as
t hey wal ked, halted as the Keshian Anbassador hurried

to overtake them his retinue follow ng behind. He
reached them bowed slightly, and said, 'Your Hi ghness,
Your G ace.'

' Good day, Your Excellency,' Arutha responded sonewhat
curtly. The presence of Lord Hazara-Khan remn nded
himthere were obligations of office going unnet. Sooner
or later, Arutha knew, he would have to return his
attention to the rmundane concerns of governance. That

t hought rankl ed him

The Anbassador said, "i have been informed, Your

H ghness, that | and nmy party will require perm ssion to
quit the palace. Is this so?

Arutha's irritation intensified, though now it was
directed at hinself. He had secured the palace as a matter
of course, but had done so w thout considering the often
sticky question of diplomatic immunity, that necessary oi
in the usually squeaky machinery of internationa
relations. Wth a note of apology he said, 'My lord
Hazara-Khan, | amsorry. In the heat of the nonent



i fully understand, H ghness.' Looking quickly about,
he said, 'May | also have a brief nmoment? W coul d
speak as we wal k.' Arutha indicated he m ght, and Martin
dropped back to wal k with Hazara-Khan's sons and
bodyguard. The Anbassador said, 'it would be a poor
time to pester the King over treaties. | think it a proper
time to visit ny people in the , Jal-Pur. | will stay there
awhile. 1'll return to your city, or to Rillanon, as needed,
to discuss 'treaties, after . . . things have settled.’

Arut ha studied the Ambassador. Volney's intelligence

on him had reveal ed that the Enpress had di spat ched

one of her finest nmnds to negotiate with the Ki ngdom

"My lord Hazara-Khan, | thank you for considering ny

own feelings and those of ny family at this tinme.'

The Anbassador waved away the remark. "There is no

honour in -besting those afflicted by sorrow and woe.

When this evil business is over, | desire you and your
brother to cone to the negotiating table with clear m nds,
when we discuss the Vale of Dreans. | wish to win
concessions fromthe best you have to offer, Hi ghness.

Now it would be too sinple to gain advantage. You

need Kesh's approbation in the matter of the King's
forthcom ng wedding to the Princess Magda of Rol dem

As she is the only daughter of King Carole, and if

anyt hi ng happens to her brother, Crown Prince Bravos,

any child of hers would sit the thrones of both the Isles
and Rol dem and as Rol dem has | ong been seen as |ying
within Kesh's traditional sphere of influence . . . well
you can see how we are concerned.’

"My complinments to the Inperial Intelligence Corps,
Excel l ency,' said Arutha in rueful appreciation. Only he
and Martin had known.

"Officially, no such group exists, though we do have
certain sources - those wishing to maintain the status

quo. '

"I appreciate your candour, Excellency. W al so nust
concern our discussions with the question of a new

Keshi an war fl eet being constructed in Durbin in violation
of the Treaty of Shamata.'

Lord Hazara- Khan shook his head and said with affection

Ch, Arutha, | look forward to bargaining with
you." "And | with you. 1'Il order the guards to all ow your
party to leave at will. | only ask that you ensure that no

one not of your retinue slips out in disguise.'

"I shall stand at the gate and nane every sol dier and
servant as they Pass, Hi ghness.'

Arut ha had no doubts he would be able to do just that.
"No matter what fate brings, Abdur Rachman Meno

Hazar a- Khan, even shoul d we soneday face each ot her
across a battlefield, I will count you a generous, honourable
friend." He extended his hand.

Abdur took it. 'You do me honour, H ghness. As |ong

as | speak with Kesh's voice, she will negotiate only in
good faith, towards honourable ends.'

The Anmbassador signalled for his conmpanions to join

him and after asking Arutha's | eave they departed.
Martin cane to Arutha's side and said, 'At |east we now
have one fewer problemfor the nonent.'

Arut ha nodded in agreenent. 'For the nmonent. That



wily old fox will probably end up with this palace for his
enbassy and I'Il be left with sonme flophouse near the
docks to hold court in.'

"Then we shall need to have Ji my recomend one of

the better ones to us.' Suddenly struck by a thought,
Martin said, 'Were is he? |I've not seen himsince we
guesti oned Laughi ng Jack.'

'Qut and about. | had a few things for himto do.'
Martin indi cated understanding and the two brothers
conti nued down the hall.

Lauri e spun at the sound of soneone entering his room
Carline closed the door behind her, then stopped as she
observed the singer's travel bundle resting next to his lute
upon his bed. He had just finished tying it and he wore
his old travel clothing. Her eyes narrowed and she nodded
once, knowi ngly. 'going sonewhere?' Carline's tone was
icy. "Just thought you'd take a quick run up to Sarth and
ask a few questions, right?

Laurie raised his hands in supplication. 'Just for a
whil e, beloved. I'Il be quickly back.'

Sitting down on the bed, she said, "oh~ You' re as bad

as Arutha or Martin. You'd think everyone in the pal ace
didn't possess the brains to blow their noses w thout one
of you telling them how. So you'll get your head | opped
of f by some bandit, or . . . sonething. Laurie, | get so
angry sometines.' He sat next to her and placed his arm
around her shoul ders. She | eaned her head against his
shoul der. "We've had so little tine together since we
arrived, and everything is so. . . terrible.'" Her voice
broke as she began to cry. 'Poor Anita,' she said after a
while. Defiantly w ping away her tears, she went on, "I
hate it when | cry.

"And I'mstill angry with you. You were going to run

of f and | eave without a goodbye. | knewit. Well, if you
go, don't cone back. Just send a message about what you
find out - if you live that long - but don't set foot in this
pal ace. | don't ever want to see you again.' She rose to
her feet and nade for the door

Laurie was after her in an instant. He took her by the
armand turned her to face him "Bel oved, please

don't . . .'

Wth tears in her eyes she said, "if you loved ne, you'd
ask Lyamfor ny hand. |I'm done with sweet words,
Laurie. I'mdone with vague unease. |'mdone with you.'

Laurie felt panic overtake him He had been ignoring
Carline's earlier threat to be through with himor married
to himby the time she returned to Rillanon, as much

fromchoice as fromthe pressure of events. 'I wasn't
going to say anything until this business with Anita was
resol ved, but - 1've decided. | can't let you | eave ne out
of your life. | do want to marry you.'

Suddenly her eyes were wide. 'Wat?

"I said | want to marry -

She covered his nouth with her hand. Then she kissed
him For a long silent moment no words were necessary.
She pushed away, a dangerous hal f-smile on her face.
Shaki ng her head in the negative, she spoke softly. 'No.
Say nothing nore. 1'll not have you fog ny nmind again



wi th honeyed words.' She slowy wal ked to the door and
opened it. 'Quards!' she called and in an instant a pair
appeared. Pointing at an astoni shed Laurie, she said,
"Don't let himnove. If he tries to |eave, sit on him'
Carline vani shed fromsight down the hall, and the
guards turned anused expressions on Laurie. He sighed
and sat down quietly upon his bed.

A few minutes later the Princess was back, an irritated
Father Tully in tow The old prelate had his night robe
hastily gathered about him as he had been al nost ready
for sleep. Lyam |ooking equally inconveni enced, fol-
lowed his sister. Laurie fell backwards onto the bed with
an audi bl e groan as Carline marched into the room and
pointed at him "He told me he wants to marry ne!’

Laurie sat up. Lyamregarded his sister with an aston-

i shed expression. "Should |I congratulate himor have him
hung? From your tone it's difficult to tell.’

Laurie bolted upright as if stuck by a needl e and noved
towards the King. 'Your Mjesty -

"Don't let himsay anything,' interrupted Carline, pointing
an accusatory finger at Laurie. In a nenacing whisper

she said, '"He is the king of all liars and a seducer of the
i nnocent. He'll talk his way out of it.'
Lyam shook his head as he nmuttered, 'innocent?

Suddenly his face cl ouded. 'Seducer?' He fixed his gaze
upon Lauri e.

"Your Majesty, please,' began Laurie.

Carline crossed her arnms and inpatiently tapped her

foot on the floor. '"He's doing it,' she nmuttered. 'He's
tal king his way out of marrying ne.

Tully interposed hinmself between Carline and Laurie.
"Majesty, if | may?

Looki ng confused, Lyamsaid, "I w sh you would."'

Tully | ooked first at Laurie, then at Carline. "AmI| to
under st and, Hi ghness, that you wish to wed this nman?

' Yes!'

"And you, sir?

Carline began to say sonething, but Lyam cut her off.

"Let him speak!'’

Lauri e stood blinking at the sudden sil ence. He

shrugged as if to say he didn't understand the comotion
'O course | do, father.'’

Lyam | ooked close to the end of his patience. 'Then

what is the difficulty? He said to Tully, "Post banns, oh
next week sonetine. After the last few days we should

wait a bit. We'll have the wedding after . . . things settle
a bit. If you have no objections, Carline? She shook her
head, her eyes noist. Lyam continued, "Soneday, when
you're an old married lady with dozens of grandchildren
you'll have to explain all this to ne.' To Laurie he said,
"You're a braver man than nost,' then, with a gl ance at
his sister, added, 'and |uckier than nost.' He kissed her
on the cheek. "Now, if there's nothing else, 1'll retire.
Carline threw her arns around his neck and gave hima
fierce hug. 'Thank you.'

Still shaking his head, Lyamleft the room Tully said,

" There nust be a reason for this urgent need of betrotha
at this late hour.' He held his hands pal ms out and quickly
added, 'But I'Il wait to hear it sonme other tinme. Now, if
you'll excuse ne - ' He gave Carline no opportunity to



say anything as he al nost dashed fromthe room The

guards followed after, closing the door behind them

Carline smled at Laurie after they were alone. "Well, it

is done. Finally.' Laurie grinned down at her as he put his arns about

her waist. "Yes, and with little pain.'

"Little pain!' she said, punching himin the stonmach

with not inconsiderable effect. Laurie doubled over, the
wi nd knocked out of him He fell backwards, |anding

upon his bed. Carline cane to the edge of the bed and
knelt next to him As he tried to sit up, she pushed him
back on the bed with her hand on his chest. "What aml,
some dowdy drudge you rmust endure for the sake of
political ambitions? She playfully pulled at the |eather
thongs of his tunic. 'l should have you thrown in the
dungeon. Little pain, you nonster.'

Gi ppi ng a handful of her dress, he yanked her forward.
bringing her face close enough to be kissed. Wth a grin,
he said, "Hello, my love.' Then they were in each other's
arms. Later, Carline roused froma half-doze to say, 'Happy?

Lauri e |l aughed, causing her head to jiggle on his chest
where it lay. 'O course.' Stroking her hair, he said,
"What was all that about with your brother and Tully?
She chuckl ed. 'After alnobst a year of trying to get you
to marry ne., | wasn't about to let you forget you
proposed. For all | knew, you were sinply trying to get
rid of me so you could sneak away to Sarth.'

' Sweet good night!' said Laurie, jumping out of bed
"Arut ha!'

Carline turned and settled back into the just-vacated
pillow 'So you and ny brother are both sneaking off."’
"Yes - no, | nean - oh hell.' Laurie pulled on his
trousers and stood | ooki ng about. "Where is ny other
boot? I'm at |east an hour overdue.' Wien he was

dressed, he cane to sit next to her on the bed. "I nust
go. Arutha won't let anything stop him You knew that.'
She held tightly to his arm "l knew you'd both go.

How do you plan to get out of the pal ace?
~Jimy.' She nodded. "There's an exit he forgot to nmention to

the royal architect, | expect.'

"Something like that. | nust go.'

She clung to his armfor a nmonent. "You didn't take

your vows lightly, did you?

"Never.' He bent over to kiss her. "Wthout you, | am
nothing.' Silently she cried, feeling at once filled and enpty
knowi ng for certain she had found her life's mate and
fearing to lose him As if reading her thoughts, he said,
"I"1l be back, Carline. nothing could keep me fromyou.'
"if you don't, I'lIl come after you.'

Wth a quick kiss he was gone, the door closing

quietly behind him Carline burrowed deeply into the bed,
hol ding on to the last remaining warnth of himas |long as
she coul d.

Laurie slipped through the door into Arutha's suite while

the guards in the hall were at the far end of their wal king
tour. In the dark he heard his nane whi spered. "Yes,' he
replied. Arutha unshuttered a lantern, lighting the room The



single light source nade the antechanber of Arutha's

sui te appear cavernous. Arutha said, 'You're late.' To
Laurie he and Jimry appeared alien figures as they stood
it frombelow by the yellow | antern gl ow. Arutha wore

si mpl e mercenary garb: knee-hi gh cavalier boots, heavy
wool | en trousers, a heavy |leather jerkin over a blue tunic.
and his rapier belted at his side. Over all he wore a heavy
grey cl oak, the deep hood thrown back over his shoul ders,
but what caused Laurie to stare for a nonent was the

light that seemed to come from Arutha's eyes. About to
enbark upon the journey to Sarth at last, he was afire

wi th inpatience.

'Lead the way.' Jinmy showed themto a | ow hidden door in the wall,

and they entered. Through the ancient tunnels of the

pal ace Ji my noved quickly, down to a |evel deeper

than even the danp dungeon. Arutha and Laurie kept

qui et, though the singer was given to an occasi onal silent
oat h when sonet hi ng he stepped on scanpered away or

squi shed. He was pleased at the |lack of good light.
Suddenly they were moving up rough stone steps.

At the top | anding, Jinmy pushed upwards agai nst a
protesting section of seemngly blank stone ceiling. It
nmoved slightly and Jimry said, 'it's a tight squeeze.' He
wi ggl ed through and took their bel ongings as they passed
t hem al ong. The base of an outer stone wall had been
cleverly counterweighted to swing fromone side, but age
and di suse had nade it stubborn. Arutha and Laurie
managed to wriggle through. Arutha said, "Were are

we?"

'Behind a hedge in the royal park. The postern gate to
the pal ace is about a hundred and fifty yards off that
way,"' answered Jimmy. He indicated a direction. "Foll ow
me.' He led themthrough thick shrubbery and into a

stand of trees, in which three horses waited.

Arutha said, "I didn't ask you to purchase three

mounts.' Wth an insolent grin, visible in the moonlit night,

Jimy said, 'But you also didn't tell me not to, Highness.'
Laurie decided it was best not to get involved, so he
busi ed hinself tying his bundle to the nearest nount.
Arut ha said, 'W nove quickly, and I've no patience for
this. You may not cone, Jinmmy.'

Ji my noved towards one of the nounts and ninbly

junped up into the saddle. 'l don't take orders from
nanel ess adventurers and unenpl oyed bravos. |I'mthe
Prince of Krondor's Squire.' He patted his bundl e behind
the saddl e and renoved his rapier - the very one Arutha
had given him "I'mready. |'ve stolen enough horses to
be a fair rider. Besides, things seemto happen wherever
you are. It may get very dull around here w thout you.'
Arut ha | ooked at Laurie, who said, 'Better bring him

al ong where we can watch him He'll only follow behind
if we don't.' Arutha seened about to protest when

Laurie said, "W can't call the palace guards to have him
arrested. '

Arut ha nount ed, obviously not pleased. Wthout

further conversation, they turned their horses and rode
away fromthe park. Down darkened alleys and narrow
streets they noved, riding at a noderate pace so as not



to attract undue attention. Jimry said, 'This way lies the

eastern gate. | assuned we would | eave by the north.’
Arutha said, 'W'll be heading north soon enough
Shoul d anyone see ne leave the city, 1'd just as soon

have word passed |'ve gone east.'
"Who's going to see us?' said Jimy lightly, know ng

full well that anyone seen riding through the gate at this
hour woul d be noti ced.

At the eastern gate two soldiers watched fromthe

gat ehouse to see who passed, but as there was neither
curfew in effect nor alarm being sounded they barely
,Stirred to watch the three riders pass.

Beyond the walls they were in the outer city, erected

when the ancient walls could no | onger contain the
popul ati on. Leaving the nain eastern roadway, they
noved between dar kened buil di ngs towards the north.
Then Arutha pulled up his horse and ordered Ji my

and Laurie to do |ikew se.

Comi ng around the corner
were four riders dressed in heavy black cloaks. Jimy's
sword was out instantly, the chance of two groups of
travel l ers innocently happening across one anot her on
this mnor street at this hour being very slight. Laurie
began to draw his al so, but Arutha sinply said, 'Put away
your weapons.'
When the riders closed, Jimy and Laurie exchanged
qguestioning looks. 'Well met,' said Gardan as he turned
his horse to cone al ongside Arutha. "All is ready.’
'Good,' said Arutha. Studying the riders with Gardan,
he said, 'Three?

Gardan' s good-natured chuckle could be heard in the
gloom 'As | hadn't seen him about for some tinme, |
t hought Squire Jimry might have decided to conme al ong,
with or without your perm ssion, so | took precautions.
Am | incorrect?

"You are not, Captain,' said Arutha, taking no pains to
hi de hi s di spl easure

"in any event, David here is your shortest guardsman,
and should any attenpt pursuit, froma distance he wll
resenbl e the boy." He waved the three riders al ong and
t hey headed back down the street towards the eastern
road. Jimmy chuckl ed as they rode away, for one of the
guards had been a slender, dark-haired fell ow and the
other a blond, bearded man with a |ute over his back.

' The guards at the gate seemed to pay scant attention,'
sai d Arut ha.

'Have no fears on that account, Hi ghness. They're the
two biggest gossips in the night watch. Should word of
your departure leak fromthe palace, within hours the
entire city will know you were seen riding east. Those
three riders will continue on until they reach Darknoor,
if they are not troubled before then. If | may suggest
we' d best be | eaving at once.'

"We?' said Arutha

"Orders, Sire. Princess Carline instructed ne that
shoul d any harm befall either of you' - he indicated
Laurie and Arutha - "I needn't return to Krondor.'



Soundi ng a note of nock injury, Jimry said, "She said
not hi ng about ne?'

The others ignored the remark. Arutha | ooked at

Lauri e, who sighed deeply. "She had it figured out hours
before we left.' Gardan indicated that this was so

"Besi des, she can be circunspect when the occasion
warrants. Sonetines.'

Gardan added, "The Princess wouldn't betray her

brother or fiance.'

'Fiance?' said Arutha. "This has been a busy night.

Well, you would end up either driven fromthe pal ace or
married to her. But I'Il never understand her taste in
men. Very well, it looks as if there's no getting rid of any

of you. Let's be off.’

' The three nen and a boy spurred their mounts and
resumed their ride and within mnutes were through the

-outer city, heading north towards Sarth.

Near m dday, the travellers rounded a bend in the coast
road to find a lone traveller sitting by the edge of the
King's H ghway. He wore a hunter's outfit of green-dyed

| eather. Hi s dappl ed horse cropped grass a short way off
and he whittled at a piece of wood with his hunting knife.
Seei ng the band approach, he put away his knife, tossed

t he wood asi de, and gathered up his bel ongi ngs. He was

' cl oaked and had his | ongbow over his shoul der when
Arutha reined in.

"Martin,' said Arutha in greeting.

The ' Duke of Crydee nounted. 'Took you a | ot |onger

to get here than I thought it would.'

Jimy said, "lIs there anyone in Krondor who doesn't

know the Prince has left?

"Not so as you would notice,' answered Martin with a
smle. They comenced riding, and Martin said to

Arutha, "Lyamsaid to tell you he will lay as nany false
trails as possible.'

Lauri e said, 'The King knows?'

'O course,' said Arutha. He indicated Martin. "The

three of us planned this fromthe start. Gardan had an
unusual Iy | arge nunber of guards posted near the door to
nmy study when Lyam forbade ny going.'

Martin added, 'Lyam has sonme of his personal guards

i mper sonating each of us. There's a |long-faced fell ow and
a bl ond, bearded |out inpersonating Arutha and Laurie.'
Wth one of his rare grins he said, 'There's this handsone
brute of a man staying in ny suite. Lyam s even nanaged
to borrow that tall, |oud-voiced Master of Cerenonies
fromthe Keshian Anbassador. He's to sneak back into

the pal ace after the Keshians | eave today. Fitted with a
fal se beard, he's a fair |likeness for the captain here. At
| east he's the right colour. He'll be seen popping up here
and there in the palace.' Gardan | aughed.

' Then you' ve not attenpted to | eave unnoticed, in

truth,' said Laurie in admration

"No," said Arutha. 'l seek to | eave under a cloud of

confusion. W know whoever is behind this is sending

nore assassins this way, or so Laughi ng Jack believed. So
if there are spies in Krondor, they'll not know for days
what is happening. When we are di scovered out of the



pal ace, they'll be unsure of the direction taken. Only
those few with us when Pug ensorcelled Anita's suite
know we need to travel to Sarth.'

Jimy | aughed. ' A masterstroke of misdirection

Shoul d sonmeone hear you' ve gone one way, then another
they' Il not know what to believe.'

Martin said, "Lyamwas thorough. He has anot her

band dressed |ike you three headi ng down south towards
Stardock with Kul gan and Pug's famly today. They'll be
just clunsy enough in hiding to be noticed.' To Arutha

he added, "pug says he will search for a cure for Anita in
Macros's library.'’

Arutha reined in his horse and the others halted. 'W

are a half day's ride fromthe city. If we're not overtaken
by sundown, we can count ourselves free of pursuit. W
need then only worry about what nmay |lie ahead.' He

paused, as if what he was about to say was difficult.
"Behind all the bantering words, you' ve chosen danger

all of you.' He |ooked fromface to faCe. "I count nyself
fortunate for such friendship.'

Ji my seened the nost enbarrassed by the Prince's

words, but he fought back the urge to gulp. 'W have had
a vow in the Mockers. It's froman old proverb

"You can't be sure the cat is dead until the cat is
skinned." Wen a difficult task |lay ahead and a man

wi shed to let others know he was willing to stick it out to
the last, he'd say, "Until the cat is skinned."' He | ooked
at the others and said. 'Until the cat is skinned.'

Laurie said, "Until the cat is skinned,' and the statenent
was qui ckly echoed by Gardan and Martin.

At the last, Arutha said, 'Thank you all.' He spurred

his horse forward and the others foll owed.

Martin fell in beside Laurie. 'Wat took you so | ong?

"I was held up,' said Laurie. "It's somewhat conplicated.
W're going to be married."'

"I know that. Gardan and | were waiting for Lyam

when he canme back fromyour room She could, | think

do better.' Laurie's face betrayed his disconfort. Then
Martin smled slightly as he added, 'But then, maybe she
couldn't.' Leaning over, he extended his hand. 'May you

al ways be happy.' After they shook, he said, "That stil
doesn't account for the delay.'

'it's a bit delicate,' Laurie said, hoping his future
brother-in-law would let the matter drop.

Martin studied Laurie a long nonent, then nodded in
under st andi ng. ' A proper goodbye can take a while.'

9
For est

A band of horsemen appeared on the horizon.

Bl ack figures stood outlined agai nst the reddi sh sky of
|ate afternoon. Martin sighted themfirst, and Arutha
ordered a halt. Since they had | eft Krondor, this was the
first band of travellers they had encountered obviously
not traders. Martin squinted. "I can't see nuch at this
di stance, but | think them arnmed. Mercenaries perhaps?'
'O outlaws,' Gardan said.

'Or something el se,' Arutha added. 'Laurie, you're the



nost travelled anbng us. |Is there another way?

Lauri e | ooked about, getting his bearings. Pointing
towards the forest on the other side of a narrow strip of
farm and, he said, "to the east, about an hour's ride from
here, is an old trail that leads up into the Cal astius
Mountains. It was used by miners once, but it's little
travelled now. It will lead us to the inland road.’

Jimy said, 'Then we should nake for that trail at

once. It seens those others have tired of waiting for us to
come to them

Arutha saw the riders on the horizon start in their
direction. 'Lead the way, Laurie.'

They left the road, heading for a series of |ow stone

wal |'s that marked the farnms' boundaries. "Look,' shouted
Ji mmy.

Arut ha' s conpani ons saw t he other band had reacted

by spurring their mounts into a gallop. In the orange
glow of the late afternoon, they were black figures out-Iined
agai nst a grey-green hillside.

Arutha and the others took the first |low stone wall in a
snooth junp, but Jimy was nearly thrown. He managed

to right hinmself wi thout |osing too nuch ground on the
others. He said nothing but wished fervently there weren't
three nore walls between hinself and the forest. Some-
how he managed to keep seated and still not be too far
behi nd when Arutha's party entered the woods.

The others were waiting for himand he reined in.

Lauri e pointed. 'They can't overtake us, so they parallel
us, hoping to intercept us north of here.' Then he | aughed.
"This trail is north-east bound, so our namel ess friends
will have to travel an additional mile of brush-clogged
woodl ands to cut our trail. We'll be long past them when
they do. If they can find the trail.’

Arutha said, "W still rmust hurry. We've little light,

and the woods are not safe at the best of times. How | ong
to this road?

"W should be there two hours after sunset, maybe a
little sooner.'

Arut ha notioned for himto | ead the way. Laurie

turned his horse and they all noved deeper into the

rapi dly darkening forest.

Dar k bol es bul ked on both sides. In the gloom wth

scant illum nation frommi ddle and | arge moons glitering
down t hrough high branches, the woods seemed a surroundi ng
solid. Throughout the night they had been

pi cking their way al ong what Laurie insisted was a trail,
some ethereal thing that suddenly appeared a few feet
before Laurie's horse and just as quickly vanished a few
feet behind Jimy's. To Jimy one patch of ground

| ooked much |i ke another, except that the meandering

way Laurie chose seemed to have slightly | ess debris
cluttering it. The boy constantly | ooked back over his
shoul der, seeking signs of pursuit.

Arut ha ordered a halt. 'W' ve seen no signs of being

foll omed. Perhaps we've shaken them

Martin dismounted. "Not likely. If they have a skilled
tracker anong them they've found our spoor. They'll be
nmoving as slowy as we are, but they'll be keeping pace.'’
D snounting, Arutha said, "W'll rest here for a while.



Ji my, break out the oats behind Laurie's saddle.’

Jimy grunbled slightly as he began caring for the
horses. He had |l earned after his first night on the road
that, as Squire, he was expected to care for his liege's
horse - and everyone else's as well.

Martin shoul dered his bow and said, "I think I'lIl backtrack'
a ways and see if there's anyone close. 1'll be back

wi thin the hour. Should anything happen, don't wait for
me. I'1l find you at the |shapian abbey tonorrow night.'
He slipped off into the gl oom

Arut ha sat on his saddle, while Jimy set about caring
for the horses, with assistance from Laurie. Gardan kept
a vigil, scanning the murk of the forest.

Ti me passed and Arutha becane |ost in thought. Jimy

wat ched himfromthe corner of' his eye. Laurie caught
Jimy studying Arutha in the dimlight and noved

al ongsi de the boy, hel ping hi mbrush down Gardan's

horse. The singer whispered, 'You worry about him'

Jimy only nodded, a gesture alnost lost in the dark
Then he said, 'l don't have a famly, singer, or a lot of
friends. He's . . . inportant. Yes, | worry.

When he was finished, Jimy crossed to where Arutha

sat staring off into the bl ackness. 'The horses are fed and

groomned. '

Arut ha seermed pulled from his brooding. "Good. Now

get some rest. We'll nmove out at first light.' He gl anced
about. 'Were's Martin?

Ji my | ooked back along the trail. '"He's still back

t here somewhere.'
Arut ha foll owed his gaze.

Jimy settled in, his head on his saddl e, a bl anket
pul | ed about him He stared off into the darkness for a
long time before sleep cane.

Sonet hi ng woke Jimy. Two figures approached and

Jimy nade ready to leap to his feet when he saw

they were Martin and Gardan. Then Ji my renenbered
Gardan had remai ned on watch. They reached the snall
canpsite, both wal king quietly.

Jimy roused the others. Arutha wasted no tine when

he saw his brother had returned. '"Did you find any sign
of pursuit!’

Martin nodded. 'A few niles back along the trail. A
band of . . . nmen, noredhel, | don't know which. Their
fire was low. One at least is a noredhel. Save that one,
to a man they were dressed in black armour, with |ong

bl ack capes. Each wore a strange hel mthat covered the
entire head. | didn't need any nore to decide they were
not likely to prove friendly. | cut a false trail across ours.
It should |l ead them away for a while, but we should be
of f at once.'’

"What of this one noredhel ? You say he wasn't attired

i ke the others?

'No, and he was the biggest damm noredhel |'ve ever

seen, barechested except for a leather jerkin. H's head

was shaved save for a long scalp lock that was tied so it
hung behind like a horse's tail. | could see himclearly in
the firelight. 1've never seen his like, though |I've heard of
his sort.'



Laurie said, 'Yabon nountain clan.'’

Arut ha | ooked at the singer. Laurie explained, "Wen

I was growi ng up near Tyr-Sog, we'd hear of raids bY the
northern nmountain clans. They're different fromthe
forest dwellers. The topknot of hair says he's also a
chieftain, an inportant one.'

Gardan said, 'He's cone a |long way.'

"Yes, and it neans some new order has been established

since the Riftwar. W knew that many of those driven
north by the Tsurani were seeking to join their kin in the
Nort hl ands, but now it seens they've brought some of
their cousins back with them'

"Or,' said Arutha, "it neans they're under his

command.' Martin said,

"For that to have happened
"Alliance, a noredhel alliance. Sonething we've always

feared,' said Arutha. "Cone, it's alnost light, and W

won't puzzle this out any better for standing still.'

They readied their horses, and soon they were back on

the Forest Road, the mmjor inland road between Krondor

and the north. Few caravans used it, while it was a tinesaver,

nost travellers chose to travel through Krondor

"and up the coast, as that was the safer route. Laurie

clainmed they were now riding even with the Bay of Ships,

about a day's ride fromthe |Ishapian abbey at Sarth. The

town of Sarth rested on a peninsula at the north end of

the bay. The abbey was in the hills to the northeast of the

town, so they'd intercept the road between the abbey and

the town. If they pushed, they woul d reach the abbey

just after sundown. Qut in the forest there was no hint of danger, but

Martin judged it likely the noredhel -1 ed band was

com ng. He could hear subtle changes in the early norning

sounds of the forest behind that told himsonething

not too distant was disturbing the natural order of things

inits passing. Martin rode beside Arutha, behind Laurie. "I think

m ght drop back and see if our friends still follow'

Ji my hazarded a gl ance over his shoul der, and

t hrough the trees behind he could see black-clad figures
followi ng. "Too late. they've seen us!' he shouted.
Arutha's party spurred their mounts forward, the thunder
of hooves echoing through the trees. Al bent | ow

over the necks of their mounts, and Jimy kept gl ancing
back. They were putting di stance between thensel ves

and the black riders, for which Jinmy gave silent thanks.
After a few mnutes of hard riding, they cane to a

deep defile, inpossible for horses to junp. Across it
stood a sturdy wooden bridge. They sped over it, then
Arutha reined in. "Stand here!' they turned their horses,
for the sound of pursuit could be heard.

Arut ha was about to order themto ready a charge

when Jimy | eapt off his horse. He pulled his bundle
from behind his saddle. Running to the end of the bridge
he knelt. Arutha shouted, '\Wat are you doi ng?

Jimy's only answer was 'Keep back!'

In the distance the' sound of approaching horses grew

| ouder. Martin | eapt down from his nount and unshoul dered
his |l ongbow. He had it strung and an arrow nocked



when the first of the black riders came into view Wthout
hesitation he | oosed the cloth-yard shaft, and w t hout
error it flew, striking the black-armoured figure full in the
chest with the thundering force only a | ongbow coul d
deliver at such a distance. The rider was propelled backwards
out of his saddle. The second horsenman avoi ded

the fallen man, but a third was thrown as his nount
stunbl ed over the body.

Arut ha noved forwards to intercept the second rider

who was about to cross the bridge. "No!' shouted Ji my.

' Keep back!' Suddenly the boy was dashi ng away from

the bridge as the black rider crossed. The horseman was

al nost upon the spot where Jinmy had knelt when a

| oud whooshi ng noi se sounded, acconpanied by a |arge

cl oud of snoke. Hi s horse shied and spun on the narrow
bridge, then reared up. The aninmal stunbled back a step
its runmp striking the rails of the bridge. The bl ack-cl ad
warrior was tossed backwards over the rail while his horse
pawed the air, then he fell, hitting the rocks bel ow the
bridge with an audi ble thud. The horse turned and fled
back the way it had cone.

Arutha's and the others' horses were far enough away
fromthe explosion of snoke not to panic, though Laurie
had to ride forward and quickly grab the reins of Jimy's
nount while Gardan held Martin's. The bowran was

busy shooting at the approaching riders, whose animals
bucked and shied as their masters fought to bring them
back under control

Ji my was now racing back towards the bridge, a small
flask in his hands. He pulled a stopper fromits end and
tossed it at the snmoke. Suddenly the near end of the

bridge erupted in flanes. The black riders pulled up
their horses nickering at sight of the flames. The bal ki ng
animals rode in circles as their riders sought to force

t hem across the bridge.

Ji my stunbl ed away fromthe blaze. Gardan swore,

'Look, the fallen ones rise!’

Through the snoke and flane they could see the rider

with the arrow in his chest staggering towards the bridge,
whi |l e another that Martin had felled was slowy rising to
his feet.

Ji my reached his horse and nounted. Arutha said,

"What was all that?

' The snmoke bonmb | carry out of habit. Many of the

Mockers use themto cover escape and create confusion
They meke a little fire and a great deal of snoke.'

"What was in the flask? asked Laurie.

"Distillation of naphtha. | know an al chem st in

Krondor who sells it to farners to start fires when they
sl ash and burn.’

"That's dammed dangerous stuff to be toting around,"’

said Gardan. dO you always carry it?

"No,' said Jimy as he nounted. 'But then | usually

don't travel where i'mlikely to run into things you

can only stop by roasting. After that business at the
whor ehouse | thought it mght conme in handy. | have one
nmore in ny bundle.’

'Then toss it!' shouted Laurie. "The bridge's not caught



yet.'

Jimy pulled out the other flask and nudged his horse
forward. Wth careful aimhe tossed the flask into the
fire.

Fl anes rose up, ten, twelve feet in height, as the
wooden bridge becane engulfed. On both sides of the
defil e horses whinnied and tried to run as the fire rose
hi gher and hi gher in the sky.

Arut ha | ooked across the bridge at the eneny horsenen,
who now sat patiently waiting for the flanes to

burn out. From behind them another figure rode into

vi ew, the unarnoured noredhel with the scalp | ock. He

sat watching Arutha and the others, no expression evident
"on his face. Arutha could feel blue eyes boring into his
soul. And he felt hate. Here, then, for the first tine he
saw hi s eneny, saw one of those who had harmed Anita.
Martin began shooting at the black riders, and with a
silent signal the unarnoured noredhel |ed his conpanions
back into the trees.

Martin nmounted and cane to his brother's side. Arutha

wat ched as the noredhel vanished into the trees. Arutha
said, "He knows ne. W were so clever, and they knew
where | was all along.'

"But how?' asked Jimmy. 'There were so many

di versions. '

"Some black art,' said Martin. "There are powers at

play here, Jimy.'

'Come,' said Arutha. "They'll be back. This will not

stop them W' ve gained only a little tine.'

Laurie led the way towards the northbound road to

Sarth. They did not | ook back as the fire crackled | oudly.

For the rest of that day they rode nearly continuously. O
their pursuers they saw nothing, but Arutha knew t hey
were cl ose behind. Near sundown, light fog filled the air
.as they neared the coast again, where the Bay of Ships
turned the road eastwards. According to Laurie, they
woul d reach the abbey after sundown.

Martin noved up to ride next to Gardan and Arutha,

who stared out into the shadows, absently directing his
horse. 'Renenbering the past?

Arut ha | ooked at his brother thoughtfully. "Sinpler

times, Martin. Just renenbering sinpler tinmes. | rage to

be done with this nystery of Silverthorn and have Anita
returned to nme. | burn for it!'" He spoke with sudden
passion. Wth a sigh, his voice softened as he said, 'l was

wonderi ng what Fat her woul d have done in ny place.'
Martin gl anced at Gardan. The captain said, "Exactly
what you're doing now, Arutha. Man and boy | knew

Lord Borric, and I'll say there's not another nore |ike
himin tenper than you. Al of you are like him Martin
in the way he watches things closely. Lyamrem nds ne
of himwhen the lighter mobods were upon him before he
| ost his lady Catherine. '

Arutha asked, 'And I?

It was Martin who answered. "Wy, you think Iike

him little brother, nore than Lyamor | do. |'myour
el dest brother. | don't take orders fromyou only because
you wear the title Prince to nmy Duke. | follow your |ead

because, nore than any man |'ve known since Fat her



you make the right choices.'
Arut ha's gaze was distant as he said, "Thank you. That
is high praise.' A sound canme fromthe trail behind, just |oud enough

to be heard wi thout being identified. Laurie tried to | ead

as quickly as he could, but the dark and fog confounded

his sense of direction. The sun was close to setting, so
little light penetrated the deep woods. He coul d see

only a small part of the trail in front of him tw ce he' was

forced to slow down to separate the true trail fromfalse
ones. Arutha rode up beside and said, 'Keep it steady,
Better to continue at a crawl than halt.’

Gardan fell back next to Jimy. The boy peered into

t he woods, seeking a glinpse of whatever m ght be hiding
just behind the boles of the trees, but only wi sps of grey
fog in the last light of the setting sun could be seen
Then a horse canme crashing fromout of the brush, one
nmonent not there, the next nearly knocking Jimy from
the saddl e. The boy's horse spun in a full circle as the
bl ack-arnoured warrior pushed past. Gardan swung a

| ate bl ow at the horseman and mi ssed.

Arut ha shouted, "This way.' and tried to force his way
past anot her horseman cutting across the trail. He faced
the rider, the unarnoured noredhel. For the first tine
Arutha could see the three scars cut into each of the
Dark Brother's cheeks. Tine froze for an instant as

the two confronted one another. There was a strange
recognition in Arutha, for here was his eneny nade

flesh. No longer did he struggle with unseen assassins
hands in the dark or nystic powers w thout substance,
here was someone he could vent his rage upon. Wt hout
sound the noredhel swung a vicious blow at Arutha's

head, and the Prince avoided being decapitated only by
ducki ng over the neck of his horse. Arutha | ashed out
with his rapier and felt its point dig in. He came up and
saw he had taken the noredhel in the face, cutting deeply
across the scarred cheek. But the creature only npaned,

a strange tortured sound, half gurgle, half strangled cry.
Then Arutha realized the noredhel possessed no tongue.
The creature | ooked at Arutha for a brief nonent and
turned his horse away.

"Try to break free.' shouted Arutha, spurring his own
horse forward. Suddenly Arutha was away, the others

behi nd.

For an instant it seemed the noredhel -1ed conpany

was too shocked to react to the break, but then the
pursuit began. O all the mad rides in Arutha's life,
this one stood out as the maddest. Through the forest,
shrouded with fog and night's black cl oak, they dashed
anong trees, following a road little wi der than a path.
Lauri e passed Arutha, taking the |ead.

For long minutes they raced through the woods, sonehow
avoiding the certainly fatal error of |eaving the
roadway. Then Laurie was shouting, 'The road to the
abbey!"

Slow to react, Arutha and the others behind Laurie

barely made the turn onto a larger road. As they steered
their nounts onto the new path, they could see the faint

| arge moon rising. Then they were out of the woods, racing down a well



travel |l ed road passing through farm ands. Their horses
were | athered and panting, and they spurred themon to
nore heroic efforts, for while the black riders were not
gai ning on them they were not falling behind either
They sped through the dark, clinbing upwards, as the
road rose out of the gentle hills around a pl ateau that
dom nated the valley farm ands near the coast. The road
narrowed and they strung out along it in single file
Martin pulling in until the others were past.

The trail becane treacherous and they were forced to
slow, but so were those behind. Arutha dug his heels into
his horse's sides, but the animal had given all it had |eft
to clinb this road.

The evening air was heavy with haze and unseasonably
cold. The hills were wi dely spaced, lazy rolling ridges
that gently rose and fell. The highest could be clinbed in
| ess than an hour. Al were covered in wild grasses and
brush, but they were free fromtrees, for this had been
farm | and.

The abbey at Sarth sat atop a high, craggy place, a

smal |l nountain rather than a hill, an upthrust thing of
rock and granite facings, flat on top like a table.
Gardan | ooked downwards as they hurried up the side

of the nount and said, 'i'd not want to stormthis place,
H ghness. You could hold this road with six grandnothers
wi el ding brooms . . . forever.'

Ji my | ooked back but couldn't see their pursuers in

the gloom "So tell those grannies to get back there and
sl ow down the black riders,' he shouted.

Arut ha | ooked behi nd, expecting to be overtaken by

bl ack riders at any second. They rounded a curve and
followed the road upwards to the summt. Suddenly they
stood before the arched entrance to the abbey.

Beyond the wall a tower of some sort could be seen in
t he noonlight. Arutha pounded on the gates and shout ed,
"Hell o! We seek aid.' Then all heard what they had
waited for, the poundi ng of horses' hooves upon the hard
road. Draw ng weapons, Arutha's party turned to face
t hose who fol |l owed.

The bl ack riders rounded the curve before the abbey
gates, and the battle was again joined. Arutha ducked
and parried as he tried to protect hinself. The attackers
seened possessed of unusual frenzy, as if there was a
need to quickly dispatch Arutha and his party. The scarfaced
nor edhel nearly rode over Jimy's mount to reach
Arut ha, his disregard for the boy being the only reason
Ji my survived. The Dark Brother headed straight for
Arut ha. Gardan, Laurie, and Martin all strove to keep
the black riders at bay, but they were on the verge of
bei ng overwhel ned at | ast.
Suddenly it was light on the road. As if full daylight
multiplied ten-fold had burst forth in the gl oom a dazling
brilliance surrounded the conbatants. Arutha and
the others were forced to cover their eyes, which watered
fromthe blinding light. They could hear nuffled npans
fromthe black-clad figures around them then the sound
of bodies hitting the ground. Arutha peeked through
narrowed |ids behind his uprai sed hand and saw eneny



horsenen falling stiffly fromtheir saddl es. The exceptions
wer e the unarnmoured noredhel, who shielded his eyes

agai nst the sudden light, and three of the arnoured
riders. Wth a single motion the nmute rider waved his

t hree conpani ons away and they turned and fled down

the road. As soon as the black riders were out of sight,
the brilliant |ight began to dinmnish

Arutha wiped tears fromhis eyes and began to pursue

but Martin shouted, "Stop. Should you overtake them

it's your death. here we have allies!' Arutha reined in
loath to | ose his opponent. He returned to where the

ot hers stood rubbing their eyes. Martin di smounted and
knelt over a fallen black rider. He pulled off a hel mand
qui ckly stood away. "It's a noredhel, and it snells as if
it's been dead for sone tine.' He pointed at its chest.
"This is one | killed at the bridge. My broken arrowis

still inits chest.’

Arut ha | ooked at the building. "That light is gone.

Wioever our unseen benefactor is, he nmust feel we no

I onger need it.' The gates in the wall before themslowy
began to open. Martin handed the helmup for Arutha's

i nspection. It was a strange thing, fashioned with a dragon
carved in bas-relief on top, its downswept w ngs covering
the sides. Two narrow slits provided vision for the wearer,
and four small holes allowed himto breathe. Arutha

tossed the helmback to Martin. "That's an ill-aspected

pi ece of ironnongery. Bring it along. Now let's visit this
abbey.

' Abbey,' Gardan observed as they entered. 'it | ooks

nore like a fortress.' Tall, iron-banded heavy wooden

gates straddl ed the roadway. To the right a stone wall a
dozen feet high stretched away, appearing to run to the

ot her edge of the nountaintop. To the left the wall

receded, facing upon a vertical drop over a hundred feet

to a switchback in the roadway bel ow. Behind the wall

they could see a single tower, several floors high. "if that
isn'"t an old-style keep tower, |'ve never seen one,' said
the captain. '"i'd not want to stormthis abbey, H ghness.
It's the nost defensible position |'ve seen. Look, there's
not five feet of clearing between the wall and cliff anywhere.'
He sat back in the saddl e, in obvious appreciation

of the mlitary aspects of the abbey's design

Arut ha spurred his horse forward. The gates were now

open' , and, seeing no reason not to, Arutha led his
conpani ons onto the grounds of the I|shapian abbey at

Sarth.

10
Sarth

The abbey appeared desert ed.

The courtyard reflected what they had seen fromthe
road. This had once been as a fortress. Around the
ancient tower a |larger single-storey keep buil di ng had
been added, as well as two outbuil dings that could be
seen peeking frombehind it. One appeared to be a
stable. But before themno sign of nmovenent could be
seen.



"Wl come to Ishap's Abbey at Sarth,' cane a voice

from behi nd one of the gates.

Arut ha had his sword halfway fromits scabbard before

t he speaker added, 'You have nothing to fear.'

The speaker stepped from behind the gate. Arutha put
away his weapon. As the others disnobunted, the Prince
studi ed the man. He was stocky, of middle years, short,
Wth a youthful smile. Hs brown hair was cut close and
ragged and his face was cl ean-shaven. He wore a sinple
brown robe gathered around the waist with a single

| eat her thong. A pouch and sone nanner of holy synbol
hung at his wai st. He was unarned, but Arutha got the

i npression that the man noved |i ke one who had been

trained in arms. Finally

Arutha said, 'l am Arutha, Prince

of Krondor.'

The man | ooked amused, though he didn't smle. 'Then

wel conme to Ishap's Abbey at Sarth, Hi ghness.'

"You nmock me?’

"No, Highness. W of the Order of Ishap naintain

l[ittle contact with the outside world, and few visit with
us, let alone royalty. Please forgive any insult, if your
honour permits, for none was intended.'

Arut ha di smounted and, fatigue in his voice, said, "it is
I who asks forgiveness . .

'Brother Dominic, but please, no apologies. It is clear
fromthe circunstances of your arrival you were hardpressed.'
Martin said, 'Do we have you to thank for that mystic

[ight?" The nonk nodded. Arutha said, "There seens a great

deal to speak of, Brother Dominic.'

' There are many questions. You'll have to wait upon

t he Father Abbot's pleasure for nost answers, Hi ghness
Conme, I'll show you to the stable.’

Arutha's inpatience wouldn't let himwait a nonent

longer. "I cane on a matter of the utnost urgency. | need

to speak with your Abbot. Now.'

The nonk spread his hands in a gesture indicating it

was outside his authority to decide. "The Father Abbot is
unavail able for another two hours. He is meditating and
praying in the chapel, with the others of our order, which
is why | alone amhere to greet you. Please, conme with
me.' Arutha seenmed ready to protest,, but Mrtin's hand

upon his shoul der settled him "Again, | amsorry, Brother
Domi nic. We are, of course, guests.'

Domi nic's expression indicated that Arutha's tenper

was a matter of no consequence. He led themto the

second of the smaller buildings behind what was once a
central keep. It was indeed a stable. The sol e occupants
at the nonment were another horse and a stout little
donkey, which cast an indifferent eye upon the newconers.
As they tended their animals, Arutha spoke of

their trials over the |ast few weeks. When he finished, he
said, "How did you manage to confound the black riders?
"My title is Keeper of the Gates, Hi ghness. | may admt
any to the abbey, but no one with evil intent can cross
the portals without ny | eave. Once upon the grounds of



thi s abbey, those who sought your |ife becanme subject to
my power. They took a risk attacking you so close to the
abbey. It was a risk that proved deadly to their cause.
But further conversation on this and other subjects nust
wait upon the Father Abbot.'

Martin said, "if everyone else is at chapel, you'll need
some hel p di sposing of those corpses. They have an
irritating habit of coming back to life.'

"I thank you for the offer, but | can manage. And they
will remain dead. The nmagic enpl oyed to topple them

cl eansed them of the controlling evil. Now you rmust rest.'
They left the stable and the nonk | ed themto what
appeared to be a barracks. Gardan said, 'This place has a
martial look to it, brother.'

Entering a long roomwith a single row of beds, the

nonk said, "In ancient tines this fortress was hone to a
robber baron. The Ki ngdom and Kesh lay far enough

away for himto be a law unto hinmself, pillaging, raping,
and robbing wi thout fear of retribution. After sonme tinme
he was turned out by the people of the surrounding

towns, made bold by his tyranny. The | ands below this
escarprment were given over to farm ng, but so deep was
their hatred of the baron that this keep stood abandoned.
Wien a mendicant friar of our Order of Wanderers

di scovered this place, he sent word back to the tenple in
the city of Kesh. Wen we sought the use of this place as
an abbey, the descendants of those who had turned out

the Baron had no objection. Today only those of us who
serve here renmenber the history of this place. To those
in the towns and villages along the Bay of Ships this has
al ways been the Abbey of Ishap at Sarth.'

Arutha said, 'l assume this was once a barracks.'

Dom nic said, "Yes, H ghness. W now use it as an
infirmary and a place for occasional guests. Mke yoursel ves
confortable, for | must be about my own tasks

The Father Abbot will see you shortly.'

Dominic left and Jinmry fell onto one of the beds with

an audi bl e sigh. Martin inspected a snall stove at one
end of the roomand found it lit, with the makings for tea
next to it. He inmediately set a pot to boil. Under a
cloth he found bread, cheese, and fruit, which he passed
around. Laurie sat examining his lute for possible travel
damage and began tuning it. Gardan sat down opposite

the Prince.

Arut ha sighed Iong and deeply. "i amon a ragged

edge. | fear these nonks will have no know edge of this
Silverthorn.' For an instant his eyes betrayed his angui sh,
t hen he again showed only an inpassive expression

Martin cocked his head to one side as he thought

aloud. "Tully seenms to think they know a great deal .’
Laurie put up his lute. 'Wenever |'ve found nyself

close to magic, priestly or otherw se, there also I've found
trouble.’

Jimy spoke to Laurie. 'That Pug seened a friendly

enough fellow for a magician. | wanted to speak to
himnore, but . . .' He left unsaid the events that had
prevented it. 'There's little about himthat seens renarkable,
but the Tsurani seemto fear him and sonme of the

court whi sper about him'

"There is a saga begging to be sung,' answered Laurie.



He told Jimy of Pug's captivity and rise anong the
Tsurani. 'Those who practise arcane arts on Kel ewan are

a law unto thensel ves, and what soever they conmand is

done without hesitation. There is nothing |like themon
this world. That is why the Tsurani in LaMut hold himin
awe. Ad habits die hard."'

Jimy said, 'He gave up a great deal to return, then.'
Lauri e laughed. "That wasn't entirely a matter of

choi ce. '

Jimy said, "Wat's Kel ewan |ike?"

Laurie spun a rich and colourful story of his adventures
on that world, with the eye for detail that lay at the heart
of his craft, as much as did good voice and playing skills.
The others settled in, relaxing and drinking their tea
while listening. They all knew the story of Laurie and

Pug and their part in the Riftwar, but each tine Laurie
told the story it was again a riveting adventure, one with
t he great |egends.

When Laurie finished, Jimy said, 'it would be an
adventure to go to Kel ewan.'

"That is not possible,' observed Gardan, 'i'mglad to
say. '
Jimy said, "If it was done once, why not again?

Martin said, "Arutha, you were with Pug when Kul gan

read Macros's letter explaining why he closed the rift.'
Arutha said, "Rifts are wild things, spanning sone

i mpossi bl e no-pl ace between worlds, possibly across tine
as 'well. But something about them makes it possible to
know where they're going to cone out. \Wen one is

fashi oned, then others seemto "follow' it, coming out in
the sane general area. But that first one is the one you
can't control. That's as nmuch as | understand. You'd

have to ask Kul gan or Pug for nore details."'

Gardan said, "Ask Pug. If you ask Kulgan, you'll get a

| ecture. '

"So Pug and Macros cl osed down the first one to end

the war?' said Ji my.

"And nore,' said Arutha.

Ji my | ooked around the room sensing they all knew

somet hing he was not privy to. Laurie said, "According to
Pug, there was in ancient times a vast evil power known
to the Tsurani only as the Eneny. Macros said it would
find its way to the two worlds if the rift was |left open
drawmn to it as steel to a | odestone. It was a being of
awesone strength that had destroyed arm es and hunbl ed

m ghty magicians. O at |east that is what Pug expl ai ned.'
Ji my cocked his head to one side. "This Pug is that

i mportant a magician, then?

Lauri e laughed. "To hear Kulgan tell it, Pug is the nost
power ful practicer of the magic arts there is since Macros's
death. And he's cousin to the Duke and the Prince, and
the King.'

Jimy's eyes widened. 'it's true,' said Martin. "CQur
father adopted Pug into our famly.'

Martin said, "Jimy, you speak of mmgicians as if

you' ve never had dealings with one.’

"I know better. There are a few spellcasters in Krondor
and they tend to be a questionable |Iot. There was once



anong the Mockers a thief known as the Gey Cat, for
his stealth was unmatched. He was given to bold theft
and filched sonme bauble froma magi ci an who vi ewed t he
deed with consi derabl e di sfavour.'

"What becane of hin®?' asked Laurie.

"He's now the grey cat.'

The four listeners sat quietly for a nonent, then

conpr ehensi on dawned and Gardan, Laurie, and Martin

burst into | aughter. Even Arutha smiled at the joke and
shook his head in anmusenent.

Conversation continued on, easy and rel axed, as the

band of travellers felt secure for the first time since

| eavi ng Krondor.

The bells sounded fromthe main building and a nonk
entered. Silently he notioned for themto come. Arutha
said, "We're to follow you?' The nonk nodded. 'To see

t he Abbot?' Again the nonk nodded.

Arut ha was off his bed, all fatigue forgotten. He was

the first out of the door behind the nonk.

