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A darkness at Set hanon
Raynond E. Fei st
the Riftwar Saga

book 3
| As Prince Arutha and his conpanions rally their forces for the final battle]
|with an ancient and nysterious evil, the dread necromancer Macros the Bl ack]|

| has once again unl eashed his dark sorcery. Now the fate of two worlds will |
| be decided in a titanic struggle beneath the walls of Sethanon, as the |ink]
| bet ween Kel ewan and M dkenia is revived. |
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Raynond E. Fei st
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Synopsi s
Qur Story So Far.

After the Riftwar against the Tsurani, alien invaders from
the world of "Kelewan, peace reigned in the Kingdom of

the Isles for nearly a year. King Lyam and his brothers,
Prince Arutha and Duke Martin, toured the eastern cities
and nei ghbouring ki ngdons, then returned to Lyanis

Capital at Rillanon.

The Princess Carline, their sister, gave

an ultimatumto her lover, Laurie the minstrel.' wed her or
| eave the palace. Arutha and Princess Anita became
engaged, and plans were made for their wedding in

Krondor, Arutha's city.

When Arutha finally returned to Krondor, |ate one

ni ght, Jimy the Hand, a boy thief, stunbled across and
foiled a N ghthawk, an assassin, whose target was Arutha.
It was a standing order anong the Mockers that all new S
of the Ni ghthawks be reported at once. Jimmy becane
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confused about where his loyalty lay, with the Mckers -
the Guild of Thieves - or with Arutha, whom he had

known the year before. Before he could decide, jinmmy

was set up for murder by Laughing Jack, an officer in the
Mockers, proof Jack' was in |league with the N ghthawks.
During the anmbush, Jinmy was wounded and Laughi ng

Jack killed. Jimmy then decided to warn Arutha;

Warned of the plot, Arutha, Laurie and Jimy trapped

two assassins and inprisoned themin the pal ace. Arutha

di scovered the N ght hawks were someHow connected to

the tenple of the Death Goddess, Lins-Kragma. He

ordered the High Priestess to attend him but by the tine
she arrived one of the assassins had died and the other was
dyi ng. She sought to discover how her tenple had been
infiltrated by the N ghthawks. Upon dying, one of the
captured N ghthawks was reveal ed as a magi cally di sgui sed
nmoredhel, a dark elf. The now dead creature rose

up, called upon his naster, Mirmandanus, and attacked

the Hi gh Priestess and Arutha. Only the magic intervention
of Arutha's adviser Father Nathan baul ked the

ot herwi se unkillabl e creature.

When the High Priestess and Father Nathan recovered
fromtheir ordeal, they warned Arutha that dark and alien
powers sought his death. Arutha was troubled over the
safety of his brother the King and the others who woul d be
attending Arutha's forthcom ng weddi ng, especially his

bel oved Anita. Deciding upon a quick solution rather than
further magic investigation, Arutha enpowered Jinmy to
arrange a neeting for himw th the Upright Man, the
mysteri ous head of the nobckers.

I n darkness, Arutha net one who clained to speak with

the voice of the Upright Man, though it was never nade
clear to the Prince if the speaker was hinself the | eader of
the thieves. They cane to an understanding on the need to
rid the city of the N ghthawks and, in the Bargain, Jimy
was given into Arutha's service as a squire of the Prince's
court. Jinmy had broken oath with the Mockers and his
career as a thief was over

the Upright Man sent word of the | ocation of the

Ni ght hawks. Arutha and a conpany of trusted soldiers

rai ded the N ght hawks' headquarters, the basenent of the
nost expensive brothel in the city. Every assassin was
killed or commtted suicide. The priding of the body of

CGol den base, a thief and false friend to Jimy, reveal ed
that the N ghthawks had indeed infiltrated the Mockers.
Then the dead assassins rose up, again by sone dark

power, and only by burning the entire building were they
destroyed.

At the pal ace, Arutha decided the i nmedi ate danger

was over, and life returned to a senbl ance of nornal cy.

the King, the Anbassador from G eat Kesh, and other
dignitaries arrived at the pallaCe, and Ji my caught a

gli mpse of Laughing jack in the crowd. Ji my was

shocked, for he had been certain the false thief had died.
Arutha alerted his nost trusted advisers of the danger

and | earned strange things were occurring in the north. It
was deci ded there was a connection between those events
and the assassins. Jimy arrived with the news that the
pal ace was honeyconbed with secret pasSages and his fear
that he had seen Jack. Arutha deci ded upon a course of
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Caution, taking care to guard the pal ace, but determined to
proceed with the weddi ng.