The Abbot's chanber befitted one given to a life of
spiritual contenplation. It was austere in every aspect.
But what was surprising about it was the bookshel ves

upon the walls, dozens of volunmes at every hand. The
Abbot, Father John, seenmed a kindly man of advancing
years, slender and ascetic in appearance. Hi s grey hair
and beard showed in stark contrast to dark skin that

was |lined and winkled |like carefully carved nmahogany.
Behi nd hi m stood two nen, Brother Dom nic and one

Br ot her Anthony, a tiny stooped-shoul dered fell ow of

i ndeterm nate age, who constantly squinted at the Prince.
The Abbot smiled, his eyes crinkly at the corners, and
Arut ha was suddenly put in mnd of paintings of Ad

Father Wnter, a nythical figure who gave sweets to
children at the Mdwinter's Festival. In a deep, youthfu
voi ce the Abbot said, 'Wlconme to |Ishap's Abbey, Hi ghness.
How may we hel p you?'

Arut ha quickly outlined the history of the |last few

weeks.

The Abbot's snile vani shed as Arutha's story unfol ded.
When the Prince was finished, the Abbot said, 'H ghness,
we are gravely troubled to hear of this necromancy at the
pal ace. But as to the tragedy that has befallen your
Princess, how nay we aid you?'

Arut ha found hinself reluctant to speak, as if at the

last his fear of there being no aid overwhel med him
Sensing his brother's reticence, Martin said, (A conspirator
to the assassination attenpt clains a noredhel gave
hi m t he poi son used, one prepared with arcane skills. He
cal l ed the substance Silverthorn.'

The Abbot sat back, synpathy evident in his

expression. 'Brother Anthony?

The little man said, 'Silverthorn? I'll begin looking in
the archives at once, father.'" Wth a shuffling step, he quickly
departed the Abbot's chanbers. Arutha and the others watched the bent
figure | eave the room Arutha asked, 'How long will it take?
The Abbot said, 'That depends. Brother Anthony has

a remarkable ability to pull facts seemingly from out of
the air, remenbering things read once in passing a decades
before. That is why he has risen to the rank of Head



Archi vist, our Keeper of Know edge. But the search

coul d take days.'

Arutha clearly didn't understand what the Abbot was
speaki ng about, and the old priest said, 'Brother Dom nic
why don't you show the Prince and his conpani ons a

little of what we do here at Sarth?'" the Abbot rose and
bowed slightly to the Prince as Dom nic noved towards

the door. 'Then bring himto the base of the tower. ' He
added to Arutha, "I will meet with you shortly, Hi ghness.
They followed the monk out into the main hall of the
abbey. Dominic said, 'This way.' He |led themthrough a
door, then down a flight of stairs to a | anding from which
four passages branched off. He took them past a series of
doors. As they wal ked, he said, 'This hill is unlike those
around, as you nust have noticed when you rode here. It
is mostly solid rock. When the first nonks cane to Sarth,
t hey di scovered these tunnels and chanbers underneath

t he keep. '

"What are they? asked Ji my.

They came to a door and Donini c produced a |arge

ring of keys, which he used to open the heavy | ock. The
door swung open ponderously, and after they had stepped

t hrough, he closed it behind. 'The original robber baron
used t hese excavati ons as storage roons, against siege
and to hoard booty. He nust have grown lax in his

defence for the villagers to have laid successful siege.
there is enough room here for stores to |last years. W
have added to themuntil the entire hill is honeyconbed
with vaults and passages.'

"To what end?' asked Arutha.

Domi ni ¢ indicated they should follow himthrough

anot her door, this one unlocked. They entered a | arge

vaul ted chanber, with shelving along the walls and freestanding
shelves in the centre of the room Each shelf

was packed solid with books. Dominic crossed to one and

t ook down a book. He handed it to Arutha.

Arut ha studied the old volune. It had faded gilt lettering
burned into the binding. There was a faint resistance

when Arutha carefully opened it, as if it had not been

handl ed in years. On the first page he saw alien letters of
an unknown | anguage, painstakingly lettered in a stiff
script. He lifted the book before his face and sniffed at it.
There was a faint, pungent odour on the pages.

As Arut ha handed the book back, Dominic said, "Preservative.
Every book here has been treated to prevent

deterioration.' He gave the book to Laurie.

The widely travelled singer said, "I don't speak this

tongue, but | think it Keshian, though it is unlikely any
scribing of the Enmpire's | know.'

Dominic sniled. 'The book is fromthe south part of

Great Kesh, near the border of the Keshian Confederacy.

It is the diary of a slightly nad but otherw se insignificant
nobl e froma mnor dynasty, witten in a | anguage call ed

Low Del ki an. Hi gh Del ki an, as best we can ascertain,

was a secret language limted to priests of sone obscure
order."'

"What is this place? asked Jinmy.

"W who serve |Ishap at Sarth gather together books,



tomes, manuals, scrolls, and parchnents, even fragnents.

In our order there is a saying: "'Those at Sarth serve the

hol e Know edge", which is not far fromthe truth. Wenever

one of our order finds a scrap of witing, it or a copy

is eventually sent here. In this chanber, and in every

ot her chanber under the , abbey, are shelves like these. Al are filled,
even to the point of being crowded from

floor to ceiling, and new vaults are constantly bei ng dug.

Fromthe top of the hill to the lowest |evel there are over

a thousand chanbers Iike this one. Each houses severa

hundred vol umes or nore. Sonme of the |larger vaults hold

several thousand. At last tally we were approaching a

hal f-'mllion works.' Arutha was stunned. His own library, inherited with

the throne of Krondor, nunbered | ess than a thousand.
"How | ong have you been gathering these?
"over three centuries. There are many of our order

who do nothing but travel and buy any scrap they can

find, or who pay to have copies nade. Some are ancient,

others are in | anguages unknown, and three are from

anot her world, having been obtained fromthe Tsurani in
LaMut. There are arcane works, auguries and manual s of
power, hidden fromthe eyes of all but a few of the npst
highly placed in our order.' He | ooked about the room

"And with all this, there is still so much we don't

understand. '

Gardan said, "How do you keep track of it all?

Dom nic said, 'We have brothers whose sole task is

to catal ogue these works, all working under Brother

Ant hony's direction. Cuides are prepared and constantly

updated. In the building above us and in another room
deep bel ow are shelves of nothing but guides. Should you
need a work on a subject, you can find it in the guides. It
will list the work by vault nunber - we are standing in
vault seventeen - shelf nunber, and space nunber upon

the shelf. W are attenpting to cross-index each work by
aut hor, when known, and title as well as subject. The

work goes slowy and will take all of another century.

Arut ha was agai n overwhel ned by the sheer size of

such an undertaki ng. 'But agai nst what ends do you store
all these works?

Dominic said, 'in the first, for the sake of know edge
itself. But there is a second cause, which | will |eave for
the Abbot to explain. Conme, let us join him'

Jimy was the |ast through the door, and he cast a
rearward gl ance at the books in the room He left with

the feeling that he was somehow gai ning a glinpse of
wor | ds and i deas heretofore unimagi ned, and he regretted
he woul d never fully understand nost of what |ay beneath
the abbey. He felt somehow | essened for this realization
For the first tine, Jinmy felt his world a small one, with
a much | arger yet to be discovered

Arut ha and his conpani ons waited for the Abbot in the

| arge chanber. Several torches threw flickering illum nation
upon the walls. Another door opened and the

Abbot entered, followed by two nmen. Brother Dom niC

was the first through, but the other was unknown to



Arutha. He was an old nman, large and still erect in his
bearing, who despite his robes seened to resenble a

sol dier nmore than a nonk, an inpression heightened by a
war hammer hanging fromhis belt. H s grey-shot black
hair had been left to grow to shoulder length but, like his
beard, it was neatly trinmed. The Abbot said, "It is tine
for plain speaking.'

Arutha said with a bitter edge, 'That would be

appreci ated. '

The unnamed nonk broke into a broad grin. 'You' ve

your father's gift for blunt speech, Arutha.’

Arut ha studied the nman again, surprised by his tone.

Then recognition struck. It had been nore than ten years
since he had seen this man. 'Dul anic!’

"No | onger, Arutha. Now |I'm sinply Brother M cah

Def ender of the Faith. . .which nmeans | crack heads for
,ishap now as | used to for your cousin Erland.' He patted
the hanmmer at his waist.

W t hought you dead.' Duke Dul anic, forner Knight-
Marshal of Krondor, had vani shed when Guy du Bas- Tyra
had assuned the viceroyalty over Krondor during

the last year of the Riftwar.

The man called M cah seermed surprised. "I thought
everyone knew. Wth Guy on the throne of Krondor and

Erl and near death from coughi ng sickness, | feared civil
war. | retired fromoffice rather than face your father in
the field or betray ny King, two unthinkable choices. But
| made ny retirement no secret.'

Arutha said, 'Wth Lord Barry dead, it was assuned

you'd both fallen by Guy's hand. No one knew what had
becone of you.'

"Strange. Barry died of a seizure of the heart and

i nfornmed du Bas-Tyra of ny intention to take holy vows

H s man Radburn stood at his side when | gave ny
resignation. '

Martin said, 'That would explain it, then. Wth Jocko
Radburn drowned off the Keshi an coast and Guy bani shed
fromthe Kingdom who would have the truth to

tell?

The Abbot spoke. "Brother M cah cane to us a

troubl ed man, called by sonme agency of Ishap to our
service. W tested himand found himworthy, so that

now his former life as a noble of the Kingdomis a thing
of the past. But | asked him here because he is both a
val ued adviser and a man of mlitary skills who may hel p
us understand what forces nmove in the world these days.'
"Wel |l enough. Now, what business have we besides

finding a cure to Anita's injury?

' The under standi ng of that which brought her to injury.

t hat which seeks to end your days, for a start,' answered
M cah.

Arut ha | ooked slightly abashed. 'OF course, forgive nvY
preoccupation. | would wel come anything that made

sense out of the nadness ny |life has becone over the | ast
nonth. '

The Abbot said, "Brother Dominic has shown you

somet hi ng of our works here. He may have nentioned

that we count many auguries and other works by prophets
in our collection. Sone are as reliable as a child's noods,



which is to say not at all. But a few, a very few, are true
wor ks of those whom | shap has given the gift of future
seeing. In several of these vol unmes, anong the nost

anci ent we possess, a reference is made to a sign in the
sky.

'"There is, we fear, a power now |l oose in the world

What it may be and how it may be conbatted are yet

unknown to us. But this is certain: it is a fell power, and
at the end either it shall be destroyed or it shall destroy
us. That is inescapable.' Pointing upwards, the Abbot

said, 'The tower above us has been converted to study

the stars, planets, and noons, using clever devices built
for us by sone of the nore talented artificers in the

Ki ngdom and Kesh. Wth them we can chart the novenents

of all the bodies in the sky. W spoke of a sign

You may now see it. Cone.'

He led themall up a long flight of stairs that took them
to the top of the tower. They energed upon the roof,

am d strange devi ces of confounding configuration

Arut ha | ooked about and said, 'it is well you understand
this, father, for | do not.

"Li ke men,' said the Abbot, "the stars and pl anets have
bot h physical and spiritual properties. W' know other

worl ds spin their orbits about other stars. W know this
for fact, since' - he pointed to Laurie - 'one who has
lived for a tinme on an alien world stands with us at this
nonment.' Wen Laurie | ooked astoni shed, the Abbot

said, 'We are not so cut off fromthe rest of the world
that something as inmportant as your adventures on Kel ewan
woul d not be heard here, Laurie of Tyr-Sog.' Returning

to his original topic, he said, 'But that is the physica
side of the stars. They al so reveal secrets to those who
wat ch by their arrangenent, their pattern, and their
nmoverrent . \What ever the reason for this phenonmenon

this we know at times a clear nessage conmes to us from

t he night sky, and we who are bent on gai ni ng know edge
will not refuse to heed such a nmessage, we will remain

open to every source of know edge, including those often
held in disrepute. 'The nysteries of these devices, as well as reading the
stars, are only a matter of taking the time to naster the
subject. Any man of sufficient wit can | earn. These
devices,' he said with a sweep of his hand, "are all quite
clear in use and purpose once they've been denonstrated.
Now, if you'll please |ook through this device here.

Arut ha | ooked t hrough a strange sphere, constructed

froma conplex latticewdrk of netals. "This is used to
chart the relative notion of stars and visible planets.'
"You mean there're invisible ones?" asked Jimy w thout thinking.
"Correct,' said the Abbot, overlooking the interruption

'Or at least there are those we can't see, though if we
were cl ose enough they would be visible.'
"Part and parcel of the arts of divination is the science

of knowi ng when the auguries are in fruition, at best a
chancy business. There is a fanous prophecy made by

the mad nonk Ferdi nand de | a Rodez. By common

account, it has cone to pass on three different occasions,
No one can agree which event was the one he predicted.’
Arut ha studied the sky through the device, only half



listening to the Abbot. Through the eyehol e he saw a sky

abl aze with stars, overlaid with a faint network of lines
and notations, which he assumed were sonmehow i nscri bed

on the inside of the sphere. In the centre was a configuration
of five stars, reddish in colour, one in the centre,

with lines connecting themin a bright red X. 'Wat aml . '
seei ng?' he asked. He relinquished his place to Martin

and the former hunter |ooked through the device.

The Abbot said, "Those five stars are called the

Bl oodst ones.

Martin said, "I know them but |'ve never seen that

pattern before.'

"Nor shall you again for another eleven thousand years

- though that is a guess, and we shall have to wait until it
occurs again to be sure.' He seened unperturbed by the
duration, in fact he seemed quite willing to wait. "What

you see is a pattern called the Fiery Cross or cross of
Fire. There is an ancient prophecy concerning it.'
"What is this prophecy, and what has it to do with nme?
asked Arut ha.
"The prophecy conmes fromnear the time of the Chaos
Wars. It says, '"Wen the Cross of Fire lights the night
and the Lord of the West dead is, shall then return
the Power." It's quite well constructed poetically in the
original, though it loses in translation. \Wat we take it to
nmean i s that some agency seeks your death to cause this
prophecy's fulfilment, or at |east seeks to convince others
t he prophecy's near fruition. Another germane fact is
that the prophecy is one of the few things we have that
.were created by the Pantathian serpent people. W know
little about these creatures. W know that on those rare
' occasi ons when they appear they herald troubles, for they
are' clearly agents of evil working towards ends only they
understand. W al so know that the prophecy says the
Lord of the West is also called Bane of Darkness.'
"So sonmeone wants Arutha dead because he is fated to
beat themif he lives? asked Martin.

"Or so they believe,' answered the Abbot.
"But who or what?' said Arutha. "That soneone w shes
me dead cones as no revel ation. \Wat nore can you tell nme?"
"Little, I"'mafraid."’
Laurie said, 'Still, it gives sonme small reason behind
t he Ni ght hawks' attacks upon you .
"Religious fanatics,' said Jimy, shaking his head, then

he | ooked at the Abbot. "Sorry, father.'

The Abbot ignored the remark. "Wat is inmportant to
understand is that they will try again and agai n and agai n.
You will not be done with themuntil you root out the
ultimate author of the order to kill you.'

"Well,' said Martin, "we also know that the Brotherhood

of the Dark Path is involved."'

"North,"' said Brother Mcah. Arutha and the others

| ooked at hi m questioningly. 'Your answers |lie northward,
Arut ha. Look there,' he said, his voice still containing a
note of command. 'To the north lie the H gh Ranges, al
barri ers against the denizens of the Northlands. In the
west above El vandar perch the Great Northern Mountains,

in the east, the Northern Guardi ans, the High



Fast ness, and the Dream ng Mountains. And across the
centre lies the greatest range of all, the Teeth of the
Wrld, thirteen hundred mles of nearly inpassable crags.
Who knows what |ies beyond? What nan, save renegade

or weapons runner, has ventured there and returned to

tell of the Northlands?

our ancestors created the Border Baroni es ages ago,

to bottle up the passes at Highcastle, Northwarden, and

I ronpass. The Duke of Yabon's garrisons block the only
other major pass to the west of the Thunderhell Steppes
And no goblin or Dark Brother treads upon the Thunder hel
and lives, for the nomads do our guarding for us. In

short, we know nothing of the Northlands. But that is
where the noredhel live and that is where you'll find

your answers.' 'Or I'Il find nothing,' said Arutha. 'You may be concerned
about prophecy and portents, but | care only for

finding the answer to the riddle of Silverthorn. Unti

Anita is again safe, | shall put nmy efforts to nothing el se
The Abbot appeared disturbed by this. Arutha said, 'That
there is a prophecy | have no doubt, and that sone

Madnman with arcane powers is seeking nmy death is also

not in doubt. But that this spells some great danger to
the Kingdomis a long reach. Too long for ne. |I'll need
nore proof. '

The Abbot was about to answer when Ji my said

.What is that?

Al eyes turned to | ook where he pointed. G ow ng | ow

on the horizon was a blue light, brightening as if a star
were growi ng before their eyes. Martin said, "It looks |like
a falling star.'

Then they could see it was no star. A faint sound in the

di stance acconpani ed t he approachi ng object. Brighter it
grew, as the sound grew | ouder, nore angry. Racing

across the sky towards themwas a blue fire. Suddenly it
was speeding directly over the tower with a sizzling sound,
like a hot iron passing through water.

Then Brother Dominic shouted, 'O f the tower

qui ckl y!

11
d ash

They hesitated for a nonent.

Dom nic's warning was foll owed by a shout from

M cah, and the others hurried down the stairs. Halfway to
the ground floor, Donminic faltered, swaying a little on his
feet. "Sonething approaches.’

Reaching the main floor, Arutha and the others hurried

to the door and | ooked out. In the sky above, nore of

t he gl owi ng obj ects streaked overhead with unbelievabl e
speed. First fromone quarter of the sky, then another

they sped, their strange, om nous droning filling the night.
Faster and faster they shot through the air, streaks of
bl ue, green, yellow, and red, angry flashes of brilliance

ri ppi ng through the dark.
"What are they? shouted Ji nmy.
"Magi c sentinels of some kind,' answered the Abbot. "I

can sense they are searching the area they pass over.'
SlowWy the pattern changed, instead of passing directly



over head, they began to curve and fly off at a tangent to
their original course. Those below could see that the
objects were slowing in their flight. The curving course
tightened, until the gl owi ng objects sped through the

night in great arcs overhead. Then they slowed even

nore, gaining definition. They were | arge spheres, pulsing
with a bright inner light, and inside could be seen strange
dar k shapes, sonehow di sturbing in appearance. They
continued to slow until they hovered and spiralled, formng
a circle above the abbey courtyard. Once the

circle was fornmed, twelve gl owi ng spheres could be seen
hangi ng silently and notionl ess over the courtyard. Then
with a deep snapping, buzzing sound painful to the ears.

I ines of energy shot across the gap between each pair and
Six lines joined the spheres. Then a |line forned around

t he periphery so that now t he spheres forned a

dodecagon. 'What are these things?" Gardan wondered al oud.

' The Twel ve Eyes,' the Abbot said in awe, 'an ancient

and evil spell of legend. No one living is said to have the
power to formthis thing. It is both a vehicle for seeing
and a weapon.' Then the spheres slowy began to nove. Gaining speed,
t hey began weaving an intricate pattern, the lines tw sting
maddeni ngly, beyond the ability of the eye to foll ow

Faster they spun, until they becane a blurring solid of
light. A shaft of energy shot down fromthe centre

striking sonme invisible barrier above the roofs of the

bui I di ngs.

Domi nic screanmed in pain and had to be caught by

Martin. The nmonk's hands pressed hard against his

tenmpl es and he said, 'So powerful. | can scarcely believe the
barriers are holding.' He opened eyes running with tears.'
Fat her John said, 'Brother Dominic's mnd is the keystone
to the nmystic defences of the abbey. He is being

sorely tested.'

Agai n angry energi es shot downwards, to be scattered

across the invisible barrier, like a nulticol oured shower
above their heads. Shards of nystic rai nbow |light streaked
down the sides of the magic barrier, 'defining the done
above the abbey for the eye to see. But again the barrier
hel d. Then anot her, and another, and soon Arutha and

the others could see that the barrier was being pushed

| ower each tine. Wth each assault, Dominic would cry

out in pain. Then, with explosive fury, a single shaft of
blinding white light struck the barrier and broke through
searing the ground with an angry hiss and acrid odour

Wth the attack, Brother Dominic stiffened in Martin's

arms and groaned. 'it is entering,' he whispered before

he passed i nto unconsci ousness.

As Martin |lowered the nonk to the floor, Father John

said, 'l nust go to ny vestry. Brother M cah, you nust

hold it.'

Mcah told them 'Whatever is out there has breached

a nystic defence second only to that at our father'tenple.
Now | nmust face it. | am arned and shiel ded by Ishap,’

the old nonk said in ritual, as he unlinbered the war
hamrer at his belt.

A roar of inpossible volunme, like a thousand |ions

voi ci ng rage at once, shook the abbey. It began as a
teeth-jarring shriek and ran down the scale until it seened



to grind at the very stones of the building. Bolts of energy
| ashed out, seemingly in randomdirections, and where

t hey struck, destruction ensued. Stones seemed to crunble
under the onsl aught, whatever was flamuabl e was set

afire, and any water touched by the bolts exploded into

cl ouds of steam They watched as Mcah |left the building, striding out
to stand bel ow the spinning disk. As if anticipating, he
rai sed his hanmer above his head as another bolt of

energy | ashed downwards, blinding those who wat ched
fromthe door. When the initial blaze of white died down,
they could see M cah standing upright, hamer held
overhead as the crackling energi es cascaded around him
scattering in broken spectrum so that all the col ours of

t he rai nbow danced within the inferno. The very ground

at his feet snoked and burned, but he was unharned.

Then the fl ow of energy halted, and in an instant M cah
had pul |l ed back his hamrer and made his throw. Al nost

too quick for the eye to follow, the hanmer |left his hand
and became a blur of blue-white energy as bright and
blinding as its target. H gher than was possible for a man
to throw, the bolt of flane sped, striking the blazing disk
dead centre. It seened to bounce off the disk, and the
blue bolt returned to Mcah's hand. The thing | ashed out

at M cah again, but once nore he was protected by the
hamrer's nystic powers. Again he cast his hamer as

soon as the rain of |ight ceased, striking it at the heart.
As the hamrer returned, those inside the abbey could

see that the thing was beginning to wobble slightly as it
spun. A third time he cast his hanmrer and it struck
Suddenly there was a rending sound, a tearing so |oud

that Arutha and the others were forced to cover their

ears. The circling spheres shattered, and fromthe centre
of each plunged small alien shapes. Wth a wet, plopping noise they
struck the ground, w ggled grotesquely, and

began to snoke. A high keening shriek filled the night as
they erupted into brilliant flanme. No one could discern
the true forns of the creatures fromthe spheres, but
Arutha was filled with a sense it was sonething best |eft
undi scovered, for in the instant they ignited, the shapes
resenbl ed nothing so nuch as horribly disfigured babies.
Then the night was silent, as a rain of sparkling colours,
like fine notes of glass star stuff, began to fall on the
abbey. One by one the notes flared and wi nked out,

until the old nmonk stood silently in the court, his war
hamrer held before him

Those who stood in the shelter of the abbey | ooked at

one anot her, astonishnent on their faces. For a long
nmonent they said nothing, then they began to rel ax.

"That was . . . incredible,' said Laurie. "I don't know if I
could find the words to describe it.'

Arut ha was about to speak, but sonething in the way

Jimy and Martin both cocked their heads to one side

made himstop. Jimy said, "I hear sonething.' They al
stood silent for a nonment, then could hear a distant

sound, as if some great bird or bat flapped giant wings in
t he ni ght.

Jimy ran fromthe buil ding before anyone could stop

him nearly spinning as he scanned every quarter of the

ni ght sky. Looki ng back over the roof of the abbey,



towards the north, he saw sonething that nade his eyes

wi den. ' Banath!' he excl ai ned and dashed to where the

old nonk still stood, unmoving and silent. M cah seened

in sone sort of trance, eyes closed. Jimy gripped his

arm and shook him "Look!' he shouted as the nonk

opened his eyes.

M cah | ooked to where the boy pointed. Blotting out

the I arge nmoon in the night sky was sonmething that flew
towar ds the abbey, propelled on giant, powerful w ngs.
instantly the nmonk shoved the boy away. "Run.'

The push sent Jimy away fromthe abbey, so he raced

across the courtyard to where a | one wagon sat, filled

with fodder for the stable horses, and dived under it. Wth
aroll and a turn, he lay still, watching.

A thing of despair fashioned in a shape of utter horror
descended fromthe sky. Wngs a full fifty feet in width
flapped lazily as it dropped down to where the ol d nonk
stood. It was a twenty-foot-tall conposite of everything

| oat hsome to sane beings. Black tal ons extended from

grot esque parodies of bird claws, atop which rose | egs
rem ni scent of a goat's. But where haunches shoul d have
been, only great wattles of fat, huge rings of bl ubber
shook and qui vered, hangi ng inmpossibly down from bel ow

a manli ke chest. Over the body a thick wet-I ooking
substance oozed downwards in rivulets. In the centre of

the thing's chest, a blue-col oured but otherw se nornall ooki ng
human face stared out in w de-eyed horror

constantly twi tching and screamng in gibbering counterpoint
to the thing's own | oud bellows. Each arm was

powerful ly fashioned, |ong and apelike. It shimrered in

the faint light, rapidly changing, first red, then orange,
then yell ow, and onward through the spectrumuntil it was
again red. And fromit emtted a mxture of foul odours.

as if the vile smell of every decaying and festering thing
in the world had been distilled down and infused into the
creature's being. Most horrid of all was the head, for in suprene cruelty,
what ever or whoever had fashi oned the m sshapen nonster

had adorned it with a wonan's head, large to fit the

body, but otherwi se normal. And the ultinate jest was in
the features of that face, for, in precise imtation, the
thing bore the Iikeness of Princess Anita. WIld "tresses
seened to blowin all directions, fram ng her features in a
cloud of red hair. But its expression was one of a street
whore, |lewd and wanton, as the thing sal aciously |icked

its lips and rolled its eyes towards Arutha. Blood-red lips
split into a wide grin, showing |long fangs in place of
human eyet eet h.

Arut ha | ooked on the thing with a disgust and | oat hi ng

that rose up to bani sh any thought save to destroy this
obscenity. 'No!' he shouted as he began to pull his sword.
Gardan was instantly upon him driving himto the

floor of the building, bringing his strength to bear to hold
hi m down, yelling, 'That's what they want!'

Martin lent his strength to stop Arutha, and he and

Gardan pulled the Prince away fromthe door. The

creature turned to | ook at those within the door, absently
flexing its claws. Pouting like a little girl, it suddenly
| eered at Arutha, then stuck out its tongue, wiggling it
suggestively. Then with a bellow ng | augh, it rose up to
its full height and roared at the stars, arns stretched high



overhead. Wth a single step, it noved towards the
doorway where the Prince waited. Then suddenly it

rocked forwards, shrieked in pain, and turned around.
Arut ha and his conpani ons | ooked past it to see a

bl ue-white bolt of energy returning to Brother M cah's
hand. He had struck the first blow while the thing had
been distracted. Again he cast his hamer. In a blur it
flashed to strike the thing in its huge stomach, bringing
anot her bellow of pain and rage, as a trickle of steaning
bl ack bl ood began to fl ow.

""oh, nmy!' came a voice from behind Arutha.

Lauri e saw that Brother Anthony had cone up from

some deep vault beneath the abbey and was peering
intently at the creature. Laurie said, "Wat is that thing?
Showi ng no enotion except curiosity, the archivist

said, 'l believe it to be a conjured creature, sonething
fashi oned by magi c means, brewed up in a vat. | can
show you sone references in a dozen different works on
how to create them O course, it could be sone rare
natural ly occurring beast, but that seens highly

i mprobabl e. '

Martin rose, leaving Gardan to restrain Arutha. He

unl i mbered his ever present bow, quickly strung it, and
fitted an arrow to his bowstring. The . creature was advanci ng
upon Brother M cah when Martin let fly. The archer's
eyes w dened as the arrow seened to pass through the
creature's neck without effect.

Br ot her Anthony nodded. 'Yes, it is a conjuration.
Notice how it is inmpervious to nmundane weapons.'

The creature swung one of its mghty fists down at
Brother Mcah, but the old fighter sinply raised his
hamer as if to block. The creature's blow halted a full
foot above the nonk's uprai sed hanmmrer, recoiling as if it
had hit stone. It bellowed in frustration.

Martin turned to Brother Anthony. "How do you Kkill

it?

"I don't know. Each of M cah's bl ows draws energy

away fromthe spell used to create it. But it is a product
of tremendous magics, and it might |last a day or |onger.
Should Mcah falter . . .°

But the old monk was firmon his feet, answering every
blow with a parry and woundi ng the creature, seenmingly
at will. While it seenmed pai ned by each wound the

hamrer made, it gave no sign of bei ng weakened.

' How do you nake one?' Martin asked Brother

Ant hony. Arutha was no | onger struggling, but Gardan
still knelt with his hand upon his shoul der.

Ant hony, caught up for a second in Martin's question,

sai d, 'How do you create one?

"Well, it's rather conplicated."

The creature becane increasingly enraged by Mcah's

bl ows and hamered usel essly at the nmonk. Tiring of this
tactic, it dropped to its knees as it levelled a bl ow at
M cah, overhand as if driving a spike with a hammrer, but
at the last instant it shifted its aimand slanmed its
massi ve fist down on the ground next to the nonk.

The jolt caused Mcah to stunble slightly, which was

the only opening the creature needed. Instantly sweeping
its hand sideways, it knocked M cah across the courtyard.



The old nmonk hit the ground heavily, rolled awkwardly

and | ay stunned, his hamrer bounci ng away from him

Then the thing was agai n noving towards Arutha.

Gardan leapt to his feet, pulling his swrd as he dashed
forwards to protect his Prince. The veteran captain stood
before the thing, which grinned hideously down at him

.the terrible parody of Anita adding a sickening el enent
to the confrontation. Like a cat playing with a nouse, the
creature pawed at Gardan.

From out of an inner door, Father John reappeared,

hol ding a | arge netal staff topped with an odd-I ooking
seven-si ded device. He stepped before Arutha, who was
trying to move to aid Gardan, and shouted, 'No. you can

do not hing."

Sonething in his voice told Arutha it was futile to

attenpt to engage the thing, and the Prince retreated a
step. The Abbot turned to confront the conjured creature.
Jimy crawl ed out from under the wagon and cane to

his feet. He knew the usel essness of drawi ng his dirk
Seeing the supine figure of Brother Mcah, he ran to see
how he fared. The old monk was still senseless, and

Jimy pull ed himback towards the relative safety of the
wagon. Gardan hacked uselessly at the creature while it

pl ayed with him

Ji my cast about and saw the mystic hamer of

Brother Mcah lying off to one side. He dived for it and
grabbed the haft on the fly, comng to rest on his stomach,
eyes upon the nonster. The thing had not noticed the

boy's recovery of the weapon. Jinmy felt surprise when

he lifted it, for it was twi ce the weight he expected. He
rose to his feet and ran to stand behind the nonster
confronted by its foul, fur-covered hindquarters, arching
above his head as it reached forward to grab Gardan

The captain was seized in a mammoth hand that lifted

hi m t owards the wi deni ng mouth. Father John raised up

his staff and suddenly waves of green and purple energy
flowed fromit, washing over the creature. It howed in
pai n and squeezed Gardan, who cried out in concert.

Martin shouted, 'Stop. It's crushing Gardan!'

The Abbot ceased his magic and the thing snorted as it
tossed Gardan at the door, seeking to injure its tornentors.
The captain slammed into Martin, Brother Anthony,

and the Abbot, knocking themto the ground. Arutha

and Laurie both sidestepped the flying bodies. The Prince
turned to see the leering parody of Anita's face bending
towards the door. The creature's wings prevented it from
entering the abbey, but |ong arns came snaki ng through

t he door, reaching for Arutha. Martin rose, hel ping the shaken Abbot and
Brot her Anthony to their feet. The archivist said, 'Yes! O course
The face in its chest. kill it therel’

Martin had an arrow nocked in an instant, but the
crouching thing hid the target. It reached through the

door for Arutha, then suddenly it was sitting back on its haunches.
Martin pulled back as he said, "Kilian guide my arrow,

and let fly. True to the aim the shaft flew and struck the
i nsane face in the chest square in the forehead. The eyes
in that face rolled up and cl osed as red, human bl ood

bill owed fromthe wound. The creature stopped rockstill.

As all watched in wonder, the creature began to quiver



It grewinstantly nmore brilliant in colour as the lights
within flashed rapidly. Then all could see it was becom ng
transparent, insubstantial, a thing of col oured gl ow ng
snokes and gases,'swirling in a mad dance as they slowy
di ssipated on the night wind. Their lights faded until once
again the courtyard was enpty and silent.

Arut ha and Laurie came up to Gardan, who was stil

consci ous. 'What happened?' the Captain asked feebly.

Al eyes turned to Martin. He indicated Brother

Ant hony, who responded, "It was sonething the Duke

asked, how one of those things is nade. All the foul arts
to make such a being require sone animal or human to

wor k upon. That face was all that was left of the poor
denented soul who had been used as a focus to create

the nonster. It was the only nortal part, subject to
nmundane injury, and when it was killed, the magic

unravel led. '

Martin said, 'i'd not have made that shot had it not
reared back like that.'

"Most fortunate,' said the Abbot.

"Fortune had little to do with it,' said a grinning Jimy.
He held Brother Mcah's hammer as he approached. "I

stuck it up the arse.' He indicated the stunned M cah

"He'll do all right," he said as he gave the hamrer to the
Abbot .
Arutha was still shaken by the sight of Anita's face

atop that horror. Laurie, with a weak smle, said, "Father,
if it wouldn't be too much trouble, have you some wi ne

we mght drink? That was the worst snell |'ve ever
endured. '

"ha!' Jimy said indignantly. 'You should have tried it
fromnmny end!'

Arut ha wat ched the dawn break over the Cal astius Munt ai ns,
the rising sun was an angry red orb. In the hours since
the attack the abbey had returned to a senbl ance of
order and quiet, but Arutha felt only turnmoil wthin.
What ever | ay behind these attenpts upon hi mwas power-
far beyond anything he had anticipated, despite clear
war ni ng from Fat her Nat han and the H gh Priestess of
linms-Kragma. He had grown incautious in his haste to

di scover a cure for Anita, and such was not his nature.
he coul d be bol d when needed, and bol dness had won

hi m several victories, but of |ate he had not been bold,
but ' headstrong and inpul sive. Arutha felt something
al i en, sonething he had not felt since he was a boy.

Arutha felt doubt. He had been so confident in his

pl anni ng, but Mirmandamus either had antici pated every
nove or sonehow could react w th unbelievabl e speed
each tine Arutha nade a step

Arut ha came out of his musing to see Ji my beside

him The boy shook his head. 'Just shows you what |'ve
al ways said.'

Despite his concerns, Arutha 'found hinself slightly
anmused by the boy's tone. 'Wat is that?

'"No matter how canny you think you are, sonething

can cone along, bar, and put you on your prat. Then
you think, "That's what | forgot to consider." Eagle-eye
hi ndsi ght, old Alvarny the Quick used to call it.'



Arut ha wondered if the boy had been reading his

t houghts. Jinmmy continued. "The |Ishapians are sitting up
here, munbling prayers to thensel ves, and convinced
they've got a real magic stronghold - "nothing can breach
our nystic defences,”' he m mcked. "Then al ong cone

those balls of light and that flying thing and whoops. "W
didn't consider this or that!" they've been jabbering
about what they should have done for an hour. Well, |
guess they'll have sonething stronger around here soon.'

Ji my | eaned back agai nst the stone wall facing the cliff,
Beyond the walls of the abbey the valley was energing
fromthe shadows as the sun reached higher in the sky,
'"dd Anthony was telling me that the spells necessary for

| ast night's show took sonme doing, so he doesn't think
anything magic will come this way for a while. They'll be
strong in their fortress . . . until sonething cones al ong
that can kick down the gates again, as it were.'

"Somet hing of a phil osopher, are you?" Arutha smled
slightly as Jimry shrugged. 'Scared to pissing in my trousers is what
and

you'd do well to be scared as well. Those undead things
i n Krondor were bad enough, but last night, well, | don't
know how you feel about it, but if | were you, 1'd

consi der noving to Kesh and changi ng ny nane.'

Arutha smled ruefully at that, for Jimry had nade
hi m see sonethi ng he had denied. 'To be honest, | am

just as scared as you, Jimy.'

Jimy | ooked surprised at the adm ssion. "Truth?'

"in truth. Look, only a madman woul d not be fearfu

- of facing what we have, and what may come, but what
matters isn't whether or not you're frightened, but how

you behave. My father said once that a hero is soneone

who sinply got too frightened to use his good sense and
run away, then somehow lived through it all.’

Ji my | aughed, boyish gl ee maki ng hi m seem as yout hfu
as his years rather than the nman-boy he | ooked nost

of the tinme. 'That's a truth, too. Mg, I'd rather do what
needs be done, quickly, and get on to the fun. This

suffering for grand causes is the stuff of sagas and

| egends.'

Arut ha said, "See, there's a bit of the phil osopher in

you, after all.' He changed topics. "You acted swiftly | ast
ni ght, and bravely. Had you not distracted the nonster

so Martin could slay it - '

'"W'd be on our way back to Krondor with your bones,
assuming it didn't eat them' finished Jirmy with a wy
grin.

"Don't | ook so pleased at the prospect.’

jimry's grin broadened. "1'd not be, fact is. You're
one of the very few I|'ve met worth having around. By
nost standards this is a merry bunch, though the tines

are grim |'msort of having fun, if the truth be known.

'You have a strange sense of fun.'

Ji my shook his head. 'Not really. If you're going to
be scared senseless, mght as well enjoy it. That's what

thi eving's about, you know. Breaking into soneone's
hone in the dead of night, not knowing if they're awake

and waiting with a sword or club to spread your brains

out on the floor when you stick your head in the w ndow
Bei ng chased through the streets by the city watch. It's

am



not fun, but it sort of is, you know? Anyway, it's exciting.

And besi des, how many can boast they saved the Prince

of Krondor by goosing a denon?

Arut ha | aughed hard at that. "Hang ne, but that's the

first thing 1've had to laugh aloud at since . . . since the

weddi ng.' He placed his hand upon Ji nmy's shoul der

"You earned sone reward this day, Squire Janmes. \Wat

shall it be?

Jimy's face screwed up in a display of hard thinking.

"Why not name me Duke of Krondor?

Arut ha was thunderstruck. He started to speak, but

stopped. Martin approached fromthe infirmary and.

seei ng such a strange expression on Arutha's face said,

"What ails you?'

Arut ha pointed to Jimry. 'He wants to be Duke of

Krondor .

Martin | aughed uproariously. Wen he quieted, Jimy

said, 'Wiy not? Dulanic's here, so you know his retirenment's
not bogus. Vol ney doesn't want the post, so who

el se are you going to give it to? I've a fair wit, and |I've

done you a favour or two.'

Martin continued | aughing while Arutha said, "For

whi ch you have been paid.' The Prince was caught

bet ween outrage and anusement. 'Look, you bandit, |

m ght think about having Lyam give you a ninor barony

- very minor - to take charge of, when you reach your
majority, which is at |east three years away. For now

you'll have to settle for being named Senior Squire of the
Court.'

Martin shook his head. 'He'll organize theminto a

street gang.'

.\Mell," said Jimy, "at least I'll have the pleasure of

seeing that ass Jerone's face when you give delLacy the
order."'

Martin stopped his | aughing and said, 'l just thought
you'd like to know Gardan will be fine, as will Brother
M cah. Donminic is up and about already."

"The Abbot and Brother Anthony?

' The Abbot is off sonmewhere doi ng whatever abbots

do when their abbeys have been desecrated. And Brother
Ant hony is back | ooking for Silverthorn. He said to tel

you he'll be in chanber sixty-seven if you wish to speak
with him '
Arutha said, "I"'mgoing to find him | want to know

what he's discovered.' As he wal ked away, he said,
"Jimy, why don't you explain to ny brother why | should
el evate you to the second nost inportant dukedomin

t he Ki ngdon?'

Arut ha wal ked off in search of the head archivist.
Martin turned to | ook at Jimry, who grinned back at him

Arut ha entered the vast chanber, nusty with age and the
faint odour of preservatives. By flickering |antern |ight

Br ot her Anthony was reading an old volune. Wt hout

turning to see who entered, he said, "Just as | thought, I
knew it would be here.' He sat up. 'That creature was
simlar to one reported killed when the Tenple of TithOnanka
in Elarial was invaded three hundred years ago.

it Was certain, according to these sources, that Pantathian
serpent priests were behind the deed.'



Arutha said, 'What are these Pantathi ans, brother?

I'"ve only heard the stories told to frighten children.”
The ol d nmonk shrugged. 'We know little, in truth.

nost of the intelligent races on Mdkenm a we can, in sone
way, ' under st and. Even the noredhel, the Brotherhood of

the Dark Path, have sone traits in comon with

humani ty. You know, they have a rather rigid code of
honour, though it is an odd sort by our standards.

these creatures . . .' He closed the book. "Were
Pantathia lies, no one knows. The copies of the maps |eft
pug by Macros that Kul gan of Stardock sent us show no sign
of it. These priests have nagics unlike any other. They
are the avowed enenies of humanity, though they have

dealt with some humans in the past. One thing else is
clear, they are beings of undiluted evil. For themto serve
thi s nmurmandanus woul d mark hima foe of all that is

good if nothing else did. And that they serve himal so
marks hima power to fear

Arutha said, 'Then we know little nore than what we

knew by Laughi ng Jack's report."

"True,' said the nonk, "but never discount the worth of
knowi ng he spoke the truth. Know ng what things are not

is often as inportant as knowi ng what they are.'

Arutha said, "in all the confusion, have you discovered
anyt hi ng about Silverthorn?

"As a matter of fact, | have. | was going to send word

as soon as | finished reading this passage. | have little
help to offer, | amafraid.' Upon hearing this, Arutha's
heart sank in his chest, but he indicated the old nonk
shoul d continue. 'The reason | could not quickly bring to
mnd this Silverthorn is that the name given is a translation
of the name with which | amnore fanmliar.' He

opened anot her book lying close by. "This is the journa

of Ceoffrey, son of Caradoc, a nonk at the Abbey of '
Si | ban west of Yabon - the sane one your brother Martin
was reared at, though this was several hundred years ago,
Ceoffrey was a botani st of sorts and spent his idle hour

i n catal ogui ng what he could of the local flora. Here |I've
found a clue. I'Il read it. "The plant, which is called
Ell eberry by the elves, is also known to the people of the
hills as Sparkle Thorn. It is supposed to have magic
properties when utilized correctly, though the proper
means of distillation of the essences of the plant is not
commonl y known, being required of arcane ritual beyond
the abilities of conmon folk. It is rare in the extrene
havi ng been seen by few living today. | have never beheld
the plant, but those .with whom | have spoken are nost
reliable in their know edge and certain of the plant's

exi stence."' He cl osed the book.

'is that all?" asked Arutha. '| had hoped for a cure, or
at |least sonme clue as to how one m ght be di scovered.'
"But there is a clue,' said the old nmonk with a w nk.

' Ceofrey, who was nore of a gossip than a botanist.
attributed the name Ell eberry to the plant, as an el ver
nane. This is obviously a corruption of neleberB, an elver
word that translates to "'silverthorn Wich means that
shoul d any know its nagic properties and how to over-

cone them it is the Spellweavers of Elvandar.'

Arutha was silent for a while, then said, 'Thank you,



Brot her Anthony. | had prayed to end my search here,

but at |east you' ve not dashed all hope."’

The ol d nonk said, 'There is always hope, Arutha

ConDoi n. | suspect that, in all the confusion, the Abbot

never got around to telling you the main reason for our
gathering all this.' H's hand waved about him indicating

t he masses of books everywhere. "The reason we gat her

all these works in this mount is hope. O prophecy and
portents there are many, but one speaks of the end of al

we' know. It states that when all else has succunbed to

the forces of darkness, all that will be left will be "that
whi ch was Sarth". Should that prophecy cone true, we

wi sh to save the seeds of know edge that can again serve
humanity. We work against that day, and pray it will never
cone. Arutha said, 'You ve been kind, Brother Anthony.'

"A man hel ps when he nmay.'

"t hank you."

Arutha left the chanber and clinbed the stairs, his mmnd playi ng over what
he knew. He considered options until he reached the courtyard.
Laurie had joined Jimy and Martin, as had Dom nic, who seened
to have recovered fromhis ordeal, though he was stil

pal e. Laurie greeted the Prince and said, "Gardan shoul d be
wel | enough tonorrow.

'Good, for we leave Sarth at first light.'

"What do you propose?' said Martin.

"i"mgoing to put Gardan on the first ship bound from

Sarth for Krondor, and we'll continue on.'

. Conti nue on where?' asked Laurie.

' El vandar.

Martin smled. '"it will be good to visit there again.

Jimy sighed. Arutha said, "Wuat is it?

"I was just thinking of your pal ace cooks and bony

hor sebacks. "

Arutha said, 'Wll, don't think on themtoo I|ong,

you're returning to Krondor with Gardan.'

"And miss all the fun?

Laurie said to Martin, "This lad has a definitely warped

sense of fun.' Jinmy started to speak, but Domi nic said, "Hi ghness,

if I may travel with your captain, | wish to journey to
kRrondor.

"OfF course, but what of your duties?

"Another will take my office. | will not be fit for that
sort of duty for some time, and we cannot wait. There is
no shame or dishonour, it is sinply necessary.

"Then | amsure Jinmy and Gardan will wel come your
conpany.
"Wait - ' began Ji my

I gnoring the boy, Arutha asked the nonk, "Wat sends

you to Krondor ?'

"Sinply that it lies on my route to Stardock. Father
John thinks it vital we should informPug and the other
magi ci ans of what we know to be occurring. They practise
m ghty arts unavailable to us.'

"That is well taken. We have need of all the allies we

can nuster. | should have considered that nyself. | wll
gi ve you sone additional intelligence to take to them if
you don't mind. And I'll have Gardan escort you down

to Stardock.'



' That woul d be kind.'

Ji my had been trying to be heard as he protested

bei ng sent back to Krondor. Ignoring his protests, Arutha
said to Laurie, 'Take our aspiring young duke here and
go down to town and find a ship. W'll follow tonorrow
Al so see about some fresher mounts, and don't get into
trouble.’

Arut ha wal ked away towards the barracks wth

Dominic and Martin, |eaving Laurie and Jimry in the
courtyard. Jimmy was still trying to nmake hinsel f heard,
and was saying, " . but . . . '

Lauri e clapped Ji nmy on the shoul der and said, "Cone

al ong, "Your Grace". Let's get down the road. If we can

finish our business early, we'll see if we can find a gane
at the inn.'
An evil light seened to conme into Jinmy's eyes at that

"Gane?' he said.

"You know, sonething |ike pashawa, or over-under mani nbet ween.
Knuckl ebones or stones. Ganbling.'

"oh,' said the boy. "You'll have to show nme how.'

As he turned for the stable, Laurie fetched hima kick

in the runp, propelling himalong. "Show you how,

indeed. |I'mnot sonme rube in fromthe farm ands here. |

heard that the first time | |ost ny poke.'

Runni ng forward, Jimry |aughed. "it was worth a try."

Arut ha entered the darkened room Looking down at the
figure on the bed, he said, 'You sent for ne?
M cah rai sed hinmself up and | eant back agai nst the

pillows. 'Yes. | hear you're |leaving this hour. Thank you for
com ng.' He indicated Arutha should sit upon the bed. "I
need a little sleep, but 1'll be fit enough in a week or so.

Arut ha, your father and | were friends as youngsters.
Caldric was just establishing the practice of bringing
squires to court that's now taken for granted. W were
quite a bunch. Brucal of Yabon was our Senior Squire,

and he ran us ragged. In those days we were a fiery crew,
your father, nyself, and Guy du Bas-Tyra.' At nention

of Quy's nanme, Arutha stiffened but said nothing. 'l Iike
to think we were the backbone of the Kingdomin our

day. Now you are. Borric did well with you and Lyam

and Martin brings no shame. | am now serving |shap, but

| still love this Kingdom son. | just wanted you to know
nmy prayers are with you.'

Arut ha said, "Thank you, ny lord Dul anic.

He eased hinself on his pillows. no longer. I"'mjust a
si mpl e monk now. By the way, who rules in your place?
"Lyamis in Krondor and will remain until | return.

Vol ney acts as Chancel lor."'

At this M cah I aughed, which brought a wi nce of pain.
'Vol ney. Ishap's teeth. he must hate it.'

"He does,' said Arutha with a smle

"Are You going to have Lyam name hi m Duke?

"I don't know. As nuch as he protests, he's the nost
abl e adm nistrator available. W |ost sone good young
men during the Riftwar.' Arutha smled his crooked
smle. "Jimy suggests | nanme hi m Duke of Krondor.'
"Don't sell that one short, Arutha. Train himwhile you
have him Pile the responsibility on himuntil he yells



and give himnore. Educate himwell, then take stock
He's a rare one.' Arutha said, 'Wiy is this, Mcah? Wy this concern for

matters you' ve put behind?

'Because |'ma vain old man and a sinner, despite ny
repentance. | still admt to pride in howny city fared.
And because you're your father's son.'

Arutha was silent for a long time, then he said, 'You
and Father were close, weren't you?

"Very. Only Guy was closer to Borric.'

'"Quy?' arutha couldn't believe his father's nost hated
eneny coul d have ever once been his friend. 'How is that
possi bl e?"

M cah studied Arutha. "I thought your father would

have told you before he died.' He was silent for a long
nmonent. "Then again, Borric wouldn't.' He sighed. "W
who were friends to both your father and Guy, we all
took a vow. W vowed never to speak of the shane

whi ch caused themto end the closest of friendships, and
whi ch caused Guy to wear black every day for the rest of
his life, earning himthe name Bl ack Cuy.'

Arut ha said, father once nentioned that strange act

of personal courage, though he had no other good to
speak of CQuy.'

"He wouldn't. And | will not either, for Guy would

have to rel ease ne fromthe vow, or be proved dead,
before | would speak. But | can say that before that
schismthey were as brothers. \Wether wenching, brawing,
or in war, neither was nore than a voice's call from
the other's aid.

"But | ook you, Arutha. You have to rise early, and you
must get rested. You' ve no nore time to idle away over
matters long buried. You nust be off to find a cure for
Anita . . .' The old man's eyes misted over, and Arutha
realized that in his own dark concern for her he had

i gnored the fact that M cah had al ways been a nenber of
Erl and' s househol d. He had known her since birth. She
woul d be i ke a granddaughter to him

M cah swal | owed hard. "These damm ribs! Breathe

deeply and your eyes water like you're eating raw onion.'
He et out a long sigh. 'I held her in my arns when the
priests of Sung the White bl essed her, |less than an hour
after her birth.' Hs eyes took on a far-off |ook. he turned
his face away and said, 'Save her, Arutha.

"I will find a cure.’

VWhi spering to control his enotions, Mcah said, 'Then

go, Arutha. Ishap protect you.'

Arut ha squeezed the old nonk's hand for a nonent,

rose, and left his quarters. Wal king across the main hal

of the abbey building, he was intercepted by a silent

nonk who indicated he should follow. He was led to the

Abbot's quarters and found the Abbot and Brot her

Ant hony waiting for him

'"it is good you took tine to visit with M cah, Highness,"

sai d the Abbot. Suddenly Arutha becane alarmed. "M cah will recover,

won't he?'
"if Ishap wills it. He is an old man to be w thstandi ng
such an ordeal.' Brother Anthony seened i ncensed by the notion and



al nost snorted. The Abbot ignored the sound and said,

"W have given sonme thought to a problemthat needs to be
dealt with."He pushed a small case towards Arutha, who
reached over and lifted it fromthe table.

The case was clearly ancient, of delicately carved wood,
and time had worn it al nost snoboth. When it was opened

it revealed a velvet cushion upon which rested a small
talisman. It was a bronze hammer, a mniature of that

whi ch M cah had carried, a thong passing through a tiny
hole in the haft. "Wat is it?

Ant hony said, (You nust have considered how your

foe was able to locate you seenmingly at will. It is likely
t hat some agency, perhaps the serpent priest, had | ocated
you with a scrying spell of one sort or another. That
talisman is a |l egacy fromour ancient past. It was

fashi oned at the ol dest known enclave of our faith, the

| shapi an abbey at Long, It is the nost powerful artifact

we possess. It will mask your novenents fromall scrying
magi c. To any who have been follow ng you by arcane
means, you will sinply vanish fromsight. W have no

protection from nundane eyes, but if you are cautious
and mask your identity, you should be able to reach

El vandar wi t hout being intercepted. But never renove it,
or you will again be subject to location by sorcery. It wll
al so render you inpervious to the sort of attack we
endured | ast night. Such a creature would be unable to
harm you - though your eneny may still strike through

t hose about you, for they will not be so protected.’
Arut ha placed the talisman around his neck and said,

' Thank you.'

The Abbot rose. "lIshap protect you, Hi ghness, and

know you may al ways find haven here at Sarth.’

Arut ha said thank you again and | eft the Abbot. As he
returned to his quarters and finished rolling his travel
bundl e, he consi dered what he had | earned. Pushing

doubt aside, he deternined once again to save Anita.

12
Nor t hwar d

A lone rider raced up the road.

" Arutha | ooked back as Martin warned of the approaching
horseman. Laurie turned his horse, drawi ng his sword,
Martin began to |laugh. Arutha said, '"if that's who
think, 1'lIl have his ears.'

Martin said, 'Then sharpen your knife, brother, for

| ook at the way those elbows flap as he rides."'

Wthin nmonents Martin's prediction proved correct,

a grinning Jimy reined in. Arutha took hno pains to
mask his displeasure. He said to laurie , "I tthought you
said he was safely upon the ship for Krondor wth

cardan and Dominic.'

Lauri e | ooked on with an expression of hel pl essness

"I thought he was, | swear.'

Jimy | ooked at the three. 'isn't anyone going to say

hel | 0?
Martin tried to | ook serious, but even his el ver-|earned



conposure was being tested. Jimy had all the ingenuousness

of an eager puppy, as false a pose as npbst others

he assunmed, and Arutha was trying hard to keep a stern

deneanour. Laurie hid his |aughter behind a quickly

rai sed hand and a cough. Arutha shook his head, |ooking down at the ground.

Finally he said, "All right, what is the tale?

Jimy said, "First of all, | swore an oath, it night not
mean nuch to you, but it is still an oath, and it binds us
"until the cat is skinned." And there was one other little
t hi ng."'

Arutha said, 'VWat was it?

' You were being watched while you left Sarth.'

Arut ha sat back in the saddle, as startled by the boy's
of fhand tone as much as by the revelation. "How can you
be certain?

"In the first, the man was known to ne. He's a certain
nmerchant from Questor's View, by nane Havram who is

in fact a smuggl er enpl oyed by the Myckers. He's been
absent since the Ni ghthawks' infiltration was made known
to the Upright Man, and he was in the inn where Gardan
Dominic, and | waited for the ship. I went aboard ship
with the good captain and the nonk and slipped over the
side just before they weighed anchor. Then, in the second.
the man was wi thout the normal retinue he enpl oyed

when working at his normal trade. He is usually a vocal
af fabl e man, given to public display when acting the
merchant, but in Sarth he |urked under a heavy cow and
hugged dark corners. He would not be in such a place,

i gnoring his usual role, unless forced to by unusua
circunmst ances. And he followed you fromthe inn, unti

he was clear as to which way you had ridden. But npst

i mportant of all, he was an ofttime conpani on of both
Laughi ng Jack and Col den Base.'

Martin said, 'Havraml That was the man Laughi ng

Jack said recruited Golden and himto the N ghthawks.'
"They'll be relying on spies and agents now that they
can't use magic to find you,' added Laurie. 'it makes
sense they had soneone in Sarth waiting for you to cone
down from the Abbey.'

"Did he see you | eave?' asked the Prince.

Jimy | aughed. "No, but | saw himleave.' They al

| ooked at himw th questions on their faces, and the boy
said, 'l took care of him'

"You did what?

Jimy | ooked pleased with hinself; "Even a town as

small as Sarth has its underside if you know where to

| ook. Using ny reputation as a Mdcker of Krondor,

made nyself known and established ny bona fides. Certain
peopl e who wi sh to remai n anonynous were nade to

understand | knew who they were - and would be willing
to neglect nentioning it to the local garrison in exchange
for a service. As they thought | still enjoyed a favoured

position in the Mockers, they chose not to deposit ne in
t he bay, especially when | sweetened the deal with a
smal | pouch of gold | carried. | then nmentioned there was
not a single person in the Western Real m who woul d

mss a certain merchant taking his ease at the inn. They
took nmy meaning. The false merchant is nost likely on

his way to Kesh via the Durbin slave route even as we



speak, learning the finer points of nenial |abour."
Laurie slowy shook his head. "The boy has a definite hard edge to him'
Arut ha heaved a resigned sigh. "It seens | amagain in
your debt, Jimmy.'

"Jimy said, "There's a small caravan coning up the

road about an hour behind. If we ride slowy they may
Overtake us by nightfall. W could nost likely hire on as
addi tional guards and ride in wth

ot her mercenari es when Murnmandanus i s out | ooking for

the three riders who left Sarth.'

Arut ha | aughed. "What am | to do with you?' Before

Jimy could answer, he said, "And don't say anything
about bei ng Duke of Krondor.' As he turned his nount

he said, 'And don't tell me where you got that horse.’

Fate, or the efficacy of the Ishapian talisman, served
Arut ha and his three conpani ons, for they encountered

no trouble along the road to Ylith. Jimmy's prediction of
a caravan's overtaki ng them proved accurate. It was a
poor thing, consisting of five wagons served by only two
bravos hired as guards. Once the nmerchant in charge was
satisfied they were not brigands, he wel coned them as
travel l i ng conpanions - for he gained four additiona
bodyguards for the price of a few neals

For two weeks they travelled with little to disrupt the
nmonot ony of the journey. Peddlers, traders, and caravans
of all sizes, with up to a score of mercenary guards,
passed both ways al ong the coast between Questor's View
and Sarth. Arutha was satisfied that should some spy or
agent discover himanong the throng of bravos riding
along the road, it would be by pure chance.

Fi nally, near sundown, they could see the lights of
Ylith in the distance. Arutha rode point with Yanov the
nmerchant's two guards. He held back until the | ead wagon
was even with himand said, "Ylith ahead, Yanov.'

The | ead wagon passed, and the stout merchant, a silk
and fine-cloth peddl er from Krondor, waved happily.
Arutha had been relieved to discover Yanov an ebullient
man, for he paid little attention to what others had to say
and Arutha's quickly contrived history had stood up to
scrutiny. As far as the Prince could tell, Yanov had never
seen hi m before.

Martin was the first to overtake Arutha, as the |ast
Waggon in the train noved passed him

"Ylith," said Arutha, kicking his nount into notion
Jimy and Laurie crossed the road from where they

had ridden flank as Martin said, 'Soon we'll be rid of this
train and can see to new nounts. These need a rest.'
Laurie said, '"i'll be pleased to be rid of Yanov. He

cacHes like a fishwife, without a halt.’

Ji my shook his head in nock synpathy. "And he

hardly ever lets anyone else tell a story around the

canpfire. Laurie glared. Arutha said, 'Enough. W'IlIl be another
.band of travellers. If Baron Tal anque di scovers |I'm here,

I[t'Il turn into a state affair. W'Ill have feasting, tourneys, hunting,
expedi tions, and everyone between the Great Northern

mount ai ns and Kesh will know I'min Ylith. Talanque's a

good fell ow, but he does enjoy his revels.'

jihmmy |laughed. "He's not the only one." Wth a whoop

and a shout, he spurred his horse forward. Arutha,



Laurie, and Martin sat amazed for a nmonent, then the

relief of reaching Ylith struck and they were off after the
boy.

as Arutha raced past the | ead wagon, he shout ed,

. Good trading, Master Yanov!' The merchant | ooked

at themas if they'd become bereft of reason. Etiquette

required he Pay thema token for their stint at guard.

reaching the gates of the city, they slowed, as a

caravann of sone size had just finished passing into Ylith

several other travellers were waiting for it to clear

the portals before they could enter. Jimy reined in

behind a farmers hey cart and spun his horse to face his

conpani ons as they rode up, laughing at the nomentary

frolick. Wthout words they fell into line, watching as

sol di ers passed the cart through. In these peaceful days,

the soldiers seenmed to be giving only the nbst cursory

i nspection to those passing into the city.

Ji my | ooked about, for Ylith was the first large city

he'd encountered since they'd | eft Krondor, and the busy

nmetropolitan rhythmwas al ready naking himfeel at

hone. Then near the gates he noticed a |lone figure

hunkered down, watching those who passed through

Fromhis tartan plaid and | eather breeches, it was clear

he was a Hadati hillman. H's hair fell past his shoul ders,

but a warrior's topknot was bound high, and he wore a

rolled scarf tied above his eyes. Across his knees rested a

pai r of wooden sheaths, protecting the sharp edges of the

| ong, slender sword and a shorter half-sword common to

his people. Mst striking about the man was his face, for

around the eyes, fromforehead down to cheekbones, his

face was painted bone-white, as was his chin directly

bel ow his nouth. He clearly studied the Prince as he

passed, then slowy rose as Jinmmy and Martin foll owed

Arut ha and Laurie into the city. Jimry suddenly | aughed aloud, as if

Martin had joked, and stretched, affording hinmself a quick glance behind.

The hill man was slow y wal ki ng t hrough the gates behind

them putting his sword and hal f-sword in his belt-sash

Martin said, 'The Hadati ?* WHen Ji mmy nodded, the

Duke said, "You' ve a quick eye. Is he follow ng?

hHe is. Shall we |ose hin®

Martin shook his head. 'We'll deal with himonce we

settl e somewhere. If we need to.'

As they rode up the narrow streets of the city, they

were greeted by signs of prosperity on all sides, for shops
burned brightly with lantern |ight as merchants showed

their wares to those out shopping in the cool of the

evening. even at this early hour of the evening, revellers were

about in nunbers, as guards from caravans and sailors in

fromnmonths at sea were out in force, seeking whatever

pl easures gold could buy. A band of rowdy fighting nen,

nmercenaries by their | ook, pushed across the street,

obvi ously working on a heroic drunk, yelling and | aughing.

One bunped agai nst Laurie's horse and, in a display

of nmock anger, shouted, "Here now. Watch where you're

pointing that beastie. Shall | teach you manners?' He faigned pulling his
sword, to the delight of those with

him Laurie laughed along with the nman as Martin,



Arut ha, and Jinmy kept an eye on potential trouble.

"Sorry, friend,' said the singer. The man nade a hal fgri nace,
hal f -1 augh as he again notioned as if to draw his

swor d.

Anot her fromthe nercenary band pushed hi mroughly

asside and said, 'Go have a drink,' to his conpanion.
Smiling up at Laurie, he said, 'Still can't ride any better
than you can sing, Laurie?

Laurie was off his nount instantly and enbraced the

man in a bear hug. "Roald, you son of a whorenonger!’

They exchanged backsl aps and hugs, then Laurie presented
the man to the others. 'This black heart is Roald,

a friend since boyhood and nore than once a conpani on

on the road. H's father owned the farmnext to ny
father's. '

the man | aughed. ' And our fathers threw the both of

us out of honme on al nost the sanme day. '

Laurie introduced Martin and Ji my, but when he reached
Arut ha used the agreed-upon nane of Arthur.

' Pl eased to know your friends, Laurie,' said the

nercenary.

Lauri e cast a quick glance about. 'W're bl ocking the

road. Let's find | odgings.'

"i"mstaying at the inn next street over. It's alnost civilized.'
He waved a hand for themto follow

Jimy spurred his horse forward and kept an eye on

the friend of the singer, studying the nman with

a professional eye. He had all the earmarks of a seasoned

nmer cenary, one who had been earning a living with his

sword enough to be considered an expert by dint of

his still being alive. Jimy glinpsed Martin | ooki ng rearward and
wondered if the Hadati still stal ked them

The inn was called the Northerner, respectabl e enough

for a place so near the docks. A stableboy roused hinself
froma sorry-1ooking meal to take their horses. Roald
said, 'Keep themwell, lad.' The boy obviously knew him
Martin tossed the boy a silver coin.

Ji my wat ched the boy catch the coin in mdair, and

as he gave over his horse's reins, he placed the thunmb of
his right hand between fore- and middle fingers, so the
boy could see. A flash of recognition passed between

t hem and the boy gave Jimy a curt nod.

When they were inside, Roald signalled for the serving
girl to bring ale as he pointed to a table in the corner
near the door to the stable yard and away fromthe

normal Row of custoners. Pulling out a chair for hinself,
Roal d di scarded his heavy | eather gauntlets as he sat. He
spoke just |oud enough for those at the table to hear
"Laurie, last time | saw you was what? Six years ago?'
You went riding off with a LaMutian patrol to | ook for
Tsurani to wite songs about. Now here you are with' he
indicated Jimmy - 'this short thief here.'

Jimy grinmaced. 'Hi ghsign?

'Hi ghsign,' agreed Roald. Wen the others | ooked
confused, Roald said, 'This lad Jinmy gave the stabl eboy
a sign so the local thieves will keep hands off his kick
Tells thema thief fromanother city is in town and
respecting the conventions and shoul d have the courtesy



returned. Right?" Jimy nodded appreciatively. "Right. It tells theml

won't . . . work without their |eave. Keeps things civilized.
The boy will pass the word.'
Quietly Arutha said, How did you know?'
"i"'mno outlaw, but I"'mno saint either. Over the years
I'"ve kept all nmanner of conpany. Mstly I'ma sinple
fighting man. Up to a year ago | was a nercenary in the
Yabonese Free Levies. Fought for King and country for a
silver piece a day and all "that.' Hi s eyes got a distant

| ook. "We'd been on and off the line for seven years. O
the [ ads who signed aboard with our captain that first
year, one in five was left. Each winter we'd stay in LaMit
and our captain would go out recruiting. Each spring
we'd return to the front with fewer men.' Hi s eyes
wavered to the ale before him 'i've fought against bandits
and outl aws, renegades of all stripe. | served marine duty
on a warship hunting pirates. | stood at Cutter's Gap
where fewer than thirty of us held back two hundred
goblins for three days until Brian, Lord Highcastle, could
cone and fetch us out. But | never thought 1'd live to see
the day the bl oody Tsurani would quit. No," he said, "it's
glad I amto be standing guard on piddly little caravans
the hungriest outlaw in the | and wouldn't bother with.

My bi ggest problemthese days is keepi ng awake.' The
nmercenary smled. 'OF all ny old friends, you were the
best, Laurie. 1'd trust you with my life, if not my wonen
or noney. Let's hoist a round for old tines' sake, then
we can start telling lies.'

arutha |iked the openness of the fighter. The serving

girl brought another round, and Roal d paid, over

Laurie's protest. "I'min this very day with a great creaking
caravan fromthe Free Cities. My nouth is caked with a month'S
worth of road dust, and I'Il only waste nmy gold

sooner or later. It mght as well be now'

Martin |laughed and said, "Only the first, friend Roald.
The rest are our pleasure.’

Jimy said, "Have you seen a Hadati hillman around?

Rol ed waved his hand. "They're around. Anyone in
particul ar?"

Martin said, "Green and black tartin on his plaid, white
paint on his face."

Rol ed said, "Geen and black's a far northwest clan,
couldn't say which. But the white paint . . .' He and
Lauri e exchanged gl ances.

Martin said, "Wat?

Laurie said, "He's on a Bl oodquest.'

Roal d said, 'A personal mssion. Some matter of clan
honour or another. And let nme tell you, honour's no joke
to a Hadati. They're as intractable about it as those
damm Tsurani up in LaMut. Maybe he has to avenge a

wr ongdoi ng, or pay back a debt for his tribe, but whatever
it is, only a fool would get in the way of a Hadati on
Bl oodquest. They tend to be a forward ot with a sword.'
Roal d finished his drink and Arutha said, '"if you wll
join us, let's share a neal.'

The fighter smiled at that. "In truth, I am hungry.

The call was given and soon the food was served, and
conversation turned to an exchange of histories between
Laurie and Roald. Roald had listened raptly while Laurie



recounted his adventures during the R ftwar, though he
left out his involverment with the royal famly and the
news he was to wed the King's sister. The mercenary's
nmout h hung open. 'i've never known a singer not given

to overboasting, and you're the worst |I've known, LaUrie,
but that tale is so outlandish | believe what you've said,
It's incredible.' Laurie |ooked stung. 'COverboast? Me?

Wil e they ate, the innkeeper came over and said to

Laurie, 'l see you to be a singer.' Laurie had brought

along his lute, a nearly instinctive habit. 'WII you honour
this house with your songs?'

Arut ha | ooked ready to object, but Laurie said, 'O

course.' To Arutha he said, 'We can |eave later, Arthur

I n Yabon, even when a singer pays for his meals, it is
expected he will sing when asked. | build accounts. If |
pass this way, | can sing and eat even if | have no noney."
He crossed to a dais in the corner near the front door to
the inn and sat upon a stool. He tuned his lute until the
pitch of each string was correct, then began his song. It
was a conmmon tune, sung in all parts of the Kingdom and
known by all who sang in al ehouses and inns. It was a
favourite of those who |istened. The nel ody was pl easant,
but the words were mawki sh.

Arut ha shook his head. 'That's awful .’

. The others |l aughed. "True,' said Roald, 'but they like
it," indicating the crowd.

Jimy said, "Laurie plays what is popular, not always
what is good. That way he eats.'

Laurie finished to a loud round of applause and began
another song. It was a bright, ribald charity, sung by
sail ors throughout the Bitter Sea, telling of a drunken
seaman' s encounter with a nmermaid. A group of sailors
just off a ship set up a cl appi ng acconpani nent to the
song, and one took out a sinple wooden pipe and pl ayed

a clever countermnelody. As the rowdy nood of the room

i ncreased, Laurie slipped into another bawdy charity
regardi ng what occupies the captain's wife while her
husband is out to sea. The sailors cheered at this, and the
ONe with the pipe danced before the bar while he played.
As the festive feeling in the roomincreased, the front

' door opened and three nen entered. Ji my watched

them as they slowy nade their way through the room

and said, 'Uh oh, trouble.’

Martin | ooked to where Jinmy was watching. "You
know t hen®"'

it.'

the; ~~ man in question was the obvious | eader of the

group. He was a tall, "red-bearded fighter, a barrel-chested
nmercenary who had |l et nost of his powerful franme run to

fat. He wore two dirks but was otherw se unarned. His

| eather jerkin barely closed over his gut. The two behind
him .l ooked like fighting nen. One was arnmed with a

variety of knives, varying froma tiny stiletto to a |ong
dagger. The other wore a long hunting knife at his belt.

The red-bearded man | ed his conpani ons towards

Arut ha's table, speaking rudely as he pushed all aside

no, but | recognize the type. It's the big one in front that'l

start



who bl ocked his way. Hi s manner wasn't entirely

unfriendly, for he exchanged | oud, coarse jokes with
several men in the inn who obviously knew him Soon all
three stood before Arutha's table. Looking at the four
seated there, the red-bearded man let a grin spread slowy
across his face. 'You sit at ny table.' H's accent betrayed
himas being fromone of the southern Free Cties.

He | eant forward, fists on the table between the plates

of food, and said, "You are strangers. | forgive you.'
Jimy's nmouth dropped open and he instinctively pulled
away, for the man's breath betrayed a day al ready spent
drinking and teeth long gone to rot. 'if you were Ylithnen,
you' d know when Longly is in town, every night he

sits at this table in the Northerner. Leave now, and

won't kill you dead.' Wth that' he threw back his head

and | aughed. Jinmy was the first on his feet, saying, 'W didn't

know, sir.' He sniled weakly as the others exchanged

gl ances. Arutha indicated he wished to quit the table and
avoid trouble. Jimy made a show of being scared to

death of the fat fighter. '"W'Ill find another table.’

The man called Longly grabbed Jimy's | eft arm above

the elbow. "This is pretty boy, no? He |aughed and

| ooked at his conpanions. 'Or maybe it's girl, dressed
like boy, he's so pretty.' He | aughed again, then | ooked
at Roald. "This boy your friend? O is he pet?

Arut ha reached across the table and put his hand upon

the man's arm LlLet the boy go.'

Jimy's eyes rolled heavenwards as he said, "I w sh

you hadn't said that.' Longly swung a backhanded bl ow at Arutha with his

hand, knocki ng the Prince backwards.

Roal d and Martin exchanged resigned | ooks as Ji nmy

quickly raised his right leg so he could reach the dirk in
his right boot top. Before anyone could nove, Jinmy

had the point of the dirk placed firmy in Longly's ribs. "I
think you'd better find another table, friend.'

The huge nman | ooked down at the thief, who barely

reached his chin, then at the dagger. Wth a roaring

| augh, he said, "Little fellow, you are very funny.' Hs free
hand shot out and gripped Jimy's wist w th unexpected
speed. Wth slight effort, he forced the dirk away.

Jimy's face becane beaded with sweat as he struggl ed

to escape the vicelike grip of the red-bearded man. In the
corner Laurie sang on, ignorant of what was occurring at

his friends' table. Ohers nearby, used to the activities of
a seaport inn, were making room for inpending trouble.
Arutha sat on the floor, still groggy fromthe blow, then
reached down and | oosened his rapier in his scabbard.

Roal d nodded to Martin and both slowy stood, making

a show of not pulling weapons. Roald said, 'Look, friend,

we nean no harm Had we known this to be your usua

table, we'd have stayed clear. We'll find another. Let the
boy go.

The man threw back his head and | aughed. gila! |

think I keep him | know fat Quegan trader give ne a

hundred gold for a boy so pretty." Wth a sudden scow
he | ooked about the table, then his gaze | ocked on Roal d.
"you go. The boy will say he's sorry for poking Longly in
ribs, then maybe I et himgo. O maybe to fat Quegan



he goes.
Arutha slowy rose. It was difficult to know if Longly
was seriously intending trouble, but after being struck,
Arut ha was not about to give the man the benefit of the
doubt. The | ocal s obviously knew Longly, and if he was

i ntendi ng sonme sinple brawing and Arutha was first

to pull steel, he could bring down their wath. The fat
man's two conpani ons | ooked on cautiously.

Roal d exchanged anot her glance with Martin and raised

his flagon as if to finish his ale. Wth a sudden jerk he
tossed the contents of the nmug into Longly's face, then
backhanded the knife bearer in the side of the head

with the pewter ale jack. The slender nman's eyes rolled
upwards as he slunped to the floor. The third man was

di stracted by Roal d's sudden nove and didn't see Martin's
fist as the Duke unl oaded a thundering bl ow, knocking

| ongl y' s conpani on backwards over another table. Wth

t he sudden action, nmore prudent custonmers began a quick
exit fromthe inn. Laurie stopped playing and stood up

on the dais to see what the probl em was.

One of the barmen, not interested in who was responsible
for trouble, sprang over the bar and | anded atop the

near est conbatant, who happened to be Martin. Longly

held fast to Jimy's wist, wiping ale fromhis own face.
Laurie carefully put down his lute and with a running
junp leapt fromthe dais to a tabletop and vaulted onto
Longly's back. Wapping his arns around the |arge man's

t hroat, he began choking him Longly rocked forward under the inpact,
t hen regained his balance while Laurie clung to him Ilgnoring the singer
he | ooked at Roald, who was ready to fight. 'You should
not have thrown ale on Longly. Now |I'm ned."

Jimy's face was turning white fromthe pain of the

large man's grip. Laurie said, "Sonmebody help ne. This
giant's got a tree trunk for a neck!'’

Arut ha sprang to his right just as Roald struck Longly

in the face. The |large man blinked, then, with an insol ent
toss, threw Jimry into Roal d, knocking the mercenary

into Arutha. All three went down in a heap. Wth his

ot her hand he reached back over his shoul der and grabbed
Laurie by the tunic. He flipped the singer overhead,
tumbling himover the table. The table | eg nearest Jinmy
col l apsed and Laurie rolled off into Roald and Arutha as
they struggled to rise.

Martin had been grappling with the barman and

finished off the encounter by tossing himback over the
bar. He then reached out and seized Longly by the

shoul der, turning him The red-bearded nan's eyes

seened to light at finding an opponent worthy of his
nettle. At four inches over six feet, Martin was taller,

t hough gi ving up pounds to Longly in bulk. Longly's

voi ce sounded in a gl eeful shout as he reached out and
grabbed at Martin. Instantly they were in a westlers'
hol d, each with his hand around the back of the other's
neck, opposite hand holding the other's wist. For a |ong
nmonent they swayed, then noved slightly as each sought

a better advantage for a throw

Lauri e sat up, shaking his head. '"it's not human.'
Suddenly he realized he was sitting on Roald and Arutha
and began di sentangling hinself.

Jimy got to his feet, wobbling as he stood. Laurie



| ooked up at the boy as Arutha stood up. 'What were

you trying to acconplish by pulling that dirk? Laurie
asked the thief. "Get us killed?

Jimy | ooked angrily to where the two big nen

struggl ed for advantage. "Nobody tal ks about ne that
way. |'mno fop's delight.'

Laurie said, 'Don't take things so personally.' He
Started to rise. 'He just wants to play.' Laurie's knees
buckl ed and he had to grab Jimy to keep his feet. "I

t hi nk. '

Longly was giving out a strange assortnent of grunts as
he strove against Martin, while the Duke renained silent.
martin | eaned forward, countering Longly's larger bulk
with greater height. What had started as a possible

bl oodl etting had settled into a passably friendly westling
contest, albeit a rough one. Longly suddenly pulled back
but Martin sinply foll owed the nove, releasing his hold
on Longly's neck but holding on to his wist. In a single
nove he was behind the heavy man, hol ding Longly's

armin a painful position behind his head The fat man
grimaced as Martin put pressure on the hold, slowy

forcing himto his knees.

Laurie helped Roled to his feet as the mercenary shook
his head, trying to gather his wits. \Wen his vision had
cl eared, he studied the contest. He said to Laurie, 'That
can't be very confortable.’

Jimy said, 'l expect that's why his face is turning
purple."”

Rol ed started to sPeak to Jimy, but something caused

his head to turn suddenly towards Arutha. Jimy and
Laurie followed his gaze and their eyes w dened.

Arut ha, seeing all three staring at him spun. A bl ackcl oaked
figure had managed to approach the table silently

while the brawl was in progress. He stood stiffly behind
Arut ha, a dagger in his right hand poised to strike. The
man's eyes stared forwards and his nouth nmoved silently.
Arut ha's hand shot out, knocking aside the dagger, but
his eyes studied the figure behind the black-clad man.
The Hadati warrior Jimy and Martin had seen at the

gate was poi sed, sword ready for another blow He had
struck silently at the assassin from behind, preventing a
successful attack on the Prince. As the dying man coll apsed,
the Hadati quickly put up his slender sword and

said, 'Cone, there are others.’

Ji my quickly exam ned the dead man and held up an

ebony hawk on a chain. Arutha turned to Martin and

said, "Martin, nighthawks! Finish it!'

Martin nodded to his brother, then, with a wenching

nmoverent that al nost dislocated Longly's shoul der,

drove himto his knees. Longly | ooked upwards at Martin,

then closed his eyes in resignation as the Duke raised his

right hand. Halting his strike, Martin said, 'Wat use?

and shoved Longly forward. The |arge man fell face downwards on the floor
and

then sat up, rubbing at his painful shoul der

"Huh!" he | aughed loudly. 'You cone back sometinme, big hunter

You give Longly good thrashing, by gods!'



They raced out of the inn to the stables. The stabl eboy
nearly fainted at the sight of all these arned nmen running
towards him Arutha said, 'VWere are our horses? The

boy pointed towards the rear of the stable.

Martin said, "They'll not stand up to a long run tonight."'
Seeing other mounts, fresh and fed, Arutha said, 'Who
owns t hese?'

The boy said, (My master, sir. But they are to be sold

at auction next week.'

Arut ha signalled for the others to saddle the fresh
mounts. The boy's eyes teared as he said, "Please, sir,
don't kill me.’

Arutha said, 'W'll not kill you, boy.'

The boy cowered away while the animals were saddl ed.

The Hadati took a saddl e from what was obviously the
inn"s supply of tack and made a sixth horse ready. Arutha
mount ed and tossed a pouch at the boy. "Here, tell your
master to , sell our nounts and nake up the difference
fromwhat's in the bag. Keep sonething for yourself.'

When all were ready, they rode fromthe stable,

t hrough the gates of the inn courtyard, and down a

narrow street. If an alarmwas going out, the city gates
woul d soon be closed. A death in a bar brawl was a

chancy thing. They could be pursued or not, depending
upon which officer of the city watch was on duty that

ni ght, as nuch as for any other cause. Arutha decided to
take no chances and they raced for the city's western
gate.

' The city guards barely took notice when the six horsenen
gal | oped past and di sappeared down the hi ghway

towards the Free Cities. No alarm had been sounded.

Down the road they flew, until the lights of Ylith were

a distant glow in the night behind them Then Arutha

gave the signal to rein in.

He turned to the Hadati. 'We must speak.'

They di smounted and Martin led themto a small gl ade

some distance fromthe road. As Jinmy tethered the

horses, Arutha said "Wo are you?"

"I am Baru, called the serpent-slayer,’
the hill man.

Laurie said, 'That is a name of power.' He exPl ai ned

to Arutha, "to earn his name, Baru killed a wyvern.'
Arutha | ooked at Martin, who inclined his head in

respect. 'To hunt dragonkind takes courage, strength of
arm and luck.' Wverns were first cousins to dragons

The difference was mainly of size. To face one was to

face rage and tal ons, speed and fangs, twelve feet high at
t he shoul der.

the haddati smiled for the first tine. 'You are a hunter
as your bow procl ainms, Duke Martin.' At this Roald's

eyes wi dened. "Mstly, it takes luck."

Rol ed stared at Martin. "Duke Martin." He then

| ooked at Arutha. "Then you'd be . . ."

The Hadati said, 'He is Prince Arutha, son of Lord

Borric and brother to our king. Did you not know?

Roal d sat back silently shaking his head in an enphatic no.
no. He | ooked at Laurie. this is the first tine you' ve
ever told only part of a story.'

Laurie said, 'it's a long one and even stranger than the
other.' He said to Baru, "I see you are a northerner, but I

answer ed



do not know your clan.'

The Hadati fingered his plaid. 'This signifies |I am of
Ordwinson's family of the Iron Hlls Can. My people

live near the place you city nen call Lake of the Sky.'
"you Bl oodquest ?

He indicated the rolled scarf about his forehead. 'l

quest. | am Wayfinder.'

"ah, Hi ghness.' Roald said, 'He's a sort of holy man."
Laurie said, 'A consecrated warrior. The scarf contains
the nanes of all his ancestors. They can have no rest

until he finishes his mssion. He's taken a vow to conplete
t he Bl oodquest or die.'

' How do you know ne?' asked Arut ha.

"I saw you on your way to the peace conference with

the Tsurani at the end of the war. There is little about
those days any of my clan will forget.' He |ooked into the
fire. "Wen our King called to us, we came to fight the
Tsurani, and for nine years and nore we did so. They

were strong foenmen, willing to die for honour, men who
understood their place on the Weel. It was a worthy
struggl e.

"Then, in the spring of the last year of the war, the
Tsurani came in great nunber. For three days and nights
we fought, surrendering ground at great cost to the
Tsurani. On the third day we who came fromthe Iron
H1ls were surrounded. Every fighting nman of the Iron
H1ls Can was nunbered anong those who stood at bay.

To a man we shoul d have di ed, save that Lord Borric saw
us inperilled. Had not your father sortied to save us, our
nanes woul d be but whi spers upon yesterday's w nd.'
Arutha recalled that Lyams letter about his father's
death had nentioned Hadati. "Wat has my father's death
to do with nme?

Baru shrugged. 'I don't know. | was seeki ng know edge

at the gate. Many pass there, and | was aski ng questions
to aid my quest. Then |I saw you pass. | thought it would
be interesting to discover why the Prince of Krondor
woul d enter one of his own cities as a common fighter. It
woul d hel p pass the tine while | sought information

Then the assassin cane, and | couldn't stand idly by and
wat ch hi m sl aughter you. Your father saved the manhood

of my people. | saved your life. Perhaps that pays a debt
in part. Wio can know how t he Weel turns?'

Arutha said, 'At the inn you said there were others?

' The man who tried to kill you followed you into the

i nn, watched you for a nmoment, then returned outside.
There he spoke to a street boy, giving himnoney, and
the boy ran off. He saw the three who fought with you
and stopped them before they could pass. | heard nothing
that was said, but he pointed to the inn and the three
entered.’

Arut ha said, 'Then the fight was staged.'

Ji my, who had finished with the horses, said, 'Mre
likely he knew longly's tenper and nade sure he knew
some strangers were at his usual table, in case they were
headi ng sonewhere el se and m ght niss us.'

Laurie said, "He might have wanted to keep us busy

until others arrived, then saw what he thought was too
good a chance to miss."

Arut ha said, "Had you not been there, Baru, it would



have been too good a chance to miss.'
The Hadati took this as thanks and said, "There is no
debt. As | said, it may be | who am paying off a debt.'

Roal d said, 'Well then, | guess you' ve sorted everything
out. I'lIl be off for Ylith.'

Arut ha exchanged gl ances with Laurie. The minstre

said, 'Roald, old friend, | think you should change your
pl ans.

"What ?"

"Well, should you have been noticed with the prince

which seenms likely , as there were thirty or forty people in
the inn when the brawl broke out, those who are | ooking
for himmay decide to ask you where we're bound.'

Wth fal se bravado Roald said, 'Just let themtry.
Martin said, 'W'd rather not. They can be determ ned.
I've had dealings with noredhel before, and they I|ack
Rol d's eyes w dened. "the Brotherhood of the Dark path?"
Martin nodded and Laurie said, 'Besides, you're presently at liberty.
"Which is how!l plan to stay.'

Arutha tried a sterner stand. "You'd say no to your
Prince?

"No di srespect Intended, Hi ghness, but I"'ma free man
not in your service and |'ve broken no | aws. You have no
aut hority over nme.'

"Look,' said Laurie, "there's a likelihood these assassins
are going to | ook hard for anyone seen with us. And even
t hough you're as tough a boot as |I've known, |'ve seen
what they can do and |I'd not risk being taken al one by
them' Roald' s resolve seenmed unshaken

Martin said, 'W could certainly find some reward for
service.'

Roal d, visibly brightening, said, "How nuch?

Arutha replied, 'Stay until we conplete' our quest and
"Il pay you . . . a hundred gol den sovereigns.'

Wthout hesitation Roald said, 'Done!' it was easily
four nonths' wages for even a seasoned caravan guard.
Arut ha then | ooked at Baru. 'You spoke of needing

i nformation. Can we aid your Bl oodquest?

"Perhaps. | seek to find one of those you know as the

Br ot her hood of the Dark Path.'

Martin raised an eyebrow at Arutha. 'Wat have you

to do with the noredhel ?

"I seek a large noredhel of the Yabon hills, who wears

a topknot, so' - he pantom nmed a horsetail of hair - 'and
three scars upon each cheek. | have been told he has

cone to the south on sone black mission. | had hoped to
hear of himfromtravellers, for one like that will stand
out among the noredhel of the south.'

Arutha said, 'if he has no tongue, then he attacked us

on our way to Sarth.'

"That is him' said Baru. 'The tongueless one is called Nurad. He is a
chieftain of the dan Raven noredhel, bl ood enem es of ny people since the
dawn of tinme. even his own people fear him The scars upon his face speak
of pacts with dark powers, though little beyond that is known. He has not
been seen in years, since before the R ftwar when noredhel nopss-troopers
rai ded across the hill borders of Yabon. "He is the cause of the

Bl oodquest. He was seen again two nonths ago when he |l ed a band of

bl ack-arnmoured warriors past one of our villages. For no good reason he
paused | ong enough to destroy the village, burning every building and
killing everyone there except the herdsboy who described himto ne. It was



my village.'" Wth an al nost resigned sigh he said, 'if he was near
then there I must go next. This noredhel has lived too long.'

Arut ha nodded to Laurie, who said, 'Actually, Baru, if

you stay with us, he'll nost likely cone |ooking for you.'

Baru | ooked quizzically at the Prince, and Arutha told

hi m of Murmandamus and his servants and the quest for

Anita's cure. Wen he had finished, the Hadati grinned and there
was no humour in it. "Then |I shall take service with you,

H ghness, if you will accept nme, for fate has thrown us
together. You are hunted by ny enenmy and | will have
his head before he can have yours.'

'Cood,' said Arutha. "You will be welconme, for we

foll ow a dangerous road."'

Martin stiffened, and in alnost the sane instant Baru
was conming to his feet, noving towards the trees behind
the Duke. Martin signalled for silence, and before the
others could nove, he vanished into the trees, a step
behi nd the hillman. The others began to nove unti

Arut ha notioned for themto hold. As they stood notionl ess
in the dark, they heard what had alerted Martin and

the Hadati. Echoing through the night was the sound of
riders coming down the road fromYlith.

Long m nutes passed, then the sound of hoofbeats
passed, headi ng southwest. A few nore minutes after
martin and Baru reappeared. Mar'tin whispered, "riders,
a dozen or nore, nmoving down the road as if there were
denons comi ng behind.’

"Bl ack arnmour?' asked Arut ha.

Martin said, "No, these were human, and hard to see in
the dark, but | judge thema rough crew.'

"The Ni ght hawks coul d have hired extra bashers if they
needed. Ylith's that sort of town,' Laurie said.

Ji my agreed. 'Maybe only one or two were Ni ghthawks,
but hired knives kill as quickly as any others.'

Baru said, "They head towards the Free Cities.'

"They'l|l be back,' said Roald. Arutha turned to | ook at
the nercenary in the gloom barely seeing his face in the
faint noonlight. 'Your Baron Tal anque has a new custons
shed five mles down the road. My caravan passed it this
afternoon. Seens there's been sone new snuggling from
Natel of late. They'll found out fromthe guards no-one
passed this night, and they'll be back."

"then,' said Arutha, 'we nmust be away. The question is

how we reach El vandar. | planned on travelling the road
NOth to Yabon, then going west.'
Roal d said, "FromYlith north you'll neet sone who

know you fromthe war, H ghness. Especially around
Lavut. Had | any wits about me, |I'd have figured it out
after a while.

' Then whi ch way?' asked the Prince.

Martin said, 'W could head straight west from here,
take the South Pass, and run the Grey Towers along the
western face through the GreenHeart. It's dangerous,
But . . ."

Arut ha said, 'But goblins and trolls are known eneni es.
it is howwe shall travel. Now let's be off.’

They nmounted and noved out, Martin in the |ead.

Slow y they wended their way through the dark and sil ent
forests, hgeadi ng west.

Arutha hid his anger, forcing it down within.

Sart h,



The uneventful trip fromSarth to Ylith had

lulled him making himforget for a while what dangers

exi sted. But the anmbush at the in

and the pursuing riders had turned his awareness back to the dangers.
Mur mandanus and his agents m ght have been denied

their magic nmeans of finding him but they still had a net
out, one that had nearly caught him

Jimy rode last in line, and he watched behind for a
whi l e, hoping not to see signs of followers. Soon sight of
the road was lost in the darkness, and the boy returned
his attention to Roald's and Laurie's backs, the only

t hi ngs he coul d see before him

13
St ar dock

The wi nd whi pped the water to white foam

Gardan | ooked at the distant shore of Stardock, w shing

he could ride to the acadeny instead of trusting fate to

keep a barge right side up. Still, it was on an island. He

had endured sea voyages before, but despite a lifetine

living in a seaport he hated travelling over water, though

he woul d never openly admt as much.

They had | eft Krondor by ship, travelling down the

coast until they entered the narrows between the Bitter

Sea and the Sea of Dreans, which was nore of a giant

saltwater |ake than a true sea. At Shamata they had

commandeered horses and followed the river Dawlin to

its source, the Great Star Lake. Now they stood waiting

for the barge to put in. It was poled by two men in sinple

tunics and trousers, |ocal peasants by the | ook of them

In a noment Gardan, Brother Dominic, Kasum, and six

Tsurani guards woul d step aboard and be poled to Stardock

I sland, alnost a nmile away. Gardan shivered in the unseasonably

cool air. It was

spring, but the late afternoon air had none of the warnth

expected at this time of year. 'I'mthe fugitive froma hot

| and, Captain,' said Kasum wth a chuckle.

Gardan's voice had little humour in it as he replied,

"No, it is cold here, but there's something else. I've felt

not hi ng but dark foreboding since | eaving the Prince.’

Brot her Domi nic said nothing, but his expression showed

he shared the feeling.

, Kasumi nodded. He had stayed in Krondor to guard

the King, and when Arutha's nessages arrived he had
accepted Lyam s charge to acconpany Gardan and the

| shapi an monk to ' Stardock. Besides his desire to visit

Pug again, there had been sonething in Lyam s orders

that made hi m believe the King counted the nonk's safe

arrival at Stardock vital

The barge put in to shore and one of the two bargenen

stepped ashore. 'We'll have to nake two trips to carry

the horses sir,' he said.

Kasum , who was senior, said, "That will be fine.' He

i ndicated five of his men and said, "These will go first, we
will follow'

Gar dan sai d not hi ng about goi ng second, he had no
desire to rush the conmng ordeal. The five Tsurani |ed
their aninmals aboard and took up position silently. \Watever



t hey m ght think about journeying on the wallow ng

barge, they maintained their stoic demeanour

The barge put out, and Gardan watched quietly. Save

for faint signs of activity on the far island, the southern
shore of the Great Star Lake was deserted. Wiy, wondered
Gardan, would anyone choose to' live in such

i sol ati on? Legend had it a star fell fromthe sky, creating
the [ ake. But whatever the |ake's origins, no community

had ever arisen upon its shores.

The [ one remai ning Tsurani guard said something in

his own | anguage to Kasuni, pointing to the northeast.
Kazum | ooked where the man poi nt ed.

Gardan and Domninic | ooked as well. In the distance,

close to the horizon and com ng before the approaching

ni ght, several wi nged figures could be seen gliding swiftly
towards them 'Wat are they?' asked Kasum . 'Those

are the biggest birds |I've seen on your world so far. They
appear to be nearly man-sized."'

Gar dan squi nted. Suddenly Domi nic shouted, 'Ishap's

grace! everyone back to shore

The bargenen | ooked back from'where they were

Maki ng sl ow, steady progress. Seeing Gardan and the

ot hers draw weapons, they quickly pushed back for |and.

The approaching figures could now be seen as they raced
towards the party on shore. One of the boatmen cried

out in fear and prayed to Dala for protection

The nude creatures were grotesquely human-shaped,

mal e, with blue skins and powerfully muscled torsos.

Shoul der and chest rnuscles flexed as giant batli ke w ngs
beat the air. Their heads resenbl ed those of hairless
nmonkeys, and each waved a | ong, prehensile tail. Gardan
counted: there were an even dozen of them Wth inpossibly
hi gh shrieks, they dived straight at the party on

shore. As his horse bolted, Gardan lunged to one side, barely

avoi di ng the outstretched claws of one of the creatures.

A scream sounded behi nd, and Gardan glinpsed one of

t he bargenen being carried aloft by a creature. It hovered
for an instant with a powerful beat of its w ngs, holding
the man by the neck. Wth a contenptuous cry it ripped

out the bargeman's throat and dropped him In a spray of

bl ood, the man fell to the water

Gardan struck out at one of the creatures, which sought

to grab himin the same manner. The bl ade struck it
squarely in the face, but the creature only withdrew with
a back beat of its wings. There was no apparent nmark

upon it where the sword had struck. It grimced, shook

its head, then |aunched another attack. Gardan fell back
focusing his entire concentration on the creature's outstretched
hands. Very humanli ke fingers ending in |ong

tal ons raked across the steel of his blade as he parried.
The captain w shed his horse had stood | ong enough for
himto retrieve his shield.

"What manner of beings are these?' Kasum shouted as

t he barge got cl ose enough for the five Tsurani to leap for
the shore.

Dom nic's voice coul d be heard sonmewhere behind.

'They are el enental creatures, fashioned by black arts.

Qur weapons have no eHect.'



The Tsurani seened unperturbed despite that fact,

attacking the creatures as they would any eneny, with no
hesitation. Wiile the blows received did no damage to the
creatures, they obviously inflicted pain, for the Tsurani's
onsl aught caused the creatures to w thdraw and hover for

a nonent.

Gardan | ooked and found Kasum and Dominic close

by. They both had shields' and stood at the ready. Then
the creatures were on them again. A soldier screaned

and Gardan caught a glinpse of a Tsurani falling nearby.
Gardan saw Kasum avoid the rush of two of the

creatures, using sword, shield, and agility to good advant age.
But the captain knew there was no hope of survival

for it would be only a matter of time before they tired
and sl owed. The creatures showed no sign of fatigue and
were attacking with as rmuch fury as when they arrived.

Dom nic | ashed out with his mace, and a creature

war bl ed a hi gh-pitched note of pain. If weapons could

not cut the magically constructed hide, then at |east they
coul d break bones. The creature fluttered in a circle,
trying desperately to stay aloft, but slowy it approached
the ground. Fromthe way one wing lanely flapped, it

was obvi ous Dominic had broken its shoul der

Gar dan dodged anot her attack and danced to one side.

Behind the two creatures attacking himhe saw the

wounded one touch the ground. As soon as its feet nade
contact with the earth, the creature enmitted an earsplitting
how of pain and burst into a shower of sparkling

energies. Wth a flash, near-blinding in the evening

gloom it vanished, |eaving only a snoking patch on the
ground. Doninic shouted, 'They are elementals of the

air! They cannot abi de the touch of earth!’

Gardan swng a m ghty overhand bl ow at the creature

on his right. The force of the blow drove the creature
downwards. It made the briefest contact with the earth,

but that was enough. Like the other, it exploded into
sparks. In panic, it reached out a hand and gripped the
trailing tail of the creature beside it, as if trying to pul
itself away fromthe destruction bel ow. The sparKking
energy travelled up the tail of the second creature and it,
t oo, was consuned.

Kasumi whirled about and saw that three of his six

men | ay dead. The creatures now nunbered nine, and

they swarned the remam ng fighters, though there was

now an el enent of caution in their approach. One

swooped down towards Doninic, who braced for the

attack. Instead of reaching out for the nonk, the el enental
beat backwards against the air, buHeting the cleric,
seeki ng to knock himdown. Gardan raced up behind the
creature, ducking to avoid claws reaching for him He

| unged forwards, barely keeping sword in hand, and

threw his arns about the dangling | egs of the creature
facing Dom nic. He hugged them cl ose, his face buried

agai nst the naked thigh of the thing. H s stomach churned
at the stench fromthe el enental's body, the odour of

thi ngs | ong dead and best buried. H s unexpected wei ght
pul l ed the thing downwards. It shrieked and beat its

wi ngs furiously, but it was off balance and Gardan pull ed
it to the ground. Like the others, it burst into sparks.
Gardan rolled away, feeling pain erupt along his arntS



and chest, where he had gripped the creature when it

expl oded: he had been burned in the process of destroying
it. He ignored the pain and felt a grow ng hope. Those

on the shore nunbered seven - Gardan, Kasum,

Dominic, three soldiers, and a boatman wi el ding a pol e and
the creatures were now only eight.

For a nonent the attacking el enentals chose to circle

over head, out of reach of the surviving soldiers' weapons.
As they began to peel off for a swooping attack, a

shi meri ng began a short di stance down the beach from

t he defenders. Gardan prayed to Tith, god of soldiers,

that it wasn't the arrival of another attacker. One nore
foe would surely tip the balance and overwhel mthem

Wth a flickering of Iight a man appeared upon the

beach, dressed in sinple black tunic and trousers. Gardan
and Kasum at once recogni zed Pug and shouted a warning

to him The magician calmy surveyed the situation

One' creature, seeing an unarned opponent, how ed with
mani acal gl ee and dived for him

Pug stood his ground, showi ng no defence. The diving
creature reached a point less than ten feet fromhim then
crashed into an invisible barrier. As if it had struck a
stone wall, the creature crunpled to the ground. It

vani shed i n another blinding flash.

Shrieks of panic sounded overhead, as the remaining
creatures now understood that here was a foe beyond

their powers to harm As one, the seven renaining
creatures turned and began a headl ong flight northwards.
Pug waved hi s hands and suddenly a blue fire danced

upon his upraised palns. He cast it after the fleeing
creatures. The sphere of blue fire sped after the elenental s
and caught up with themas they w nged furiously

over the water. Like a cloud of pulsating light, it envel oped
them Strangled cries of pain could be heard as the

el ementals contorted in mdair and fell twitching into the
| ake. As each touched the surface of the water, it erupted
into green flame, consumed as it vani shed under the
rippling surface of the | ake.

Gardan wat ched Pug as he approached the nearly
exhausted sol di ers. There was sonet hi ng unusual |y
sonmbre in Pug's expression and his gaze held a hint of
power Gardan had never seen before. Abruptly, Pug's
expression changed as he rel axed. H s face now | ooked
young, boyish in spite of his nearly twenty-six years of
age. Wth a sudden smile he said, "Welcone to Stardock
gent | enen.

Awarmfire filled the roomwith a cosy glow Gardan

and Dominic rested in large chairs set before the fireplace,
whi | e Kasunmi sat on cushions, Tsurani fashion

Kul gan dressed the captain's burns, fussing like a

not her over her idiot child. The two had known each

other for years at Crydee, well enough for Kulgan to take

a rough tone with the captain. "How you could be foolish
enough to grab on to one of those things - anyone knows

that contact with an elenmentally dependent creature when

it returns to a primal state involves the rel ease of energies,
nostly heat and light.'

Gardan, tired of being scolded, said, "Well, | didn't



know. Kasum, did you know? Dom nic?

Kasum sat |aughing as Donminic said, "As a matter of

fact, | did know.'

"You are no help at all, priest,' nuttered the captain.
"Kulgan, if you are done, can we eat? |'ve been snelling
that hot food for nearly an hour and it's close to making
me go nad.'

Pug | aughed, | eaning against the wall next to the

hearth. "Captain, it's nore like ten mnutes.'

They were sitting in a roomin the first floor of a |large

bui | di ng under construction. Kasum said, "I amglad the
King permtted me to visit your acadeny, Pug.'

"And | as well,' said Brother Dominic. "Wile we at

Sarth appreciate those copies of works you' ve forwarded

to us so far, we are still vague about what your plans are.
W seek to know nore.'

Pug said, 'I am pleased to host any who conme with the

| ove of learning, Brother Dominic. Perhaps sonmeday we
may cl ai mrepayment of our slight hospitality and visit
your fabled library.'’

Kul gan's head cane around at that. "I would be pl eased
to claimthat right, friend Domnic.'
"Anytime you call, you'll be welcone.",' answered the

nonk.

"Watch this one,' said Gardan with a tilt of his head
towar ds Kul gan. "Lose himin those underground vaults

and you'll never find him He's as passionate for books as
a bear for honey.'

A striking woman with dark hair and | arge, dark eyes
entered the room followed by two servants. Al carried
platters with food, and as she placed hers upon the |ong
table at the other end of the roomfrom where the nen
were gat hered, she said, 'Please, it is time for supper.’
Pug said, 'Brother Dominic, this is ny wife, Katala.'

The nonk nodded deferentially and said, 'My |ady.'

She snmiled at him "Please, Katala. W tend to the

i nformal here."’

The nonk again inclined his head as he canme to the

i ndicated chair. He turned at the sound of a door opening,
and for the first tine since the captain had net him the
monk' s conposure cracked. WIlliamcame hurrying into

the room the green-scal ed formof Fantus behind.

"Ishap's mercy! Is that a firedrake?

Wlliamran to where his father stood and hugged him
eyei ng the newconers cautiously. Kulgan said, 'This is
Fantus, lord of this estate. The rest of us live here by his
suf ferance, though he suffers WIllianms company best.'

The drake's gaze shifted to Kulgan for a nonment as if

he agreed totally.. Then his large rEd eyes returned to
contenpl ating the table and what lay upon it.

Pug said, '"WIlliam say hello to Kasum .'

Wlliam bowed his head slightly, smling. He spoke in

t he Tsurani tongue, and Kasum answered, |aughing.

Domi nic | ooked interested. Pug said, 'My son is fluent

in both the King's Tongue and the tsurani |anguage. My
wife and | keep himpractising both, for nmany of ny

works are in the Tsurani |anguage, That is one of the
problems | have in bringing the art of the Geater Path to
M dkemi a. Much of what | do is the result of how | think



and | think magic in the Tsurani |anguage. WIliam s going

to be a great help someday, aiding me in discovering

ways to do nagic in the King's Tongue so | can teach

those who |ive here.’

Katal a said, 'Gentlenmen, the food grows cold.'

"And my wife does not permit talking of magic at this

table,' said Pug. Kulgan snorted at this, and Katala said, 'If | did, these
two would hardly get a nouthful.’

Gardan noved with alacrity, despite his disconfort

saying, "I don't have to be warned nore than once.' He
sat down and i medi ately one of the servants began
filling his platter.

D nner proceeded pleasantly, with talk of small things.

As if the terrors of the day had vani shed with the night,
all nention of the grimevents that had brought Gardan
Dom ni ¢, and Kasum to Stardock were ignored. Nothing
about Arutha's quest, the threat of Mrnmandanus, or

the portent of the abbey was said. For a short tine no

di scord existed. For a brief hour, the world was a pl easant
place with old friends, and new guests, enjoying one

anot her's conpany.

Then WI1liamwas naking his good-nights. Dom nic

was struck by the resenbl ance between boy and not her

t hough his manner of noving and speaki ng was in open
imtation of his father. Fantus had been fed fromWIliams
pl ate and padded out of the room behind him

"I still can hardly credit my senses where that drake is

concerned,' said Domnic after they had left.

'"He's been Kulgan's pet as long as | can renenber,’

sai d Gardan.

Kul gan, who was lighting a pipe, said, "Ha~ No |onger

That boy and Fantus have been inseparabl e since the day

they met.'

Katal a said, 'There is sonething beyond the ordinary

with those two. At times | think they understand each

ot her .

Domi nic said, 'Lady Katala, there is little about this

pl ace which is not beyond the ordinary. This gathering

t oget her of magicians, this construction, that is al

extraordinary. '

Pug rose and led the others to the chairs near the fire.

cBut understand that upon Kel ewan, when | studied at

t he Assenbly, what you see aborning here was anci ent

and established. The brotherhood of magicians was an

accepted fact, as was the comon sharing of know edge.'
Kul gan puffed contentedly upon his pipe. cWich is as

it should be.’