The weddi ng becane a gathering point for all those who

had been separated since the Riftwar.' in addition to the
royal party, Pug the mmgician cane from Stardock, site of
the Acadeny of Magicians. He was a onetine resident of
Crydee, hone to the King and his famly. Kulgan, his old
teacher, attended along with Vandros, Duke of Yabon,

and Kasumi, the former Tsurani commander, now Earl of
Lamut. Wth King Lyam came Father Tully, another of

Arut ha's boyhood teachers, now an advi ser to the King.

Just before the wedding, Jimry discovered that a

wi ndow had been tanpered with and Laughi ng Jack was
secreted in a cupola overlooking the hall. Jack overpowered
the boy and bound him Wen the weddi ng

Started, Jimy nanaged to foil Jack's attenpt at killing
Arutha by wiggling forward and ki cki ng Jack. They both
fell, but were saved by Pug's magic. But after he had been
cut loose, Jimy discovered jack's crossbow 'bolt had
struck Anita.

After exam ning the wounded Anita, Father Nathan, in
conference with Father Tully, announced that the bolt had
been poi soned and the Princess was dying. Jack was
questioned and reveal ed the truth behind the N ghthawks.
He had been saved from death by a strange power named

Mur mandanus, in return for attenpting to kill Arutha

Al'l he knew of the poison was that it was called
Silverthorn. Wth that he died. As Anita neared death,

Kul gan the magici an renenbered that a large library

exi sted at the ishapian abbey at Sarth, a town up the coaSt
of the Bitter Sea. Pug and Father Nathan used their nmagic
t O suspend Anita in time until a cure could be found.
Arutha vowed to travel to Sarth, and after an el aborate
ruse to confusde possible spies, Arutha, Laurie, Jinmy,
Martin and Cardan, Captain of the Prince's Roya

Househol d Guard, journeyed north. In the forest south of
Sarth, they were attacked by bl ack-arnoured noredhe
riders, under the conmand of a noredhel recognized by
Lauric as a chieftain fromthe Yabon nountain cl ans.
Pursuing Arutha's party to the abbey at Sarth, the

nor edhel were repul sed by the magi c of Brother Doninic,

an | shapi an nonk. The agents of Mirnmandanus attacked

twice nore at the Abbey, al nbst bringing about the death
of Brother M cah, revealed to be the fornmer Duke of
Krondor, Lord Dul anic. Father John, the Abbot, expl ained
to Arutha that there waS a prophecy regarding the

return to power of the noredhel, once the 'Lord of the
West' was dead. One of Miurmandanus's agents had

called Arutha that, so it seened the noredhel believed that
the prophecy m ght be approaching fruition. At Sarth,

Arut ha al so discovered that "Silverthorn' was a corruption
O an elver word, so he decided to journey on to Elvandar
and the court of the EIf Queen. Cardan and Domi nic

were ordered by Arutha and the Abbot to travel to
Stardock, to carry the latest news to Pug and the other
magi ci ans there.

In Ylith, they encountered Roald, a nercenary and

boyhood friend of Laurie, and baru, a Hadati hill man

from northern Yabon. who was seeking the strange

nmoredhel ' chieftain, called Mirad, wi shing to avenge
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Mirad' s destruction of Baru's village. Both agreed to
continue on with Arutha.

At Stardock, Domi nic and Cardan were attacked by

flying el emental creatures, servants of mermandamus, and

were saved by Pug. Dom nic net the magician Kul gan

and Katala, Pug's wife, as well as WIlliam Pug' s son, and
Fantus the firedrake. Pug |istened to what they reported

and asked the other magi c users of Stardock for help. A
blind seer, Roger, had a vision of sonme dread power

behi nd Murmandanus, which then attacked the old man

across tine and apparent probability, in defiance of all Pug
understood of magic. A nute girl, Gam na, Roger's

Ward, shared the vision, and her nmental screaning

overwhel med Pug and hi s conpani ons. Roger survived

the ordeal, and Gamina used her telepathic ability to recreate
the vision for Pug and the others. They saw a city's
destruction, and the terrible thing in the vision spoke in an
anci ent Tsurani tongue. Pug and the others who spoke the

| anguage were stunned at hearing this nearly forgotten

tenpl e | anguage of