Pug said, "W can discuss the rise of the acadeny

Stardock tonorrow, when | can show you our conmunity.
"Il read the nessages from Arutha and the Abbot tonight.
I know all that led up to Arutha's | eaving Krondor

Gardan. What occurred between there and' Sarth?'

The captain, who had been feeling drowsy, forced

hinsel f alert and quickly told of the events from Krondor

to Sarth. Brother Dom nic remained silent, since the

captain forgot nothing of significance. Then it was the

monk's turn, as he expl ai ned what he knew of the attack

upon t he abbey. Wen he had finished, Pug and Kul gan

asked several questions but withheld coment.

Pug said, 'The news you carry is cause for the deepest



concern. Still, the hour is late, and | think there are

ot hers upon this island who should be consulted. | suggest
we show these tired and sore gentlenen to their roomns

and begin discussions in earnest tonorrow.'

Gardan, who could feel a yawn beginning, stifled it and
nodded. Kasumi, Brother Domi nic, and the captain were
escorted fromthe room by Kul gan, who bade the others
good ni ght.

Pug left the fireside and crossed to a wi ndow, where he
stood watching the little moon's light reflecting off the
water as it peeked through the cloud cover. Katala cane
up behi nd her husband and her arns went around his

wai st .

"You are troubled by this news, husband.' It was a
statenent, not a question

"As always, you know ny mind.' He turned within the
circle of her arms and drew her' closer, snelling the
sweet ness of her hair 'as he kissed her cheek. "I had hoped
we would live out our lives with the building of this
academny and the raising of children our only concerns.'
She smled up at him dark eyes nmirroring the unending

| ove she felt for her man. 'Anong the Thuril we have a
saying."'Life is problens. Living is solving problens."
He smiled at this. She said, "Still, it is true. Wat do you
thi nk of the news Kasum and the others brought?'

"I do not know.' He stroked her brown hair. "Lately I
have felt a growi ng gnawi ng feeling inside. | have thought
it sinply worry over the progress we nake here in
buil di ng the acadeny, but it is nore than that. My nights
have been filled with dreans.’

"I know, Pug. | have seen you struggle in your sleep

You have yet to speak to me of them'

He | ooked at her. "I had no wish to trouble you, |ove. |

t hought them nmere ghosts of nenories fromthe tinmes of
trouble. But nowl. . . | amnot sure. One returns with
frequency, conming nore often lately. A voice in a dark

pl ace cries out to ne. It seeks ny aid, begs for help.'
She said nothing, for she knew her husband and woul d

wait until he was ready to share his feelings. Finally he
said, 'l know the voice, Katala. | have heard it before,
when the tine of troubles was full upon us at its npst
dreadful nmonment, when the outcone of the R ftwar hung

in the balance, when the fate of two worlds rested upon
nmy shoulders. It's Macros. It's his voice | hear.'

Kat al a shivered and hugged her husband cl ose. The

nane of Macros the Bl ack, whose library served as the
seed for this growi ng acadeny of nmgic, was one she

knew wel I . Macros was the nysterious sorcerer, neither

of the Greater Path |ike Pug, nor of the Lesser Path I|ike
Kul gan, but sonething else. He had lived | ong enough to
seem eternal and he could read the future. He had al ways
had a hand in the conduct of the R ftwar, playing sone
cosmic game with human lives for stakes only he understood.
He had rid M dkemi a of the rift, the mapc bridge

bet ween her own homewor!ld and her new one. She

nestled closer to Pug, her head on his chest. Mst of all
she knew why Pug was troubl ed. Macros was dead.

Gardan, Kasum , and Dominic stood at ground |evel



admring the work proceedi ng above. W rkers contracted

in Shamata were | aying course after course of stone,

buil ding up the high walls of the acadeny. Pug and

Kul gan stood nearby, inspecting the newest plans subnitted
by the Masterbuilder in charge of construction

Kul gan notioned for the newconers to join them "This

is all vital to us, so you will please indulge us a bit, |
trust,' said the stout mage. 'W have been at work for
only a few nonths and we are anxious to see the work

uni nterrupted. '

Gardan said, 'This building will be imense.'

"Twenty-five storeys tall, with several higher towers for
observing the heavens.'

Dominic said, 'That is incredible. Such a building could
house t housands.'

Kul gan's bl ue eyes sparkled nerrily. 'Fromwhat Pug

has told nme, it is but a part of what he knewin the Gty
of Magicians on the other world. There an entire city has
grown together into a single gigantic edifice. Wen we
have conpl'eted our work, years fromnow, we shall have
only one-twentieth part of that, or less. Still, there is room
to grow, if needs be. Sonmeday, perhaps, the acadeny may
cover this entire island of Stardock.'

The Masterbuilder left, and Pug said, "I amsorry for

the interruption, but some decisions needed to be nade.
Cone, let's continue the inspection.'

Fol l owi ng the wall, they rounded a corner to cone

upon a group of buildings |ooking |like nothing so nuch

as a small village. Here they could see men and wonen in
various manner of dress, Kingdom and Keshi an, noving
anong the buil dings. Several children played in a square
at the centre of the village. One of themwas WIIliam
Dom ni ¢ | ooked about and saw Fantus |ying near a

doorway in the sunlight, a short distance away. The
children were frantically trying to kick a ball fashioned of
rags bound in leather into a barrel. The gane seened
devoid of rules of conduct or play.

Domi ni c | aughed at the sight. "I used to play the sane
gane on Si xthdays when | was a boy.'

Pug smled. '"As did |I. Mich of what we plan has yet to

be i nmpl enented, so for the present the children's duties
are occasional things. They don't seemto mnd.'

"What is this place? asked Dom nic.

"For the time being, it is the home of our young
conmunity. The wi ng where Kulgan and ny fam |y have

our roons, as well as some instruction roons, is the only
part of the acadeny ready for use. It was the first section
conpl et ed, though construction still continues above on

t he upper floors. Those who travel to Stardock to learn
and serve at the acadeny live there, until nore quarters
can be nade ready in the main building.' He notioned

for themto follow himinto a | arge building that dom nated
the village. Wlliamleft the gane and tagged al ong

besi de his father. Pug placed his hand upon the boy's
shoul der. "How are your studies today?

The boy made a face. 'Not so good. | gave up today.
Not hi ng works as it should.'

Pug' s expression turned serious, but Kul gan gave WIIiam
a playful push back towards the gane. "Run al ong,

boy. Worry not, your father was equally hardheaded



when he was my student. It will come in tinme.'

pug half smiled. "Hardheaded?

Kul gan said, "Perhaps "sloww tted" would be a better

way to put it.'

Entering the door, Pug said, 'Until the day |I die

Kul gan wi Il make sport of ne.'

The building turned out to be a hollow shell. Its only
pur pose seened to be to house a large table running the
length of it. The only other feature of the roomwas a
hearth. The high ceiling was supported by rafter beans,
fromwhi ch hung lanterns that gave off a cheery light.
Pug pulled out a chair at the end of the table, signalling
for the others to sit as well.

Domi nic was pleased with the fire. Even if it was late
spring, this day was chilly. He said, 'Wat of the wonen
and chil dren about?

Kul gan withdrew his pipe fromhis belt and began to

stuff the bowl with tabac. "The children are the sons and
daughters of those who have come here. W have pl ans

to organi ze a school ' for them Pug has some strange
noti ons about educating everyone in the Kingdom soneday,
though | don't see universal education becom ng the
vogue. The wonen are either the wi ves of magicians or
magi ci ans thensel ves, wonen commonly regarded as
witches.'

Domi ni ¢ appeared troubled. "Wtches?

Kulgan lit his pipe with a flane on the end of his finger
and exhal ed a cloud of smoke. 'What is in a name? They
practise magic. For reasons | do not understand, nen

have at | east been sonewhat tolerated for practising
magi ¢ in many pl aces, while wonmen have been driven
fromnearly every conmunity where they are di scovered

to have power.'

Dominic said, 'But it is held that witches gain their
powers by serving dark forces.'

Kul gan waved the notion aside. 'Nonsense. That is
superstition, if you'll forgive ny being blunt. The source
of their power is no nore dark than your own, and their
behaviour is usually a great deal kinder than that of sone
of the nore enthusiastic, if msguided, servants of sone
tenpl es.'

Domi nic said, 'True, but you are speaking of a recognized
menber of a legitimate tenPle.’

Kul gan | ooked directly at Dominic. 'Forgive the observation
but in spite of the Ishapian reputation for a nore

worl dly view than that of other orders, your remarks are
profoundly provincial. So what if these poor wetches do
not toil within a tenple?

"If a woman serves in a '"tenmple she is holy, and if she
cones to her power in a hut in the woods she is a witch?
Even ny old friend Father Tully woul dn't swallow that

pi ece of dogmatic tripe. You are not speaking of any

i nherent question of good or evil, you're talking about
who's got a better guild.’

Dom nic smled. 'You, then, seek to build a better

gui | d?

Kul gan bl ew out a cloud of snoke. 'In a sense, yes,

t hough that is I ess the reason for what we do than is
trying to codify as nuch nagic lore as possible.’

Dom nic said, "Forgive nmy harsh questions, but one of



nmy charges was to determne the source of your notivation
The King is your powerful ally, and our tenple

was concerned that there might be some hi dden purpose
behi nd your activities. It was thought, as long as |I was
conm ng here . '

Pug finished, 'You mght as well challenge what we do

and see what we say?

Kasum said, 'As long as | have known Pug, he has
acted' wi th honour.'

Dominic went on, 'Had | a single doubt, I would have

sai d nothing now. That your purposes are only the highest
is not in doubt. Just '

Pug and Kul gan both said, 'What?

"It is clear you seek to establish a community of

schol ars, nore than anything else. That, in and of itself,
is laudable. But you will not always be here. Sonmeday
"this acadeny could be a powerful tool in the wong
hands. '

Pug said, (W are taking every precaution to avoid that
pitfall, believe ne.'

Dominic said, "I do.

Pug' s expression changed, as if he had heard sonet hi ng.

' They are coming,' he said.

Kul gan watched with rapt attention. 'Gam na?" he

asked in a whisper. '

pug nodded, and Kul gan made a satisfied ''Ah' sound.

'The contact was better than ever. She grows in power
each week.'

Pug explained to the others, 'I read the reports you
brought I ast night and have summoned here one who

think may hel p. Wth himconmes another.’

Kul gan said, 'The other is . . . one able to send

t houghts and receive themw th remarkable clarity. At
present she is the only one we have found able to do so.
Pug has told of a simlar ability on Kel ewan, used during
his training, but it required preparation of the subject.’
Pug said, "It is like the mnd touch used by sone
priests, but there is no need for physical contact, or even
proximty, it seenms. Nor is there the attendant danger of
bei ng caught up in the mnd of the one touched. Gani na

is arare talent.' Dom nic was inpressed. Pug continued,
"She touches the '"nind and it is as if she speaks. W have
hopes of someday understanding this wild talent and
learning a way to train others to it.'

Kul gan said, "I hear them approaching.' He rose.

"Pl ease, gentlenen, Ganmina is sonething of a timd sou
one who has undergone difficult tines. Remenber that

and be gentle with her.'

Kul gan opened t he door and two people entered. The

man was ancient, with a few stray wisps of hair, |ike
white snoke, falling to his shoulders. H s hand was on
the other's shoul der and he wal ked st ooped over, show ng
some slight deformity under his red robe. Fromthe mlky
orbs that stared blankly ahead it was obvious the old man
was bl ind.

But it was the girl who commanded their attention.

She wore honmespun and appeared about seven years ol d,

a tiny thing who clutched at the hand upon her shoul der
Her bl ue eyes were enormous, illuninating a pale face of
delicate features. Her hair was alnost as white as the old



man's, holding only a hint of gold. Wat struck Domi nic,
Gardan, and Kasum was an overwhel mi ng feeling that

this child was perhaps the nost beautiful they had ever
seen. Already they could see in those childish features
the prom se of a woman of unsurpassed beauty.

Kul gan guided the old nman to a chair next to his own.

The girl did not sit, but chose to stand beside the man,
bot h hands on his shoul der, fingers flexing nervously, as
if she feared to I ose contact with him She | ooked at the
three strangers with the expression of a cornered wild
thi ng. She took no pains to disguise her distrust.

Pug said, 'This is Rogen.'

The blind man | eant forward. "whOmdo | neet? His

face, despite the age it showed, was alive and smling,
uptilted as if to hear better. It was evident that he, unlike
the girl, enjoyed the prospect of neeting newconers.

Pug i ntroduced the three nen, who sat opposite Kul gan

and Rogen. The 'blind man's snile broadened. "I am

pl eased to neet you, worthy gentlenen.

Then Pug said, 'This is Gam na.'

Dominic and the others were startled when the girl's

voi ce sounded in their heads. Hello.

The girl's mouth had not noved. She was notionl ess,

her enornous bl ue eyes fixed upon them

Gardan said, gbhd she speak?'

Kul gan answered, 'Wth her mnd. She has no other

power of speech.’

Rogen reached up to pat the girl's hands. ' Gani na was
born with this gift, though she nearly drove her nother
crazy with her silent crying.' The old nman's face becane
solem. 'Ganmina's nother and father were stoned to

death by the people of her village, for having birthed a
denon. Poor, superstitious people they were. They feared
to kill the baby, thinking she would revert to her "'natural"”
formand slay themall, so they left her in the forest to die
of exposure. She was not yet three years old.'

Ganmi na | ooked at the old man with penetrating eyes.

He turned to face her, as if he could see her, and said,
"Yes, that is when | found you.'

To the others he said, "I was living in the forest, in an
abandoned hunter's |l odge | had discovered. | also was
driven fromny hone village, but that was years earlier.
foretold the death of the town nmiller and was bl amed for
it. | was branded a warl ock.'

Pug said, 'Rogen has the power of second sight, perhaps
to conpensate for his blindness. He has been w thout sight since birth.'

Rogen sniled broadly and patted the girl's hands. 'W

are alike, we two, in many ways. | had grown to fear

what woul d becone of the girl when I die. ' He interrupted
hinself to speak to the girl, who had becone agitated at
hi s words. She stood shaking, her eyes welling up with
tears. 'Hush," he scolded gently. "I will, too - everyone
does. | hope not too soon, though,' he added with a
chuckle. He returned to his narrative. 'W cane froma
vill age near Sal ador. When word reached us of this

wondr ous place, we started our journey. It took six
months to wal k here, nostly because | am so ol d. Now

we have found people like ourselves, who view us as a
source of know edge, not a source of fear. W are hone.'



Dom ni ¢ shook his head, amazed that a man his age

and a child had wal ked hundreds of miles. He was

obvi ously noved. "I am begi nning to understand anot her
part of what it is you do here. Are there many nore |ike
t hese two?'

Pug said, 'Not as many as | would |ike. Some of the

nore established magicians refuse to join us. O hers fear
us. They will not reveal their abilities. Qthers sinply do
not yet know we exist. But sone, |ike Rogen, seek us

out. We have nearly fifty practitioners of magic here.'
"That is a great many,' said Gardan

Kasum said, 'In the Assenbly there were two thousand

G eat Ones.'

Pug nodded. 'We al so had nearly that nunber who

foll owed the Lesser Path. And of those who rose to the

bl ack robe, the sign of the Greater Magician, each was
but one in five who began training, under conditions
nore rigorous than we are capable of here or would
desire.’

Dom ni c | ooked at Pug. "What of the others, those

who failed their training?

"They were killed,' Pug answered flatly.

Dominic judged it a topic Pug did not wi sh to pursue.

A flicker' of fear crossed the girl's face and Rogen said,

"Hush, hush. No one will hurt you here. He was speaking

of a faraway place. Soneday you will be a great teacher.'
The girl relaxed, and a faint flicker of pride in her
expression could be seen. It was obvious she doted upon
the ol d man.

Pug said, 'Rogen, there is sonething taking place that
your powers may aid us in understanding. WII you hel p?'
"Is it that inportant?

"I would not ask if it were not vital. Princess Anita lies
in peril and Prince Arutha is at constant risk from sone
unkn' own eneny.'

The girl becanme worried, or at |east that was how

Gardan and Domi ni ¢ read her expression. Rogen cocked

his head, as if listening, then said, "I know it is dangerous,
but we owe Pug a great deal. He and Kul gan are the only
hope for people Iike ourselves.' Both nen appeared
enbarrassed by this but said nothing. 'Besides, Arutha is
the King's brother, and it was their father who gave us al
this wonderful island to ~live on. How woul d people feel if
t hey knew we coul d have hel ped but didn't?

Pug spoke softly to Dom nic. 'Rogen's second sight

is different fromany |I've heard of. Your order is

reputed to have sonme know edge of prophecy.' Dom nic
nodded. "He sees . . . probabilities is the best way | can
describe it. What nmay happen. It seems to require a great
deal of his energies, and though he is tougher than he

| ooks, he is still quite old. It is easier if only one person
speaks to him and as you have the best understanding of

the nature of the magic that has occurred, | think it

woul d be better for you to tell himall you know. ' Dom nic
agreed. Pug said, 'If everyone else will please remain
silent. '

Rogen reached across the table and took the cleric's
hands. Dominic was ~surprised at the strength renaining



in those withered old - fingers. Wiile not able to foretel
hinself, Dominic was ' famliar with the process as per-forned
by those of his order. He cleared his nind, then

began to tell his story fromwhen Jimy first ran foul of

t he Ni ght hawk upon ' the rooftop to when Arutha left

Sarth. Rogen renained silent. Gam na did not nove.

When Domi ni ¢ spoke of the prophecy nami ng Arutha "Bane of Darkness
the old man' shuddered and his |ips

nmoved silently.

The nmood in the room becane om nous as the nonk

spoke. Even the fire sened to dim Gardan found he

was huggi ng hinsel f.~ he sat.

When the nonk haltted, Rogen continued to clutch his

hand, not allowi ng the other to pull away. H s head was

rai sed, neck arched sllightly backwards, as if he were
listening to something distant. H s |ips worked wi thout
sound for a while, then slowy words were forning

t hough so quietly they were not distinguishable. Al at

once he spoke clearly. , his voice firm 'There is a . .
presence . . . a being_| see a city, a mghty bastion of
towers and walls. Upon these walls stand proud nen willing
to defend it to the end.. Now. . . it's a city under siege.
see it overwhelnmed, with its towers ablaze . . . It's a city
bei ng murdered. A great savage host runs in its streets as
it falls. Those who fight are sorely pressed and w t hdraw
to a keep. Those who rape and loot . . . all are not

human. | see those of the Dark Path and their goblin
servants. They roamthe streets, their weapons dripping

bl ood. | see strange | adders being raised to stormthe
keep, and strange bridges of light. Now it burns, al
burns, all isin flames _ . it is over

There was a nonent of silence, then Rogen continued.

"I see a host, gathered on a plain, with strange banners
flapping. Bl ack-armoured figures sit silently on horseback
showi ng twi sted shapes on shields and tabards. Above
stands a noredhel ' The old nman's eyes teared.

"He is . . beautiful . . . H . . . is evil. He wears the
mark of the dragon. He stands upon a hill while bel ow him
Arm es march past singing battle songs. Geat nmachi nes of
war are pulled by m serable hunan sl aves."

Then, there was silence. Them "I see another city. Its

i mge shifts and wavers, for its future is less certain. Its
walles lie breached, and its streets are stained red. The
sun hides its face behind grey clouds . . . and the city
cries outin angui sh. Men and wonen are chaned in lines

wi thout ed. They are . . . whipped by creatures who

taunt '~ and tornment them They are being herded to a
great square, where they face their conqueror. A throne
isirrected atop a nound . . . a nmound of bodies. Upon it
is the beautiful one, the evil one. At his side stands
anot her, a bl ack robe hides his features. Behind the

both is another sonething. . . | cannot see it, but it is

real, it exists, it is . . dark . . . it is insubstantial, wthout
being, not truly there, but . . . it is also there. It touches

The one on the throne.' Rogen tightly clutched Dominic's

hands. ..."Wait . . ." he said, then hesitated. H s hands

began to trenble, then in pitious tones, nearly a sob, he
cried, Ch gods of nercy! It can see nme! It can see ne!
The old mans lips trenbled, while Gam na clutched at
his shoulder, , eyes wide, holding himclosely, terror witten



upon her little face. Suddenly Rogen's lips parted to
Emit a terrible groan, a sound of the purest agony and

di spare and his body went rigid.

W thout warning, a lance of fire, a stab of pure pain,
errupted in the minds of all who sat in the room Gani na
screanmed in silence

Gardan clutched at his head, nearly fainting' fromthe
whi t ehot flash of searing agony. Donmic's face

went ashen and he reel ed back in his chair under the

onsl aught of the cry as if struck a physical blow Kasum's
eyes screwed closed as he fought to rise. Kulgan's pipe
fell fromslack lips as he clutched his tenples. Pug
staggered to his feet, using every shred of his magic
power to erect some sort of nmental barrier against the
tearing in his mnd. He pushed back the bl ackness that
sought to overwhel mhim reaching out to touch the girl.
"Gami na,' he croaked.

The girl's mental scream ng continued unabated and

she tore frantically at the old man's tunic, a mindless act,
as if she sought somehow to snatch hi mback from

what ever horror he faced. Her |arge eyes were w de and
her voicel ess hysterics nearly drove those around her to
madness. Pug | unged forward and grabbed her shoul der

Gami na ignored the touch, continuing to scream for

Rogen. Mustering his powers, Pug forced aside the terror
and pain in the girl's projected thoughts for a brief
nonent .

Gardan's head fell forward' onto the table, as did

Kasum 's. Kul gan lurched upright, then fell back into his
chair, stunned. besides Pug and Gam na, only Dom nic

had managed to retain consciousness. Something inside
hi m had struggled to reach out to the girl, no matter how
much he wished to retreat fromthe pain being visited
upon hi m by her.

The girl's primtive terror nearly brought Pug to his
knees, but he forced hinmself on. He cast a spell, and the
girl fell forward. At once the pain ceased. Pug caught
her, but the effort drove himback and he staggered into
his chair. He sat cradling the unconscious girl, stupefied
by the onsl aught.

Dominic felt as if his head would burst but hung on to
consci ousness. The old nman's body was still rigid, nearly
bowed back with pain, his |lips working feebly. Domnic

i ncanted a spell of healing, one used to cease pain. Finally
Rogen went |inp, seenming to collapse into his chair. But
his face was still a nmask of terror and pain, and he cried
out in a hoarse whisper words the nonk coul d not

under stand, before he | apsed into unconsci ousness.

Pug and the monk exchanged confused | ooks. Domi nic

felt blackness overtake himand, before he passed out,
wonder ed why the magi ci an suddenly | ooked so

fri ght ened.

Gar dan paced the room where they had di ned' the night
before. Next to the fire, Kulgan said, "You'll wear a
furrowin the stones of the floor if you don't sit down.'
Kasum rested quietly on a cushion beside the nagician.
Gardan | owered hinmself next to the Tsurani and said,

"It"'s this infernal waiting.' Dom nic and Pug, with the aid
of some healers in the community, were tending to



Rogen. The ol d man had | ain near death since he had

been carried fromthe neeting house. Gami na's nental
scream ' had touched all within a mle of her, though
striking those at a distance with less force. Still, severa
peopl e near the building had been rendered sensel ess for
a tine. Wien the cries had stopped, those with their wits
about them had rushed to see what had occurred. They

had found all in the neeting house unconsci ous.

Kat al a was soon on the scene and ordered them al

carried to the quarters where she could oversee their
care. The others had recovered in a few hours, but Rogen
had not. The vision had begun in mdnorning, and now

it was after supper.

Gardan struck hand with fist and said, 'Dam. | was
never nmeant for this sort of business. | ' ama soldier
These nonsters of magic, these naneless powers . . . Ch

for an enenmy of flesh and bl ood!"

TOO well do I know what you can do to a fl esh-andbl ood
eneny,' Kasum said. Kulgan | ooked interested,

and Kasum said, '"In the early years of the war, the
captain and | faced one another at the siege of Crydee. It
wasn't until we were exchanging histories that | discovered
he was second to Prince Arutha during the siege,

or he that |I led the assault.’

The door opened and a | arge nan entered, renoving a

great cloak. He was bearded and weat her-beaten in

appear ance, |looking like a hunter or woodcutter. He
smled slightly and said, 'l go away for a few days and

| ook who wanders in.'

Gardan's dark face broke into a 'broad snile and he

rose, extending his hand. 'Meecham

They shook and the man call ed Meecham sai d, "Wl

met, Captain.' Kasum followed suit, for Meecham was

an ol d acquai ntance. He was a franklin, a free man with
his own land in service to Kul gan, though he was nore a
friend to the magician than any sort of servant.

Kul gan said, "Any |uck?

The forester absently stroked 'the scar on his | eft cheek
as he said, 'No. Al fakes.'

, Kulgan said to the others, cW heard of a travelling
caravan of fortune-tellers and gypsies, canped a few days
this side of Landreth. | sent Meechamto discover if any
of themwere true talents.'

"There was one,' said Meecham 'M ght have been

what he seened, but he quieted down when | told him
where | was from Maybe he'll show up on his own

hook.' He | ooked around the room 'All right, isn't
anyone going to tell me what's going on here?

As Kul gan finished recounting everything to Meecham

t he door opened and further conversation was interrupted.
Wlliamentered | eading Gani na by the hand. The

old man's .ward | ooked even nore pal e than when Gardan
had seen her the day before. She | ooked at Kul gan

Kasumi, and Gardan and her voice entered their mnds. |
amsorry | caused so nuch pain. | was frightened

Kul gan sl oWy extended his arms, and the girl gingerly
allowed himto gather her up onto his anple lap. Wth a
gentle hug, he said, "It is all right, lass. W understand.'
The others sniled at the girl reassuringly and she

seened to relax. Fantus canme padding into the room



Wlliamthrew hima quick | ook and said, 'Fantus is
hungry."

Meecham sai d, ' That beast was born hungrY.'

No, cane the thought. He said he was hungry. No one
renenbered to feed himtoday. | heard.

Kul gan gently held the little girl away from himso he
could | ook at her. 'What do you nean?

He told WIliamhe was hungry. Just now. | heard him
Kul gan | ooked at Wlliam 'WIIliam can you hear

Fant us?

Wlliam | ooked at Kulgan with a curious expression

"OfF course. Can't you?

They talk to each other all the tine.

Kul gan's face becane animated. 'This is wonderful!

had no i dea. No wonder you two have been so cl ose.
WIlliam how |l ong have you been able to speak to Fantus
this way?'

The boy shrugged. 'Ever since | can renmenber. Fantus
has al ways tal ked to ne.'

"And you coul d hear them speak to each other?

Ganm na nodded. 'Can you speak to Fantus?'

No. But | can hear himwhen he talks to Wlliam He

thi nks funny. It is hard.

Gardan was astoni shed by the conversation. He could
hear Gamina's answers in his head, as if he were |istening.
From observing the girl's private remarks to Rogen the
day before, he realized that she obviously was able to
speak with whonever she chose in a selective way.
WIlliamturned towards the drake. "All right." he said
in aggravated tones. He said to Kulgan, 'I'd better go to
the kitchen and get himsonething. Can Gam na stay
here?'

Kul gan gave the girl a gentle hug and she nestl ed
deeply into his "lap. 'O course.'

WIliamdashed fromthe room and Fantus hurried

after, the prospect of a meal notivating himto an atypica
di spl ay of speed. Wen they were gone, Kul gan said,
"Gamina, can WIliam speak to' other creatures besides

Fant us?

" | don't know. I'Il ask him

They watched in fascination as the girl's head cocked

to one side, as if she were listening to sonmething. After a
nmonent she nodded. He said only sonetines. Mst aninmal S
aren't very interesting. They think a | & about food

and other animals, is all.

Kul gan | ooked as t hough he had been given a present.
"This is wonderful. Such a talent. W have never heard of
a case of a human comuni cating directly with animals.
Certain magi ci ans have hinted at such an ability in the
past, but never like this. W shall have to investigate this
fully.'

Ganmi na's eyes wi dened as her face took on an expectant

| ook. She sat up and her head cane around to face

the door, and an instant |ater Pug and Dom nic entered
Bot h | ooked weary, but there was no sign of the sorrow
Kul gan and the ot hers had feared.

Bef ore the question could be asked, Pug said, 'He stil
lives, though he was deeply afflicted.' He noticed Gami na
in Kulgan's lap, looking as if that physical contact were



somehow vital to her. 'Are you better? Pug asked. She
ventured a slight smle and a nod.

Sone conmuni cati on passed between them and Pug

said, "I think he will recover. Katala will stay at his side.
Brot her Dominic has proved a great help, for he is versed
in healing arts. But Rogen is very old, Gamina, and if he
doesn't recover, you nust understand and be strong.'

Ganm na's eyes brimed with noisture, but she nodded
slightly. Pug cane over and drew up a chair, as did the
nmonk. Pug seened to notice the addition of Meecham

for the first time and they greeted each other. A quick

i ntroduction to Dom nic was nmade, and then Pug said,

"Gamina, you could be a big help to us. Are you willing?
. How?

' There has never been an occurrence like today's to ny
know edge. | nust know what nmade you so afraid for

Rogen.' There was sonething in Pug's manner that

reveal ed deep concern. He masked it well, so as not to
distress the child, but it still wasn't conpletely hidden

Gam na | ooked frightened. She shook her head and

somet hi ng passed between the little girl and Pug. Pug

said, "Watever it was, it could make the difference in
Rogen's living. Something we do not understand is

involved in this, we should know about it.'

Gam na bit "her lower lip slightly. Gardan was struck

by the fact the girl was show ng consi derabl e bravery.
Fromwhat little he had heard of the girl's lot, it had been
aterrible one. To grow up in a world where people were

al ways suspicious and hostile, and those thoughts were

al ways heard, must have kept the child on the edge , of
madness. For her to trust these nmen at all bordered on

the heroic. Rogen's kindness and | ove nmust have been

endl ess to counter-bal ance the pain this child had known.
Gardan thought that if any man deserved the occasionally
bestowed title of 'saint' the tenples used for their heroes
and martyrs, then it was Rogen

More conversation passed between Pug and Gami na

Still silent. Finally Pug said, 'Speak so we night all hear
Al'l these nmen are your friends, child, and they will need
to hear your story to stop Rogen and others from being

hurt again.'

Ganmi na nodded. | was wi th Rogen

"What do you nean?' asked Pug.

When he used his second sight, | went with him

' How were you abl e?' said Kul gan

Soneti mes when soneone thinks things, or sees things,

I can see or heor what they do.' It's hard when they aren't
thinking at nme. | can do it best with Rogen. | could see
what he saw, in my mnd.

Kul gan pushed the child slightly away so he m ght

better look at her. 'Do you nmean to say you can see

Rogen' s visions?' The girl nodded. 'Wat about dreans?
Sonet i nes.

Kul gan hugged her tightly. 'Ch, what a fine child you

are! tW mracles in one day. Thank you, wonderfu

child!'

Ganma smiled, the first happy expression any of them

had seen. Pug threw him a questioning | ook, and Kul gan
said, 'Your son can speak to animals.' Pug's jaw dropped,
and the stout magician continued, "But that is not inportant



for the nmoment. Gami na, what did Rogen see that

hurt himso badly?'

Ganm na began to trenble and Kul gan hel d her closely.

It was bad. He saWa city burning and peopl e being hurt
by bad creatures.

pug said, 'Do you know the city? Is it some place you
and Rogen have seen?'

Gam na shook her head, her big eyes seemingly as

round as saucers. No. It was just a city.

"What el se?' asked Pug gently.

The girl shivered. He saw sonething . . . a man.? there
was a strong feeling of confusion, as if she was dealing
wi th concepts she could not fully conmprehend. The man. ?
Saw Rogen

Domi nic said softly, 'How could sonething in a seeing
sense the seer? A vision is a prophetic | ook at what m ght
happen. Wat sort of thing could sense a magi c w tness
across the barriers of time and probability?

Pug nodded. ' Gamina, what did this 'nan" do to

Rogen?

It.? He? reached out and hurt him He.? said sone words.

Katal a entered the room and the child | ooked up at

her expectantly. Katala said, 'He's fallen into a deep
normal 'sleep. | think he will recover now.' She cane up
behi nd the chair Kulgan sat in and | eant on the back, she
reached down and cupped Gamina's chin. 'You should

be getting to bed, child."'

Pug said, "Alittle longer.' Katala sensed her husband
was concerned with something vital and nodded agrEenent.
He said, 'Just before he fainted, Rogen used a

word. It is inmportant for me to know where he heard that
word. | think he heard the thing, the bad man, in the

vi sion use the word. | need to know what Rogen heard

the bad man say.. Can you renenber the words, Gami na?'
She | aid her head down on Kul gan's chest and nodded

very slightly, obviously afraid to remenber them Pug
spoke in reassuring tones. 'Wuld you tell themto us?
No. But | can show you

"How?' asked Pug.

I can show you what Rogen saw, she answered. | just

Can.

"Al'l of us?'" asked Kul gan. She nodded. The tiny girl

sat up in Kulgan's lap and took a deep breath, as if
steeling herself. Then she cl osed her eyes and took them
all into a dark pl ace

Bl ack cl ouds raced overhead, angry on the bitter w nd.
Storns threatened the city. Mssive gates |lay shattered,
for engines of war had worked their destruction on wood
and steel. Everywhere fires burned out of control as a
city died. Creatures and nmen savaged those found hiding
in cellars and attics, and bl ood pooled in the gutters of
the streets. In the central market a nmound of bodies had
been piled nearly twenty feet high. Atop the corpses
rested a platformof dark wood, upon which a throne had
been pl aced. A noredhel of striking appearance sat on
the throne, surveying the chaos his servants had visited
upon the city. At his side stood a figure draped all in
bl ack robes, deep hood and | arge sl eeves hiding every



physical clue as to what manner 'of creature it was.

But the attention of Pug and the others was drawn to
somet hi ng beyond the pair, a presence of darkness, sone
strange unseen thing that could be felt. Lurking in the
background, it was the true source of power behind the
two upon the platform The bl ack-robed creature pointed
at somet hing, and a green-scal ed hand coul d be seen
Sonehow, the presence behind the two nade contact,

made itself known to the onlookers. It knew it was being
observed, and its response was one of anger and di sdai n.
It reached out with alien powers and spoke, carrying to
those in the room a nessage of grey desparr.

Al in the room shook thenselves fromthe girl's vision
Dom ni ¢, Kul gan, Gardan, and Meecham appear ed di sturbed,
chilled by the nenace in what the girl had shown

them though it could only be a shadow of' the firsthand
experi ence.

But Kasum , Katala, and Pug were rocked. \Wen the

child had finished, tears streaked down Katal a's face and
Kasumi had | ost his usual Tsurani mask, his face ashen
and drawn. Pug appeared hardest hit of all as he sat back
heavily on the floor. He |l owered his head, w thdraw ng

i nside hinself for a noment.

Kul gan | ooked about in alarm Gam na seenmed nore

di stressed by the reaction than by recalling the image.
Kat al a sensed the child's distress and picked her up from
Kul gan's | ap, hugging her closely. Domnic said, 'Wat is
it?

Pug | ooked up and, nore than anything, appeared

suddenly fatigued, as if the weight of two worlds once
again was his to bear. Finally he spoke, slowy. 'Wen
Rogen was at |ast freed of the pain, the [ast words he
spoke were ""the Darkness, the Darkness." That is what

he saw behind those two figures. The Darkness Rogen

saw spoke these words: "intruder, whoever you are,

wher ever you are, know my power is comng. My servant
prepares the way. Trenble, for | cone, As was in the
past, so shall be in the future, now and forever. Taste ny
power." He, it, nust have sonehow reached out and

touched Rogen then, causing the terror, the pain.’

Kul gan said, 'How can this be?

Softly, hoarsely, Pug spoke. "I do not know, old friend.
But now a new di nension is added to the nystery of who
seeks Arutha's death and what lies behind all the black
arts being thrown at himand his allies."'

Pug buried his face in his hands a Minment, then | ooked
around the room Gamina clung to Katala, and all eyes
wer e upon Pug.

Dominic said, 'But there is sonething el se.' He | ooked

at Kasumi and Katala. 'Wat is that tongue? | heard it as
wel |l as you, as | heard Rogen's foreign words, but know
it not at all.’

It was Kasumi who said, 'The words were . . . ancient,

a |l anguage used in the tenples. | could only understand
alittle. But the words were Tsurani.'
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El vandBr



The forest was silent.

Large branches, ancient beyond menory, arched high

over head, bl ocking out nost of the day's sunlight, the
surroundi ng environment reveal ed' a soft green gl ow,
devoi d of direct shadows and full of deep recesses of
dimy perceived paths, w nding away.

They had been in the elven forests for over two hours,
'since mdnorning, and as yet had seen no sign of elven
activity. Martin had thought they would be intercepted
shortly after crossing the river Crydee, but as yet no elf
had been seen

baru spurred his horse forward and pulled even with

Martin and Arutha. 'l think we are being watched,' said
the Hadati .
Martin said, "For some mnutes now | only caught a

glinpse a while ago.'
.if the elves are watching, why don't they come forward?

asked Ji my.
Martin said, 'it may not be elves who watch us. W
will not be conpletely free fromcare until we are within

t he bounds of Elvandar. Keep alert.'

For several minutes they rode, then even the chirping
birds ceased their noise. The forest seened to be hol ding
its breath.' Martin and Arutha pushed their nounts

t hrough narrow paths, barely w de enough for a man

af oot. Suddenly the silence was broken by a raucous

hooti ng, punctuated by shrieks. A stone cane hurling

past Baru's head and a storm of rocks, twi gs, and sticks
foll omed. Dozens of small hairy figures junped from

behi nd trees and brush, howing furiously while pelting
the riders with mssiles.

Arut ha charged forward, fighting to keep his nount

under control, as did the others. He steered through the
trees while ducking under branches. As he noved towards
four or five child-sized creatures, they shrieked in terror
and | eapt away in different directions. Arutha singled out
one and rode up behind it. The creature found itself

bl ocked by a deadfall, a junbled nmass of fallen trees,
heavy brush, and a large rock. It turned to face the
Prince.

Arut ha had his sword drawn and reined in, ready to
strike. Then all anger flowed out of himat the sight
before him The creature nade no effort to attack, but

i nstead backed as far as possible into the tangle, an
expression of pure terror on its face.

It was a very manlike face, with [arge, soft brown eyes.
A short but human nose was set above a w de nout h.

The creature's lips were drawn back in a nock snarl
showi ng an i npressive arrangenment of teeth, but the eyes
were wide with fear and large tears flowed down its hairy
cheeks. O herwise it |ooked like a small ape or |arge
nonkey.

A loud racket erupted around Arutha and the creature

as nore of the small man-things surrounded them They
how ed fiercely, pounding on the ground with savage

fury, but Arutha saw it was all show, there was no rea
threat in their actions. Several feigned attacks, but ran
shrieking in terror if Arutha turned to face them

The others cane riding up behind, "and the little creature
Arut ha had trapped cried piteously. Baru pulled up



al ongside the Prince and said, 'As soon as you charged,
these others fled after you.'

The riders could see that the gathered creatures were
abandoning their nmock fury and their expressions were
now concerned. They chattered to one another in what
sounded |i ke words.

Arut ha put away his sword. 'We will not hurt you.'

As if they understood, the creatures qui eted. The one
who was trapped wat ched guardedly.

Jimy said, 'Wat are they?'

Martin said, 'l don't know. Man and boy |'ve hunted
these woods and |'ve never seen their like.'

"They are gwali, Martin Longbow. '

The riders turned in their saddles and were greeted by

the sight of a conpany of five elves. One of the creatures
raced to stand before the elves. He pointed an indicting
finger towards the riders. In a singsong voi ce he said,
"Calin, mans cone. Hurt Ral ala. Make stop hurt her.'

Martin left his horse. "Well nmet, Calin!' He and the elf
enbraced, and the other elves greeted himin turn. Then
Martin led themto where

hi s compani ons waited and

said, 'Calin, you renenber my brother.'

'"Greetings, Prince of Krondor."
'"Greetings, EIf Prince.' He cast a sidelong glance at the

surrounding gwali. "You save us from bei ng

over whel ned.

Calin smled. "I doubt it. You | ook a capabl e conpany.'
He came up to Arutha. "It has been a while since we | ast

spoke. What brings you to our forests, Arutha, and with
so strange an entourage? Were are your guardsmen and
banners?' 'That is a long tale, Calin, and one | wish to share with

your nother and Tomas.'

Calin agreed. To an elf patience was a way of life.

Wth the tension broken, the gwali cornered by Arutha

broke and ran to join the others of her kind, who stood

around wat chi ng. Several exam ned her, groom ng her

hairy hide, patting her reassuringly after her ordeal

Satisfied she was unharned, they qui eted down and

wat ched the el ves and humans. Martin said, 'Calin, what

are these creatures?" Calin |aughed, his pale blue eyes crinkling at the

corners. He stood as tall as Arutha but was even nore

sl ender than the rangy Prince. "As | have said, they are
called gwali. This rascal is naned Apalla.'' He patted the
head of the one who had spoken to him "He is sonething

of a | eader anmobng them though |I doubt they really
entertain the concept. It nmay be he is sinply nore

tal kative than the others.' Looking at the rest of Arutha's
conpany, he said, "Who are these with you?

Arutha made introductions and Calin said, "You are

wel cone to Elvandar.'

"What is a gwali? asked Roal d.

Calin said, 'These are, and that is the best answer | can
give. They have lived with us before, though this is their



first visit in a generation. They are sinple folk, wthout
guile. They are shy and tend to avoid strangers. Wen
afraid, they will run unless they are cornered, then they
will feign attack. But don't be misled by those anple
teeth, they're for tough nuts and insect carapaces.' He
turned his attention to Apalla. "Wiy did you try to scare
these nmen?'

The gwali junped up and down excitedly. 'Powl a

make little gwali.' He grinned. "She don't nove. W
afraid mans hurt Powula and little gwali.'

"They are protective of their young,' said Calin in

under standi ng. "Had you actually tried to hurt Powul a

and the baby, they would have risked attacking you. Had

t here been no birthing, you never would have seen them'
He said to Apalla, '"it is all right. These nen are friends.
They will not hurt Powula or her baby."

Hearing this, the other gwali came pouring out from

the protecting trees and began exam ning the strangers
Wth open curiosity. They tugged at the riders' clothing,
which was quite different fromthe green tunics and

brown trousers the elves wore. Arutha suffered the exami nation
for only a mnute, then said, "W should get to

your nother's court soon, Calin. If your friends are

fini shed?'

'Please,' said Jimy, his nose winkling as he pushed

away a gwali who hung froma branch next to him 'Don't

t hey ever bathe?

"Unfortunately, no,' answered Calin. He said to the

gwal i, "That's enough, we nust go.' The gwali accepted

the instruction with good grace and qui ckly vani shed

anong the trees, except Apalla, who seened nore' assertive
than the rest. 'They will continue that sort of thing al
day if you allow themto, but they don't mnd when you
shoo themoff. Cone.' He told Apalla, "W go to El vandar
Tend to Powul a. Conme when you will.'

The gwali grinned and nodded vi gorously, then scanpered
off after his brethren. In a nonent there was no

hint that a gwali existed within niles.

Calin waited until Mrtin and Arutha had renounted.

"W are only a half day's travel to Elvandar.' He and the
ot her elves began their run through the forest. Except for
Martin, the riders were surprised at the pace the el ves
set. It was not taxing for the nounts, but for a human
runner to keep it up for a half day would be close to

i mpossi bl e.

After a short while Arutha drew even with Calin, who

| oped al ong at an easy pace. 'Were did those creatures
conme fron®

Calin shouted, 'No one knows, Arutha. They're a

comc lot. They cone from sone place to the north,

per haps beyond the great nountains. They will show up,
stay a season or two, then vanish. W sometines cal
themthe little wood ghosts. Even our trackers can't
follow them after they depart. It's been nearly fifty years
since their last visit, and two hundred since the one
before that.' Calin breathed easily as he ran in long, fluid
strides.

"How fares Tomas?' asked Martin.

"The Prince Consort fares well.’



"What of the child?

"He is well. He is a fit, handsone child, though he may
prove sonewhat different. His heritage is . . . unique.'
"And the Queen?

" Mot her hood agrees with her,' answered her el der son

with a smle.

They fell into silence, for Arutha found it difficult to
continue the conversation while negotiating the trees,

even if Calin did not. Swiftly through the forest they
travel |l ed, each passing mnute bringing themcloser to

El vandar and hopes fulfilled . . . or hopes dashed.

The journey was soon conpl eted. One nonent they

were travel ling through heavy forest, then they entered a
large clearing. This was the first glinpse any of them
save Martin, had had of El vandar.

G ant trees of nmany col ours rose high above the surrounding
forest. In the afternoon |light the topnost |eaves

seened abl aze with col our where gol den sunlight struck
them Even fromthis distance, figures could be seen

al ong the hi gh paths spanning the gaps between bol es.
Several of the giant trees were unique to this place, their
| eaves a dazzling silver, gold, or even white. As the day's
shadows deepened, they could be seen to have a faint
glow of their own. It was never truly dark in El vandar

As they crossed the clearing, Arutha could hear the
ast oni shed comments of his conpani ons.

Roal d said, "Had I known . . . you'd have had to tie
me up to keep ne from com ng al ong.'
Laurie agreed. "It nakes the weeks in the forest worth

it.'

Baru said, "The tales of our singers do not do justice to
it.

Arut ha awaited a conment from Ji my, but when the

vol ubl e | ad said nothing, Arutha |ooked behind. Jimy

rode in silence, his eyes drinking in the splendour of this
pl ace, so alien fromanything seen in his life. The usually
j aded boy had finally encountered sonething so oUtside

hi s experience, he was truly awestruck

They reached the outer boundary of the tree-city and

on all sides could hear the soft sounds of a busy comunity.
A hunting party approached from anot her quarter,

bearing a |l arge stag, which they carried off to be

but chered. An open area outside the trees was set aside

for the dressing of carcasses.

They reached the trees and reined in. Calin instructed

hi s companions to care for the horses and led Arutha's
party up a circular stairway carved into the trunk of the
bi ggest oak the Prince and the others had ever seen
Reaching a platformat the top, they passed a group of

el ver fletchers practising their craft. One saluted Martin,
who returned the greeting and briefly inquired if he m ght

i mpose upon their generosity. Wth a smle, the fletcher
handed Martin a bundle of finely craNed bowshafts, which
the Duke placed in his nearly enpty quiver. He spoke

qui ck thanks in the elver tongue and he and his conpani ons
conti nued onwards.

Calin led themup another steep stairway to a platform

He said, "Fromhere it may prove difficult for sone of

you. Keep to the centre of the paths and platforms and



do not | ook down if you feel disconforted. Sone hunans
find the heights distressing.' He said the last as if it was
al nost i nconpr ehensi bl e.

They crossed the platformand nounted nore steps,

passi ng other elves hurrying about their business. Many
were dressed like Calin, in sinple woods garb, but others
wore | ong col ourful robes, fashioned of rich fabrics, or
bright tunics and trousers, equally colourful. The wonen
were all beautiful, though it was a strange, inhuman

| ovel i ness. Mbst of the nen | ooked young, about Calin'S
age. Martin knew better. Some elves hurrying past were
young, twenty, thirty years of age, while others, equally
young i n appearance, were several hundred years ol d.
Though he | ooked younger than Martin, Calin was past a
hundred and had taught Martin hunting skills when the

Duke had been a boy.

They continued al ong a wal kway, nearly twenty feet

wi de, stretching al ong enornous branches, until they

cane to a ring of trunks. In the mdst of the trees a |large
pl atf orm had been constructed, al nost sixty feet across.
Laurie wondered if even a single drop of rain could worm
its way through the thick canopy of branches overhead to
fall on a royal brow. They had reached the Queen's

court.

Across this platformthey wal ked, to a dais upon which

two thrones were erected. In the slightly higher of the
two sat an elver woman, serenity enhancing her already
near-fl awl ess beauty. Her face with its arched brows and
finely chiselled nose was doni nated by her pale bl ue

eyes. Her hair was light red-brown, with streaks of gold like
Calin's - giving it the appearance of being struck by
sunlight. Upon her head rested no crown, only a sinple
circlet of gold that pulled back her hair, but there was no
m st aki ng Agl aranna, the EIf Queen

Upon the throne to her left sat a man. He was an

i mposing figure, taller than Martin by two inches. H's
hai r was sandy-blond and his face | ooked young, while
still holding some elusive ageless quality. He snmiled at
the sight of the approaching party, giving himan even
younger |ook. His face was simlar to the elves', yet with
a difference. His eyes | acked colour to the point of being
grey, and his eyebrows were | ess arched. His face was

| ess angul ar, possessing a strong, square jaw. H s ears,
reveal ed by the golden circlet that held back his hair,
were slightly pointed, |ess upswept than those of the

el ves. And he was nuch nore nassive in the chest and

shoul ders than any el f.

Calin bowed before them 'Mther and Queen, Prince

and Warl eader, we are graced by guests.'

Both rulers of Elvandar rose and wal ked forward to

greet their guests. Martin was greeted with affection by
the Queen and Tormas, and the others were shown courtesy
and warnth. Tomas said to Arutha, 'H ghness, you

are wel cone.’

Arutha replied, "I thank Her Majesty and H s

H ghness.'

Seated around the court were other elves. Arutha

recogni zed the old counsellor Tathar, fromhis visit to
Crydee years before. Quick introductions were made.

The Queen bade themrise and | ed everyone to a reception



area adjoining the court, where they were all informally
seated. Refreshnents were brought, food and wi ne,

and Agl aranna said, 'W are pleased to see old friends' she
nodded at Martin and Arutha - "and to wel cone

new - she indicated the others. "Still, men rarely visit us

wi t hout cause. Wat is yours, Prince of Krondor?

Arutha told themhis tale while they dined. Fromfirst

to last the elves sat silently listening. Wen Arutha was
finished, the Queen said, 'Tathar?

The ol d counsel |l or nodded. 'The Hopel ess Quest.'

Arut ha asked, "Are you saying you know not hi ng of

Si |l verthorn?

"No,' replied the Queen. 'The Hopel ess Quest is a

| egend anong our people. We know the ael ebera plant.

W know of its properties. That is what the | egend of the
Hopel ess quest tells us. Tathar, please explain.'

The old elf, the first Jimry and the others had seen

who showed sone signs of age - faint lines around the
eyes and hair so pale it bordered on white - said, "in the
| ore of our people, there was a Prince of El vandar

who was betrothed. H s bel oved had been courted by a

nor edhel warrior, whom she spuned. In his wath the

nor edhel poi soned her with a draught brewed fromthe

ael ebera and she fell into a sleep unto death. Thus the
Prince of Elvandar began the Hopel ess Quest, in search

of that which could cure her, the aelebera, the Silverthorn
Its power is such that it can cure as well as kill

But the ael ebera grows only in one place, Mraelin, in
your | anguage the Black Lake. It is a place of power,
sacred to the noredhel, a place where no elf may go. The
| egend says the Prince of Elvandar wal ked the edge of
Moraelin until he had worn a canyon around it. For he

may not enter Moraelin, nor will he |leave until he has
found that which will save his beloved. It is said he wal ks
there still.'

Arutha said, "But | amnot an elf. I will go to Moraelin,

if you'll but show ne the way.'

Tomas | ooked around the assenbly. "W shall plaCe

your feet upon the path to Mraelin, Arutha,' he said,
"but not until you've rested and taken counsel. Now we
shal | show you pl aces where you may refresh yoursel ves
and sleep until the night-tinme neal.'

The neeting broke up as the elves noved away, | eaving
Calin, Tomas, and the Queen with Arutha's group

Martin said, 'Wat of your son?

Wth a broad snmile, Tomas notioned for themto

follow. He led themthrough a bough-covered passage to

a room its vault fornmed by a great elm where a baby |ay
sleeping in a cradle. He was |l ess than six nonths old
fromthe | ook of him He slept deeply, dreaming, little
fingers flexing slightly. Martin studied the child and coul d
see what Calin neant by saying his heritage was unique.
The child | ooked nore human than elver, his ears being
only slightly pointed and possessing | obes, a human trait
unknown anong el ves. H s round face | ooked nore |ike

that of any chubby infant, but there was an edge to it,

' sonething which said to Martin that this was a child
who was nore his father's than his nother's. Aglaranna



reached down and gently touched himwhile he slept.
Martin said, "Wat have you naned hin?

Softly the Queen said, "Calis.' Martin nodded. In the

el ver tongue it meant 'child of the green' , referring to
life and growh. It was an auspici ous nane.

Leavi ng the baby, Martin and the others were taken to
roonms within the tree-city of Elvandar, where they found
tubs for bathing and sleeping mats. Al were quickly

cl ean and asl eep, save Arutha, whose nmind wandered
froman inage of Anita asleep to a silver plant grow ng
on the shore of a black | ake.

Martin sat alone, enjoying the first evening of his first
visit to Elvandar in a year. As nuch as any place, even
castle Crydee, this was his honme, for as a boy he had

pl ayed and been one with the elver children

'Soft elver footsteps caused himto turn. "Galain,' he
sai d, happy to see the young elf, cousin to Calin. He was
martin's ol dest friend. They enmbraced and Martin said,

"l expected to see you sooner.'

"i"ve just returned frompatrolling along the northern
edge of the forests. Sone strange things are going on up

' there. | hear you may have sone |ight to shed on what
they may be. '

"A small candle flicker, perhaps,' said Martin. "Sone
evil is at play up there, have no doubt."’

He filled Galain in, and the young elf said, "Terrible
deeds, Martin.' He sounded genuinely sorry to hear about
Anita. 'Your brother? The question, in elvish fashion
carried a variety of nuances in the intonation, each
concerning itself with a different aspect of Arutha's trials.
'He perseveres, sonehow. He puts it all out of his

m nd sonetinmes, other tines he is nearly overwhel ned

by it. I don't know how he keeps from going mad. He

| oves her so very deeply.' Martin shook his head.

"You' ve never wed, Martin. Why?

Martin shook his head. 'i've never net her.'

"You are sad.'

"Arutha's a difficult man at tinmes, but he is my brother

| remenber himas a child. Even then it was hard to get
close to him Perhaps it was his nother's death, when he
was still so young. He kept things distant. For all the
toughness, for all the hard edges, he's easily hurt.’

"You two are much alike.’

"There is that,' Martin agreed.

Gal ain stood quietly next to Martin awhile. "W shal

hel p, as much as we can.'

.W& must go to Moraelin.'

The young el f shivered, an unusual display even in one

so i nexperienced. "That is a bad place, Martin. It is called
Bl ack Lake for a reason that has nothing to do with the
colour of the water. It is a well of nadness. The noredhel
go there to dream dreans of power. It lies on the Dark
Pat h

"it was a Val heru pl ace?

Gal ai n nodded yes.

' Tomas?' Again the question carried a variety of meanings.
Gal ain was especially close to Tomas, having foll owed
himduring the R ftwar.

"He will not go with you. He has a new son. Calis wll



be tiny for so short a tinme, only a few years. A father
shoul d spend that tine with his baby. Al so, there is
the risk.' Nothing nmore needed to be said, for Martin
under st ood. He had watched the night Tormas had al nost
succunbed to the nad spirit of the Valheru within him
It had nearly cost Martin his life. It would be some tine
bef ore Tomas felt secure enough to challenge his own
heritage, to again awaken that dread bei ng contai ned
within. And he would venture into a Val heru pl ace of
power only when he felt circunfStances were grave enough
to justify the risk.

Martin smled his crooked snmile. 'Then we shall go

al one, we humans of neagre talents.'

Gal ain returned the smle. 'You are many things, so
doubt your talents neagre.' Then he lost the smile. "Still,
you would do well to take counsel with the Spellweavers
bef ore you go. There is dark power at Mraelin, and
magi ¢ overconmes nuch in the way of strength and

cour age. '

Martin said, 'W will. We speak soon.' He | ooked to
where an el f approached, Arutha and the others behind.
"I think now. WIIl you come?

I"ve no place in the circle of elders. ' Besides, | have
not eaten for a day. I will rest. Conme talk if you need.’
IowillL

Martin hurried to join Arutha. They followed the elf,

who | ed the humans back to the council. Wen all were

seat ed before Aglaranna and Tomas, the Queen said,

"Tat har, speak for the Spellweavers: say what counse

you have for Prince Arutha.’

Tat har stepped into the centre of the court circle and
said, "Strange things have been occurring for some turns
of the m ddl e noon. W expected sout hward novenent

of the noredhel and goblins back to the hones they were
driven fromduring the riftwar, but this has not cone to
be. Qur scouts in the north have tracked many bands of
gobl i ns headi ng across the Geat Northern nountains

into the Northlands. Mredhel scouts have cone

unusual ly close to our borders. "The gwali cone to us again because they
say they don't like the place they lived in any nore. It is hard to
make sense of themat tines, but we know they cane
fromthe north. so what you have told us, Prince Arutha, causes us deep
concern. First, because we share your sorrow. Second,
because the mani festations you tell of bespeak a power of
great evil with a long reach and far-flung m nions. But
nost of all, because of our own ancient history.

'Long before we drove the noredhel from our forests,

for taking to the Dark Path of Power, the elver people
were one. Those of us who lived in the forests were
farther fromour nmasters, the Val heru, and because of
this were less attracted to the intoxication of power
dreans. Those of us who lived close to our nmasters were
seduced by those dreanms and becane the noredhel.' He

| ooked to the Queen and Tomas, and bot h nodded.

"What is little spoken of is the cause of our divorcenent
fromthe noredhel, who once were our blood. Never

bef ore has any human been told all."

" In the dark era of the Chaos wars, nmany changes in

the I ands occurred. Fromthe people of the elves, four
groups rose.' Martin leant forward, for as much as he



knew of elvenkind, nore than al nost any nan alive, this
was all newto him Until this nmonent he had al ways
bel i eved only the noredhel and elves were the sumtotal
of el venkind. "The nost w se and powerful, nunbering

t he greatest Spellweavers and schol ars, were the el dar
They were the caretakers for all that their nmasters had
pl undered from across the cosnos, arcane works, nystica
know edge, artifacts. and riches. It was they who first
began fashi oning what is now El vandar, lending it magic
aspect. They vani shed during the Chaos Wars, for they
were anong our masters' first servants, and it is supposed
that being very close to them they perished with them
O the elves and Brotherhood of the Dark Path, the

el edhel and noredhel in our tongue, you know sonet hi ng.
But there were yet other kin of ours, the gl anredhel,

whi ch name neans '"the chaotic ones" or "the mad

ones". They were changed by the Chaos Wars, beconing

a nation of insane, savage warriors. For a tine elves and
nor edhel were one, and both were warred upon by the

mad ones. Even after the noredhel were driven from

El vandar, they remained the sworn eneny of the gl anredhel
W speak little of these days, for you nust renenber

that while we speak of el edhel, noredhel, and gl anr edhel
all elvenkind is one race, even to this day. It is
simply that sone of our people have .chosen a dark way

of life.'
' Martin was astoni shed. For all he knew of elven culture,
he had, |ike other hunmans, always supposed the noredhe

a race apart, related to the elves but sonmehow different.
NoW he realized why the elves had al ways been reticent

in discussing their relationship to the noredhel. They saw
them as being one with thenmselves. In an instant Martin
under stood. The elves mourned the loss of their brothers
to the lure of the Dark Path.

Tat har continued. 'Qur lore tells of the tine when the

| ast great battle in the north was fought, when the arm es
of the noredhel and their goblin servants at |ast crushed
t he gl anredhel. The noredhel ranpaged, obliterating our
mad cousins in a terrible war of genocide. Even to the
smal | est infant, the gl anredhel were supposedly sl aughtered,
| est they again rise and chall enge the supremacy of

the noredhel. It is the single blackest shame in the
menory of our race that one segnment of our people

utterly destroyed another. But what concerns you is this, at the heart of
t he

nor edhel host stood a conpany called the Bl ack Sl ayers,
nor edhel warriors who had renounced their nortality to
become nonsters with but one purpose: to kill for their
master. Once dead, the Black Slayers rise again to do
their master's bidding. Once risen fromthe dead, they

may be halted only by magi c nmeans, by utterly destroying
the body, or by cutting the hearts fromout of their

bodi es. Those who rode agai nst you on the road to Sarth
were Bl ack Slayers, Prince Arutha. '’

Before the battle of obliteration, the noredhel had

al ready gone far down the Dark Path, but something

caused themto descend to these new depths of horror

the Bl ack Sl ayers and the genocide. ' They had becone a
tool of an insane nonster, a | eader who sought to emnul ate



t he vani shed Val heru and bring all the world under his

dom nion. It was he who had gathered the noredhe

under his banner and who had given rise to the abomi nation

that was the Black Slayers. But in that |ast battle he

was wounded unto death, and with his passing the noredhe

ceased to be a nation. Hi s captains gathered and

sought to determi ne a successor. They quickly fell out

wi th one another and becane nmuch |ike the goblins tribes,

clans, famlies, never able to conbine under one

| eader for long. The siege of Carss Keep, fifty years past,

was but a skirmish conpared to the m ght the noredhe
nmust ered under this leader. But with his passing, an

of noredhel mght cane to an end. For he was untRue, a

charismatic, hypnotic being of strange abilities, able to

wel d the noredhel into a nation.

' The | eader's nane was nur mandanus.'

Arutha said, 'is it possible he's sonehow returned?

"Anything may be possible. Prince Arutha, or so it

seens to one who has lived as long as |I,"' answered

Tathar. "It may be that one seeks to unite the noredhe

by invoking that anci ent nane, gathering them together

under one banner.

"Then there is this business of the serpent priest. So

despi sed are the Pantathians that even the noredhel

sl aughter them when they find them But that one of

themis a servant of this Murmandanus hints at dark

alliances. It warns us we may be facing forces beyond our

expectations. |If the nations of the north are rising, we all
nmust again face a testing, one which will rival that of the

outworlders in peril for our peoples.’

Baru stood, in Hadati fashion, indicating he wi shed to

speak. Tathar inclined his head in Baru's direction, and
he said, 'O noredhel lore nmy people know little, save

that the Dark Brothers are enemies of our blood. This
much | may add: Miurad is counted a great chieftain,
perhaps the greatest |iving today, one who night conmand
many hundreds of warriors. That he serves with the

Bl ack Sl ayers speaks of Mirmandanmus's power. Mirad

woul d serve only one whom he feared.' And one who

could visit fear upon Murad is one to be feared indeed.’

Arutha said, 'As | told the Ishapians, much of this is

specul ation. | mnust be concerned with finding Silverthorn.'
But even as he uttered those words, Arutha knew

he was speaking fal sely. Too nuch indicated that the

threat fromthe north was real. This was no rash of goblin
raids on northern farners. This was a potential for

i nvasi on surpassing that of the Tsurani. In the face of

this. his refusal to set aside all considerations except

finding a cure for Anita was shown for what it was: an
obsessi on.

' They may be one and the same, Highness,' said

Agl aranna. 'What seens to be unfolding here is a madman's
desire to gather the noredhel and their servants

and allies under his domnion. To do so he must bring a
prophecy to fruition. He must destroy the Bane of Darkness.

And what has he acconpli shed? He has forced you

to come to the one place he is certain to find you.'

Jimy sat upright, his eyes wide. 'He's waiting for

you!' he blurted, ignoring protocol. "He's at this Black
Lake!' Laurie and Roald put their hands upon his shoul ders,

era



in reassurance. Jimy sat back, |ooking enbarrassed.

Tat har said, "Fromthe lips of youth . . . | and the

ot hers have considered, and in our judgnent, that is what
nmust be occurring, Prince Arutha. Since the gift of the

i shapi an talisman, nurmandanus nust devi se anot her

way to find you, or he risks his alliances dissolving. The
nor edhel are nuch as others - they need to rai se crops

and tend herds. Should Murnmandanus tarry overlong in
bringing the prophecy to fruition, they nay desert him
save for those who have taken dark vows, such as the

Bl ack Slayers. Hi s agents will have passed word that you
have quit Sarth, and by now intelligence from Krondor

will tell himyou are upon a quest for that which will save
your Princess. Yes, he will know you seek Silverthorn

and he, or one of his captains, such as Mirad, will be

waiting for you at Moraelin.' Arutha and Martin | ooked at each ot her.

shrugged. 'We never thought it would be easy.'
Arut ha regarded the Queen, Tomas, and Tathar. 'My
t hanks for your wisdom But we will go to Moraelin.'

Arut ha | ooked up as Martin came to stand nearby

' Broodi ng?' asked the el der brother

~Just . . . considering things, Martin.'

Martin sat next to Arutha, at the edge of a platform
near the roons they had been given. In the nights

El vandar glowed with a faint light, a phosphorescence
that kept the elver city cloaked in a soft magic. 'What
t hi ngs are you consi dering?'

"That | may have let ny preoccupation with Anita get

in the way of ny duty.’

Martin said, 'Doubt? Well then; you reveal yourself at
last. Listen, Arutha, |'ve had doubts about this journey
fromthe start, but if you |let doubt block you, nothing
gets done. You nust sinply make your best judgment

and act .’

"And if I'mwong?

' Then you're wong.'

Arutha |l owered his head until it rested against a

wooden rail. 'The problemis one of stakes. Wen | was a
child, if I was wong | lost a ganme. Now | could |l ose a
nation.'

'Perhaps, but it still doesn't change the need to nmake
your best judgnent and act.'

"' Things are getting out of hand. | wonder if it mght
not be best to return to Yabon and order Vandros's arny
into the nountains.'

"That might do it. But then there are places six may go
an arny may not.'

Arutha smled a wy smile. 'Not very many.'

Martin returned the smle, alnost a mirror inage.

"True, but still there are one or two. Fromwhat Galain
sai d about Mdraelin, stealth and cunning will be nore

i nportant than strength. Wsat if you marched Vandros's
arnmy up there and found Moraelin lay just the other side
of a lovely road like the one up to the abbey at Sarth?
Remenber the one Gardan avowed could be held by a

hal f - dozen grannies with broons? I'll warrant Mirnmandanus
has nmore than a hal f-dozen grandnot hers up

there. Even if you could battle Mirmandamus's hordes

and win, could you order one soldier to give his life so

Martin



Anita should live? No, you and this Mirmandamnus pl ay
a gane, for high stakes, but still a gane. As long as
Mur mandanus t hi nks he can lure you up to Miraelin, we
have a chance of stealing in and getting Silverthorn.'
Arutha | ooked at his brother. 'W do? he asked,

al ready knowi ng t he answer.

"OfF course. As long as we don't spring the trap, it

remai ns open. That is the nature of traps. If they don't
know we' re already inside, we nmight even get out.' He

spent a qui et nonment | ooking northwards, then said, 'it's
so close. It's just up in those nountains, a week from
here, no nore. It's so close.' He |laughed at Arutha. 'it

woul d be a shane to cone so close and quit.'

Arutha said, 'You're nmad.'

'Perhaps,' said Martin. "But just think, it's so close.
Arutha had to laugh. "All right. W |eave tonorrow.'

The six riders set out the next norning, with the bl essings

of the EIf Queen and Tonmas. Calin, Galain, and two

ot her elves ran alongside the horsenmen. As they |ost sight

of the Queen's court, a gwali swung al ong through the

trees, crying, 'Calin!' The EIf Prince signalled a halt and the gwali dropped

fromthe branches and grinned at them "Were mans

going with Calin?

"Apalla, we take themto the northern road. Then they

travel to Moraelin.'

The gwali becane agitated and shook his furry head.

'"No go, mans. Bad place. Little A noli eaten there by

bad thing.' 'Wat bad thing? said Calin, but the gwali ran off

shrieking in fright before an answer was forthcom ng
Jimy said, "Nothing |ike a happy send-off.'

Calin said, 'Galain, return and find Apalla and see if
you can gl ean any sense from what he says.'

Glain said, '"i'll find out what he nmeans and foll ow
after.' He waved to the travellers and headed back after
the gwali. Arutha nmotioned for the party to continue.

For three days the elves guided themto the edge of

their forests, up into the foothills of the Great Northern
Mount ai ns. Then, at midday on the fourth day, they

cane to a small stream and on the other side they could
see the trail |eading through the woodl ands, towards a
canyon. Calin said, 'Here is the limt of our holdings.'
Martin said, 'Wat of Galain, do you think?

"it may be he discovered nothing of worth, or it may

have taken hima day or two to find Apalla. The gwali

can be difficult to locate if they decide to be. If Galain

nmeets us, we'll direct himafter you. He will overtake you
as long as you haven't crossed over into the heart of
Moraelin.'

"Where would that be?" said Arutha

"Follow that trail for two days until you cone to

a small valley. Cross it, and on the north face you'll see
a waterfall. Atrail leads up fromthere, and atop the

pl ateau you'll' be near the top of the falls. Follow the
river upwards, until you reach its source. Fromthat | ake
you'll find a trail again noving upwards, again to the
north. That is the only way to Mrraelin. You'll find a



canyon, which winds around the |ake in a complete circle.
Legend says it is the tracks made by the nourning Elf
Prince, wearing the ground down around the lake. It is
called the Tracks of the Hopeless. There is only one way
into Moraelin, across a bridge nmade by the noredhel

When you cross the bridge over the Tracks of the Hopel ess,
you will be in Mraelin. There you will find the
Silverthorn. It is a plant with a light silver-green |eaf of
three lobes, with fruit like red holly berries. You wll
recogni ze it at once, for its nane describes it: the thorns
are silver. If nothing el se, get a handful of the berries. It
will lie close to the edge of the |ake. Now go, and may

t he gods protect you.'

Wth brief farewells the six riders noved off, Martin

and Baru in the | ead, Arutha and Laurie foll ow ng,

Jimy and Roald bringing up the rear. As they foll owed

a turn, Jimmy gl anced back, until he could no | onger see
the elves. He turned eyes forward, know ng they were

now on their own, wi thout allies or haven. He said a

silent prayer to Banath and took a deep breath.

15
Ret urn

Pug stared into the fire.

The small brazier in his study threw a dancing pattern

of lights on the walls and ceiling. He ran his hand over
his face, feeling fatigue in the very fabric of his being. He
had | aboured since Rogen's vision, sleeping and eating
only when Katal a pushed himfromhis studies. Now he
carefully cl osed one of Macros's many books, he had

been readi ng them exhaustively for a week. Since confronted
with the inpossibilities of Roger's vision, he had

sought every shred of information available to him.,Only
one other magic user upon this world had known anyt hi ng
pertaining to the world of Kel ewan, and that had been
Macros the Bl ack. Watever that dark presence in the
vision, it had spoken a | anguage that fewer than five

t housand on M dkem a mi ght even recogni ze - Pug

Kat al a, Laurie, Kasum and his Tsurani garrison at

Lavut, and a few hundred ex-prisoners scattered around
the Far Coast. And of themall, only Pug could fully
understand the words spoken in Gam na's vision, for that
| anguage was a distant, dead ancestor of the presentday
Tsurani tongue. Now Pug searched in vain through

Macros's library for some hint of what this dark power

m ght be.

O the hundreds of vol unes Macros had bequeathed to

Pug and Kulgan, only a third had been catal ogued.

Macros, through his strange goblin-like agent, Gathis,
had provided a listing of each title. In sone cases that
had proved hel pful, for the work was well known by title
alone. In other cases it was useless "until the book was
read. There were seventy-two works all called Magic,

and a dozen other instances of several books with Iike
nonencl ature. Looking for possible clues to the nature of
what they faced, Pug had closeted hinself with the
remai ni ng works and begun skinm ng them for any hint

of useful information. Now he sat, the work upon his



knee, with a growi ng certainty about what he nust do.

Pug pl aced the book carefully upon his witing table

and left his study. He wal ked down the stairs to the hal
that connected all the roons in use in the acadeny
bui | di ng. Work upon the upper |evel next to the tower

t hat housed his workroons had been halted by the rain

t hat now beat down upon Stardock. A cold gust blew
through a crack in the wall. and Pug gathered his black
robe about hinself as he entered the dining hall, which
was used as a comon roomthese days.

Kat al a | ooked up fromwhere she ' sat enbroidering,

near the fireplace, in one of the confortable chairs that
occupi ed the half of the roomused as conmon quarters.

Br ot her Domi ni ¢ and Kul gan had been tal ki ng, the heavyset
magi ci an puffing on his ever present pipe. Kasum

wat ched as WIIliam and Gamma pl ayed chess in a corner
their two little faces masks of concentration as they pitted
their newy energing skills against each other. WIliam
had been an indifferent student of the game until the girl
had shown an interest. Being beaten by her seened to
bring out his sense of conpetition, heretofore limted to
the ball yard. Pug thought to hinself that, when tine
permtted, he would have to explore their gifts nore
closely. If time permitted

Meecham entered, carrying a decanter of w nE, and

offered a wine cup to Pug. Pug thanked himand sat

down next to his wife. Katala said, 'Supper is not for
anot her hour. | had expectEd | would have to conme and
fetch you. '"I've finished what work | had and decided to relax a
little before dining.

Katal a said, 'Good. You drive yourself too hard, Pug.

Wth teaching others, supervising the construction of this
nmonstrous buil di ng, and now | ocki ng yourself away in

your study, you have had little time to spend with us.'
Pug smiled at her. 'Naggi ng?

"Awfely prerogative,' she said, returning his snile

Katal a was not a nag. \Watever displeasure she felt was
openly voi ced, and quickly resol vEd, by either conpronise
or one partner's acceptance of the other's
intractability.

Pug | ooked about. .Where is Gardan?

Kul gan said, 'Aha, you see. If you hadn't been | ocked

up in your tower, you'd have renmenbered he | eft today

for Shamata, so he can send Lyam nessages by mlitary

pouch. He'll be back in a week.'
'He went al one?' Kulgan settled back in his chair. "I cast a foretelling.
The rain will last three days. Many of the workers

returned honme for a short visit rather than sit in their
barracks for three days. Gardan went with them What
have you been delving into in your tower these |last few
days? You've barely said a civil word for a week.'

Pug surveyed those in the roomwith him Katal a

seened absorbed by her needl ework, but he knew she

was listening closely for his answer. The children were
i ntent upon their ganme. ' Kulgan and Dom ni ¢ wat ched
himwi th open interest. 'Reading Macros's works, seeking
to discover sonething that mght give a clue to what can



be done. You?

"Dom nic and | have counselled with others in the
village. We've nmanaged to conme to sone concl usions.'
"Such as?'

"Now t hat Rogen is healing, and has been able to tel

us in detail what he saw in his vision, sone of our nore
tal ented youngsters have thrown thensel ves upon the
problem' Pug detected a mixture of anusement and

pride in the ol der magician's words. 'Watever it is out
there that seeks to bring harmto the Kingdom or

M dkemia, is limted in power. Assume for a noment

that it is, as you fear, some dark agency slipped through
the rift from Kel ewan, sonehow, during the Riftwar. It
has weaknesses, and fears to reveal itself fully.

"Expl ain, please,' said Pug, his interest driving aside al
fatigue.

"W will assunme this thing is from Kasum 's homeworl d

and not seek sone other more exotic explanation for its
use of an ancient Tsurani dialect. But unlike Kasum's
former allies, it cones not in open conquest,' but rather
seeks to use others as tools. Assume it came by the rift
somehow. The rift is a year closed, which nmeans it has
been here for at least that |ong, and perhaps as |ong as
el even years, gathering servants like the Pantathian
priests. Then it seeks to establish itself, by using a
nor edhel , the ""beautiful one", as Roger described him
as an agent. What we need truly fear is the dark presence
behi nd that beautiful noredhel and the others. That is
the ultimte author of this bl oody business.

"Now, if all this is true, it seeks to manipul ate and

enploy guile rather than direct force. Way? Either it is
too weak to act, and must enploy others, or it is biding

its time until it is able to reveal its true nature and cone
to"the fore.'
"Which all means we still nust discover the identity

and nature of this thing. this power.'

"True. Now, we al so have done some specul ati on predi cated

upon the assunption that what we face is not of

Kel ewan-" pug innterrupted. 'Do not waste tinme with that, Kulgan

W nust proceed on the assunption that what we face is
from Kel ewan, for that, at |least, provides us with a
possi bl e avenue of approach. If Mirnmandanus is sinply
some noredhel witch-king come into his own, one who

just happens to speak a | ong-dead Tsurani tongue. we

can counter that. But an invasion by sone dark power
fromKelewan . . . that is the assunption we must nake.'
Kul gan sighed loudly and relit his cold pipe. "I wish we
had nmore time, and nore idea of how to proceed.

wi sh we coul d exam ne sone aspect of this phenonmenon

wi thout risk. | wish a hundred things, but nost of all |
wi sh for one work by one reliable witness to this thing.'
"There is a place where such a work may exist.'

Dom nic said, 'Wwere? | would gladly acconpany you

or anyone else to such a place, no matter what the risk.'
Kul gan barked a bitter laugh. 'Not |ikely, good brother
My former student speaks of a place upon another world.'
Kul gan | ooked hard at Pug. 'The library of the Assenbly.’
Kasum said, 'The Assenbly?



Pug saw Katala stiffen. "In that place there may be
answers that would aid our conming battle,' he said.
Kat al a never took her eyes fromher work. In controlled
tones she said, "it is good the rift is closed and cannot be
reopened save by chance. Your life may already be
ordered forfeit. Remenber that your status as a G eat
One was called into question before the attack on the
Enperor. Who can doubt you are now named outl aw?

No, it is good there is no way you m ght return.’

Pug said, 'There is a way.'

Instantly Katala's eyes were abl aze as she | ooked hard
at him 'No, you cannot return.'’

Kul gan said, 'How can there be a way back?

"When | studied for the black robe, | was given a
final task,' Pug explained. "Standing upon the Tower of
Testing. | saw a vision of the tine of the Stranger, a

wandering star that inmperiled Kelewan. It was Mcros

who intervened at the [ast to save Kel ewan. Macros was
again on Kelewan on the day | nearly destroyed the

i mperial Arena. It was obvious all the tinme and only this
week did | understand.'’

"Macros could travel between the worlds at will!' said
Kul gan; conprehension dawning in his eyes. 'Macros had
the nmeans to fashion controllable rifts!'

"And | have found it. Clear instructions are in one of
hi s books."

Kat al a whi spered, 'You cannot go.'

He reached over and took her white-knuckled hands in

his own. "I nust.' He faced Kul gan and Dom nic. "I have
the neans of returning to the Assenbly, and | rnust use
it. Gtherw se, should Murmandanus be a servant of sone
dar k Kel ewanese power, or sinply a diversion while such
a power cones into its own, we will be |ost wthout hope.
If we are to find a way of dealing with such a one, we
must first identify it, discover its true nature, and to do
that | must go to Kelewan.' He | ooked at his wife, then
at Kulgan. "I will return to Tsuranuanni.'

It was Meecham who spoke first."Well then. When do

we | eave?'

Pug said, 'We? | nust go al one.

The tall franklin said, "You can't go alone,' as if

that .thought was the sheerest absurdity. 'Wen shall we
| eave?'

Pug | ooked up at Meecham "You don't speak the

'l anguage. You're too tall to be a Tsurani.'

"I'"ll be your slave. There are M dkem an sl aves there,

you' ve said often enough.' H's tone indicated the argunent
was over. He | ooked from Katala to Kul gan and

said, 'There wouldn't be a noment's peace around here
shoul d anyt hi ng happen to you

Wlliam came over, Gamina behind him 'Papa, please

t ake Meechamwi th you.'

pl ease.
Pug put his hands in the air. "Very well. We'Il establish
some charade.' Kulgan said, "I feel alittle better, which is a relative

statement not to be taken as approval .’
" Your objection is duly noted.'



Dom nic said, "Now the issue has been broached

| too, wish to again offer to accompany you.'

"You of fered before you knew where | was goi ng.

One Mdkemian | can | ook after, two would prove too

bur densone. '

"I have my uses,' replied Domnic. "I know the healer's
arts and can performny own brands of magic. And

have a good arm and can wi eld a nace.'

Pug studied the nonk. 'You are taller than | by only a
l[ittle. You might pass as a Tsurani, but there's the

pr obl em of | anguage.

"in Ishap's order we have nmagic neans to | earn | anguages.

Whil e you prepare your rift spells, | can learn the
Tsurani tongue and aid Meechamin learning it as well, if
the Lady Katala or 'Earl Kasum will help.

Wlliamsaid, "I can help. | speak Tsurani

Katal a didn't | ook pleased, but agreed. Kasum said, "I
al so.' He | ooked troubl ed.

Kul gan said, 'OF all here, Kasum, | expected you
woul d be the nost likely to wish a return, yet you've said
not hi ng."'

"When the last rift closed, nmy life on Kel ewan ended. |
am now Earl of LaMut. My tenure within the Enpire of
Tsuranuanni is but a menory. Even if it is possible to

return. I would not, for | have taken oath to the King.
But,' he said to Pug, 'will you carry nessages for ne to
nmy father and brother? They have no way to know I live,

| et al one prosper.'

"of course. It is only right.' He said to Katala, 'Bel oved.
can you fashion two robes of the Order of Hantukama?'

She nodded. He explained to the others, "It is a mssionary
order; its menbers are comonly seen travelling about.

Di sgui sed as such, we shall attract little attention as we

wander. Meecham can be our beggi ng sl aVe.'

Kul gan said, "I still don't like this idea. I am not happy.'
Meecham | ooked at Kul gan. "When you worry, you're

happy.' Pug |l aughed at this. Katala put her arnms around her
husband and hel d himcl osely. She al so was not happy.

Katal a held up the robe and said, "Try this.'

Pug found it a perfect fit. She had carefully chosen

fabrics that would nost closely resenble those used upon
Kel ewan.

' Pug had been neeting daily with others in the community,

del egating authority for his absence - and, as

was understood but not spoken, against the probability

that he would not return. Doninic had been | earning

Tsurani from Kasumi and WIliamand aiding in Mee' cham s
mastery of that |anguage. Kul gan had been given
Macros's work on rifts to study so he could aid Pug in the

formati on of one.

Kul gan entered Pug's private quarters as Katal a was

i nspecting her handiwork. 'You'll freeze in that.'
Katala said, 'My honeworld is a hot place, Kulgan

These |ight robes are what is commonly worn.'

"By worren as wel |l ?* When she said yes. he said
"Positively indecent,' as he pulled out a chair.

Wlliam and Ganmina ran into the room The little girl

was a changed child now that Rogen's recovery was
assured. She was Wl liam s constant compani on, playing,



conpeting, and arguing as if she were a sister. Katala had
kept her in the famly's quarters while the old man
healed, in a roomnext to Wllians.

The boy shouted, ' Meechami s com ng.' and broke out

in gleeful laughter as he spun in a circle of delight.

Gam na | aughed aloud as well, imtating Wlliams spin,
and Kul gan and Pug exchanged gl ances, for it was the

first audible sound the child had ever nmade. Meecham
entered the room and the adults' |aughter joined with

the children's. The burly forester's hairy |legs and arms
stuck out fromthe short robe, and he stood awkwardly in
the imtation Tsurani sandals. He | ooked around the room 'So what's funny?

Kul gan said, 'i've grown so used to seeing you in
hunter's togs, | couldn't inmagine what you' d |l ook like.'
Pug said, 'You just look a little different than | had
expected,' and tried to stifle a |augh

The franklin shook his head in disgust. '"if you' re done?
When do we | eave?' Pug said, 'Tonmorrow norning, just after dawn.
Instantly all laughter in the room died.

They waited quietly around the hill with the large tree,
on the north side of Stardock island. The rain had

st opped, but a danp, cold wind blew, promsing nore

rain shortly. nmost of the community had come to see

Pug, Dominic, and Meechamon their way. Katala stood

next to Kulgan with her hands upon WIlIliams shoul ders.
Gami na clutched tightly to Katala's skirt, |ooking nervous
and a little frightened.

Pug stood al one, consulting the scroll he had fashi oned.

A short way of f, Meecham and Domi nic waited, shivering
against the cold, while they listened to Kasuni speak. He
was intensively speaking of every detail of Tsurani custom
and life he could renmenber that mnight prove inportant.

He was constantly remenbering details he had al nost
forgotten. The franklin held the 'travel bag Pug had
prepared, containing the usual itenms a priest would carry.
Al so inside. under those itens, were a few things uncomon
to a priest on Kel ewan, weapons and coi ns of netal

a fortune by Kel emwanese standards.

Kul gan came to where Pug indicated, holding a staff

fashi oned by a woodcarver in the village. He planted it
firmy in the soil, then took another handed to hi mand
placed it four feet away. He stepped back as Pug began

to read aloud fromthe scroll

Bet ween the staves a field of |ight grew, rainbow

col ours dancing up and down. A crackling noise could be
heard, and the air began to snell as it did after a |ightning
strike, acrid and pungent.

The Iight began to expand and change in col our

nmovi ng faster through the spectrumuntil it gl eaned
whitely. It grewin '"intensity until it was too bright to | ook
upon. Still Pug's voice droned on. Then cane a | oud

expl osion of noise, as if a thunderclap had peal ed bet ween
the staves, and a short gust of w nd towards the gap
between them as if a sudden drawing in of air had

occurr ed.

Pug put away his scroll and all |ooked at what he had
fashi oned. A shimering square of grey 'nothingness

stood between the upright staves. Pug notioned to



Dominic and said, '"i'll go through first. The rift is targeted
to a glade behind nmy old estate, but it mght have
appeared el sewhere.'

If the environnent proved hostile, he would have to

step around the pole. entering it fromthe same side
agai n, appearing back on Mdkem a as if he had passed

t hrough a hoop. If he was able.

He turned and smled at Katala and Wlliam His son
jiggled around nervously, but Katala's reassuring pressure
on the boy's shoul ders quieted him She only nodded,

her face composed. Pug stepped into the rift and vani shed. There was an
audi bl e i ntake of breath at the sight, for only a few there
knew what to expect. The follow ng nonents dragged

on, and many unconsciously held their breath.

Suddenly Pug appeared fromthe other side of the rift

and an audi ble sigh of relief came fromthose who waited.
He cane back to the others and said, it opens exactly
where | had hoped it would. Macros's spellcraft was

flaw ess.' He took Katala's hands. "It is next to the
reflecting pool in the neditation gl ade.’

Kat al a fought back the tears. She had tended fl owers
around that pool, where a solitary bench | ooked over

cal mwat ers, when she had been m stress of that great
estate. She nodded understandi ng, and Pug enbraced

her, then Wlliam As Pug knelt before WIliam Ganina
suddenly threw her arms around his neck. Be careful

He hugged her in return. "I will, little one.’

Pug nmoti oned Domi nic and Meechamto foll ow and

wal ked through the rift. They hesitated the barest instant
and followed himinto the greyness.

The others stood watching for long mnutes after the

t hree had vani shed, and the rain began again. No one

wi shed to leave. Finally, as the rain took on a nore

i nsistent quality, Kulgan said, 'Those set to watch,
remain. The rest, back to work.' everyone slowy noved
of f, no one resenting Kul gan's sharp tone. They all shared
hi s concern.

Yagu, chief gardener on the estate of Netoha, near the
city of Ontoset, turned to find three strangers wal king the
path fromthe nmeditation glade to the great house.

Two were priests of Hantukama, the Bringer of Blessed
Heal t h, though both were unusually tall for priests.

Behi nd wal ked t heir beggi ng sl ave, a captive barbarian
giant fromthe | ast war. Yagu shuddered, for he was an
ugly sort, with a horrible scar down his left cheek. In a
culture of warriors; Yagu was a gentle man, preferring

t he conpany of his flowers and plants to that of nmen' who
spoke only of warfare and honour. Still, he had a duty to
his master's house and approached the three strangers.
When they saw hi mcom ng, they halted, and Yagu

bowed first, as he was initiating the conversati on comon
courtesy until rank was established. 'Geetings,

honoured priests. It is Yagu the gardener who presunes

to interrupt your journey.'

Pug and Domi ni c bowed. Meecham waited to the rear,

i gnored, as was the custom Pug said, "Geetings, Yagu
For two hunbl e priests of Hantukanma your presence is

no interruption. Are you well ?

Yagu said, 'Yes, | amwell,' finishing off the formal



greeting of strangers. Then he took on a lofty stance,
crossing his arns and sticking his chest out. 'What brings
the priests of Hantukama to the house of ny master?

Pug said, 'W travel from Scran to the City of the

Pl ains. As we passed by, we saw this estate and 'hoped to
beg a meal for poor mssionaries. Is this possible? Pug
knew it was not Yagu's prerogative to say, but he let the
scrawny gardener play out the role of deciding.

The gardener stroked his chin for a noment. 'it is
permtted for you to beg, though |I cannot say if you will
be turned away or fed. Come, | will show you the

ki chen."'

As they wal ked" towards the house, Pug said, "My I
inquire who lives in this wondrous abode?

' Showing pride in the reflected glory of his master,
Yagu said, 'This is the house of Netoha, called "He Wo
rises Q' ickly".'

Pug feigned ignorance, though he was pl eased to know

his former servant was still in possession of the estate.
"Perhaps,' said Pug, 'it would not be too offensive for
hunbl e priests to pay respects to so august a personage.'
Yagu frowned. Hi s naster was a busy man, but he al so
made time for such as these. He would not be pleased to
find the gardener had presunmed to fend them off, though
they were little nore than beggars, not being froma
power ful sect, such as the servants of Chochocan or
Juran. "I will ask. It may be nmy master will have a
monent for you. If not, then perhaps a neal may be

had. '

The gardener led themto a door Pug knew led into the

ki tchen area. The afternoon sun beat down upon them as

t he gardener di sappeared inside. The house was a strange
design of interconnecting buildings Pug had built nearly
two years before. It had started something of a revolution
in Tsurani architecture, but Pug doubted the trend had
continued, given the Tsurani sensitivity to politica
fortune.

The door slid open and a worman st epped out, followed

by Yagu. Pug bowed before she could get a look at his
face. It was Alnorella, a former slave Pug had freed.
now wed to Netoha. She had been Katala's closest friend.
Yagu said, 'My mistress graciously agrees to speak with
the priests of Hantukama.'

From his bowi ng position Pug said, 'Are you well

m stress?

Hearing his voice, Alnorella gripped the doorfrane as
she fought for breath. Wen Pug straightened, she forced

herself to breathe and said, "I . . . amwell.' Her eyes
wi dened and she began to speak his Tsurani nane.
Pug shook his head. "I have met your honoured husband.

| hoped he m ght spare a nonent for an old

acquai ntance . '

Al most inaudibly Alnorella said, 'My husband al ways
has time for . . . old friends.'

She bade them enter and cl osed the door behind. Yagu
stood outside a nonment, perplexed at his mstress'S
behavi our. But as the door slid shut, he shrugged and
returned to his beloved plants. Wo coul d understand
the rich?



Almorella led themquickly and silently through the

ki tchen. She struggled to maintain her composure, barely
conceal i ng her shaki ng hands as she brushed past three
startled slaves. They never noticed their mstress's agitated
state, for their eyes were riveted on Meecham the

bi ggest barbari an sl ave they had ever seen, truly a giant
anong gi ants.

Reachi ng Pug's former workroom she slid aside the

door and whispered, "I will get ny husband.'

They entered and sat, Meecham awkwardly, upon

pl unmp cushions on the floor. Pug | ooked about the room
and saw that little had changed. He felt a strange sense of
being in two places at the sane time', for he could al npbst
i magi ne opening the door to find Katala and WIIiam
outside in the garden. But he wore the saffron-col oured
robe of a priest of Hantukama, not the black of a. G eat
One, and a terrible peril was possibly about to descend
upon the two worlds with which his fate seened forever
intertwi ned. Since beginning the search for a return to
Kel ewan, a faint nagging had started at the back of Pug's
m nd. He sensed that his unconscious m nd was operating
as it often did, working on a problemwhile his attention
was el sewhere. Sonething about all that had occurred on
M dkemi a had a faintly famliar quality to it, and he
knew the time was soon com ng when he would intuit

what that quality was.

The door slid open and a nan entered, Al norella

behi nd. She closed the door, while the man bowed | ow
"You honour ny honme, Great One.'

'Honours to your house, Netoha. Are you well?

"I amwell, Geat One. How may | serve?

"Sit, and tell ne of the Enpire." Wthout hesitation

Net oha sat. 'Does lchindar still rule the Holy City?

' The Light of Heaven still rules the Enpire.’

"What of the Varlord?

"Al mecho, he you knew as Warlord, acted w th honour

and took his own life after you shamed him at the

i nperial Games. Hi s nephew, Axantucar, wears the white
and gold. He is of the Oaxatucan Fam |y, one who gai ned
by the death of others when . . . the peace was betrayed.
Al with stronger clains were killed, and many with
clainms as valid as his to the office ' of Warlord were .

dealt with. The War Party is still firmy in control of the
H gh Council .’
Pug considered. Wth the War Party still in control of

the nations, there would be scant chance of finding
synpathetic ears in the H gh Council, though the Gane
of the Council would continue. That terrible, seemngly
never-endi ng struggle for power night provide the opportunity
for discovering alliance.

"What of the Assenbly?

"I sent those things which you instructed, G eat One
The others were burned as you commanded. | received
only a note of thanks fromthe G eat One Hochopepa
not hi ng nore.'

"What is the talk in the nmarket?

"I have not heard your nanme nmentioned in many

nmont hs. But just after you departed, it was said you
attenpted to lure the Light of Heaven into a trap



bri ngi ng di shonour on yourself. You have been naned

outl aw and out cast by the Assenbly, the first to have the
bl ack robe stripped away. Your words are no | onger as

law. Any who aid you do so at peril of their lives, and the
lives of their famlies, and the lives of their clan.’

Pug rose, 'W shall not tarry here, old friend. | would
not risk your lives, nor the lives of your clan.'
Net oha spoke as he noved to open the door. "I know

you better than nost. You would not do what they
accused you of, Great One.'

'"Great One no longer. by edict of the Assenbly.’
'Then | honour the man, M Il anber,' he said, using
Pug's Tsurani nane. 'You have given us much. The nane
Net oha of the Chichinmecha is upon the rolls of the

Hunzan Can. My sons will grow in greatness because of
your generosity.'
Sons?'

Al morella patted her stomach. 'Next planting season .
The healer priests think tw ns.'

"Katala will be doubly pleased. First, to know the sister
of her heart is well, and second, that you will be a
not her .

Almorella's eyes brimred with noisture."Katala is

wel | ? And the boy?

"My wife and son are well and send you their |ove.
"Return with our greetings and affection, MIlanber. |
have prayed that soneday we may again neet."

" Perhaps we shall. Not soon, but someday . . . Netoha,

' is the pattern intact?

'it is, Mlanber. Little has changed. This is still your
hore.

Pug rose and notioned for the others to follow him "I
may have need of it for a quick return to nmy own | ands.
If | sound the arrival gong tw ce, have everyone quit the
house at once, for there may be others behind ne who

will harmyou. | hope it will not be so.'

"Your will, M anber.’

They wal ked out of the room and nmade for the pattern

room Pug said, "In the glade by the pool is the nmeans for
my return horme. | would it renained undi sturbed until |
close it.'

"it is done. I will instruct the grounds keepers to allow

no-one in the gl ade.'
At the door Alnorella said, 'Were are you bound,
M I anber ?'

"That | will not tell you, for what you do not know
cannot be forced fromyou. You are already in jeopardy
for sinply having nme under your roof. | will add no
nore. ' Wthout further word he | ed Dom nic and Meecham

into the pattern room and cl osed the door behind.

Rermoving a scroll fromhis belt pouch, Pug placed it on
the centre of a large tile pattern, a depiction of three
dol phins. It was sealed with black wax, enbossed with a

| arge chop, fromthe ring of the Geat One. "I send a
nmessage to a friend. Wth this synbol upon it, no one
will dare touch it but himto whomit is addressed.' He

closed his eyes for a nmoment, then suddenly the scroll
wasn't there. Pug notioned Dom nic and Meechamto stand next
himon the pattern. 'Every Geat One in the Enpire has
a pattern in his home. Each is unique, and when it is

to



renmenbered exactly, a mmgician can transport hinmself or
send an object toit. In a few cases, a location that is very
fam liar, such as the kitchen at Crydee where | worked as
a boy, might serve as well as a pattern. It is usual to wll a
gong to sound, announcing our arrival, though I shal
avoid that this tinme, | think. Cone.' He reached out and
gri pped each of them closed his eyes. and incanted.
There seened to be a sudden blur and the room appeared
to change about them Dominic said, "What . . .?" then realized they had
transported to another place. He | ooked down at a
different pattern, resenbling an ornanental flower of red
and yellow. Pug said, 'The one' who lives here is brother to one of
nmy old teachers, for whomthe pattern was enpl aced.
That Great One called here often. | hope we may stil
find friends here.’

Pug went to the door and slid it slightly ajar. He peered
up and down the corridor. Dominic stepped up behind

him 'How far did we travel ?'
'Ei ght hundred miles and nore.
" Amazing,' Donminic said softly.

Pug led themswiftly to another room where the
aft ernoon sunlight could be seen com ng through a
wi ndow, casting the shadow of the room s | one occupant
upon the door. Wthout announcing hinmself, Pug slid it
open.

Before a witing desk sat an old man, his once powerfu
body shrunken by age. He squinted at the parchnent

before him and his lips nmoved silently as he read. Hi s
'robe was a deep blue, sinple, but finely nade. Pug was
shocked, for he remenbered this man as a tower despite
hi s advanci ng years. The | ast year had taken a toll
The ' man , looked up at the intruders. H's eyes grew

| arge as he said, 'MIlanber!’

Pug nmoti oned his conpani ons through the door and
slid it behind. 'Honours to your house, Lord of the
Shi nzawai . '

Kamat su, Lord of the Shinzawai did not rise in greeting.
He stared at the former slave who had risen to the

rank of great One and said, 'You are under edict,

branded traitor. and wi thout honour. Your life is forfeit
shoul d you be found.' Hi s tone was cold, his expression
hosti | e.

Pug was taken aback. O all his allies in the plot to end
the Riftwar, Kamatsu had been anobng the staunchest.

, Kasumi, his son, had carried the Enperor's nessage of
peace to King Rodric.
'Have | caused your offence, Kamatsu?' Pug asked.
"I had a son anong those | ost when you attenpted to
entrap the Light of Heaven with your deceit.'
"Your son still lives, Kamatsu. He honours his father
and sends affection.' Pug handed Kamatsu the nessage
fromKasumi . The old man peered at it for a long tineg,
readi ng every character slowy. Wen he had finished
tears ran unashanedly down his |eathery cheeks. 'Can al
this be true? he said.
"it is true. My King had nothing to do with the
deception at the truce table. Nor had | a hand in it. That
nmystery is long in explaining, but first hear of your son
He not only is alive, but is now counted highly in ny
nati on. Qur King sought no vengeance upon our forner



enem es. He granted freedomto all who would serve

him Kasum and the others are freenen in his arny.'
"All?" said Kamat su incredul ously.

" Four thousand nen of Kel ewan are now sol diers of

my King's army. They are counted anong the nost | oyal

of his subjects. They bring honour to their famlies. Wen
King Lyamis life was in danger, the task of guaranteeing
his safety was given to your son and his nmen.' Pride
shone in Kamatsu's eyes. "The Tsurani live in a city called
Lavut, and fight well against the enem es of our nation
Your son is named Earl of that city, as inmportant a rank
as Lord of a famly, closer to clan Warchief. He is married
to Megan, the daughter of a powerful nmerchant of Rillanon
and sonmeday you will be a grandfather.’

The old man seened to gain in strength, he said, 'Tel

me of his life.' Pug and Kamatsu began to speak of

Kasum , his life for the last year, and his rise, his neeting
Megan just before Lyam s coronation, and their rapid
courtship and marriage. For nearly a half hour they
spoke, the urgency of Pug's mission forgotten for the
nonent .

When they were done, Pug said, 'And Hokanu?.

Kasumi asked after his brother.'

"My younger son is well. He patrols the northern

frontier against the Thun raiders."'

' Then the Shinzawai rise to greatness on two worlds.'
said Pug. 'Alone anmong Tsurani fam lies can the Shinzawai
make that claim'

Kamat su said, 'That is a strange thing to contenplate.’

H s voice turned serious. 'VWat has caused your return
Mlanmber? It is not only to ease an old man's |loss, | am
certain.'

Pug i ntroduced his conpanions and then said. 'A dark
power rises up against ny nation, Kamatsu. W have

faced only a part of its mght and we seek to understand
its nature.'

Kamat su said, 'Wiat has this to do with your return

here? What cause have you to return?

"in a vision, one of our seers confronted this dark
agency and was addressed in the ancient tenple |anguage.'
He spoke of Murmandamus and t he dark power

behi nd the noredhel

' How can this be?

'"That is what has caused nme to risk a return. | hope to
find an answer in the library of the Assenbly.’

Kamat su shook his head. 'You risk nuch. There is a
certain tension within the H gh Council, beyond what is
usual for the Great Game. | suspect we are on the verge
of some mmj or upheaval, as this new Warlord seens even
nore obsessed with controlling the nations than was his
uncl e.'

Under st andi ng at once the Tsurani subtlety, Pug asked,
'Do you speak of a final schism between Warlord and
Enper or ?'

Wth a heavy sigh, the old man nodded. "I fear civil

war. Shoul d Ichindar press forward with the certainty he
showed to end the Riftwar, Axantucar woul d be bl own

away as chaff upon the wind, for the nmajority of the clans
and famlies still hold the Enperor as suprene, and few
trust this new Warl ord. But the Enperor has |ost nuch



face. For himto have forced the five great clans to the
peace table only to be betrayed has robbed hi m of

his nmoral authority. Axantucar is free to act w thout
opposition. | think this Warlord seeks to unite the two

of fices. The gold trimon white is not enough for this one.
I think he seeks to wear the gold of the Light of Heaven.'
"'in the Game of the Council, anything is possible, "'
quoted Pug. 'But |ook you, all were betrayed at the peace
tal ks.' He spoke of the |ast nmessage of Macros the

Bl ack, rem ndi ng Kamatsu of the ancient teachings of

the Enemy's attacks upon the nation, and speaking of
Macros's fear that the rift would draw that terrible power.
"Such duplicity shows that the Enperor was no nore a

fool than the rest, but it still does not forgive himthe
m stake. Yet such a tale may win hima little nore
support in the Hi gh Council - if support has any meaning. '

"You think the Warlord ready to act?

"Anytime now. He has neutralized the Assenbly by

havi ng his own pet nmagicians call its own autonony into
guestion. Great Ones sit in debate over their own fate.
Hochopepa and ny brother, Fumita, dare not take a

hand in the Geat Gane at this tinme. Politically, the
Assenmbly might as well not exist.'’

"Then seek allies in the Hi gh Council. Tell themthis:
somehow our two worlds stand |inked again by sone dark
power of Tsurani origin. It noves agai nst the Kingdom It
i s power beyond human understandi ng, perhaps power to

chal | enge the gods thenselves. | cannot tell you how

know, but i feel certain that, should the Kingdomfall,
then will Mdkema fall, should Mdkema fall, then surely
will Kelewan fall after.’

Kamat su, Lord of the Shinzawai, former Warchief of

t he Kanazawai C an, showed an expressi on of concern
Softly he said, 'Can it be?

Pug' s expression showed he believed it true. '"it nmay be

I will be captured or killed. If so, | must have allies on
the Hi gh Council who will speak this cause to the Light

of Heaven. It is not nmy life | fear for, Kamatsu, but the
l[ives of two worlds. If | fail, the Great Ones Hochopepa
or Shinmone nmust return to ny world with whatever can

be | earned of this dark power. WIIl you hel p?

Kamat su rose. 'O course. Even had you not brought

word of Kasum, even had our doubts about you been

true, only a madman would be unwilling to put aside
former grievances in light of such warning. I "will |eave at
once by fast boat downriver to the Holy City. Were wll
you be?

' Seeking help fromanother. If |I am successful, | shal

pl ead my case before the Assenbly. No one gains the

bl ack robe wi thout having learned to |listen before acting.
No, my true risk is falling into the Warlord's hands. If
you do not hear of ne in three days, assune that has

cone to pass. | will be either dead or captive. Then you
nmust take action. Only silence will aid this Mrnmandanus.
In this you nust not fail.'
"I will not fail, MIlanber.’

Pug, once known as M| amber, greatest of the G eat
Ones of Tsuranuanni, rose and bowed. 'We nust |eave.
Honours to your house, Lord of the Shinzawai.'
Kamat su bowed [ ower' than was required of his station



and said, 'Honours to your house, Geat One.'

Hawker s shouted to passing buyers as the sun beat down.
The market square at Ontoset was at hrong with business.
Pug and his conpani ons had taken a place in the section
of the plaza set aside for |licensed beggars and priests. For
three nornings they rose fromunder the protective wall

of the square and spent the day preaching to those willing
to stop and listen. Meecham woul d pass ampong t he snal |
crowds, holding out the beggar's bow . There was only

one tenpl e of Hantukana east of the Holy City of

Kentosani - in the city of Yankora. far from Ontoset - so
there was little risk of them being di scovered by anot her
wandering priest in the short time they would be staying
inthe city. The order was widely and thinly spread, and
many who served had not seen another priest of the

order for years.

Pug finished his sernon for the norning and returned

to Dominic's side as the nonk instructed an injured girl's
nmot her in proper care for the child. Her broken | eg

woul d be fully nmended within days. The woman's gratefu

t hanks were all she could give, but Dominic's snile

i ndi cated that was sufficient. Meecham joined t hem
showi ng several of the tiny genstones and slivers of netal
that served as currency in the Enpire. "A man could

make a decent living this way.'

Pug said, 'You scared theminto giving.'

A commotion in the crowd made themall | ook as a

conpany of horsemen rode past. They wore the green

arnmour of a house known to Pug by reputation, the

Hoxaka. They were menbers of the War Party. Meecham

said, 'They've taken to riding, for certain.’

'Li ke the Tsurani in LaMut,' Pug whispered back. 'it
seens once a Tsurani gets over being terrified of horses,
he becones mad for them | know Kasum did. Once

upon a horse, it was near-inpossible to get himoff." It
appeared the horse had become accepted in the Enpire

and cavalry firmy established in the arsenal of Tsuran
weapons.

When the horses had passed, another noi se made t hem

turn. standi ng before themwas a heavyset man in bl ack
robes, his bald head gleam ng in the noonday sun. On
every side citizens were bowi ng and novi ng away, not

wi shing to crowd the august presence of a Great One of
the Enpire. Pug and his conpani ons bowed.

The magician said, 'You three' will come with ne.’

Pug made a show of stammering, 'Your will. Geat

One.' They hurried to follow after

The bl ack-robed magi ci an wal ked directly to the nearest
buil ding, a | eatherworker's establishment. The

magi ci an entered and said to the proprietor, "I have need
of this building. You may return in an hour.'
Wt hout hesitation the owner said, 'Your will, Geat

One,' and called for his apprentices to join himoutside.
In a mnute the building was enpty except for Pug and

his friends.

Pug and Hochopepa enbraced. then the stout magician

said, 'MIlanber, you are mad to return. Wen | received
your nessage, | could scarcely believe nmy senses. Wy

did you risk sending it through the pattern, and why this



nmeeting in the heart of the city?

'Pug said, 'Meecham watch the wi ndow.' To Hochopepa

he said, 'What better place to hide than in plain

sight? You receive messages by the pattern often, and

who woul d think of questioning you about speaking to
conmon priests? He turned and said, 'These are ny

conpani ons,' and made the introductions.

Hochopepa swept clear a bench and sat. "I have a

t housand questions. How did you manage to return? The magi ci ans who serve
the Warlord have been trying to

rel ocate your honmeworld, for the Light of Heaven, may

the gods protect him is determ ned to avenge the betrayal
of the peace conference. And how did you manage to
destroy the first rift? And live?" He saw Pug's anusenent
at his flood of questions and ended, "But nobst inportant,
why have you returned?

Pug said, 'There is | oose upon nmy honmeworld sone

dark power of Tsurani origin, an evil thing of dark magic.
| seek know edge, for it is of Kelewan.' Hochopepa

| ooked questioningly at him "Many strange things occur
on" ny world, and it is the nost el egant answer, Hocho. |
hope to di scover sone clue to the nature of this dark
power. And it is a fearful agency.' He went into detai
about what had occurred since the first. from explaining
the reason for the betrayal, to the attenpts on Prince
Arutha. to his own interpretation of Rogenr's seeing.
Hochopepa said, 'This is strange, for we know of no

such power upon kel ewan - at |east , none | have heard
about. One advantage to our organization is that two

t housand years of cooperative effort by the Bl ack Robes
has rid this world of a great many such nenaces. |n our

| ore we know of denon |ords and witch-kings, spirits of
dark powers and things of evil, all of whomfell before

t he conbi ned mi ght of the assenbly.’

From t he wi ndow Meecham said, ' Seenms you m ght

have mi ssed one.'’

Hochopepa appeared taken aback at bei ng addressed

by a comoner, then he chuckl ed. 'Perhaps, or perhaps
there is another explanation. | do not know. But,' he said
to Pug, 'you have always been a force for social good
within the Empire, and | have no doubt that all you have
said is truth. I will act as your agent, seeking safe passage
to the library, and | will aid in your research. But
understand, the Assenbly is hanmstrung by internal politics.
The vote to let you live is by no neans a certainty. |
shall have to return and | obby. It may take days before
can openly voice the question

"But | think I can succeed at this. You raise too many
guestions to ignore. I will convene a neeting as soon as
possi bl e and return for you once | have pl eaded your

case. Only a madman would fail to heed your warning

even should it prove to be sonething not of this world

t hat pl agues your | and. At worst you gain a parole to use
the Iibrary and depart, at best, perhaps a reinstatenent.
You will have to justify your past actions.'

"l can and will. Hocho.'

Hochopepa | eft the bench and stood before his old

friend. '"it may be we can yet have peace between our
nations, Ml anber. Should the old wound sonehow be

heal ed. we coul d benefit both worlds. I, for one, would



love to visit this acadeny you build and nmeet this seer
who predicts the future and this child who speaks with

the mnd.'

"I have many things | would share, Hocho. The making

of controllable rifts is but a tenth part of it. But all that
later. Go now.'

Pug began to gui de Hochopepa to the door, but something

i n Meecham s pose caught his eye. It was too stil

and awkward. Dom nic had been closely follow ng the
magi ci ans' conversation and had not seemed to notice

any change in the franklin. Pug studied Meecham a

second, then shouted, 'A spell!’

Pug nmoved towards the wi ndow and touched Meecham

The tall nman was unable to nove. Past him Pug could see
men runni ng towards the building. Before Pug could

react and incant a spell of protection, the door expl oded
i nwards with a thunderous sound, knocking everyone

inside to the floor and stunning them nonentarily.

Senses reeling, Pug tried to regain his feet, but his ears
rang fromthe sound and his vision blurred. As he
staggered upright, an object was hurled in through the
door. It was a ball-like object the size of a man's fist. Pug
again tried to establish a spell of protection around the
room but the sphere enmitted a blinding orange light.
Pug's eyes felt seared and he cl osed them breaking the
pattern of his spell. He began again, but the object made
a hi gh-pitched whi ne, which seened sonehow to drain

away his strength. He heard sonmeone hit the floor and
couldn't tell if Hochopepa or Donminic had tried to rise
"and failed or if Meecham had toppl ed. Pug fought against
the magi c of the sphere with all his considerable night,
but he was off bal ance and confused. He staggered to the
door, trying to get away fromthe object, for once free of
its debilitating effects he could easily save his friends. But
t he unknown spell was too quick and strong. At the threshold
of the shop he collapsed. He fell to his knees, blinking
to clear the double vision the sphere or expl osion had
inflicted upon him He could nmake out nen approaching

the building from across the plaza. They wore the arnour
of the Warlord's Inperial Wites, his personal honour
guard. Sinking downwards into darkness, Pug could see

that the one who | ed themwre a black robe. Pug could
hear the magician's voice, as if comng froma vast

di stance through the ringing in his ears, saying, 'Bind
them'

16
Morael in

M st bl ew through the canyon.

Arut ha signalled a halt, Jimy peered downwards

t hrough the bl owing noisture. A waterfall thundered
beside the trail that was their route towards Mraelin.
Now t hey were properly in the Great Northern Mountains,
in that area between the elver forests and the
Nort hl ands. Moraelin lay higher in the mountains, in a
rocky, barren place just below the crest. They waited
while Martin scouted the pass ahead. Since |eaving their
el ver gui des they had becone a mlitary mission in



eneny-held lands. They could trust Arutha's talisman to
hi de t hem from Murmandanmus' s scryi ng magi c, but that

he knew t hey woul d soon conme to Mraelin was beyond
guestion. It was never to be a question of if they would
encounter his mnions, but sinply when

Martin returned, signalling that the way ahead was
clear, then he put up his hand for a halt again. He dashed
past the others, heading back down the trail. As he
passed Baru and Roal d, he notioned for themto follow
They junped down fromtheir nounts, and Laurie and

Jimy took the reins. Arutha | ooked back. wondering

what Martin had seen, while Jimmy kept eyes ahead.
Martin and the others returned, another figure wal king
with them Arutha relaxed when he sawit was the

el f Gal ain.

The oppressive nature of their journey was such that
when they spoke, it was in hushed tones, |est echoes in
the hills betray them Arutha greeted the elf. "W thought
you not com ng.'

Galain replied, "The Warl eader sent me after you with
this intelligence but a few hours after you departed.
After he was found, the gwali Apalla said two things of

i nportance. First, a beast of sone ferocious nature
unclear fromthe gwali's description inhabits the area
near the |ake. Tomas pl eads caution. Second, there is
anot her entrance to Miraelin. He felt it of sufficient
import to dispatch nme after.' Galain smled. "Besides, |
thought it mght also prove useful to see if you were
bei ng fol | owed."

"Were we?'

Gal ai n nodded. "Two noredhel scouts cut your trai

less than a mile north of our forests. They were marki ng
"your way, and one surely would have run ahead to warn
when you got close to Moraelin. | would have joined you
earlier, but | needed to be certain neither could escape to
gi ve warning. Now there is no such risk.' Martin nodded,
knowi ng the elf would have killed them both suddenly

and wi thout chance for alarm 'There are no signs of
others.'

Martin asked, 'Do you return?

' Tomas gave ne discretion. It is not of much use to go
back at this point. | may as well travel with you. | may
not pass over the Tracks of the Hopel ess, but until that
portal is reached, another bow may prove useful .’

"Wl conme, ' said Arutha.

Martin nmounted and, w thout words, Galain ran on

ahead to scout the way. They noved gradual |y upwards, the
falls chilling them despite the early sumer warnth

At these heights hail and occasionally snow were not
uncomon except in the hottest nmonths of sunmer, stil
weeks away. The nights had been danp, though not as
bitter as had been feared, for they nmade cold canp. The
el ves had given themtrail rations, dried neat and hard
cakes of nut flour and dried fruit - nourishing but cheerless
fare.

The trail led along the face of the cliffs, until it cane

out in a high nmeadow, overlooking the valley. A silver
sparkling | ake | apped its shores gently in the late afternoon



light, the only sound being the singing of birds and

the rustling of the wind in the trees. Jinmmy | ooked about,
'"How can . . . how can the day be so nice when we nove

t owar ds not hi ng but trouble?

Roal d said, "One thing about soldiering: if you' re going
to risk dying, there's no sense doing it wet, cold, and
hungry unl ess absol utely necessary. Enjoy the sunshine,
lad. It's a'gift.'

They watered their horses. After a wel come rest, they
continued onwards. The path Calin had spoken about,

north of the | ake, was easily found but steep and difficult
to negotiate. As sunset approached, Galain returned with news of
prom sing cave in which they mght safely build a snall
fire. "It is curved, twice, and the air mnoves upwards
through fissures that will carry snmoke away. Martin, if we
| eave now, we might have tine to hunt gane near the

l ak~."

Arutha said,, "Don't be overly long in the hunt. Signa
your approach with that raven's honk you do so well, or
you'll be greeted by some sword points.'

Martin nodded once, giving the reins of his horse to

Jimy. He said,

"Two hours after sunset at the |atest,

And he and Gal ane were headi ng back down the trai
towards the | ake.

Roal d and Baru took point, and after a five-minute

ride found the cave Galain had nmentioned. It was flat,

wi de, and free of other occupants. Jimy explored back

and found it narrow after a hundred feet, so that unexpected
visitors would have to cone through the nouth.

Lauri e and Baru gat hered wood and the first fire in days

was built, though it was a small one. Jimy and Arutha
settled in with the others, waiting for Martin and Gal ai n.

Martin and Galain lay in wait. They had constructed a
nat ural -1 ooki ng blind, using brush gathered from ot her
parts of the woods. They were certain they coul d observe
any animal coning down to the | ake's edge without being
seen. They had | ain downw nd fromthe |ake, neither

nmovi ng, for half an hour when the sound of hooves

on the rocks sounded from below the cliff.

, Both nocked arrows, but otherw se renmined silent.
Into the neadow fromthe trail bel ow rode a dozen

men, dressed in black. Each wore the strange dragon
arnmour seen at Sarth, and their heads noved constantly, as
if they | ooked for sonething - or sonmeone. Then behind
them came Murad, his cheek still showi ng the additiona
scar arutha had given himon the road to Sarth.

the black Slayers reined in and watered their nounts,
in the saddle. Murad seened rel axed but alert.

for ten minutes they let the horses drink. Wen

they were finished watering their horses, they

rode out, turning up the trail after Arutha's band.
When they were out of sight, Martin said, "They nust
cone in between Yabon and Stone Mountain to

avoid your forests. Tathar is correct in his assunption
that they will nove to Moraelin to wait for us.'



Gal ane said, "Fewthings in life disturb me, Martin, but
t hose bl ack Slayers are one.'’

"You're just now comng to that conclusion?

"You humans are given to overreaction upon occasion."

Gal ain | ooked to where the riders had gone.

Martin said, 'They will overtake Arutha and the others
shortly. If this Mirad can track, then they will find the
cave . '

Gal ain stood. 'Let us hope the Hadati knows his trai
craft. If not, at least we will be attacking fromthe rear.’
Martin smled a grimsnile. 'That will certainly be of
confort to those in the cave. Thirteen against five, and
only one way in or out.'

W thout further comrent, they shoul dered their bows

and began to |l ope up the trail behind the noredhel

'"Riders cone,' said Baru. Jimy was instantly covering
the fire with dirt, carried in against the need. That way
the fire would die quickly w thout snoke. Then Laurie
touched Jimy on the arm and notioned that he should
cone to the rear of the cave to help quiet the horses.
Roal d, Baru, and Arutha noved forward to where they
coul d, they hoped, see out of the cave mouth wi thout
bei ng seen.

The eveni ng | ooked murky dark after the bright fire,

but soon their eyes adjusted and they could see the riders
passi ng by the cave. The rearnost pulled up a nonent
before the others answered sone silent command and
halted. He | ooked about, as if sensing something nearby.
Arut ha fingered his talisman, hoping the noredhel was
sinmply cautious and not feeling his presence.

A cloud passed frombefore the little noon, the only

one up this early, and the vista before the cave becane
slightly nore illum nated. Baru stiffened at sight of
Murad, for the hillman could now clearly see the noredhel
He had begun to draw his sword when Arutha's

hand gripped his wist. The Prince hissed in the hillmn's
ear, "Not yet!'

Baru's body trenbled as he struggled against his desire
to avenge his famly's death and conpl ete his Bl oodquest.
He burned to attack the noredhel wi thout regard for his
own safety, but there were his conpanions to consider
Then Roal d gripped the back of the Hadati's neck and

put his cheek against Baru's, so he could speak into his
ear alnmost without sound. 'if the twelve in black cut you
down before you reach Miurad, what honour do you to

"your village's nenory?

Baru' ss sword slipped noi selessly back into its sheath.
Silently they watched as Miurad surveyed the surroundi ngs.
Hs eyes fell on the mouth of the cave. He peered at

the entrance, and for a moment Arutha could feel the
scar-faced noredhel's eyes upon him Then they were
nmoving again . . . then they were gone.

Arutha crept forward until he hung out of the cave,

wat ching for signs the riders were returning. Suddenly a
voi ce behind said, "I thought a cave bear mi ght have run
you all out of there.'

Arut ha spun, his heart racing and his sword com ng

out of its scabbard, to find Martin and Gal ai n standi ng
behi nd. He put up his weapon and said, "I could have run



you t hrough.
t he others appeared and Gal ain said, "They should

have investigated, but they seened determ ned to be
somewhere in a hurry. So we nmight do well to follow 1'Il
keep them under watch and mark the trail.'

, Arutha said, 'Wat if another band of Dark Brothers
cones along? Wn't they find your trail markings?

Only Martin will recognize nmy trail markings.

No sout hern Moredhel can track like an elf. He shoul dered
his bow and began to run after the riders.

As' he vanished into the night's gloom Laurie said,

"and if the Dark Brothers are forest dwellers?

Gal ain's voice cane back out of the dark: "I'll have
about as much to worry about as you will.'
After Galain was out of earshot, Martin said, "l wsh

he were only joking.'

Gal ain ran back down the trail , notioning towards a
stand of trees off to the left of the road. They hurried to
the trees and disnounted. They |ed the nounts down
into a draw, as deep into the woods as possible. Galain
whi spered, "A patrol comes.' He, Martin, and Arutha
hurried back to the edge of the trees where they could
spy anyone on the trail.
A few nminutes passed with agonizing sl owness; then a
dozen riders cane down the mountain road, a m xed
band of noredhel and nen. The noredhel were wearing
cl oaks and were clearly forest dwellers fromthe south.
They rode past wi thout pause, and when they were out of
sight, Martin said, 'Renegades now flock to Mirnmandanus's
banner.' He al nost spat as he said, "There are few
I'"d gladly kill, but humans who woul d serve the noredhe
for gold are anong them'
As they returned to the others, Galain said to Arutha,
"There is a canp athwart the road a mle above here.
They are clever, for it is a difficult passage around the
canp, and we woul d need to | eave your horses here. It is
that or ride through the camp.'
"How far to the lake is it? asked the Prince.
'"Only a fewnmles. But once past the canp we rise
above the tree line and there is little cover, save down
anmong the rocks. It will be a sl ow passage, and better
done at night. There are 'bound to be scouts around and
many guards on the road to the bridge.'
'What about the second entrance the gwali told of?
"I'f we understood rightly, by descending down into the

Tracks of the Hopeless, you'll find a cave or fissure that
will lead through the rock up to the surface of the plateau
near the |ake.'

Arutha considered. "Let us |eave our nounts here.’

Laurie said, with a faint smle, 'Mght as well tether

the horses to the trees. If we die, we won't need them'
Roal d said, 'My old captain used to get downri ght

short with soldiers who harped on death before a battle.'

" Enough!' said Arutha. He took a step away, then

turned. 'i've been worrying this over and over. |'ve cone
this far and I'Il continue, but . . . you may | eave now if
you wish, and I'll not object.' He | ooked at Laurie and

Jimy, then Baru and Roal d. He was answered by



si |l ence.
Arut ha | ooked fromface to face, then nodded

brusquely. "Very well. Tie up the horses and |ighten your
packs; W wal k.
The noredhel watched the trail below, well lit by large

and m ddl e noons, as little nmoon rose. He perched atop
an out croppi ng of rock, nestled behind a boul der. He

was positioned so he woul d be unobserved by any comi ng
up the trail.

Martin and Gal ain took aimat the noredhel's back as
Jimy slipped behind the rocks. They would try to win
past w thout being seen, but if the noredhel tw tched in
the wong direction, Martin and Galain neant to see him
dead before he could speak. Jimy had gone first, as he
was judged the least likely to make noise. Next cane
Baru, and the hillman noved through the rocks with the
practi sed ease of one mpuntain-born. Laurie and Roald
nmoved very slowy, and Martin wondered if he could

hold his target for the week it was taking themto pass.
Then at last Arutha slipped past, the light breeze making
enough noi se to disguise the faint scuff of boot upon
rock as he stepped down into a shall ow depression. He
scanpered along until he joined with the others, out of
sight of the sentry. Wthin seconds Martin, then Gl ain,
foll owed, and the elf went past to take point again.
Martin signalled he would go after, and Arutha notioned
agreement. In a nonent Laurie and Roald foll owed. Just
before he turned to follow, Jinmmy put his face before
Martin and Arutha's and whi spered, 'Wen we get back

the first thing I'mgoing to do is scream ny bl oody head
off." Wth a playful swat, Martin sent him along. Arutha
| ooked at Martin and silently nouthed the words, "M
too." Then the Prince was going down the wash. Martin
took a | ast backwards gl ance, then foll owed.

Silently they lay in a depression near the road, a small
ridge of rock hiding themfromthe passing noredhe

hor senen. Rel uctant even to breathe, they remined
notionl ess as the riders seenmed to pause in their slow
passage. For a long, torturous nonment, Arutha and his
conpani ons feared di scovery. Just as every nerve seened
to screamfor action, as every nuscle demanded notion
the riders continued along their patrol. Wth a sigh of
relief close to a sob, Arutha rolled over and di scovered
the trail enpty. Wth a nod to Galain, Arutha ordered a
resunption of the trek. The elf was off along the defile,
and the others slowy rose and foll owed.

The night wind blew bitter along the face of the
nmount ai ns. Arut ha sat back agai nst the rocks, |ooking
where Martin pointed. Galain hugged the opposite wall

of the crevice they crouched in. They had taken a rise
over a crest to the east of the trail, seeming to take them
away fromtheir destination, but a necessary detour to
avoi d increasing noredhel activity. Now they | ooked

down upon a broad canyon, in the mddle of which a high
pl ateau rose upwards. In the centre of the plateau a snall
| ake could be seen. To their left they could see the trai
returning as it ran past the edge of the canyon, then

di sappeared over the crest of the nountains farther up
clearly shown in the Iight of all three noons.



Where the trail came closest to the edge of the canyons
twin towers of stone had been erected. Another pair

stood opposite on the plateau. Between them a narrow
suspensi on bridge swayed in the wind. On top of all four
towers torches burned, their flames dancing madly in the
wi nd. Movenent al ong the bridge and atop the towers

told themthe entire area around the pl ateau was heavily
guarded. Arutha | eant back against the rocks. 'Mbdraelin.'
Gal ain said, "lIndeed. It appears they feared you mi ght
bring an arny with you.'

Martin said, "It was a thought.

Arutha said, 'You were right about its conparing to

the road to Sarth. This would have been al nost as bad.
W' d have | ost a thousand nmen reaching this point - if

we could have got this far. Across the bridge, single file
It woul d have been mass sl aughter.'

' Martin asked, 'Can you see that black shape across the .?
| ake?

"A building of some sort,' said Galain. He | ooked

perpl exed. "It is unusual to see a building, that building,
any buil di ng, though the Val heru were capabl e of anyt hi ng.
This is a place of power. That nust be a Val heru

bui | di ng, though 1've never heard of its |ike before.’
"Where shall | find Silverthorn? asked Arutha.

Gal ain said, 'Mst of the stories say it needs water, so
it grows on the edge of the |lake. Nothing nore specific.'

' Martin said, 'Now, as to gaining entrance.'

Gal ain signalled themaway fromthe front end of the
crevice, and they returned to where the others waited.

The elf knelt and drew in the ground. "W are here, with
ri dge here. Somewhere down at the base is a small

or large fissure, large enough for a gwali to run

t hrough, so I'd guess it would be big enough for you to
get through. It mght be a chimey in the rock you can
climb up, or it mght be connecting caves. But Apalla

was enphatic that he and his people had spent sone tine

on that plateau. They didn't stay |ong because of the
"'bad thing", but he renenbered enough to convince

Tomas and Calin he wasn't confused about being here.

"i've spotted a broken facing on the other side of the
canyon, so we'll work al ong past the bridge entrance

until we have that black building between nyself and the
bri dge guards. You'll find what appears to be the start of
a way down there. Even if you can only get a short way
down, you can |ower yourself with ropes. Then I'I1l pul
them up and hide them '

Jimy said, 'That'll be really handy when we want to

clinmb back up

Gal ain said, "At sundown tonmorrow I'Il |ower the ropes
again. I'll leave themdown until just before sunrise.
Then 1"l pull themup again. I'Il |lower them again the
next night. | think | can stay hidden in the crack in the
broken facing. | may have to scanper into the brush, but
"Il stay free of any noredhel who are | ooking about.' He
didn't sound too convinced. 'if you need the ropes sooner
than that,' he added with a smle, "sinply shout.’

Martin | ooked at Arutha. "As long as they don't know we're here, we have a
chance. They still look to the south, thinking us sonewhere between
El vandar and here. As long as we don't give ourselves away . '
Arutha said, "It's as good a plan as | can conme up with.



Let's go.'

Qui ckly, for they needed to be down in the canyon

bef ore sunrise, they noved anong the rocks, seeking to
reach the far side of the canyon rim

Ji my hugged the face of the plateau, hiding in the
shadow bel ow the bridge. The rim of the canyon was

some hundred and fifty feet above them but there was
still a chance of being seen. A narrow black crack in the
face of the plateau presented itself. Jimy turned his
head to Laurie and whi spered, "of course. It has to be

ri ght under the bridge. '

"Let's just hope they don't bother to | ook down.'

Wrd was passed back, and Jinmy entered the fissure.

It was a tight squeeze for only ten feet, then opened into
a cave. Turning back towards the others, he said, "Pass a
torch and flint through.'

As he took them he heard a novenment behind him

He hi ssed a warning and spun, his dirk alnost flying into
his hand. The faint light comng from behind was nore a
hi ndrance than a help, for it caused nobst of the cave to
be inky black to his eyes. Jimry closed his eyes, relying
on his other senses. He backed up and towards the crack
saying a silent prayer to the god of thieves.

From ahead he heard a scrabbling sound, like claws

on rock, and heard a slow, heavy breathing. Then he
renenbered the gwali talking of a 'bad thing' that ate
one of his tribe.

Agai n cane the noise, this time much closer, and

Jimy wi shed fervently for a light. He noved to the right
as he heard Laurie speak his nane in a questioning tone.
The boy hissed, 'There's sonme kind of animal in here.
Jimy coul d hear Laurie say something to the others

and the scranble as the singer noved back, away fromthe
cave entrance. Faintly he could hear soneone, perhaps
Roal d, saying, 'Martin's comi ng

Hol ding on to the knife with fierce intensity, Jimy

t hought to hinself, yes, if it cones to fighting animals, 1'd
send in Martin, too. He expected the |arge Duke of

Crydee to leap in beside himat any nmonment and wondered
what was taking so |ong.

Then there was sudden novenent towards the boy and

he | eapt back and up, instinctively, alnost clinbing a
rock face. Sonething struck his lower |eg, and he could
hear the snapping of jaws. Jinmmy turned in nidair and,
using his native abilities, tucked and rolled with the fall
com ng down on somrething that wasn't rock. Wt hout
hesitation, jimy |ashed out with his dirk, feeling the
point dig into sonmething. He continued to roll off the
back of the creature while a reptilian hiss and snarl filled
the cave. The boy twi sted as he cane to his feet, pulling
the dirk free. The creature spun, noving quickly, alnost
as quickly as Jimmy, who |leapt away fromthe creature,
blindly, and struck his head against a | ow hangi ng outcropping
of rock.

Stunned, Jimy fell hard against the wall as the creature
| aunched itself again, again mssing by only a little.
Jimy, half stunned, reached out with his left hand and
found his arm w appi ng around the thing' s neck. Like the
| egendary man riding the tiger, Jimry couldn't rel ease



his hold, for the creature could not reach himas |long as
he held fast. Jinmy sat, letting the animl drag him
around the cave, while he stabbed repeatedly at the

| eathery hide. Wth little | everage, his blows were nostly
i neffective. The creature thrashed about, and Ji my was '
battered against the rock walls and scraped as he was
dragged about the cave. Jinmy felt panic rising up inside,
for the animl seenmed to be gaining in fury, and his arm
felt as if it would be torn fromhis shoul der. Tears of fear
ran down the boy's cheeks, and he hammered at the

creature in terror. 'Martin,' he half shouted, half gul ped
VWhere was he? Jimy felt with sudden certainty that he

was at |last at the end of his vaunted |uck. For the first
time he could remenber, he felt helpless, for there was
nothing he could do to extricate hinself fromthis situation
He felt hinself go sick to his stomach and nunb al

over and, with dread certainty, felt fear for his life: not
the exhilarating thrill of danger during a chase across the
Thi eves' Hi ghway, but a horrible numbing sl eepiness as if
he wi shed to curl up in a ball and end it all

The creature | eapt about, banging Ji nmy agai nst the

wal | repeatedly, and suddenly was still. Jimy continued
to stab at it for a nmonent, then a voice said, "It's dead.’
The still-woozy thief opened his eyes and saw Martin

standi ng over him Baru and Roal d stood behind, the
mercenary with a lit torch. Next to the boy lay a lizardlike
creature, seven feet in length, | ooking Iike nothing as
much as an iguana with a crocodile's jaws, Martin's
hunting knife through the back of its skull. Martin knelt
before Jimy. 'You all right?
Jimy scuttled away fromthe thing, still show ng signs
of panic. Wen it penetrated his fear-cl ouded senses that
he was unhurt, the boy shook his head vigorously. 'No,
I"'mnot all right." He wi ped away the tearstains on his
face and said, "No, damm it all, I'mnot.' Then, with tears
again com ng, he said, 'Dam it. | thought I. . .’
Arut ha came through the fissure |ast and took stock of
the boy's condition. He noved next to the boy, who
leant tearfully against the rock wall. Gently placing his
hand upon Jimy's arm he said, "It's over. You're al
right.'

H s voice betraying a m xture of anger and fear, Jimy
said, 'l thought it had me. Damm, |'ve never been so
scared in ny life.'

Martin said, "If you're going to be scared of somnething
at long last, Jimy, this beastie is a good choice. Look at
the jaws on it.'
Jimy shivered. Arutha said, "W all get scared,
Jimy. You've just finally found sonething to be truly
fearful of. '
Ji my nodded. "I hope it doesn't have a big brother
about .
Arutha said, 'Did you sustain any wounds?'
Jimy took a quick inventory. 'Just bruises.' Then he
winced. 'A lot of bruises.’

Baru said, "A rock serpent. Good-sized one. You did
Vell killing it with that knife, Lord Martin.'

In the light the creature | ooked respectabl e, but nothing
like the horror Jimy had imagined in the dark. "That's
t he bad thing"?



Martin said, 'Most likely. As bad as it | ooked to you,

i magi ne what it looks like to a three-foot-tall gwali.' He
held up his torch as Laurie and Arutha entered. 'Let's
see what this place is like.'

They were in a narrow but high-ceilinged chanmber,

nmostly limestone, fromits [ook. The floor clinbed slightly
as it nmoved away fromthe fissure that |ed outside

Ji my appeared ragged, but went to the fore, taking
Martin's torch and saying, 'i'mstill the expert at clinbing
into places |I'm not wel cone.'

They nmoved quickly through a series of chanbers, each
slightly larger and | ocated higher up than the others. The
connecting chanbers had an odd appearance and strange

feel to them sonehow disquieting. The pl ateau was |arge
enough for themto nove for sonme time wthout mnuch

sense of noving upwards, until Jimry said, 'W nove in

a spiral. 1'll swear we're now above the place where
Martin killed that rock serpent.'’

They continued their progress until they came to an
apparent dead end. Looking about, Jimy pointed

upwar ds. Above their heads by three feet was an opening
inthe roof. 'A chimey,' said Jimy. "You clinb up by
putting your back to one side and feet to the other.'
"What if it widens too nuch?' asked Laurie.

"Then it's usual to conme back down. The rate of descent

is up to you. | suggest you do it slowy.

Martin said, '"if the gwali can get up there, we should

be able.’

Roal d said, 'Beggin' Your Grace's pardon, but do you

t hi nk you could swing through the trees like them too?
Ignoring the remark, Martin said, "Jimy?

"Yes, I'Il go first. 1I'll not end ny days because one of
you lost his grip and fell on ne. Keep clear of the opening
until | call down.'

Wth assistance from Martin, Jinmy easily made it into
the chimey. It was a good fit, with just enough roomto
negoti ate easily. The others, especially Martin and Baru,
would find it a tight fit, but they would squeeze through.
Jimy quickly made it to the top, about thirty feet from
t he chanmber bel ow, and found anot her cave. Wt hout

light he couldn't tell its size, but faint echoes of his
breathing told himit was a good size. He | owered hinself
down just far enough to call the come ahead, then
scranbled up to the lip.

By the time the first head, Roald's, Popped into view,
Jimy had a torch lit. Quickly they all clinbed up the

chi mey. The cave was large, easily two hundred feet
across. The roof averaged a full twenty-five feet high
Stalagmites rose fromthe fl oor, some joining together
with the stalactites above to formlinmestoae pillars. The
cave was a forest of stone. In the distance several other
caves and passages coul d be seen

Martin | ooked about. 'How high do you judge we've

clinmbed, Jinmy?'

"No nore than seventy feet. Not yet hal fway.'

' Now whi ch way?' asked Arutha.

Jimy said, "Nothing for it except to try themone at a
tinme.'

Pi cking one of the nmany exits, he marched towards it.



After hours of searching, Jimy turned to Laurie and

said, 'The surface.'

Wrd was passed and Arut ha squeezed up past the

singer to | ook. Above the boy's head was a narrow

passage, little nore than a crack. Arutha could see |ight
above, alnost blinding after the faintly lit passages. Wth
a nod, Jimy clinbed up until he bl ocked out the

brilliance above.

When he returned, he said, "It cones out in an outcropping
of rocks. We're about a hundred yards fromthe

bri dge side of the black building. It's a big thing, two
storeys tall.'

" Any guards?'

"None | could see.'

Arutha considered, then said, 'W'll wait until dark

Ji my, can you hang close to the surface and listen!’
"There's a |l edge,' said the boy and scranbl ed back

upwards. Arutha sat and the others did likew se, waiting for
darkness to cone.

Jimy tensed and rel axed nuscles to avoid cramnping.

The top of the plateau was deathly silent, except for an
occasi onal sound carried by the wind. Mstly he heard a
stray word or the sounds of boots com ng fromthe
direction of the bridge. Once he thought he heard a
strange, |ow sound com ng fromthe black building, but

he couldn't be certain. The sun had di pped beneath the
hori zon, although the sky still glowed. It was certainly
two hours after normal suppertine, but this high on the
face of the nountains, this close to Mdsumer. and this
far north, the sun set long after it did in Krondor. Jinmy
rem nded hinself that he had worked jobs before where
he'd had to skip nmeals, but sonmehow that didn't stop his
stomach from demandi ng attention

At last it was dark enough. Jinmy, for one, was gl ad,

and it seened the others shared his feelings. Sonething
about this place brought themto the edge of outright
agitation. Even Martin had several tines been heard
muttering curses at the need to wait. No, there was

sonmet hing alien about this place, and it was a subtle sort
of effect they were feeling. Jimy knew he woul dn't fee
secure again until this place was mles behind himand a
di mnmenory. Jimy clinbed out and kept watch while Martin cane

next, followed by the others. By agreement they split up
into three groups: Baru with Laurie, Roald with Martin
and Jimy with the Prince. They woul d scout the | akeshore
for the plant, and as soon as one found it he would
return to the crack in the rocks, waiting down bel ow for
hi s conpani ons.

Arutha and Jimy were slated to nove towards the

bi g bl ack building, and by agreenent had decided to

begin their search behind the building. It seenmed wise to
check for guards before searching near the ancient

Val heru edifice. It was inpossible to know the' noredhe
attitude towards the place. They might hold it in simlar
awe to the elves and refuse to enter, give it wi de berth
until sonme cerenony, as if it were a shrine, or they m ght
be inside the building in nunbers.

Sli ppi ng through the dark, Jinmy reached the edge of



t he buil ding and hugged it. The stones felt unusually
snooth. Jimy ran his hand over them and di scovered

they were textured |like marble. Arutha waited, weapons
ready, while Jimy did a quick circumavigation of the
buil ding. 'No one in sight,' he whispered, "except at the
bri dge towers.'

"inside?" Arutha hissed.

Jimy said, 'Don't know. It's a big place, but only one
door. Want to | ook?'" He hoped the Prince would say no.
"Yes.'

Jimy | ed Arutha down along the wall and around the
corner, until he came to the solitary door to the |arge
buil di ng. Above it was a half-circle window, with a faint
[ight showing. Jimy signalled for Arutha to give hima
boost, and the young thief scampered up to the cornice
above the door. He gripped it and pulled hinmself up to
peek through the w ndow.

Ji my peered about. Bel ow him behind the door, was

an ante-room of sonme sort, with a stone slab floor
Beyond, doubl e doors opened into darkness. Jimy

noti ced sonething strange about the wall bel ow the

wi ndow. The exterior stone was only facing.

Ji my junped back down. 'There's nothing | can see
fromthe w ndow.'

"Not hi ng?' ' There's a passage into the darkness, that's all, no sign

of any guards.' 'Let's start |ooking around the |ake's edge, but keep an
eye on this building. Jimy agreed and they headed down towards the | ake.

The buil di ng was begi nning to make his "sonething's odd
bunp itch, but he shoved aside any distraction and
concentrated on the search.

Hours were spent stal king the shore. Few water plants

lined the | ake's edge, the plateau was al nost devoid of

flora. In the distance there would be an occasional faint

rustling sound, which Arutha supposed cane from one of

t he other pairs who searched.

When the sky becane grey, Jinmmy alerted Arutha

to the com ng dawn. G ving up in disgust, the Prince

acconpani ed the boy thief back to the crevice. Laurie

and Baru were already there and Martin and Roal d

joined thema few mnutes later. Al reported no sight of
Silverthorn. Arutha remained silent, turning slowy until his back
was to the others. Then he clenched his fist, looking as if

he had been struck a terrible blow Al eyes were on him

as he stared away into the darkness of the cave, his

profile etched in relief by the faint Iight fromabove, and

all saw tears upon his cheeks. Suddenly he spun to

confront his conpani ons. Hoarsely he whispered, "It rnust

be here.' He | ooked at each of them

in turn, and they glinpsed sonething in his eyes: a depth of feeling, a

sense of overwhelm ng |oss that caused themto share his
dread. Al of them saw suffering and sonething dying. If
there was no Silverthorn, Anita was | ost.

Martin shared his brother's pain, and nore, for in this

instant he saw his father, in those quiet nmonments before
Arut ha had been ol d enough to know t he depths of



Borric's loss of his Lady Catherine. The el ver-taught
hunter felt his own chest constrict at the thought of his
brother reliving those lonely nights before the hearth,
besi de an enpty chair, with only a portrait over the fire
to gaze upon. O the three brothers, only Martin had
glinpsed the profound bitterness that had haunted their
~father's every waking noment. If Anita died, Arutha's
heart and joy might well die with her. Umwmilling to
surrender hope, Martin whispered, "It will be here
sonewhere. '

Ji my added, 'There is one place we haven't | ooked.'
Arutha said, "Inside that building.' Martin said,

"Then there's only one thing to do.'

Jimy hated to hear hinself say, "One of us nust get

i nside and take a look."' 17

VWarl ord

The cel | stank.

pug stirred and found his hands tethered to the wall

wi t h needrahi de chains. The skin of the stolid, six-Iegged

Tsurani beast of burden had been treated to al nost the
hardness of steel and was anchored firmy to the wall
Pug' s head ached fromthe encounter with the strange

magi c-di srupting device. But there was another irritation
He fought off his mental sluggishness and | ooked at the
manacl es. As he began to incant a spell that would cause

the chains to change to insubstantial gases, a sudden

"wrongness occurred. He could put no other nane to it

but a wongness. H s spell would not work. Pug sat back

"against the wall, knowi ng the cell had been bl anketed by

some ensorcel l nent neutralizing any other magic. O

course, he thought: how el se does one keep a magician in

jail?

Pug | ooked about the room It was a dark pit of a cel

with only a little light com ng through a small barred

opening high in the door. Sonething small and busy

bustl ed through the straw near Pug's foot. He kicked and
it scurried off. The walls were danp, so he judged that
he and his conpani ons were bel ow ground. He had no

Way of telling how long they had been here, nor had he

any idea where they were;' they could be anywhere upon

the world of Kel ewan.

Meecham and Doni nic were chained to the wal

opposite Pug, while to his right Hochopepa Was |ikew se
bound. Pug knew at once that the Enpire rested upon a

fine bal ancing point for the Warlord to risk bringing harm

to Hochopepa. To capture a denounced renegade was

one thing, but to incarcerate a Great One of the Enpire

was another. By rights, a Great One should be inmune

to the dictates of the Warl ord. Besides the Emperor, a

Great One was the only possible challenge to the Warlord's
rule. Kamatsu had been correct. The Warlord was

neari ng sone najor ploy or offensive in the Ganme of the

Council, for the inprisonment of Hochopepa showed

contenpt for any possible opposition

Meecham groaned and slowy | ooked up. "My head,"

he munbl ed. Finding hinmsel f chai ned, he tugged experinentally

at his bonds. "Well,' he said, |ooking at Pug,

"what now?'



Pug | ooked back and shook his head. 'W wait.'

It was a long wait, perhaps three or four hours. Wen
someone appeared, it was suddenly. Abruptly the door

had swung open and a bl ack-robed magi ci an ent ered,
followed by a soldier of the Inperial Wites. Hochopepa
nearly spat as he said, "Ergoran! are you mad? Rel ease
me at once!'’

The magi ci an notioned for the soldier to rel ease Pug.

He said to Hochopepa, "I do what | do for the Empire.
You consort with our enemes, fat one. I will bring word
to the Assenbly of your duplicity when we have finished
wi th our punishrment of this fal se magician

Pug was qui ckly herded outside and the magician

naned Ergoran said, 'MIlanber, your display at the

I mperial Ganes a year ago has earned you sone respect
enough to ensure you do not weak any nore havoc

upon those around you.' Two sol diers fastened rare and
costly netal bracelets upon his wists. "The wards pl aced
in this dungeon prevent any spell from operating wthin.
Once you are outside the dungeon, these bracelets wll
cancel your powers.' He motioned for the guards to bring
pug and one pushed hi mfrom behi nd.

Pug knew better than to waste tinme on Ergoran. O al

t hose nmagicians called the Warlord's pets, he had been
anong the nost rabid. He was one of the few magicians
who believed that the Assenbly should be an arm of the
ruling body of the Empire, the High Council. It was
supposed by sone who knew himthat Ergoran's ultimte
goal was to see the Assenbly becone the Hi gh Council.

It had been runoured that while the hot-tenpered al necho
had publicly ruled, as often as not Ergoran had been

t he one behi nd hi mdeciding the policy of the War Party.
A long flight of stairs brought Pug into sunlight. After
the darkness of the cell he was blinded for a nmonent. As
he was pushed al ong through the courtyard of' sone

i mense buil ding, his eyes quickly adjusted. He was
taken up a broad flight of stairs, and as he clinbed, Pug
| Coked over his shoulder. He could see enough | andmar ks
'"to know where he was. He saw the river Gagajin, which
~' fromthe nountains called the H gh Wall down to the
.city of Jamar. It was the major north-south thoroughfare
for the Enpire's central proVinces. Pug was in the Holy
City itself, Kentosani, the capital of the Enpire of Tsuranuanni
And fromthe dozens of white-arnmured guards,

he knew he was in the Warlord' s pal ace.

Pug was pushed al ong through a long hall until he
reached a central chanber. The stone walls ended, and a
rigid, painted wood-and-hide door was slid aside. A
personal council chanber was where the Warlord of the
Enpire chose to interrogate his prisoner.

Anot her magi ci an stood near the centre of the room
wai ti ng upon the pleasure of a man who sat reading a
scroll. The second magi ci an was one Pug knew only
slightly, Elgahar. Pug realized he could expect no aid
here, even for Hochopepa, for El gahar was Ergoran's
brother, magic talent had run deep in their fanly

El gahar had al ways seened to take his lead fromhis

br ot her.

The man sitting upon a pile of cushions was of niddle
years, wearing a white robe with a single golden band



trimrm ng the neck and sl eeves. Renenbering Al nmecho,

the Iast Warlord, Pug couldn't think of a nmore striking '"
contrast. This nan, Axantucar, was the antithesis of

his uncle in appearance. Wile A necho had been a

bul | necked, stocky man, a warrior in his manner, this

man was nore |like a scholar or teacher. His wire-thin
body nade him |l ook the ascetic. H s features were al npost
delicate. Then he lifted his gaze up fromthe parchment
he had been readi ng and Pug coul d see the resenbl ance:
this man, like his uncle, had the sane nad hunger for
power in his eyes.

Slowy putting away his scroll, the Warlord said,

"Ml amber, you show courage, if not prudence, in returning.
You will of course be executed, but before we have

you hung, we would like to know one thing: why have

you returned?

(Upon my homeworl d a power grows, a dark and evil
presence that seeks to advance its cause, and that cause is
t he destruction of nmy honel and.’

The Warl ord seened interested and notioned for Pug

to continue. Pug told all he knew, conpletely and wi thout
enbel | i shment or exaggeration. 'Through nmagi c neans

have determned that this thing is of Kel ewan, sonehow
the fates of both worlds are again intertw ned.'

When he was finished, the Warlord said, 'You spin an
interesting tale.' Ergoran appeared to brush aside Pug's
story, but El gahar |ooked genuinely troubled. The Warlord
went on, 'Mlanber, it is truly a shame you were

taken fromus during the betrayal. Had you remained,

we m ght have found enpl oynment for you as a storyteller

A great power of darkness, aborning from sone

forgotten recess within our Enpire. Wat a wonderfu
tale.' The man's snile vani shed and he | eant forward,

el bow upon knee, as he | ooked at Pug. 'Now, to the

truth. This shabby nightrmare you spin is but a weak
attenpt to frighten ne into ignoring your true reasons for
returning. The Blue Wheel Party and its allies are on the
verge of collapse in the High Council. That is why you
return, for those who counted you as ally before are
desperate, knowi ng the utter dom nation of the War

Party to be all but a fact. You and the fat one are again
in |league with those who betrayed the Alliance for War
during the invasion of your homeworld. You fear the

new order of things we represent. Wthin days | shal
announce the end of the Hi gh Council, and you have

cone to thwart that event, true? | don't know what you
have in nmind, but we shall have the truth fromyou, if not
now, then soon. And you shall nane those who stand
arrayed agai nst us.

"And we will have the means of your return. Once the
Empire is secure under nmy rule, then shall we return to
your world and quickly do what shoul d have been done
under my uncle. '

Pug | ooked fromface to face and knew the truth. Pug

had met and spoken with Rodric, the mad King. The

Warl ord was not as mad as the King had been, but there
was no doubt that he was not entirely sane. And behi nd

hi m st ood one who betrayed little, but just enough, for
Pug to understand. Ergoran was the power to be feared
here, for he was the true geni us behind the dom nance



of the War Party. It would be he who would rule in
Tsuranuanni, perhaps, someday, even openly.

A messenger arrived and bowed before the Warl ord,

handi ng hima parchnent. The Warlord read quickly,

then said, "I nust go to the council. Informthe inquisitor
| require his services the fourth hour of the night. Guards,
return this one to his cell.' As the guards pulled Pug
about by his chain, the Warlord said, "Think on this,

M |l amber. You may die slowy or quickly, but you will

die. The choice is yours. Either way, we shall have the
truth fromyou eventual ly."'

Pug wat ched as Dominic entered his trance. Pug had told
hi s compani ons of the Warlord's reaction, and after
Hochopepa had raged on for a tinme, the fat magician

had | apsed into silence. Like others of the black robe,
Hochopepa found the notion of any whimof his being

i gnored al nost unfat homabl e. This inprisonment was

nearly inpossible to contenplate. Meecham had shown

his usual taciturnity, while the nonk had al so seened
unperturbed. The di scussion had been short and resigned.
Dom ni ¢ had soon after begun his exercises, fascinating

to Pug. He had sat and begun nmeditating until he was

now entering some sort of trance. In the silence, Pug
consi dered the nonk's lesson. Even in this cell, apparently
wi t hout hope, there was no need for themto

surrender to fear and become m ndl ess wetches. Pug

turned his mnd back, remenbering his boyhood at

Crydee: the frustrating | essons with Kulgan and Tully, as
he sought to naster a magic that he woul d di scover, years
later, he was unsuited to practise. A shame, he thought

to hinself. There were many things he had observed

during his time at Stardock that had convinced him

the Lesser Magic of M dkem a was significantly further
advanced than on Kel ewan. Mst likely, it was a result of
there being only one magi c on M dkemi a

For variety, Pug tried one of the cantrips taught hi m by
Kul gan as a boy, one he had never mmstered anyway.

Hrfm he nused, the Lesser Path spell isn't affected. He
began to encounter the strange bl ocking fromwithin

hi nsel f and al nost felt amusenent at it. As a boy he had
feared that experience, for it signalled failure. Now he
knew it was sinmply his mnd, attuned to the Geater

Path, rejecting Lesser Path discipline. Still, sonehow the
effects of the anti-magic wards caused himto attack the
probl em nore obliquely. He closed his eyes, imagining

the one thing he had tried on innunerabl e occasions,
failing each time. The pattern of his mnd bal ked at the
requi rements of that nmagic, but as it shifted to take on its
normal orientation, it somehow rebounded agai nst the
wards, recoiled, and . . . Pug sat up, eyes wi de. He had
al nost found it! For the briefest instant he had al nost
under st ood. Fighting down excitenent, he closed his

, eyes, head down, and concentrated. If he could only find
that one instant, that one crystalline instant when he had
understood . . . an instant that had fled as soon as it had
cone . . . In this dank, squalid cell he had stood upon
the brink of perhaps one of the nost inmportant discoveries
in the history of Tsurani magic. If only he could recapture
that instant



Then the doors to the cell opened. Pug | ooked up, as

di d Hochopepa and Meecham Doninic remained in his
trance. El gahar entered, notioning for a guard to cl ose

t he door behind him Pug stood, uncramnping |egs that

had succunbed to the cold stones beneath the straw while
he had neditated upon his boyhood.

"What you say is disturbing,' said the black-robed
magi ci an

"As it should be, for it is true.'

'Perhaps, but it may not be, even if you believe it to be
true. | would hear everything.'

Pug motioned for the magician to sit, but he shook his
head i n negation. Shrugging, Pug returned to his place on
the floor and began his narrative. Wen he reached

the portion relating to Rogen's vision, Elgahar becane
observably agitated, halting Pug to ask a series of questions.
Pug continued, and when he was through, El gahar

shook his head. 'Tell me, M|l anber, on your hormeworld,
are there many who coul d have understood what was said

to this seer in the vision?

'"No. Only nyself and one or two others could have
understood it, only the Tsurani in LaMut woul d have
recogni zed it as ancient H gh Tenple Tsurani.'

'"There is a frightening possibility. | nust know if you' ve
considered it.'
' What ?'

El gahar | eant close to Pug and whi spered a single word

in his ear. Colour drained fromPug's face and he cl osed
his eyes. Back on M dkem a, his m nd had begun the
process of intuiting what it could fromthe information at
hand. He had subconsciously known all al ong what the
answer would be. Wth a single, long sigh, he said, "I
have. At every turn | have shied fromadmtting that
possibility, but it is always there.'

Hochopepa said, "Wat is this you speak of ?

Pug shook his head. 'No, old friend. Not yet. | want

El gahar to consider what he has deduced without hearing
your opinion or mne. This is sonething that nust make

hi mreeval uate his loyalties.

"Perhaps. But even if | do, it will not necessarily alter
our present circunstance.'

Hochopepa expl oded in rage. "How can you say such a

thi ng. What circunstance can matter in the face of the
Warlord's crinmes? Have you come to the point where al

your free will has been surrendered to your brother?

El gahar said, "Hochopepa, you of all who wear the

bl ack robe shoul d understand, for it was you and fumta
who played in the Great Gane for years with the Bl ue

Wheel Party.' He spoke of those two nmgicians' part in

hel ping the Enperor end the Riftwar. 'For the first tine
in the history of the Enmpire, the Enperor is in a unique
position. Wth the betrayal at the peace conference, he
has come to the position of having ultimte authority
whi | e having |l ost face. He may not use his influence, and
he will not again utilize his authority. Five clan Warchiefs
died in that betrayal, the five nost likely to achieve the
office of Warlord. Many fanmilies lost position in the Hi gh
Counci | because of their deaths. Should he again attenpt
to order the clans, he nmay be refused.'

' You speak of regicide,' said Pug.



"I't has happened before, MIlanber. But that would

mean civil war, for there is no heir. The Light of Heaven
is young and has yet to father sons. O his issue there are
only three girls as yet. The Warlord desires only the
stabilization of the Enpire, not the overthrow of a
dynasty more than two thousand years old. | have neither
affection nor disaffection for this Warlord. But the
Enperor nust be nmade to understand that his position in
the order of things is spiritual only, surrendering all fina
authority to the Warlord. Then shall Tsuranuanni enter

an era of endless prosperity.’

Hochopepa barked a bitter laugh. "That you can believe
such drivel shows only that our screening at the Assenbly
is not rigorous enough. '

Ignoring the insult, Elgahar said, "Once the interna
order of the Enpire has been nade stable, then we can
counter any possible threat you may heral d. Even shoul d
what you say be true and ny specul ati on prove accurate,
there may be years before we need deal with the issue
upon Kel ewan - anple time to prepare. You nust remenber,
we of the Assenbly have reached new pi nnacl es of

power never dreant of by our ancestors. \Wat may have
been a terror to themmay prove only a nui sance to

oursel ves. '

"You fail in your arrogance, Elgahar. Al of you. Hocho
and | have discussed this before. Your assunption of
supremacy is in error. You have not surpassed your
ancestors' might, you have yet to equal it. Anong the

wor ks of Macros the Black | have found tonmes that revea
powers undreant of in the mllennia the Assenbly's
existed.'

El gahar seened intrigued by the notion and was sil ent

for along tinme. 'Perhaps,' he said in a thoughtful tone at
[ ast. He noved towards the door. 'You have

acconpl i shed one thing, MIlanber. You convince ne it is
vital to keep you alive |longer than the Warlord's pleasure
di ctates. You have know edge we nust extract. As to the
rest, I nmust . . . think upon it.’

Pug said, "Yes, Elgahar, think upon it. Think upon one
word: that which you whispered in ny ear.'

El gahar seened on the verge of saying sonething, then
spoke to the guard outside, ordering the door opened

He | eft, and Hochopepa said, "He's nad.'

"No,' said Pug. 'Not mad, he sinply believes what his
brother tells him Anyone who can | ook into Axantucar's
and Ergoran's eyes and think they are the ones to bring
prosperity to the Enpire is a fool, a believing idealist,
but not mad. Ergoran is the one we nust truly fear.'

They settled back to silence, and Pug returned to

br oodi ng on what El gahar had whi spered to him The
chilling possibility that it represented was too dreadful to
dwel | upon, so he turned his nmnd to consider again the
strange noment where for the first time in his life he
glinpsed the true nastery of the Lesser Path.

Ti me had passed. Pug didn't know how | ong, but he
assuned it was four hours past sunset, the tine the
Warl ord had set for interrogation. Guards entered the
cell, unshackling Meecham Doninic, and Pug. Hochopepa
was | eft behind.



They were marched to a room equi pped with devices

of torture. The Warlord stood respl endent in green and
gol den robes, speaking to the magician Ergoran. A nman

in ared hood waited silently while the three prisoners
were shackled to pillars in the room situated so they
coul d see one another.

' Agai nst ny better judgnent, Ergoran and El gahar

have convinced me it would be beneficial to keep you
alive, though each has different reasons. El gahar seened
inclined to believe your story somewhat, at |east enough
to think it prudent to learn all we nmay. Ergoran and | are
not so disposed, but there are other things we wish to
know. Therefore we shall begin to ensure we have only
the truth fromyou.' He signalled to the Inquisitor, who
tore Domnic's robes fromhim |eaving himwearing only
a loincloth. The Inquisitor opened a seal ed pot and took
out a stick heavy with some whitish substance. He daubed
sone on Dominic's chest and the nonk stiffened. Wthout
nmetal s, the Tsurani had devel oped methods of torture
different fromthose used on M dkenia, but equally as

ef fective. The substance was a sticky caustic that began
"to blister the skin as soon as admi nistered. Domi nic
screwed his eyes shut and bit back a cry.

"For reasons of econony, we thought you'd be nore
willing to tell us the truth if your conpani ons were given
attention first. Fromwhat your former conpatriots tel
me and fromthat unforgivable outburst at the Inperial
Ganes, you seemto have a conpassionate nature,

M1l anmber. WIIl you tell us the truth?

'Everything | have said is true, Warlord. torturing ny
friends will not change that!’

"Master!' came a cry.
The Warlord | ooked at his Inquisitor. 'What?

"This man . . . look." Dominic had | ost his pained
expression. He hung fromthe pillar, beatific peace upon

hi s face.

Er goran stepped up before the nonk and exam ned

him 'He's in some manner of trance?

Bot h Warl ord and magi ci an | ooked at Pug, and the

magi ci an said, 'Wat tricks does this false priest practise,
M I anmber ?

"He is no priest of Hantukama, true, but he is a cleric

of my world. He can place his mnd at rest regardl ess of
what occurs with his body."

The Warl ord nodded towards the inquisitor, who

renoved a sharp knife fromthe table. He stepped before
the nonk and, with a sudden cut, sliced open his shoul der
Domi nic did not nove, not even an involuntary twitch, in
reaction. Using pincers, the inquisitor took a hot coa
and applied it to the cut. Again the nonk did not react.
The I nquisitor put away his pincers and said, "It is

usel ess, master. His mnd is blocked away. W' ve had
this problemw th priests before.’

Pug's brow furrowed. While not free of politics, the
tenples tended to be circunmspect in their rel ationship
with the H gh Council. If the Warlord had been interrogating
priests, that indicated novenent on the part of the
tenmpl es towards those allied against the War Party. From



Hochopepa's i gnorance of this fact, it also nmeant the
Warl ord was noving covertly and had stolen the nmarch

on his opposition. As rmuch as anything, this told Pug
that the Enmpire was in serious straits, even now poised
on the brink of civil war. The assault upon those who
stood with the Enmperor would cone soon

"This one's no priest,' said Ergoran, comng up to
meecham He | ooked up at the tall franklin. "He's a
simpl e slave, so he should prove nore manageabl e.’
Meecham spat full in the magician's face. Ergoran, used
to the unhesitating fear and respect due a Great One,

was as stunned as if he had been cl ubbed. He staggered
back, wi ping spittle fromhis face. Enraged, he said
coldly, 'You ve earned a slow, lingering death, slave.'
Meecham smil ed, for the first time Pug could remenber,

a broad grin, alnost leering. H s face was rendered

bFssi bly denonic by the scar on his cheek. "It was

worth it, you genderless nule.’

In his anger, Meecham had spoken in the King's

Tongue, but the tone of the insult was not |ost on the
magi ci an. He reached over, pulled the sharp bl ade from
the Inquisitor's table, and slashed a | ong furrow on
meecham s chest. The franklin stiffened, his face draining
of col our as the wound began to bl eed. Ergoran stood
before himin triunph. Then the M dkem an spat again.
"The Inquisitor turned to the Warlord. "Master, the

Great One is interfering with delicate work.'

The magi ci an stepped back, letting the knife drop. He

~ wiped the spittle fromhis face as he returned to the
Warlord' s side. Wth hatred in his voice, he said, "Don't
be too hasty in speaking what you know, M| anber. |

wi sh this carrion a | ong session.'

Pug struggled to battle with the magi c neutralizing propperties of the
bracel ets upon his wists, but to no

avail . The I nquisitor began to work upon Meecham but

the stoic franklin refused to cry out. For half an hour the
i nqui sitor practised his bloody trade, until at |ast Meecham
sounded a strangl ed groan and passed i nto sem consci ousness.
The Warlord said, "Wy have you

returned, M| anber?

Pug, feeling Meechamis pain as if it were his own, said,
i've told you the truth.' He | ooked at Ergoran. "You
knowit's the truth.' He knew his plea fell on deaf ears,
for the enraged magi ci an wi shed Meechamto suffer for
spite, not caring that Pug had told all

The Warlord indicated to the I nquisitor that he was to
begi n upon pug. The red-hooded man tore Pug's robes

open. The pot of caustic was opened and a small daub

was applied to Pug's chest. Years of hard work as a sl ave
in the swanp had left Pug a | ean, muscled man, and his
body tensed as the pain began. At first daub there had
been no sensation, then an instant |ater pain seared his
flesh as the chemicals in the paste reacted. Pug could

al nost hear the skin blister. The Warlord's voi ce cut

t hrough the pain. 'Wiy have you returned? Whom have

you cont act ed?"

Pug cl osed his eyes against the fire on his chest. He
sought refuge in the cal ming exercises Kul gan had taught
himas an apprentice. Another daub of paste and anot her
fire erupted, this time on the sensitive flesh inside his



thigh. Pug's nmind rebelled and sought to find refuge in
magi c. Again and again he battled to break through the
barrier inposed by the magic linmting bracelets. In his
yout h he had been able to find his path to magic ~ only
under great stress. Wien his |ife had been threatened by
trolls, he had found his first spell. Wen battling Squire
Rol and, he had | ashed out magically, and when he had
destroyed the Inperial Ganmes, it had been froma deeply
hel d wel |l of anger and outrage. Now his m nd was an
enraged ani mal, bouncing off the bars of a magically

i nposed cage, and like an animal, he reacted blindly,
striking against the barrier again and again, determn ned
either to be free or to die.

Hot coals were placed against his flesh and he screaned.
It was an animal cry, mxed pain and rage, and his

m nd | ashed out. Hi s thoughts becane blurred, as if he

exi sted in a |l andscape of reflecting surfaces, a mad spi nni ng
roomof mirrors, each casting back an imge. He

saw t he kitchen boy of Crydee |ooking back at himin one
surface, then Kulgan's student in another. In a third was
the young squire, and the fourth, a slave in the Shinzawai
swanp canp. But in the reflections behind the reflections,
the mirrors seen within the mirrors, in each he saw a new
thing. Behind the boy in the kitchen he saw a man, a
servant, but there was no doubt who that man was. Pug,

wi t hout magic, w thout training, grown to manhood as a

si mpl e menber of the castle's serving staff, |aboured in
the kitchen. Behind the inmage of the young squire he saw
a Kingdom noble, with Princess Carline upon his arm his
wife. Hs mind whirled. He frantically sought sonething.
He studied the i mage of Kul gan's student. Behind him he
saw the reflected i mage of an adult practitioner of the
lesser Art. In his mnd Pug spun, seeking the origin of
that reflected inmage within an inmage, of the Pug grown to
"be a master of the Lesser Magic. Then he saw the source
of that image, a possible future never realized, a chance
of fate having diverted his life fromthat outcome. But in
the alternate probabilities of his life he found what he
sought. He found an escape. Suddenly he understood. A

way was opened to himand his mnd fl ed down that path.
"." Pug's eyes snapped open and he | ooked past the redhooded
figure of the Inquisitor. Meecham hung groani ng,

agai n conscious, while Dominic was still lost in a trance.
Pug used a nental ability to turn off his awareness of
the injury done to his body. In an instant he stood

wi t hout feeling pain. Then his mind reached towards the

bl ack-robed figure of Ergoran. The Great One of the
enpire al nost staggered as Pug's gaze | ocked upon his
.own. For the first tine in menory, a nagician of the
greater Path enployed a talent of the Lesser Path, and

~ engaged Ergoran in a contest of wills.

Wth mnd-shattering force, Pug overwhel med the

magi ci an, stunning himinstantly. The bl ack-robed figure

sagged for a nonent until Pug took control of his body.

G osing his own eyes, Pug now saw t hrough Ergoran's.

He adj usted his senses, then had conpl ete comrand over

the Tsurani Great One. Ergoran's hand shot forward and

a cascade of energies sprang fromhis fingers, striking the
I nqui sitor from behind. Red and purple lines of force



danced al ong the man's body as he arched and shri eked.

Then the Inquisitor danced across the roomlike a nad
puppet, his novenents jerky and spastic as he cried out

in agony. The Warlord stood briefly stunned, then screaned,
"Ergoran! What insanity is this?" He grabbed at the
magi ci an' s robe as the Inquisitor slamred against the far
wall and fell to the stone floor. The instant the Warlord
cane into contact with the magician, the painful energies
ceased to strike the Inquisitor and engul fed the Warlord.
Axantucar withed as he fell back fromthe onsl aught.

The Inquisitor rose fromthe floor, shaking his head to
clear it, and staggered back towards the captives. The

red- hooded torturer pulled a slender knife fromthe table,
sensing Pug to be the author of his pain. He stepped
towar ds Pug, but Meecham gripped his chai ns and hoi sted

hi nsel f up. Wth a heave, Meecham reached out and
encircled the Inquisitor's neck with his legs. In a scissors
grip he held the struggling Inquisitor, squeezing with

tremendous power. The Inquisitor struck at Meecham s

leg with the knife, slashing it across the flesh over and
over, but Meecham kept pressure on. Again and again

the knife cut, until Meecham s | egs were covered in his
own bl ood, but the Inquisitor couldn't cut deeply with
the blood-slick little knife. Meecham only gave a joyous
cry of victory. Then, with a Brunt and a jerk, he crushed

the man's w ndpi pe. As the Inquisitor collapsed, strength
flowed out of the franklin. Meecham dropped, held up
only by his chains. Wth a weak smile he nodded towards
Pug.
Pug broke off the pain spell and the Warlord fell back
from Ergoran. Pug conmanded the magici an to approach
The Geat One's nmind felt Iike a soft, nalleable thing
under Pug's magic control, 'and sonmehow Pug knew how
to command the magician to act, while keeping aware of
what he hinsel f was doi ng.
The magi ci an began freeing Pug fromhis chains, while
the Warlord struggled to his feet. One hand was free.
Axantucar staggered to the outer door. Pug nade a
decision. If he could be free of the bonds, he could
handl e any nunber of guards called in by the Warlord,
but he couldn't control two men and he didn't think he
could keep control of the magician | ong enough to destroy
the Warlord and free hinmself. O could he? Then Pug
recogni zed the danger. This new nagi c was proving
difficult and his judgment was slipping. Wiy was he
allowing the Wrlord to gain his freedon? The pain of
torture and the exertion were taking a terrible toll, and
Pug felt hinself weakening by the noment. The Warlord
pul | ed open the door, screaning for guards, and when it
opened, Axantucar grabbed at a spear. Wth a heave, he
struck Ergoran full in the back. The bl ow knocked t he
magi cian to his knees before he could | oosen Pug's other
hand. It also had the effect of sending a psychic shock
back to strike Pug. Pug screaned in concern with Ergoran's
dyi ng pai n.

Fog shrouded Pug's m nd. Then something within
cracked, and his thoughts becane a sea of glittering



shards as the mrrors of nenory shattered, scraps of past
| essons, images of his famly, snells, tastes, and sounds
rang through his consciousness.
They weaved Lights danced through his mnd, first scattering notes
.O starlight, reflections of new vistas within. , formng a pattern
circle, a tunnel, then a
way. He plunged through the way and found hinsel f
upon a new pl ane of consci ousness. New paths were
wal ked, new under st andi ngs achi eved. That path opened
to himbefore, through pain and terror, was now his to
walk at will. At last he stood in command of those powers
whi ch were his | egacy.
H s vision cleared and he saw sol diers struggling on the
stairs. Pug turned his attention to the remai ning shackl e
upon his wist. Suddenly he remenbered an old | esson of
Kul gan's. Wth a caress of his mind, the hardened | eather
shackl e was made soft and supple again and he pulled his
hand free.
Pug concentrated and the magic-inhibiting bracelets fel
away, broken in half. He | ooked up at the stairs, and for
the first time the full inpact of what he saw registered.
The Warlord and his soldiers had fled the roomas sone
sort of struggle took place above. A soldier in the blue
arnmour of the Kanazawai clan |ay dead next to an
I mperial Wiite. Pug quickly rel eased Meecham easing
himto the ground. He was bl eeding heavily fromthe |eg
wounds and cuts to his body. Pug sent Dominic a questing
ment al message: Return. Dominic's eyes opened at once
as his shackles fell off and Pug said, "Tend to Meecham'
Wt hout asking for explanation, the nonk turned to treat
t he wounded franklin.
Pug dashed up the stairs and ran to where Hochopepa
lay inprisoned. He entered the cell and the startled
magi cian said, "What is it? | heard sone noi se outside.'
Pug bent over and changed the nanacles to soft | eather,
"I don't know. Allies, |I think. | suspect the Bl ue WeelL
Party is attenpting to free us.' He pulled Hochopepa's
hands free of the now soft restraints.
Hochopepa stood on wobbly legs. 'W nust help them
hel p us,' he said with resolution. Then he considered his
freedom and the softened restraints. "M | anber, how did
you do that?
Passi ng through the door, Pug answered, "I don't know,
Hocho. It will be something to discuss.'
Pug raced up the stairs towards the upper |evel of the
pal ace. In the central gallery of the Warlord's pal ace,
arnmed men struggl ed i n hand-to-hand conbat. Men in

armour of various colours battled with the Warlord's
I mperial Wiites. Looking about the bl oody conmbat, Pug
saw Axantucar fighting past a struggling pair of soldiers.
Two white-arnoured soldiers covered his retreat. Pug
cl osed his eyes and reached out. H s eyes opened and he
could see the invisible hand of energy he had created. He
could feel it as he could his own. As if picking up a kitten
by the neck, he reached out and gripped the Warl ord.
Rai sing hi mup, he drew the struggling, kicking man
towards him The soldiers' halted their struggle at the
sight of the Warlord above 'them Axantucar, suprene
warrior of the Enpire, shrieked in unashaned terror at
the invisible force that had grabbed him

a



Pug pull ed hi m back towards where he and Hocho

stood. Sone of the Inperial Wites recovered fromtheir
shock and deduced that the renegade nagici an nmust be

the cause of their master's dilenmma. Several broke off
fromtheir struggles with the soldiers in col oured arnour
and ran to aid the Wrl ord.

Then a | oud voice cried out, 'lchindar! N nety-one

ti mes Enperor.'

Instantly every soldier in the room regardl ess of which
side he struggled for, dropped to the floor, putting forehead
agai nst the stone. The officers stood with heads

bowed. Only Hochopepa and Pug watched as a cortege

of Warchiefs, all in the armour of those who constituted
t he Bl ue Weel Party, entered the room In the forefront,
wearing armour not seen in years, canme Kamatsu, again
for a time Warchief of the Kanazawai C an. Form ng up
they parted to allow the Enperor to enter. |chindar
supreme authority of the Enpire, wal ked into the hal
respl endent in his cerenonial golden armour. He stal ked
to where Pug waited, the Warlord still hanging in nidair
above him and surveyed the scene. At |ast he said,
'Great One, you do seemto cause difficulty whenever

you appear.' He |ooked up at the Warlord. "If you'll put
hi m down, we can get to the bottom of this ness.'

Pug all owed the Warlord to fall, hitting the ground
heavi l y.

"That is an amazing tale, Ml anber,' said Ichindar to Pug.
He sat on the pillows occupied earlier that day by the
Warl ord, sipping a cup of the Warlord's chocha. "It would
be sinple to say | believe you and that all is forgiven, but
t he di shonour visited upon me by those you call elves and
dwarves is an inpossible thing to forget.' Around him
stood the Warchiefs of the clans of the Blue Weel, and

t he magi ci an El gahar.

Hochopepa said, '"if the Light of Heaven will permt

me? Remenber they were but tools, soldiers, if you will,
in a game of shah. That this Macros was attenpting to
prevent the arrival of the Enemy is but another concern
That he is responsible for the betrayal rids you of the
responsi bility of avenging yourself upon anyone but
Macros. And as he is presumed dead, it is a nmoot issue.'
The Enperor said, "Hochopepa, your tongue is as

facile as a relli.' He referred to the water-snake-1like
creature known for its supple novenent. "I wll not be
punitive w thout good cause, but | also amreluctant

to take nmy forner stance of conciliation towards the

Ki ngdom

pug said, 'Mjesty, that would not be wise at this tineg,
in any event.' When |chindar | ooked interested in the
comment, Pug continued. 'While | hope that soneday

our two nations may neet again as friends, at this tine
there are nore pressing matters that demand attention

For the short term it mnmust be as if the two worlds were
never rejoined."'

The Enperor sat up. 'Fromwhat little | understand of
such matters, | suspect you are correct. Larger issues
need to be resolved. | nmust nmake a decision shortly that
may forever change the course of Tsurani history.' He



| apsed into silence. For a long time he held his own

council, then said, "Wen Kamatsu and the others cane
to nme, telling me of your return and your suspicion of
some bl ack terror of Tsurani origin upon your world, |

wi shed to ignore it all. | cared nothing for your problens
or those of your world. | was even indifferent to the
possibility of once nore invading your land. | was fearfu

of acting again, for I had | ost much face before the High
Council after the attack on your world.' He seened | ost

in thought a brief nonent. "Your world was |ovely, what
little | saw before the battle.' He sighed, his green eyes
fastening on Pug. 'M Il anber, had El gahar not cone to

t he pal ace, confirm ng what your allies in the Blue Wee
Party reported, you nmost |ikely would be dead, and

woul d soon follow after, and Axantucar on his way to

bl oody civil war. He gained the white and gold only
because of the outrage agai nst the betrayal. You prevented
nmy death, if not sone greater calamity for the

Empire. | think that warrants some consideration, though
you know the turnoil in the Enpire is just beginning."

Pug said, "I am enough a product of the Enpire to
understand that the Game of the Council wll becone

even nore vicious.'

| chi ndar | ooked outside the wi ndow, where the body

of Axantucar hung twisting in the wind. "I will have to
consult the historians, but that is the first Warlord hung
by an Enperor, | believe.' Hanging was the ultinmate

shanme and puni shment for a warrior. 'Still, as he no

doubt planned the sane fate for myself, | don't think I'm
"likely to have a rebellion, at l|east not this week.'

The Warchiefs of the H gh Council who were in attendance

| ooked at one another. Finally Kamatsu said, 'Light

of Heaven, if | may? The War Party retires in confusion
The betrayal by the Warlord has robbed them of any

base for negotiation within the H gh Council. Even as we
speak, the War Party is no nore, and its clans and

famlies will be neeting to discuss which parties to join to

regai n some shred of their influence. For now t he noderates
rule. '

The Enperor shook his head and in 'a surprisingly

strong tone said, 'No, honoured lord, you are wong. In
Tsuranuanni | rule.' He stood surveying those around

him "Until these matters M| anber brought to our attention
are resolved and the Enpire is truly safe, or the

t hreat has been shown to be false, the H gh Council is
recessed. There will be no new Warlord until | have
conmmanded an election within the council. Until | decree
otherwise, | amthe | aw.

Hochopepa said, 'Mjesty, the Assenbly?

'"As before, but be warned, G eat One, see to your

brothers. If another Black Robe is ever discovered

i nvol ved in a plot against ny house, the status of G eat
Ones outside the law will end. Even should | be forced to
pit all the arm es of the Enpire agai nst your magic mght |,
even to the utter ruination of the Enpire, I will not allow
any to challenge the supremacy of the Enperor again. Is

t hat understood?' Hochopepa said, "It will be done, Inperial

El gahar's renunci ation and his brother's and the Warlord's
acts will give others in the Assenbly pause to

Maj esty.



think. "I shall bring the matter before the nenbership.'

The Enperor said to Pug. "Geat One, | cannot instruct

the Assenbly to reinstate you, nor am| entirely confortable
havi ng you around. But until this matter is resol ved

you are free to come and go as |long as you need. \Wen

you agai n depart for your homeworld, informus of

your findings. We shall be willing to accommpdat e you
somewhat in preventing the destruction of your world, if
we may. Now - he started for the door - "I nust return
to ny palace. | have an Enpire to rebuild."’

Pug wat ched as the others left. Kamatsu came up to
himand said, 'Geat One, it seens to have ended well
for a tine.'

"For atinme, old friend. Seek to aid the Light of Heaven,
for his life may be a short one when tonight's decrees are
made public tonorrow.

The Lord of the Shinzawai bowed before Pug. ' Your

will, Geat One.'

To Hochopepa, Pug said, "Let's fetch Dom nic and
Meecham from where they rest and go to the Assenbly,
Hocho. W have work to do.'

"in a moment, for | have a question of Elgahar.' The
stout magician faced the forner Warlord's pet. 'Wuy the
sudden reversal of position? | had al ways counted you
your brother's tool.'

The sl ender magician replied, 'Wat M| anber carried
war ni ng of, upon his homeworl d, gave me pause to

think. |1 spent tine weighing all possibilities, and when I
"suggest ed the obvious answer to M| anber, he concurred.
It was a risk too grave to ignore. Conpared to this, al
other matters are inconsequential .’

Hochopepa turned to face Pug. "I do not understand

What does he speak of ?

Pug sagged in fatigue and somet hing nore, a deephi dden
terror coming to the fore. "I hesitate even to

speak of it.' He |ooked at those about him ' El gahar
concl uded sonething |I suspected but was afraid to admt,
even to nyself.'

For a monment he was silent, and those in the room
seened to hold their breath, then he said, 'The Eneny
has returned.’

Pug pushed back the | eather-covered volume before him

and said, 'Another dead end.' He passed a hand over his
face, closing tired eyes. He had so nuch to deal with and
a sense of fleeing tine. The discovery of his ability as a
Lesser Path mmgician he kept to hinmself. There was a

side to his nature he had never suspected, and he w shed
nore private conditions under which to explore these
revel ati ons.

Hochopepa and El gahar | ooked up from where they

sat readi ng. El gahar had worked as hard as any, denonstrating
sone wi sh to nmake anends. "These records are

in a shanbles, M Ilanber,' he comented.

Pug agreed. "I told Hocho two years ago that the

Assenbly had becone lax in its arrogance. This confusion
is but one exanple.' Pug adjusted his black robe. When

his reasons for returning were made known, he had, on a
motion by his old friends, seconded by El gahar, been
reinstated to full nenbership without hesitation. O the



menbers in attendance, only a few abstai ned and none

voted in opposition. Each had stood upon the Tower of
Testing and had seen the rage and mi ght of the Eneny.

Shi none, one of Pug's oldest friends in the Assenbly

and his forner instructor, entered with Dom nic. Since

the encounter with the Warlord's Inquisitor the night
before, the priest had shown remrarkabl e recuperative
powers. He had used his nagic healing arts on Meecham

and Pug, but sonething in the way they worked prevented

hi m from usi ng them upon hi nsel f. However, he had al so
possessed the know edge to instruct the nagicians at the
Assenmbly in concocting a poultice that prevented festering
in the cuts and burns he had endured.

"M lanber, this priest friend of yours is a wonder. He

has some marvel | ous nmeans of catal ogui ng our works

here.’

Dominic said, 'l have only shared what we have | earned

at Sarth. There is a great deal of confusion here, but it is
not as bad as it appears on casual inspection.'

Hochopepa stretched. '\Wat has me concerned is that

there is little here we don't already know. It is as if the
vi sion we shared upon the tower is the earliest recollection
of the Eneny, and no other has been recorded."

'"That may be true,' said Pug. 'Renenber that nost of

the truly great magicians perished at the gol den bridge,

| eaving only apprentices and Lesser Magicians behind. It
may have been years before any attenpt to keep records
comenced. '

Meecham entered carrying a huge bundl e of ancient

tomes heavily bound in treated skins. Pug indicated a

spot on the floor nearby and Meecham put them down.

Pug opened the bundl e and handed copi es of the work
around. El gahar carefully opened one, the book's binding
creaking as he did. "Gods of Tsuranuanni, these works

are old.'

"Anmong the oldest in the Assenbly,' Dominic said. "It

t ook Meecham and nyself an hour just to |ocate them

and another to dig themout.'

Shi none said, "This is alnmost another dialect, it's so
ancient. There are verb usages here, inflections |I've never
heard of .’

Hocho said, 'Mlanber, listen to this."" And when the

bri dge vani shed, still did Avsrie insist on council."'

El gahar said, 'The gol den bridge?

Pug and the ot hers stopped what they were doing

and |istened as Hochopepa continued reading. "' Of the
Al st wanabi, those remaining were but thirteen, nunbering
Avarie, Marlee, Canon" - the list goes on - '"and

little confort anong them but Marlee spoke her words
of power and calnmed their fears. W are upon this world

made for us by Chakakan" - could that be an ancient
form of "Chochocan"? - "and we shall endure. Those
who wat ched say we are safe fromthe Darkness. " The

Dar kness? Can it be?

Pug reread the passage. 'This is the same nanme used by

Rogen after his vision. It is too far a stretch to be called
coi nci dence. There is our proof: the Eneny is sonehow

i nvolved in the attenpts upon Prince Arutha.'’

Dominic said, 'There is sonmething else there as well.'

El gahar agreed. 'Yes, who are "those who watched".?



Pug pushed away the book, the toll of the |ast day bringing
on sl eep unbidden. O all those who had searched through
the day with him only Dom nic renmai ned. The |shapian

nmonk seened able to disregard fatigue at will.

Pug cl osed his eyes, intent on resting themfor a short
while only. H s mnd had been occupi ed with nmany

t hi ngs, and many things he had put aside. Now i nages
flickered past, but none seened to abide.

Soon Pug was asl eep, and while he slept, he dreant

He stood upon the roof of the Assenbly again. He

wore the grey of a trainee, as he was shown the tower
steps by Shinone. He knew he must nount, again to face

the storm again to pass that test which would gain him
the rank of Geat One.

He nounted and clinmbed in his dream seeing sonething

at each step, a string of flashing i mages. A stover

bird struck the water for a fish, its scarlet w ngs flashing
agai nst the blue of sky and water. Then other inmages

cane flooding in, hot jungles where slaves toiled, a clash
of warriors, a dying soldier, Thun running over the tundra
of the north, a young w fe seducing a guard of her
husband' s househol d, a spice nerchant at his stall. Then
his vision travelled to the north, and he saw . .

Ice fields, bitter-cold and swept by steel -edged w nd.

He could snell the bitterness of age here. Fromwithin a
tower of snow and ice, figures emerged bundl ed agai nst

the wi nd. Human-shaped, they wal ked with a snooth

tread that marked them ot her than human. They were

bei ngs old and wi se in ways unknown to men, and they
sought a sign in the sky. They | ooked up and they

wat ched. They watch. Watchers.

Pug sat up, eyes open. 'What is it, Pug? asked dom nick.
"Cet the others,' he said. "I know'

Pug stood before the others, his black robes blowing in
the norning breeze. "You'll have no one with you?"
Hochopepa asked agai n.

'No, Hocho. You can help by getting Dom nic and
Meecham back to nmy estate so they may return to

M dkemi a. |'ve passed along all |'ve |learned here for
Kul gan and the others, with messages for all who need
know what we've di scovered so far. | may be seeking a

| egend, trying to find these Watchers in the north. You
can help nmore by getting ny friends back.'

El gahar stepped forward. '"if it is permitted, | would
acconpany your friends to your world."'

Pug said, 'Wy?

"The Assenbly has little need for one caught up in the
affairs of the Warlord, and fromwhat you have said,

there are Great Ones in training at your acadeny who

need instruction. Count it an act of appeasement. | wll
remain there, at least for a while, continuing the education
of these trainees.'

Pug considered. 'Very well. Kulgan will instruct you in
what needs be done. Al ways renenber that the rank of

Great One neans nothing on Mdkenmia. You will be

simply one anbng a comunity. It will prove difficult.’

El gahar said, "l shall endeavour.'

Hochopepa said, 'That's a capital idea. |'ve | ong wondered



about this barbaric land you hail from and | could

use a vacation frommy wife. I'Il go, too.'

' Hocho,' said Pug, |aughing, 'the acadeny is a rough

pl ace, devoid of your usual conforts.'

He stepped forward. 'Never mind that. M| anber,

you'll require allies on your world. | may speak lightly,
but your friends will need hel p and soon. The Eneny is
somet hi ng beyond the experience of any of us. W'Ill start
now to conbat it. As for the disconfort, 1'll manage.'
"Besi des,' said Pug, "you' ve been licking your lips over

Macros's library ever since |I've spoken of it.'
Meecham shook his head. 'H m and Kul gan. Two peas

in a pod.'
Hochopepa said, "Wat's a pea?
"You'll discover soon, old friend.' Pug enbraced Hocho

and Shi none, shook hands wi th Meecham and Domi ni c

and bowed to the other 'nenbers of the Assenbly.

"Follow the instructions on activating the rift as |'ve
witten them And be certain to close it, once through
the Enenmy may still seek a rift to enter our worlds.

"I go to the Shinzawai estate, the northernnpst destination
where | can use a pattern. Fromthere I'IIl take

horse and cross the ThQu tundra. If the Watchers stil
exist, | shall find themand return to Mdkem a with what
t hey know of the Eneny. Then shall we neet again.

Until then, ny friends, care for one another.’

Pug i ncanted the required spell, and with a shimrer he

was gone
The ot hers stood about awhile.

Fi nal | y Hochopepa said, "Cone, mny friends.'
He | ooked at Domi nic, Meecham and El gahar
"Come, we nust nake ready.'

18
Vengeance

Jimy woke with a start.

Soneone had wal ked by on the surface. Jinmy had

sl ept through the day with the others, awaiting the fall of
night for the investigation of the black building. He had
taken the position closest to the surface.

Ji my shivered. Throughout the day his dreans had

been alien, haunted by troubling i mages - not true

ni ght mares, but rather dreans filled with odd | ongi ngs
and dimrecognitions. It was alnost as if he had inherited
anot her's dreans, and that other hadn't been human.
Sonehow he felt lingering nenories of rage and hatred.
that left himfeeling dirty.

Shaking of f the odd, fuzzy feeling, he | ooked down.

The ot hers were dozing, except for Baru, who seened to

be meditating. At |least, he sat upright with | egs crossed
and his hands before him eyes closed and breath even
Jimy cautiously pulled hinmself upwards, until he was
just below the surface. Two voi ces sounded sone distance
away. " here sonmewhere.'

.if he was stupid enough to go inside, then the fault is
his,' canme another voice .with a strange accent. A Dark



Brot her, Jimy thought.

"Well, I"'mnot going in after him- not after being

warned to keep clear,' said a second human voi ce.

'"Reitz said to find Jaccon, and you know how he is

about desertion'. If we don't find Jaccon, he'll likely have
our ears just for spite,' conplained the first human.

"Reitz is nothing,' came the voice of the noredhel

'Murad has ordered that none should enter the black
bui | ding. Wuld you invoke his wath and face his Bl ack

Sl ayers?
"No,' said the first human voice, (but you better think
of something to tell Reitz. I'mfresh out '

The voices trailed off. Jimy waited until the voices
couldn't be heard, then chanced another brief |ook. Two
humans and a noredhel were wal ki ng towards the . bridge,
one of the humans gesturing. They halted at the end of
the bridge, pointing towards the house and expl ai ni ng
something. It was Miurad they were speaking to. At the
far end of the bridge, Jimry could see an entire conpany
of human horsenen waiting as the four crossed over.

Ji my dropped down and woke Arutha. "We've got

conpany upstairs,' the boy whispered. Lowering his voice
so Baru woul d not hear, he said, 'And your old scarfaced
friend is back with them

"How close is it to sundown?

'Less than an hour, perhaps two to full darkness.'

Arut ha nodded and settled in to wait. Jimy dropped

past himto the floor of the upper cavern and foraged

t hrough his pack for sone jerked beef. H's stomach had
been rem ndi ng himhe had not eaten for the | ast day

and he decided that if he was going to die tonight, he
m ght as well eat first.

Ti me passed slowy, and Jimy noticed that something
beyond the normal tension expected in this situation had
i nfected the nood of each of Arutha's conpany. Martin
and Laurie had both fallen into deep, brooding silences,
and Arutha seened introverted al nost to the point of
bei ng catatonic. Baru silently nmouthed chants and
appeared in a trance, while Roald sat facing a wall
staring at sonme unseen image. Jimy shook off distant

i mges of strange people, oddly dressed and engaged in
al i en undertakings, and forced hinself alert. "hey,' he
said with just enough authority to jar everyone and turn

their attention to him '"You all look . . . lost.'
Martin's eyes seened to focus. "I. . . | was thinking of
Fat her .

Arut ha spoke softly. "It's this place. | was . . . nearly
wi t hout hope, ready to give up.'

Roal d said, "I was at Cutter's Gap again, only

H ghcastle's arnmy wasn't going to arrive in tine.'

Baru said, "I was singing . . . nmy death chant.'

Laurie crossed to stand next to Jimy. "It's this place

| was thinking Carline had found another while | was
gone.' He | ooked at Jimmy. 'You?

Ji my shrugged. "It hit me funny, too, but maybe it's

my age or sonething. It only made me think of strange
peopl e dressed in weird clothing. | don't know It sort of
makes ne angry.'

Martin said, "The elves said the noredhel come here to
dream dreans of power.'



Jimy said, "Well, all | knowis you | ooked |ike those
wal ki ng dead.' He noved towards the crevice. "It's dark
Why don't | go and | ook about, and if things are quiet,
then we can all go.'

Arut ha said, "I think perhaps you and I should go
t oget her.'
"No,' said the boy thief. "I hate to show a | ack of

deference, but if I"'mto risk ny life doing something |I'm
expert in, let ne do it. You need to have someone craw
about inside that place, and I'll not have you tagging
after.’

"It's too dangerous,' said Arutha.

"i"ll not deny that,' answered Jimy. 'i'll guarantee
that Dragon Lord shrine will need sone skill cracking,
and if you' ve any sense you'll let nme go alone. O herw se
you'll be dead before | can say, 'Don't step there,

H ghness," and we mi ght as well not have bothered in

the first place. W could have just et the N ghthawks
skewer you, and |'d have spent many nore confortable

ni ghts in Krondor. '

Martin said, 'He's right.’

Arutha said, "I don't like this, but you are right.' As
the boy turned to go, he added, 'Have | told you that you
put me in mnd of that pirate Amos Trask sonetines?

In the darkness they could sense the boy's grin.

Ji my scanpered up through the crevice and peered

out. Seeing no one, he nmade a quick run for the buil ding.
Comi ng up against the wall, he edged around until he

was before the door. He stood quietly for a nonent,
judgi ng the best way to approach the problem He studied
t he door once again, then quickly clanbered up the wall,
finding finger- and toeholds in the noul ding next to the
door. Again he studied the anteroomthrough the

wi ndow. Doubl e doors opened up into darkness beyond

O herwi se the roomwas enpty. Jinmy gl anced upwar ds

and was confronted by a blank ceiling. What was waiting
inside to kill hinf? As sure as dogs had fleas, there was a
trap inside. And if so, what sort and how to get around
it? Again Jimy was visited by the nagging itch of
somet hi ng odd about this place.

Ji my dropped back to the ground and took a deep

breath. He reached out and lifted the latch of the door
Wth a shove, he leapt aside, to the left, so the sw nging
door, hinged on the right, would shield himfrom anything
behind it for an instant. Nothing happened.

Jimy peered cautiously inside, letting his senses seek
out inconsistencies, flaws in the design of the place, any
clue to reveal a trap. He saw none. Jimy | eant agai nst
the door. What if the trap were magi c? He had no

def ences agai nst some enchantnent neant to kill humans,
non- nor edhel , anyone wearing green, or whatever it

m ght be. Jimy stuck his hand across the portal, ready
to snatch it back. Nothing happened.

Jimy sat. Then he lay down. Fromthe | ow angle
everything | ooked different and he hoped he m ght see
somet hing. As he rose, sonething did register. The fl oor
was made of marble sl abs of equal size and texture, wth
slight cracks between them He lightly placed his foot on
the slab before the door, slowy permtting his weight to
fall upon it, feeling for any nmovenent. There was none.



Jimy entered and nmoved around towards the far

doors. He inspected every stone slab before he stepped
upon it, and decided none were trapped. He inspected

the walls and ceiling, gauging everything about the room
that m ght provide himw th some intelligence. Nothing.
The old, famliar feeling plagued jinmy: something was
wrong here.

Wth a sigh, Jimy faced the open doors into the heart

of the building and entered.

Ji my had seen many unsavoury characters in his fornmer
occupation, and this Jaccon would have fitted in perfectly.
Jimy lay flat and rolled the corpse over. As the dead
man' s wei ght | anded upon the ot her stone before the

door, there was a faint snapping sound and sonet hi ng
sped overhead. Jinmy exani ned Jaccon and found a

smal | dart stuck in the man's chest near the coll arbone.
Jimy didn't touch it, he didn't have to: he knew it
cont ai ned a qui ck-acting poison. Another item of interest
on the fellow was a beautifully carved dagger with a
jewelled hilt. Jimy plucked it fromthe man's belt and
stuck it inside his tunic.

Ji my sat back upon his heels. He had wal ked t hrough

a long, blank hall, with no doors, down into a subterranean
| evel of the building. He judged he stood |ess

than a hundred yards fromthe caverns where Arutha and
the others waited. He had stumbl ed upon the corpse at

the only door |leaving the hall. The stone slab directly
beyond the door was ever so slightly depressed.

He rose and stepped through the door, diagonally to

the stone next to the one before the door. The trap was

so obvious it shouted for caution, but this fool, in his
rush towards fabled wealth, had walked into it. And paid
the price.

Sonet hi ng bot hered Ji nmy. The trap was too obvi ous

It was as if sonmeone wanted himto feel confident in
defeating it. He shook his head. Whatever tendency
towards incaution he'd had was gone. Now he was fully
prof essional, a thief who understood that any nisstep
woul d I'ikely be his |ast.

Jimy wi shed for nore |light than was provided by the
single torch he had brought al ong. He inspected the floor
bel ow Jaccon and saw anot her displ aced stone. He ran

hi s hand al ong the door-janmb and found no trip wire or
other triggering device. Stepping across the threshold,
avoi di ng the stones before the door, Jimy passed the
corpse and continued on towards the heart of the building.

It was a circular room In the centre of it a slender
pedestal rose. Upon the pedestal sat a crystal sphere, lit
from above by sonme unseen |ight source. And within the
sphere rested a single branch with silver-green | eaves, red
berries, and silver thorns. Jimy wal ked cautiously. He

| ooked everywhere but where the pedestal rested. He

expl ored every inch of the roomhe could reach without
entering the pool of Iight about the sphere, and found
not hi ng resenbling a trap-springing device. But the naggi ng
at the back of Jimy's mnd, which had been wth

himall along, kept shouting that something was w ong

about this place. Since discovering Jaccon, he had avoi ded



three different traps, all easy enough for any conpetent
thief to spot. Now here, where he expected the last trap
to be, he found none.

Jimy sat down on the floor and began to think

Arut ha and the others cane alert. Jinmmy came scranbling
back down into the crevice, to land with a thud on the
floor of the cave. 'Wat did you find? asked Arutha.

"It's a big place. It's got lots of enpty roons, al
cleverly fashioned so that you can only nove one way
fromthe door to the centre of the building and out.
There's nothing in there but some sort of little shrine in
the centre. There're a few traps, sinple enough ones to

get around.

"But the whole thing's too off-centre. Something' s not
right. The building' s a fake.'

"What ?' said Arutha.

.Just suppose you wanted to catch you, and you were
worried about you being very clever. Don't you think

you mi ght just add one last catchall in case all the bright
| ads you hired to catch you were a nmte sl ow?

"You think the building's a trap? said Martin.

"Yes, a big elaborate, clever trap. Look, suppose you

got this nystic |ake and all your tribe cones here to

make nmagi ¢ or get power fromthe dead or whatever it is
the Dark Brothers do up here? you want to add this one

| ast catchall, so you think like a hunan. Maybe Dragon
Lords don't build buildings, but humans do, so you build
this building, this big building with nothing in it. Then
you put a sprig of Silverthorn in sone place, like in a
shrine inside, and you rig a trap. Sonmeone finds the little
hel | os you put along the way, gets around them thinking
they're being very, very clever, wanders about, finds the
Silverthorn, pulls it, and . "

"And the trap springs,' said Laurie, his tone appreciative
of the boy's | ogic.

"And the trap springs,' said Jimry. "I don't know how

they did it, but I'lIl bet the last trap is magic of sonme sort.
The rest were too easy to find, then, at the end, nothing.

| bet you touch the sphere with the Silverthorn in it and a
dozen doors between you and the outside slamshut, a
hundred of those dead warriors cone out of the walls, or
the whol e building sinply falls on you.'

Arutha said, "I'mnot convinced.'

"Look, you've got a greedy pack of bandits up there.

Most of themaren't very smart or they wouldn't be

outlaws living in the nmountains. They'd be self-respecting
thieves in a city. Besides being stupid, they're greedy. So
they come up here to earn sone gold | ooking for the

Prince and they're told, "Don't go in the building." Now,
each one of these clever |ads thinks the noredhel are

| yi ng, because he knows everyone else is as stupid and
greedy as he is. One of these clever |ads goes up there

| ooki ng around, and gets a dart in the gullet for his
efforts.

"After | found the sphere on the pedestal, | doubled

back and really | ooked around. That place was built by

the noredhel, recently. It's about as ancient as | am It's
nmostly a wood building, with stone facing. |1've been in
old buildings. This isn't one. | don't know how they did



it. Maybe with magic, or just a whole [ot of slave |abour,
but it's no nore than a few nonths old."'

"But Galain said this was a Val heru place,' said Arutha
Martin said, "I think himright, but | think Jinmmy right
as well. Renmenber what you told nme of Tomas's rescue
fromthe Val heru underground hall by Dol gan, just before
the war?' Arutha said he did. 'That place sounds nuch
like this. '

"Light a torch,' said Arutha. Roald did so, and they

noved away fromthe crevice

Lauri e said, 'Has anyone noticed that for a cave the

ground is fairly flat?

"And the walls're pretty regular,' added Roal d.

Baru | ooked about. "In our haste we never exam ned

this place closely. It is not natural. The boy is right. The
building is a trap.'

Martin said, 'This cave system has had two thousand

years or nmore to wear away. Wth that fissure above us,

rain conmes through here every winter, as well as seepage
fromthe | ake above. It has worn away nost of what was
carved upon the walls.' He ran his hand over what seened

at first glance to be swirls in the stone. '"But not all.' He
i ndi cated sonme design on the walls, rendered abstract by
years of erosion.

Baru said, 'And so we dream anci ent dreans of

hopel essness.

Jimy said, 'There are sone tunnels we haven't

explored yet. Let's have a | ook.'

Arut ha | ooked at his conpanions. "Very well. You take

the lead, Jimmy. Let's backtrack to that cave with all the
tunnels, then you pick a likely one and we'll see where it
| eads."

In the third tunnel they found the stairway |eadi ng down.
Following it, they came to a | arge halway, ancient from
the [ ook of the sedinent upon the floor. Regarding it,
Baru said, "No foot has trod this hall in ages.'

Tappi ng the surface of the floor with his boot, Martin
agreed. 'This is years of buil dup.’

Jimy |l ed them al ong, under giant vaulted arches from
whi ch hung dust-1laden torch holders, long rusted to nearusel essness.
At the far end of the hall they discovered a

chanmber. Roald inspected the giant iron hinges, now
grotesquely twi sted |unps of rust, barely recognizable,
where once huge doors had hung. 'Watever wanted to

get through the door that was here didn't seemwlling to
wait.'

Passi ng through the portal, Jimry halted. 'Look at

this.'

They faced what seenmed a large hall, with faint echoes

of ancient grandeur. Tapestries, nowlittle nore than
shredded rags with no hint of colour, hung al ong the

wal I's. Their torches cast flickering shadows upon the

wal I's, giving the inpression that ancient menories were
awakeni ng after aeons of sleep. Wat nm ght have once

been any nunber of recognizable things were now scattered
pil es of debris tossed about the hall. Splinters of

wood, a twi sted piece of iron, a single gold shard, al
hinted at what m ght have once been, wi thout revealing



lost truths. The only intact object in the roomwas a

stone throne atop a raised dais hal fway al ong the righthand
wal | . Martin approached and gently touched the
centuries-old stone. 'Once a Val heru sat here. This was

his seat of power.' As if remenbering a dream all in the
hall were visited with a sense of how alien this place was.
M1l ennia gone, the power of the Dragon Lord was still a

faint presence. There was no mstaking it now here they
stood in the heart of an ancient race's |legacy. This was a
source of the noredhel dreans, one of the places of

power al ong the Dark Path.

Roal d said, "There's not much |eft. Wat caused this?

Loot ers? The Dark Brotherhood?

Martin | ooked about, as if seeing ages of history in the
dust upon the walls. "I don't think so. Fromwhat | know
of ancient lore, this may have endured fromthe tine of
the Chaos Wars.' He indicated the utter destruction

' They fought on the backs of dragons. They chal | enged

the gods, or so legends say. Little that w tnessed that
struggl e survived. W will probably never know the truth.’
Ji my had been scanpering about the chanber, poking

here and there. At |ast he returned and said, "Nothing
growi ng here.'

'Then where is the Silverthorn?' Arutha asked bitterly.
"W have | ooked everywhere.'

Everyone was silent for a long mnute. Finally Jinmy
said, "Not everywhere. W' ve | ooked around the | ake,
and' - he waved his hand around the hall - 'under the

| ake. But we haven't |ooked in the |ake.'

"in the [ ake?' said Martin.

Jimy said,"Calin and Galain said it grew very close

to the edge of the water. So, had anyone thought to ask
the elves if there have been heavy rains this year?
Martin's eyes w dened. "The water level's risen!’
"Anyone want to go swi mm ng?' asked Ji my.

Jimy pulled his foot back. "it's cold,' he whispered.
Martin said to Baru. 'City boy. He's seven thousand

feet up in the mountains and he's surprised the |ake's
cold.'

Martin waded into the water, slowy, so as not to
splash. Baru followed. Jimry took a deep breath and

foll owed, w ncing every step as the water reached hi gher
When he stepped off a | edge, he plunged in up to his
wai st and opened his mouth in a silent gasp of pain.
Upon the shore, Laurie wi nced in synpathy. Arutha and
Roal d kept watch for any sign of alarmon the bridge. Al
t hree crouched | ow, behind the gentle slope down to the
water. The ni ght was quiet, and nost of the noredhel

and human renegades slept on the far side of the bridge.
They had decided to wait until the hours just before
dawn. It was likely the guards would be half-asleep if

t hey were humans, and even noredhel were likely to

make the assunption that nothing would occur just before
sunri se.

Fai nt sounds of novenent in the water were followed

by a gasp as Ji my ducked his head underwater for the
first time and cane right up again. Qulping air, he ducked
back under. Like the others, he worked blind, feeling



al ong. Suddenly his hand smarted as he stuck hinmsel f on
somet hi ng sharp anong the noss-covered rocks. He cane

up with what seened a noi sy gasp, but nothing at the

bri dge indi cated he was heard. Ducking under, he felt

the slimy rocks. He located the thorny plant by sticking
hi nsel f again, but he didn't junmp up. He took two nore
punctures getting a grip on the plant and pulling, but
suddenly it cane up. Breaking the surface, he whispered
"i've got sonething.'

Ginning, he held up a plant that gl eamed al nost white
inthe light of the little moon. It |ooked like red berries
stuck onto the branches of a rose branch with silver
thorns. Jimy turned it in appreciation. Wth a tiny "Ah'
of triunph, he said, 'i've got it.'

Martin and Baru waded over and inspected the plant.

'is this enough?' asked the Hadati .

Arutha said, "The elves never told us. CGet sone nore

if you can, but we wait only a few nore mnutes.'

G ngerly he wapped the plant in a cloth and stowed it in
hi s pack.

In ten minutes they had found three nore plants.

Arut ha was convinced this was enough and signalled it

was tinme to return to the cave. Jimy, Martin, and Baru
dripping and chilled, hurried to the crevice and entered,
with the others keeping watch.

I nside the cave, Arutha | ooked a man reborn as he

i nspected the plants under the faint light of a small brand
Roal d held al oft. Jimmy couldn't keep his teeth from
chattering as he grinned at Martin. Arutha could not take
his eyes fromthe plant. He marvelled at the odd sensations
t hat coursed through his body as he regarded the

branches with their silver thorns, red berries, and green
| eaves. For beyond the branches, in a place only he could
see, he knew a soft |augh might be heard again, a soft
hand m ght touch his face, and the enbodi ment of every
happi ness he had known m ght sonehow be his again.

Jimy | ooked at Laurie. "Darmm nme if | don't think

we're going to do it.'

Laurie threw Jimy his tunic. 'Now all we have to do

is get back down.'

Arut ha's head cane up. "Dress quickly. W |eave

at once.'

As Arutha breasted the rimof the canyon, Galain said, "I
was about to pull the ropes up again. You cut it fine,
Prince Arutha.’

"I thought it best to be down the nobuntain as soon as
possi bl e, rather than wait another day.'

"That | cannot argue,' agreed the elf. 'Last night there
was sone argunment between the chief of the renegades

and the nmoredhel |eaders. | couldn't get close enough to
hear, but as the dark ones and humans don't get al ong
very well, | judge this arrangenment soon to end. If that
happens, this Mirad nmay decide to cease waiting and
begi n | ooki ng once nore.'

' Then we had best get as far fromhere as we can

before light.'

Al ready the sky was turning grey as fal se dawn visited
the nmountains. Fortune was with themin part, for on this
side of the nountains they would have shadows to hide



within awhil e | onger than had they faced the sunrise. It
woul d be only a little help, but any was wel cone.

Martin, Baru, and Roald were quickly up the ropes.

Laurie struggled a little, not having the knack of clinbing,
a fact he had 'failed to mention to the others. Wth silent
urging fromhis conpanions, he finally cleared the rim

Ji my scanpered qui ckly upwards. The norning |ight

was growi ng. Jimy feared being seen agai nst the rock

face of the canyon shoul d anyone nove fromthe bridge.

In his haste, he becane incautious and slipped on an

out croppi ng, the toe of his boot skidding off the rock. He
gripped the rope as he fell a few feet and grunted as he
slamed into the face of the canyon. Then pain expl oded

al ong his side and he bit back a shout. Gasping silently
for breath, he turned his back to the wall of the canyon.
Wth a spasm of novenent he w apped the rope under

his left armand gripped it tightly. G ngerly he reached
inside his tunic and felt the knife he had pilfered fromthe
dead man. Wen dressing, he had hastily returned it to

his tunic rather than place it in his pack as he should have
done. Now at |east two inches of steel stuck in his side.
Keepi ng his voice in control, he whispered, "Pull nme up.'
Jimy nearly lost his grip with the first wave of pain

that struck as they haul ed the rope upwards. He slipped
and gritted his teeth. Then he was over the rim

'What happened?' asked the Prince.

"I got careless,' answered the boy. "Lift ny tunic.'

Laurie did so and swore. Martin nodded at the boy,

who returned the gesture. Then he pulled the knife and
Jimy al nost fainted. Martin cut a section of a cloak and
bound the boy's side. He notioned to Laurie and Roal d,

who supported the boy between them as they noved

away fromthe canyon. As they hurried through the

qui ckly brighteni ng norning, Laurie said, "You just
couldn't do it the easy way, could you?

They had nanaged to avoid detection while carrying

Jimy, for the first half of the day. The noredhel stil

did not know Moraelin had been invaded, and | ooked

outwards, awaiting the approach of those who now sought

to escape. But now they watched a noredhel |ookout. He sat
perched upon the outcropping that had caused so nuch
troubl e getting past before, and under which they nust

again pass. It was near noon, and they huddl ed down

i nside a depression, barely out of sight. Martin signalled
to Galain, asking if the elf wanted to nove first or second.
The elf nmoved out, letting Martin follow The afternoon

was still, the day |acking even the slight breeze that had
covered small novenents when they had passed three

nights earlier. Nowit took all the skill the elf and Martin
possessed to nbve a scant twenty feet w thout alerting

the sentry. Martin nocked an arrow and took aimover Glain's
shoul der. Galain pulled his hunting knife and rose uP

besi de the noredhel. Galain tapped himon the shoul der

The dark elf spun at the unexpected contact, and Gal ain

sl ashed his knife across his throat. The noredhel reared

up and Martin's arrow took himin the chest. Galain

grabbed hi m about the knees, |owering himback to his
sitting position. He twisted Martin's arrow, breaking it

off rather than trying to pull out the barb. In only



nonents the noredhel had been
at his post.
Martin and Gal ai n ducked back

others. "He'll

be down the nountain.
reaches

t hey' I |
two days to the outer
don't stop. Cone.'

They scranbl ed down the trail
"if the horses are stil

was half carried by Laurie.
nmutt ered Roal d.
.if they're not,’
downhill. '

They stopped only to let the horses get the m nimal
they required to survive a cross-country run.

"likely the ani mals woul d not

be di scovered in a few hours.
think us on our way in and search above us first,

said Ji mry weakly,

killed and still seened

down and faced the

They may

but then
Now we must fly. We're

of the elver forests if we

Jimy wincing as he
there,"’
' it's all

at | east

rest
It woul d be
be usable after the dash, but

that coul d not be hel ped. Arutha would | et nothing
prevent his return now that he possessed the nmeans for

Anita's cure. Before,
despair,

not hi ng extinguish it.

Thr ough the ni ght they rode.

Lat hered, panting horses were
down the woodland trail. They
still in the foothills of the

boundary of the elver forests.

.fromloss of blood, fatigue,
' opened again sonetime during
unable to do nore than clutch
eyes rolled up and he fel

face'
When he regai ned consci ousness,

he had been a man on the edge of
now a flame burned wthin,

and he woul d | et

| ed by exhausted riders

had entered deep forest,
nmount ai ns, but close to the
Ji my was hal f - consci ous
and pain. The wound had

the night and he had been
his side. Then the boy's
down onto the trail

he sat up, held by

Laurie and Baru while Martin and Roal d wapped himin

fresh bandages cut from Martin's cloak
said Martin.
it opens again,

do until we reach El vandar,"
Arutha said, "if

ri de double with him and don'
Once again they were in the saddle,

"This' Il have to
say something. Gal ain,
himfall off.’

and once again

t let

t hey endured the nightmare ride.

Near sundown of the second day,
it down quickly and said,
nearly three mles the Duke ran
pace was sl ower than nornal

Baru took to the trail
they were reaching their limt.

Martin put
For
fatigued horses'
still an inpressive feat.
then Gal ain, but still

the first horse faltered
"i'"ll run for a while.'
t hough t he

this was

for a while,
The

horses were reduced to a loping canter and trotting. Then

they coul d only wal k.
In silence they noved through

the night, sinply counting

t he passing yards as each ninute took them cl oser

to safety,
nor edhel
norni ng they crossed a
they rmust split forces,
turned east for
Arut ha sai d,
They did and the Prince said,

know ng that,

smal |

towards Stone Mouuntain for a while,
conti nue on foot.

| oose. W'l

sonewher e behi nd,
captain and his Black Sl ayers foll owed. Near

for they can't
St one Mountain.'
"Everyone di snount .’

the nmute

trail and Martin said, 'Here

know we haven't

"Martin, |lead the horses
then turn them



Martin did as he was bidden while Baru masked the

tracks of those on foot. Martin caught up with them an
our later. As he ran down a woodl and trail towards

them he said, "I think | heard sonething behind. | can't
be sure. The wind is picking up and the noise was faint.'
Arut ha said, 'W continue towards El vandar, but keep

alert for a defensible position." He started a staggerl egged
run, and the others took off after him Jimy

supported in part by Martin.

For nearly an hour they half ran, half stunbled al ong,
until the sounds of pursuit could be heard echoi ng through
t he woods. They felt a surge of energy as fear drove them
onwards. Then Arut ha pointed towards an outcropping

of rock, in a semcircle that formed an al nost perfect
natural breastwork. He asked Galain, 'How far unti

hel p?'

The elf studied the woods in the early norning |ight

and said, "W are near the edge of our forests. My people
will be an hour away, perhaps two.'

Arut ha quickly gave the elf the pack containing the
Silverthorn and said, 'Take Jimy. We'll hold them here
until you return.' They all knew the pack was agai nst the
possibility the elf didn't return in time. At |east Anita
could still be cured.

Jimy sat down on the rock. 'Don't be ridicul ous. |

woul d double the tine he'll take to find help. | can fight
standing still better than | can run.' Wth that he craw ed
over the stone breastwork and pulled out his dirk

Arut ha | ooked at the boy: tired, bleeding again, alnost

col lapsing fromfatigue and bl ood | oss, but grinning at

hi mwhil e holding his dirk. Arutha gave a curt nod and

the elf was off. Quickly they got behind the rocks, drew
weapons, and wait ed.

For 1 ong mnutes they huddl ed down behind the rocks,
knowi ng that as each m nute Passed, their chances of
rescue increased. Alnost with each breath they could
feel rescue and obliteration racing towards them Chance
as much as anything would determine their survival. If
Calin and his warriors were waiting close to the edge of
the forest, and Galain could quickly | ocate them there
was hope, if not, no hope. In the distance the sound of
riders grew | ouder. Each nmonent passed slowy, each

i nstant of possible discovery draggi ng by, and the agony
of waiting increased. Then, in alnost welcome relief, a
shout was sounded and the noredhel were upon them
Martin rose up, his bow already drawn by the tine he

had a target. The first noredhel to see them was propelled
backwards out of his saddle by the force of the arrow
taking himin the chest. Arutha and the others nade
ready. A dozen noredhel riders milled about, startled at
t he sudden bow fire. Before they could react, Martin had
anot her down. Three turned and rode away, but the

ot hers char ged.

The outcropping reared up and spread out, making it

i npossi ble for the noredhel to overwel mthem but they
cane at full gallop anyway, their horses' hooves making
dul'l thunder upon the still-danp ground. Though they
rode close to the necks of their horses, two nore were



taken by Martin's bow 'before they reached the stone
redoubt. Then the noredhel were upon them Baru | eapt
atop the rocks, his long sword a blur as he sliced through
the air. A noredhel fell, his armsevered from his body.
Arutha ran up and junped fromthe rocks, dragging a

Dark Brother fromthe saddle. The noredhel died under

his knife. He spun in place, his rapier coming fromits
sheat h as another rider charged. The Prince stood his
ground until the last, then with a sideways |eap and a

sl ash unseated the rider. A quick thrust, and the noredhe
di ed.

Roal d pulled one fromhis saddl e and they both slid

down into the protection of the rocks. Jimy waited as
they rolled about, then, when he saw an openi ng, another
Dark Brother died as the boy used his dirk

The two remi ni ng saw Laurie and Martin ready, and

chose to retreat. Both died as Martin's bow sang in the
morning light. As soon as they were out of the saddle,
Martin was over the rocks. He quickly scavenged the

bodi es and returned with a short bow and two quivers of
arrows. 'i'malnost out,' he said, indicating his depleted
qui ver. "These are no cloth-yard shafts, but |I can use this
little horse bowif | need.'

Arut ha | ooked about. 'There'll be nore al ong soon.'

"Do we run?' asked Jinmmy.

"No. W would only gain a little, and we m ght not find

a place nearly as defensible. W wait.'

M nutes passed and all waited with eyes turned towards
the trail they knew t he noredhel would use to attack
them Laurie whispered, 'Run, Galain, run.'

For what seenmed an eternity the woods were silent.

Then in clouds of dust, wth hooves poundi ng the ground,
horsenmen cane into view

The giant mute, Miurad, rode in the van, a dozen

Bl ack Sl ayers behind him Oher noredhel and human
renegades followed. Miurad reined in, signalling for the
others to halt.

Jimy groaned. 'There's a hundred of them'

Roal d said, "Not a hundred, nore like thirty.

Laurie said, 'That's enough.'

Arut ha | ooked over the rock, saying, "W may be able

to hold for a few minutes.' They all knew it was hopel ess.
Then Baru stood. And before anyone coul d prevent

him he started shouting at the noredhel, in a |anguage
unknown to Jinmmry, the Prince, and Martin. Laurie and
Roal d shook their heads.

Arut ha began to reach for the hillman, but Laurie said,
cDon't. He's challenging Murad to personal conbat. A
matter of honour.’

"WIIl he accept?

Roal d shrugged. 'They're a funny lot. 1've fought the
Dark Brothers before. Some of them are cut-throat
renegades. But nost are caught up in honour and ritua

and the like. Depends on where you find them If that
lot's a gang of nobss-troopers fromnorth Yabon, they'l
simply attack. But if Mirad's got a band of ol d-fashi oned
deepforest Dark Brothers under his conmand, they may

not take kindly to himsaying no. If he's trying to show
some magi ¢ powers are backing him he can't rightly
refuse and keep their loyalty. But nostly it depends on



what Mirad thinks about matters of honour.'

"Whatever's the outcome, Baru's thrown theminto
confusion,' observed Martin.

Arut ha coul d see the noredhel standing about while

the mute stared inpassively at Baru. Then Mirad waved
hi s hand towards baru and the others. A noredhel in a

cl oak rode forward, turning his horse to face Miurad, and
said sonmething in a questioning tone.

The nmute notioned again, and the noredhel who

confronted hi mwaved the other away. The noredhe

riders, except for those wearing black armour, retreated
their nounts several yards. One of the humans rode up
and turned his horse to face Miurad. He shouted sonet hing
at the noredhel |eader, several other humans

behi nd echoi ng the tones.

"Martin,' said Arutha, 'can you make out what's being
sai d?

'"No. But whatever it is, it isn't flattering, that's for
certain.’

Suddenly Murad drew his own sword and struck the

of f endi ng human. Anot her human shout ed somet hi ng

and seened ready to ride forward, but two noredhe

rode to intercept him Wth a sullen expression the first
bri gand turned his horse and rode back to join the other
humans.

Mirad agai n gestured towards the humans, and charged

hi s horse

Baru |l eapt fromthe rocks and ran a short way forward

to take up position. He stood his ground, his sword
drawn back to strike. As the horse was al nost upon him

Baru | ashed out with a circling step that took himfrom
harm s way, and the horse nickered in pain as it stunbl ed.
The wounded ani mal went down. Miurad, despite his

bulk, rolled fromthe falling animal and cane up, sword
still in hand. He was quick and turned in tine to neet
Baru's attack. The two conbatants cl ashed, steel ringing
on steel.

Arut ha | ooked about. The dozen Bl ack Sl ayers waited

qui etly, though for how | ong Arutha did not know. Wth
Mirad involved in a matter of honour, they m ght wait
until the issue was decided. The Prince fervently hoped
so.

Al'l eyes watched. Martin said, 'Don't |et down your
guard. As soon as this is over, either way, they'll hit us
again.'

"At least | can catch ny breath,' said Jimy.

Arut ha surveyed the area. Twenty nore noredhel were
approaching the area. Al Baru did was buy themtine.
Murad struck out and was struck in return. Wthin

m nutes both conbatants were a mass of bl eeding

wounds, testinmony to how each was able al nbst to deliver
a death blow, but not quite. Cut and parry, |unge and

ri poste, slash and dodge, the struggle went on. The
Hadati was equal in height to the noredhel, but the dark
el f bulked larger. Wth a series of overhead, cl ubbing
bl ows, Miurad began to drive Baru back

Martin brought his sword to the ready. "Baru's tiring.
it'll be over soon.'

But |ike a dancer timng his noves to the nmusic, Baru



let Murad fall into a pattern. Up and down the sword
rose and fell, then, when it was rising, Baru ceased his
retreat, instead stepping forward and to the side. Wth a
sweeping cut, he sliced Murad's ribs. It was a deep cut
that bled fiercely.

"That's a surprise," Martin said calmy.

"Dam fine nove,' said Roald in professiona
appr eci ati on.

But Murad didn't let the surprising blow finish him He
turned in place and grabbed the Hadati's sword arm

Murad was of f bal ance, but he pulled Baru down with

him They grappled and rolled down the hill towards the
rocks where Arutha stood. Wapons slipped from bl oodwet
fingers and the two conbatants struck at each ot her

with fists.

Then they were up again, but Murad had his arns

about Baru's waist. Hoisting the Hadati into the air, the
nor edhel placed interl ocked hands in the small of Baru's
back, squeezing to break his spine. Baru's head went
back as he cried out in pain. Then he brought his hands
together in a thunderous slap over the noredhel's ears,
rupturing his eardruns.

Murad gave a warbling, gurgling cry of pain as he
dropped Baru. The creature covered his ears with his
hands, blinded by pain for a nonment. Baru reared back
and struck the noredhel in the face with his fist, a
staggering bl ow that pul ped Mirad's nose, broke sone
teeth, and split his lip.

Again Baru struck himin the face, jerking his head
back, and again. The Hadati seened on the verge of

cl ubbi ng the noredhel to death. But Mirad gripped

Baru's wist and pulled himdown, and again they rolled
upon the ground.

Then Murad was atop Baru, and each had his hands

around the other's neck. Wth grunts of pain and exertion
the two began choki ng each ot her

Ji my reached down and took a dagger fromthe body

of the dead noredhel at his feet, to supplement his dirk
Martin said, 'Soon. Soon.'

Murad bore down with all his weight, his face turning
red, as did Baru's. Neither could breathe, and it was only
a question of who succunbed first. Baru bore the bul k of

t he noredhel atop him but Mirad had a deep wound in

his side, which still bled, weakening himas every second
passed.

Then, with a grunt and sigh, Miurad fell forwards onto
Baru. There was silence in the woods for a | ong nonent
before Murad noved. Wth a roll he fell over, off Baru

The Hadati slowy rose. Taking a knife fromthe noredhel's
own belt, he slowy cut Mirad's throat. Sitting

back upon his heels, Baru breathed deeply. Then, with
del i berate contenpt for his own danger, he plunged his
kni fe deep into Murad's chest.

cWhat's he doi ng?' asked Roal d.

Martin said, "Renmenber what Tatham said about the

Bl ack Slayers. He's cutting Murad's heart out, just in
case he mght try to rise again.'

More noredhel and renegades had joi ned the company
over | ooki ng the conbat, and now nore than fifty riders



wat ched the Hadati butcher the noredhel chieftain. The
Hadati cut down into the chest, then his hand pl unged
deep within the wound and with a single jerk he pulled
Mirad's heart free. Holding his hand up, so that all might
see, he showed the assenbl ed noredhel and humans t hat
Mirad's heart beat no | onger. Then he tossed it aside
and rose drunkenly to his feet.

Wth a staggering, wobbling run, he tried for the rocks,
only ten yards away. A noredhel rider nmoved to strike
himfromthe side, and Jimy threw his dagger. The

poi nt took the creature in the eye, causing himto scream
as he fell back out of the saddle. But another cane at
Baru and cut at him The sword took himin the side, and
the Hadati fell forward.

'Dam you!' shouted Jimy, near tears. 'He won. You
coul d have let himcome back!' He threw his dirk, but
the other rider dodged. The noredhel who had struck

Baru stiffened and turned, and Arutha and his conpani ons
saw an arrow in his back. Another noredhe

shout ed somet hing as he put away his bow. This brought
an angry shout froma third and one of the hunmans.

"What is all this? asked Arutha.

Roal d said, 'The one who killed BAru is a renegade: no
honour. That fellow on the horse seens to have had the
same opinion as Jimy. The Hadati won, he should have
been allowed to return to die with his conpani ons. Now

t he slayer, another renegade, and the human bandits are
all shouting at one another. We might gain a little tine,
or at |least have some of themquit, now that their big
chieftain is dead.'

Then the Bl ack Sl ayers charged.

Martin reared up and began firing. The archer's speed
was phenomenal , and three riders were unhorsed before

t hey reached the rock abutnent.

Steel clashed upon steel and the battle was joi ned.
Roal d | eapt atop the rock, as had Baru before, and his
sword al so struck out at all who cane within his reach
No noredhel could ride in close enough to strike him
with their short swords, while his broadsword delivered
death to whoever rode within reach

Arutha parried a blow aimed at Laurie, then struck
upwards froma crouch to take a rider. Roald | eapt and
dragged one fromthe saddl e and cl ubbed himwith the
hilt of his sword. Seven noredhel died before the others
wi t hdr ew.

Arut ha said, 'They didn't all charge.'

The others could see that some of the noredhel had

hel d back, and others were still arguing, along with two
human renegades. A few of the Black Sl ayers were stil
mount ed, and they were ignoring what transpired with

t heir conpani ons, form ng for another charge.

Jimy |iberated anot her dagger from a noredhel just

at the edge of the rocks, then noticed sonething. He
tugged at Martin's sleeve. "See that ugly-Iooking fell ow
with the fancy red breastplate and all those gold rings
and t hi ngs?'

Martin saw such a one sitting at the head of the human
riders. 'Yes.'

"Can you kill himnow?



"It's a difficult shot. Why?

'Because as sure as there's elves in the woods, that's
Reitz. He's captain of that band of outlaws. You knock
himoff and the others will nost likely run away, or at

| east keep hol di ng back until a new captain's elected."'
Martin rose up, took aim and let fly. The shaft sped
bet ween the boles of the trees and took the indicated
rider in the throat. Wth a snap his head canme up and he
sonersaul ted backwards out of his saddle.

" Amazi ng, said Jimmy.

Martin said, 'l had to clear the top of that breastplate.’
Laurie said dryly, 'Not very sporting, shooting w thout
war ni ng. '

"You may convey ny apologies,' said Martin. 'I forgot

you singers always have the heroes acting that way in
your sagas.'

"if we're the heroes,' said Jimy, 'the outlaws shoul d
run away.'

True to Jimy's prediction, the human renegades

began muttering anong thensel ves, and were suddenly
riding away. One noredhel shouted after them angrily,

t hen waved anot her attack upon the Prince's party.

Anot her noredhel spat on the ground before the 'first
and turned his horse, notioning sone conpani ons away

as well. Twenty or so rode after the humans. ~
Arut ha counted. cFewer than twenty this tinme, and the
Sl ayers.'

The riders disnounted, including those who had held

back during the previous attack. They had di scovered

they couldn't close in to the 'rocks while on horseback
They ran cl ose, using the trees as cover and fanned out,
to surround Arutha's position

Roal d said, 'This is what they should have done the first tine.
"They're a little slow, but not entirely stupid,' commented
Lauri e.

Jimy clutched his dagger as the Dark Brothers

charged. 'i'd have preferred stupidity.

The noredhel canme in a wave, and suddenly there was
fighting on all sides. Jimry | eapt away as a sword cane
crashi ng down from above. He thrust upwards with his
dagger and took the noredhel in the stomach.

Roal d and Laurie battled, back to back, surrounded by
Dark Brothers. Martin shot until he was out of arrows,
when he grabbed up the noredhel bow and arrows. His
firing was rapid and accurate and a dozen nore Dark

Brot hers were struck before he dropped the bow and

pul I ed his sword.

Arut ha fought |ike a man possessed, his rapier delivering
injury at every quarter. No noredhel could get close

and remain free of wounds. But the Prince knew tine

woul d eventually win. The defenders woul d fatigue and

sl ow and then they woul d die.

Arutha could feel the strength drain fromhis arns as

the certainty of death cane to him There was little point
in hoping. There were nore than twenty noredhel stil
standi ng, and they were but five.

Martin hewed with his sword, cutting all who cane

before him Roald and Laurie |unged and parried, giving
up only inches, but slowy being worn down by the
attackers.



A noredhel | eapt over the stone breastwork and spun

to face Jimy. Jimry acted without hesitation, his stiff
side slowing himonly slightly. He lashed out and sliced

t he noredhel's hand, causing it to drop its sword. The
Dark Brother yanked its belt knife |oose as Jimry sl ashed
agai n. But the noredhel |eapt back, avoiding the boy's
cut. Then it closed and was upon Jimry. The boy sl ashed
wi I dly, losing his balance and his knife, and the noredhel
was atop him A knife blade cane rushing towards the
boy's face, but he dodged and it struck rock. Jimy
gripped at the creature's wist, holding the bl ade away.
The bl ade cane towards his face, for the weakened boy
could not hold back the noredhel's superior strength.

Then the noredhel's head snapped backwards and

Jimy could see a knife drawn across the dark elfs

throat, |eaving a bloody track. The noredhel was pulled
of f by the hand gripping his hair, then the hand was

ext ended to Ji mmy.

Gal ai n stood over the boy and helped himto his feet.
Stunned, Jimy | ooked about. Hunting horns sounded in

the forests and the air was filled with arrows. The noredbe
retreated before the attacking el ves.

Martin and Arut ha dropped their weapons, sl unping

i n exhaustion. Roald and Laurie coll apsed where they
stood. Calin ran towards them directing his elver warriors

in pursuit.

Arut ha | ooked up, relief bringing tears unbidden to his
eyes. In a hoarse voice he said, 'is it over?

Calin said, "It is, Arutha. For a while. They'll be back

but by then we will all be safely within the boundary of

our forests. Unless they plan invasion, the noredhel will
not cross that border. Qur magic is still too strong there.'

An elf leant over the body of Baru. 'Calin. this one
still lives!'

Martin lay back on the rocks, panting. 'That Hadati i S

t ough.'

Arut ha waved away Gal ain's hand as he stood, his |egs
feeling like water. 'How far?

'Less than a mle. W need only to cross a small

stream and we are in our forests.'

Slowy the survivors of the attack felt a lifting of their
hopel essness, for they knew their chances now were
excellent. Wth the elver escort, it would be unlikely the
nor edhel woul d rmuster enough strength to overwhel m

them even should they nmount another attack. And with
Mirad dead, it was likely their |eadership would crunble.
From t he behavi our of nmany of the Dark Brothers it was

cl ear he had been of major inportance to them His

death woul d surely weaken Mirnandanus's plans for

sone tine.

Ji my hugged hinmsel f, wondering at the chill he felt,

for suddenly he was returned to the noment he stood in
the cave at Moraelin. He felt the strange dislocation in
time, and knew where he had experienced that chil

before - twice before, in the palace and in the cellar of
the House of WIllows. He felt the hair on the back of his
neck stand on end and knew wi th dread certainty that

some magi ¢ was being visited upon them He |eapt away
fromthe rock and | ooked about the gl ade. Pointing, he
shouted, "Then we'd better start now | ook!"’



The body of a Black Slayer began to nove.

Martin said, cCan we cut their hearts out?

"Too late,' cried Laurie. 'They're arnoured, and we
shoul d have acted at once.'

A dozen Bl ack Slayers were slowy rising and turning

to face Arutha's party, weapons in hand. Wth tentative
steps they began to advance upon the Prince. Calin
shout ed orders and el ves grabbed up the near-exhausted
and wounded nmen. Two carried Baru between them and

they started to run.

The dead warriors staggered after, their wounds stil

bl eedi ng, and as they noved, their novements snoot hed
out, as if some agency was perfecting its control over

t hem

Wth increasing speed the undead foll owed. Elver

bowren ran, halted, turned, and fired, to no effect. The
shafts struck the dead noredhel and would rock them
knocking a few to the ground, but they would only rise
agai n.

Ji my | ooked back, and sonehow t he view of these
creatures running through the bright norning light in the
| ovely forests was far nore horrible than anythi ng he had
seen at the palace or in the sewers of Krondor. Their
noverments were surprisingly snooth as they ran after
weapons at the ready.

Those elves carrying the injured and fatigued humans

kept running while Calin ordered others to slow the

nor edhel . El ver warriors drew swords and engaged t he
undead creatures, after a few parries, they would retreat.
The rear guard slowed the Black Sl ayers, but they could
not be hal t ed.

The el ves worked thenselves into a pattern. They

woul d turn, fight, retreat a little, fight again, then flee
But the inability to visit harmon their foes served only to
delay these, not to end their threat. Panting, fatigueQ
el ves | aboured to halt an inexorable flood. After severa
m nutes the humans were being half carried, half dragged
across a small stream

Calin said, "W enter our forests. Here we will stand.'
The el ves drew swords and waited. Arutha, Martin,

Lauri e, and Roal d readi ed weapons and waited. The first
nor edhel entered the water, sword in hand, splashing
towards them He reached the shore as an elf made ready
tO Strike, but the moment the undead creature placed his
foot upon the shore, it seemed to sense sonething behind
the elves. The elf struck it to no effect, but the dead
Bl ack Sl ayer staggered back, raising its hands, as if
seeki ng protection.

Suddenly a rider sped past the defenders, a figure

respl endent in white and gold. Upon the back of a white
elf steed, a | egendary nystic horse of Elvandar, Tomas
charged the noredhel. The elf steed reared, and Tonas

| eapt down fromits back and, with a golden arc of his
sword, nearly split the Black Slayer in twain.

Like a raSing flane incarnate, Tonas sped al ong the
shore, visiting destruction upon each Black Slayer as they
set foot across the stream Despite their arcane origin,
each was hel pl ess before the conbi ned m ght of his arm
and Val heru power. Several managed single bl ows, which

he easily turned aside, answering with terrible sw ftness.



H s gol den sword | ashed out and bl ack arnmour was
cracked as if little nmore than brittle hide. But none of the
undead sought to flee. each cane on, and each was

qui ckly di spatched. O those with Arutha, only Martin
al one had seen Tomas in battle before, and even he had
never seen such a display. Soon it was over, and only
Tomas stood upon the edge of the stream Then cane

the sound of nore horses. Arutha | ooked behind and saw
nore el f steeds approaching, ridden by Tathar and the
ot her Spel | weavers.

Tat har said, 'Geetings, Prince of Krondor.'

Arut ha | ooked up and smled weakly. "Thanks to you
all.’

Tomas resheathed his sword and said, '"i could not

travel with you, but once these dared cross the boundaries
of our forest, | could act. Elvandar is mne to preserve.
Any who dares invade will be treated as these.' To Calin

he said, 'Build a funeral pyre. Those bl ack denobns shal
never rise again.' And he said to the others, 'Wen it is
done, we shall return to Elvandar.'

Jimy fell back upon the grass of the stream bank, his
body too sore and tired to nove. Wthin noments he was
asl eep.

They feasted the next night. Queen Aglaranna and

Prince Tomas hosted Arutha and his comnpanions. Galain
approached where Martin and Arutha sat and said, 'Baru

will live. Qur healer says he's the toughest human he's
seen.'

'How | ong before he's up agai n?' asked Arutha.

"Along tine,' said Galain. 'You'll have to | eave him

with us. By rights he should have died an hour before we
got here. He's lost a lot of blood, and sone of those cuts
are severe. Mirad al nost crushed his spine and his

wi ndpi pe."’

"But other than that, he'll be as good as new,' said
Roal d across the table.

Laurie said, cwen | get hone to Carline, | pronise

never to | eave again.'

Jimy canme to sit next to the Prince. "You | ook

t houghtful for one who's pulled off the in possible. 1'd
t hought you' d be happy.'

Arut ha ventured a smle. 'l won't be until Anita is
cured.'

"When do we ride honme?

"W go to Crydee in the morning, the elves will escort

us there. Then we take ship to Krondor. W shoul d be
back in tine for the Festival of Banapis. |f Mrnmandanmus
can't find me with his nmagic, a ship should be safe
enough. Unless you'd prefer riding back the way we

cane?

Jimy said, 'Not likely. There nmight still be nore of

t hose Bl ack Slayers about. ['Il take drowni ng over another
run-in with them anytine.'

Martin said, 'It will be good to see Crydee again. |'ll
have nmuch to see to, getting ny house in order. dd

Samuel will be at wits' end with the estate managenent,

t hough 1'm sure the Baron Bell any has done well enough
running things in ny absence. But there will be nmuch to

do before we | eave.'
'Leave for where?' said Arutha.



In an innocent tone Martin said, 'Wy for Krondor, of
course.' But his gaze travelled northwards, and silently
he echoed his brother's thoughts. Up there was Mirmandanas,
and a battle yet unjoined. The issue was not

decided, only the first skirm sh. Wth the death of Murad
the forces of the Darkness had | ost a captain, had been
pushed back, retiring in disorder, but they were not
vanqui shed, and they would return, if not tonorrow,

t hen sone ot her day.

Arut ha said, 'Jimy, you have acted with wit and

bravery beyond what is required of a squire. What reward
shal | you have?

Biting a large rib of elk, the boy replied, 'Wll, you
still need a Duke of Krondor."'

19.
Cont i nuati on

The riders reined in.

Staring upwards, they studied the nountaintops that

mar ked t he boundary of their |ands, the great peaks of
the H gh Wall. For two weeks twelve riders had picked
their way through the mountains, until they had journeyed
beyond the normal limts of Tsurani patrols, above

the tinberline. They nmoved slowy through a pass it had
taken days to | ocate. They were seeking something no
Tsurani had searched for in ages, a way through the High
Wall into the northern tundra.

It was cold in the nountains, an alien experience for
nost of the riders, except those who had served on

M dkem a during the years of the Riftwar. To the younger
sol di ers of the Shinzawai Household Guard, this cold was
a strange and al nost frightening thing. But they showed
no sign of their disconfort, except to absently draw their
cl oaks nore tightly about their shoul ders as they studied
t he odd whiteness on the peaks, hundreds of feet yet
above their heads. They were Tsur ani

Pug, still in the black robes of a G eat One, turned to
hi s companion. 'A short way fromhere, | think, Hokanu.'
The young of fi cer nodded and signalled his patro

forward. For weeks the younger son of the Lord of the
Shinzawai had led this escort beyond the linmts of the
Empire's northern borders. Followi ng the river Gagajin

to its highest source, a naneless |ake in the nountains,

t he hand- pi cked warriors had passed the trails followed
by patrols of the Enpire of Tsuranuanni. Here were the
wi | d, rock-strewn, seenmingly desolate | ands between the
Enpire and the tundra of the north, hone of the Thun
normads. Even with a Great One in attendance, Hokanu

felt vul nerable. Should a Thun tribe be mgrating nearby
when they came out of the nountains, there would be a
score or nore of their young warriors running as flankers,
seeki ng any excuse to take a Tsurani head as a trophy.
They rounded a bend in the trail and a narrow gap in

t he nmountai ns provided a glinpse of the | ands beyond.

For the first tine they could see the vast expanse of the
tundra. Vaguely perceived in the distance, a |long, |ow
white barrier could be made out. cWat is that?' said

pug.



Hokanu shrugged, his face an inplacable Tsurani mask.

"I do not know, Great One. | suspect it is another range

of mountains, across the tundra. Or perhaps it is that

t hi ng you described, the wall of ice.'

"Aglacier.'

Hokanu said, 'Watever, it lies to the north, where

you said the Watchers may be.'

Pug | ooked behind himat the ten silent riders. Then he
asked, 'How far?

Hokanu | aughed. 'Farther than we can ride in another

month w t hout starving. W shall have to stop to hunt.'

"I doubt there is a great deal of game about.'

"More than one would think, Geat One. The Thun

struggle to reach their traditional southern ranges every

wi nter, the lands we have held for over a thousand years,

but they still sonmehow survive the winters here. Those of
us who have wintered on your world know how to forage
in snow country. There will be creatures |ike your rabbits

and deer once we drop back down bel ow the tinberline.
W shal | survive.'
Pug wei ghed his choices. After a noment of silent

consi deration he said, "I don't think so, Hokanu. You
may be right, but if what | hope to find is only a | egend,
then we shall have all cone for no good reason. | may

return to your father's home by ny arts, and | could
manage to take a few of you with nme, three or even four
but the rest? No, | think it is time for a parting.'
Hokanu began to object, for his father had ordered

himto protect Pug, but Pug wore the black robe. "Your
will, Geat One.' He signalled to his nen. "Pass up half
your food.' He said to Pug, 'There will be enough here to
keep you fed for a few nore days if you eat sparingly,
Great One.' When the food had been gathered in two

| arge travel bags and hung behi nd Pug's saddl e, Hokanu
notioned his nen to wait.

The magi cian and the officer rode forward a short way,

and the son of the Shinzawai said, "Geat One, | have

gi ven thought to the warning You bring and your quest.'

He seened to find it difficult to speak his nind. 'You
have brought nuch into nmy famly's Iife, not all of it
good, but like ny father, 1've always believed you .to be a
man of honour, one without guile. If you believe this

| egendary Eneny to be the cause behind all the troubles

on your honmeworld you have spoken of, and if you think

it about to find your world and ours, | nust also believe.
| admit to fear, Great One. | am ashaned.'

Pug shook his head. "There is no shane, Hokanu. The

Eneny is sonething beyond any of our understanding.

know you think it a thing of |egend, something spoken of
when you were a small boy and your teachers began to
instruct you in the history of the Enmpire. Even I, who
have seen it in nystic vision, even | do not fathomit,
save to count it the greatest threat to our worlds inaginable.
No, Hokanu, there is no shane. | fear its coning.

fear its power, and its madness, for it is a thing mndless
in rage and hate. | doubt the sanity of any who did not
fear it.'

Hokanu | owered his head in agreenment, then | ooked

the magician in the eyes. "Mlanber . . . Pug. | thank you
for the ease you brought to ny father.' He spoke of the



nmessage Pug had carried from Kasum . "My the gods of
both worl ds watch over you, Great One.' He bowed his

head as a sign of respect and then silently turned his
nount ar ound.

In a short while Pug sat al one atop the pass through

whi ch no Tsurani had ridden in ages. Below himlay the
forests of the north slope of the Hi gh Wall, and beyond
them t he ranges of the Thun

And beyond the tundra? A dream or |egend perhaps. The alien creatures seen
briefly

in a vision each magici an endured as he passed his fina
testing for the black robe. Those creatures known only as
the Watchers. It was Pug's hope they possessed sone

know edge of the Eneny, some know edge that m ght

prove the difference in the conmng battle. For as Pug sat
atop his tired nount, on the wi nd-swept heights of the
greatest nmountains on Kel ewan's | argest continent, he
was certain sone great struggle had begun, a struggle
that could nmean the destruction of two worlds.

Pug urged his horse forward, and the ani mal began

nmovi ng downwar ds, towards the tundra and the unknown.

Pug pull ed back on the reins. Since |eaving Hokanu's
patrol he had seen nothing in the hills as he rode down
towards the tundra. Now, a day out of the foothills, a
"band of Thun were speeding to neet him The centaurlike
creatures hooted their battle songs as they ran

their powerful hooves beating the tundra in rhythmc
concussion. But unlike the | egendary centaur, the upper
portion of this creature | ooked as if sone formof |izard
had grown to nan shape above the torso of a heavy horse
or nule. Like all other native life forms on Kel ewan,
they were hexspedal, and as with the other intelligent
native race, the insectoid cho-ja, the upper |inbs had
devel oped into arms. Unlike humans, they had six fingers.
Pug waited quietly until the Thun were al nost upon

him then he erected a nystic barrier and watched as

they crashed into it. The Thun were all large, warrior
mal es, though Pug couldn't really inmagi ne what a fenal e
of the species nust look like. Still, these creatures, for al

their alien appearance, acted as Pug woul d have expected
young human warriors to act under the same circunstance,
confused and angry. Several beat ineffectively

agai nst the barrier while the others retreated a short way
off to observe. Then Pug renoved the cape the Shinzawai
lord had given himfor the journey. Through the haze of
the nystic barrier, one of the young Thun saw hi m

weari ng the bl ack robe and shouted to his conpanions.

They turned and fl ed.

For three days they followed himat a respectful distance.
Sone ran off, and for a tine those remaining were

joined by other Thun. This leaving and returning, with
some Thun al ways behind him continued unabated. At

ni ght, Pug erected a circle of protection about hinself
and his mount, and when he awoke the next norning,

the Thun still watched. Then, on the fourth day, the

Thun finally made peaceful contact.

A single Thun trotted towards him awkwardly hol ding

hi s hands above his head, palns together in the Tsuran
parl ey sign. Pug could see as he cane up to himthat they



had sent an el der.

"Honours to your tribe,' said Pug, hoping the creature
coul d speak Tsurani

An al nost human chuckl e answered. "A first that is,

bl ack one. Never honour have man given to nme.' The
speech was heavily accented, but understandabl e, and

the strange, saurian features were surprisingly expressive.
The Thun was unarmed, but old scars showed it had once
been a powerful warrior. Now age had robbed it of nuch

of its vigour.

Pug expressed a suspicion. 'You are the sacrifice?

"My life is yours to take. Bring down your sky fire, if
that is your wish. But not, | think, your wi sh.' Again the
chuckl e. "Bl ack ones the Thun have faced. And why a

one near the age of |eaving should you take, when sky
fire can a whol e band burn? No, you nove for Purposes
your own, do you not? Troubling those soon left to face
the ice hunters, the pack killers, a purpose of yours is
not.' Pug studied the Thun. He was al nost at the day
when he would be too old to keep pace with the nmoving
band, when the tribe would abandon himto the predators
of the tundra.

' Your age brings wisdom | have no contention wth

the Thun. | sinply seek to pass to the north.'

" Thun a Tsurani word. We are Lasura, the people.

Bl ack ones have | seen. You a troubl esome |ot. Fight

al nrost won, then black ones sky fire bring. Tsurani fight
bravely, and Tsurani head a great trophy is, but black
'ones? Leaving Lasura in peace, your business'usually is
not. Wiy our ranges seek you to cross?

'"There is a grave danger, fromages long gone. It is a
danger to all on Kelewan, to Thun as well as Tsurani.
think there are those who may know how t hat danger

may be nmet, those who live high in the ice." He pointed
to the north.

The old warrior reared up, like a startled horse, and
Pug's own nount shied away. "Then, mad bl ack one,
northwards go. Death waits there. Find that out you
shall. Those who in the ice live none wel cone, and the
Lasura no contest with madnen seek. Those who do a

mad one harm are by the gods harm done. Touched by

the gods you are.' He dashed off.

Pug felt both relief and fear. For the Thun to know
"those who live in the ice' showed there was a chance the
Wat chers were neither fiction nor |ong vanished into the
past. But the Thun's warning caused himto fear for his
m ssion. What waited for himhigh in the ice of the north?
Pug moved away as the Thun band vani shed over the

hori zon. Wnds bl ew down off the ice, and he pulled his
cl oak about him Never had he felt this alone.

More weeks had passed, and the horse had died. It was

not the first time Pug had subsisted on horseneat. Pug

used his arts to transport' hinmself short distances, but
nostly he wal ked. Vagueness about time disturbed him

nore than any danger. He had no sense of the Eneny's

i mm nent attack. For all he knew, the Enemy might need

years to actually enter M dkem a. Whatever el se, he

knew it couldn't still possess the power it displayed in the
vision of the tine of the golden bridge , otherwise it would



have swept into M dkem a and no power on the pl anet

coul d have stopped it.

Pug's routine becanme dully nonotonous as he conti nued
nort hwards. He would wal k until he topped sone

slight rise and would fix his vision on a distant point.
Wth concentration, he could transport hinself there, but
it was tiring and a little dangerous. Fatigue dulled the
m nd, and any mistake in the spell used to gather the
energy needed to nmove him could cause himharm or

even kill him So he would walk, until he felt sufficiently
alert and at a place conducive to such spell casting.
Then one day he had seen sonething strange in the

di stance. An odd feature seened to rear up above the icy
cliff. It appeared vague, too far away to be seen clearly
He sat down. There was a spell of far seeing, one used by
magi ci ans of the Lesser Path. He renenbered it as if he
had read it a nmonent before, a faculty of his nind

t hat had sonehow been enhanced by his torture by the

Warl ord and the odd spell fashioned to keep himfrom

his magi c. But he | acked the strenuous stinmulation, the
fear of death, that had allowed himto use a Lesser

Magi c, and he could not cause the spell to work for him
Si ghing, he stood and began again to trudge northwards.

For three days he had seen the ,ice spire, rising high into
t he sky above the |eading edge of a great glacier. Now

he trudged up to a high rise and gauged his distance.
Transporting hinmself w thout a known | ocation, a pattern
to focus his mind upon, was dangerous unl ess he could

see his destination. He picked a small outcropping of

rock before what seened to be an entrance and incanted

a spell

Suddenly he stood before what was clearly a door into

' an ice tower, fashioned by sone arcane art. At the door
appeared a robed figure. It noved silently and with grace,
and was tall, but nothing of its features could be seen in
t he deep dark of its hood.

Pug waited and said nothing. The Thun were obviously
frightened of these creatures, and while Pug had little
fear for hinself, a blunder could cost himthe only source
of aid he could think of to help stemthe Eneny. Still, he
was ready to defend hinself instantly if necessary.

As wi nds whi pped snowfl akes in swirls about him the

robed figure notioned for Pug to follow and turned back
into the door. Pug hesitated a nmonment, then followed the
robed figure into the spire.

Inside the spire were stairs, carved into its walls. The
spire itself seenmed to be fashioned fromice, but sonehow
there was no cold here, in fact, the spire seened al npst
warm after the bitter wind of the tundra. The stairs |ed
up, towards the pinnacle of the spire, and down, into the
ice. The figure was vani shing down the stairs, al nost out
of sight when Pug entered. Pug foll owed. They descended
what seened an inpossible distance , as if their destination
lay far below the glacier. Wen they halted, Pug was
certain they were many hundreds of feet bel ow the

sur f ace.

At the bottomof the stairs they cane to a | arge door

fashi oned fromthe same warmice as the walls. The

figure nmoved through the door, and again Pug foll owed.



What he saw on the other side caused himto halt,

dunbf ounded.

Bel ow the mighty edifice of ice, in the frozen wastes of
the Arctic of Kelewan, was a forest. Mreover, it was a
forest |ike none upon Kel ewan, and Pug's heart raced as
he behel d m ghty oaks and el ns, ash and pine. Dirt, not
ice, lay under his boots, and all around a soft, gentle |ight
was di ffused by the green branches and flowers. Pug's
gui de pointed towards a path and again took the | ead.
Deep in the forest they came to a large clearing. Pug had
never seen the like of the sight before him but he knew
t here was another place, a far distant place, that | ooked
much as this did. In the centre of the clearing, gigantic
trees rose, with mghty platforns erected am d t hem
connected by roads upon the backs of branches. Silver,
white, gold, and green |leaves all seemed to glow wth
nmystic light.

Pug' s guide raised his hands to his hood and slowy
lowered it. Pug's eyes wi dened in wonder, for before

hi m stood a creature unm stakable to one reared upon

M dkem a. Pug's expression was one of open disbeli ef

and he was nearly speechl ess. Before himstood an old
elf, who with a slight smle said, 'Wlcome to El vardein,
M | amber of the Assenmbly. O would you prefer to be

Call ed Pug of Crydee? W have been expecting you.'

"I prefer Pug,' he half whispered. He was able to

nmuster up only a shred of his conposure, so shocked was
he to find M dkenia's second nost ancient race living
anong this inpossible forest, deep in the ice of an alien
pl anet .

"What is this place? Wio are you, and how did you know I was com ng here?

"W know many things, son of Crydee. You are here

because it is tine for you to face that greatest of terrors,
what you call the Eneny. You are here to learn. W are
here to teach.'

"Who are you?

The elf notioned Pug towards a gigantic platform

"There is much you nmust | earn. A year shall you abide

wi th us, and when you | eave, you will come to power

and understandi ng you only glinpse now. Wthout that
teaching, you will not be able to survive the com ng
battle. Wth it, you nay save two worlds.' Nodding as

Pug moved forwards, the elf fell in beside him "W are a
race of elvenkind |ong vani shed from M dkemi a. W are

the el dest race of that world, servants to the Vallheru

t hose whom nen call ed the Dragon Lords. Long ago did

we cone to this world, and for reasons you shall |earn we
chose to abide here. W watch for the return of that

whi ch has brought you to us. W prepare agai nst the day
we see the return of the Enemy. W are the eldar."’
Stunned by this, Pug could only wonder. Silently he
entered the twin of the city of elves, Elvandar, the place
deep in the ice that the eldar had called El vardein.

Arut ha strode down the hall. Lyam wal ked at his side
Behi nd them hurried Vol ney, Father Nathan, and Fat her
Tully. Fannon, Gardan and Kasumi, Jinmy and Martin,
Roal d and Dominic, Laurie and Carline all followed in a
pack. The Prince still had on the stained and tattered



travel clothing he had worn on the ship from Crydee.

They had had a fast, and bl essedly uneventful, journey.
Two guards still waited w thout the room Pug had
ensorcell ed. Arutha notioned for themto open the door
When it was open, he waved them aside, and with

the hilt of his sword, he smashed the seal as Pug had

i nstructed.

The Prince and the two priests hurried to the Princess's
bedsi de. Lyam and Vol ney kept the rest outside. Nathan
opened the vial containing the curative fashioned by the
el ver Spellweavers. As instructed, he poured a drop upon
Anita's lips. For a monent not hi ng happened, then the
Princess's lips flickered. Her mouth noved, and she |icked
the drop fromher lips. Tully and Arutha held her up,

Nat han raised the vial to her nouth and poured. She
drank it all.

Before their eyes colour returned to Anita's cheeks.

As Arutha knelt at her side, her eyes fluttered and
opened. She turned her head slightly, and said, 'Arutha,"’
in alnost a silent whisper. Her hand gently cane and
touched his cheek as tears of thanks ran unashanedly
down his face. He took her hand and kissed it.

Then Lyam and the others were in the room Father

Nat han rose and Tully barked, "only a m nute, now She
has to rest.'

Lyam | aughed, his |oud happy laugh. "Listen to him
Tully, I"'mstill the King.'

Tully said, 'They may make you Enperor of Kesh

King of Queg, and Grand Master of the Brothers of the
Shield of Dala as well, for all | care. To ne you'll always
be one of ny less-gifted students. A nonment, then out
you go.' He turned away, but as with the others, his face
was wet .

The Princess Anita | ooked around at all the smling
faces and said, 'Wat happened?’ She sat up and with a

wince said, 'Ch, | hurt,' then sniled an enbarrassed
smle. "Arutha, what did happen? Al | renmenber was
turning to you at the wedding . '

"i"ll explain later. You rest, and I'll see you again
soon. '

She sm | ed and yawned, covering her mouth. 'Excuse

me. But | am sleepy.' She snuggled down and was soon
asl eep.

Tully began shooing themfromthe room OQutside,

Lyam said, 'Father, how soon before we can finish this
weddi ng?'

'in a few days,' said Tully. 'The restorative powers of
that m xture are phenonenal .’

"Two weddi ngs,' said Carline.

Lyam said, "I was going to wait until we returned to

Rillanon.'

'Not on your best horse's runp,' snapped Carline. "I'm

taki ng no chances.' 'Well, Your Grace,' said the King to Laurie,

it's been decided."’

Laurie said, "'Your Gace"?

Wth a | augh and a wave, as he wal ked away, Lyam

said, 'OF course, didn't she tell you? | can't have ny
sister married to a comoner. |'m nam ng you Duke of
Sal ador .’

guess



Lauri e | ooked nore shaken than before. "Come al ong,

| ove,' said Carline, taking himby the hand. 'You'l
survive. '

Arut ha and Martin | aughed, and Martin said, 'Have

you noticed the peerage has been going to hell lately?
Arutha turned to Roald. 'You were in this for gold,

but nmy thanks go beyond nere gold. A bonus you shal
have. Volney, this man is to have a bag of a hundred
gol d sovereigns, our agreed-upon price. Then he is to
have ten tinmes that as bonus. And then another thousand
for thanks.'

Roal d grinned. 'You are generous, H ghness.'

"And if you'll accept, you' re welconme to be ny guest

here as long as you wish. You mght even find it in your

heart to consider joining nmy guard. |'ve a captaincy about
to open.'
Roal d sal uted. ' Thunks, but no, Your H ghness. 1've

thought of late it was tine to settle down, especially after
this | ast business, but | have no anbitions to enlist.'
"Then feel free to guest with us as long as you desire.

["lI'l instruct the Royal Steward to prepare a suite for your
use . '

Wth a grin, Roald said, "My thanks, H ghness.'

Gardan said, 'Does that remark about a new captai ncy

mean |'mfinally done with this duty and can return to
Crydee with H s G ace?

Arut ha shook his head. "Sorry, Gardan. Sergeant

Valdis will become captain of ny guard, but no retirenent
for you yet. Fromthose reports of Pug's you brought
from Stardock, 1'mgoing to need you around. Lyamis

about to name you Knight-Mrshal of Krondor.'

Kasum cl apped Gardan upon the back. ' Congratul ati ons,
Mar shal .

Gardan said, 'But . . .'

Jimy cleared his throat in expectation. Arutha turned
and said, 'Yes, Squire?

cwll, I thought . . .°

" You had somet hing to ask?

Jimy | ooked from Arutha's face to Martin's. "Wl
just thought as long as you were passing out rewards
'Ch yes, of course.' Turning, Arutha spotted one of
t he squires and shouted, "Locklear!'

The young squire came running to bow before his
Prince. 'H ghness?

"Escort Squire Jimy back to Master delLacy and
informthe Master of Cerenonies that Jimy is now
Senior Squire.'

Jimy grinned as he and Lockl ear wal ked away. He
seened about to say sonething, then thought better of it
and foll owed Lockl ear.

Martin put his hand on' Arutha's shoul der. 'Keep an
eye on that boy. He seriously neans to be Duke of
Krondor soneday.'

Arutha said, 'Damm ne if he just nmight not do it.'
Epi | ogue

Ret r eat



The noredhel silently raged.

To the three chieftains before himhe betrayed no hint

of his anger. They were | eaders of the nost inportant

| owl and confederations. As they approached, he knew

what they would say before it was spoken. He |istened
patiently, the light fromthe | arge bonfire before his
throne casting a flicker across his chest, giving the illusion
of nmovenent to the birthmark dragon there.

"Master,' said the centrenost chieftain, 'ny warriors
grow restl ess. They chafe and they conpl ain. When shal

we invade the southlands?

The Pant at hi an hi ssed, but a restraining gesture from
the | eader quieted him Mirmandanus sat back in his
throne and silently brooded on his setback. H s finest
general lay dead, irretrievable even to those powers

at his command. The bal king clans of the north were
demandi ng action, while the nountain clans were drifting
away by the day, confounded by Mirad's death. Those

who had come fromthe southern forests whispered anong

t hensel ves of travelling the | esser passes back into the
| ands of men and dwarves, seeking to return to their

honmel ands in the foothills near the Green Heart and

anong the hi ghl and meadows of the Gey Towers. Only

the hill clans and the Bl ack Sl ayers renai ned steadfast,
and they were too small a force, despite their ferocity.
No, the first battle had been lost. The chieftains before
hi m demanded sonme prom se, sone sign or portent, to
reassure their nervous alliances, before old feuds erupted.
Mur mandanmus knew he coul d hold the armies here for

only a few nore weeks w thout marching. This far north,
there were only two short nonths of warm weat her |eft
before the fall, then quickly the harsh northern w nter
woul d strike. If war was not forthconmi ng, to bring booty
and plunder, the warriors would soon need to return to
their honmes. Finally Mirmandanus spoke.

"Ony children, the auguries are not in fruition.'

Poi nti ng above, to stars seen faintly against the glare of
the canp's fires, he continued. 'The Cross of Fire heralds
only the beginning. But we have not reached the tine.

Cat hos says the fourth Bl oodstone is not yet properly
aligned. The lowest star will be in proper position at the
sumer sol stice, next year. W cannot hurry the stars.'
Inwardly he raged at the dead Murad for having failed
himin so critical a mssion. "W trusted our fate to one
who acted too swiftly, who nay have been uncertain in

his resolve.' The chieftai ns exchanged gl ances. Al knew
Mirad as one above reproach in visiting destruction on
the hated humans. As if reading their mnds, Mirmandamas
said, 'For all his mght, Mirad underestimated the

Lord of the West. That is why this human is to be feared,
why he nust be destroyed. Wth his death, the way south
becomes open, for then shall we visit destruction upon al
who oppose our will."’

Standi ng, he said, "But the time is not yet. W shal

wait. Send home your warriors. Let them prepare agai nst
winter.' But carry forth the word: let all the tribes and
cl ans gather here next sumer, |let the confederations
march with the sun when it again begins its journey
south. For next Mdsummer's Day, the Lord of the West
shall die.' His voice rose in volunme. "W were tested



agai nst the powers of our forefathers and found wanti ng.
W were judged guilty of failing in our resolve. W shal
not again so fail.' He struck fist to palm his voice rising
to a near-shriek. '"in a year's tine we shall bring forth the
news that the hated Lord of the West is destroyed. Then
shall we march. And we shall not march al one. W shal

call our servants, the goblins, the nountain trolls, the

| and-striding giants. Al shall come to serve us. W shal
march into human [ ands and burn their cities. | shal

erect nmy throne upon a nountain of their bodies. Then

O ny children, shall we spill blood.'

Mur mandanus gave permi ssion for the chieftains to

wi thdraw. This year's canpaign was at an end. Mrnandanas
signalled to his guards to attend himas he swept

past the crooked formof the serpent priest. Silently he
br ooded upon Miurad's death and the | oss that death had
caused. The Cross of Fire would | ook nuch as it did now
for the next year and a bit nore, so the lie about the
configuration would hold. But tinme was now an eneny.

A winter woul d be spent in preparation, and renenbrance.
No, this defeat would rankle as the freezing

nights of winter slowy passed, but those nights would see
the birth of another plan, which would bring the death of
the Lord of the West, he who was the Bane of Darkness.

And with that death, the onslaught against the nations of
men woul d begin, and the killing would not halt until al
lay prostrate at the feet of the noredhel, as was proper
And the noredhel would serve one master, Mirmandanas.

He turned and faced those nost loyal to him In

the flickering Iight of their torches, nadness danced in his
eyes. His voice was the only sound in the ancient halls, a
har sh whi sper that grated upon the ear. "How many

human sl aves have our raiders captured to pull our siege
engi nes?'

One of the captains said, "Several hundred, Master.'

"Kill themall. At once.’

The captain ran to carry out the order, and Mirnmandanas
felt a lessening of the rage within as the prisoners
deaths atoned for Miurad's failure. In near-hissing tones,
Mur mandanus said, "W have erred, O ny children. Too

soon did we gather to regain that which is rightfully our
heritage. In a year, when the snows again have nelted

fromthe peaks, we again will gather, and then shall al
who oppose us know terror.' He paced about the hall, a
figure of stunning power, a fey brilliance surrounding him

in an al nost perceptible halo. H s nmagneti smwas nearly

pal pabl e. After a silent time, he spun towards the Pantat hi an
W | eave. Prepare the gate.'

The serpent nodded, while the Black Slayers took their
positions along the wall. When each was situated in a
niche, . a field of green energy surrounded them Each
became rigid, a statue in his private nook, awaiting the
sunmons that woul d come next summer.

The Pant at hian finished a | ong incantation and a shi nmrering
silver field appeared in the air. Wthout another

word, Murmandanus and t he Pantat hi an st epped t hrough

the gate, |eaving Bar-Sargoth for sone place known only

to hinmself and Cathos. The gate w nked out of existence.

Sil ence dominated the hall. Then, outside, the screans

of the dying prisoners began to fill the night



End

The final confrontati on between Arutha and Mirnmandanas,
as well as Pug and Tomas's search for Macros the

Bl ack, is chronicled in A Darkness at Sethanon, published
by Grafton.



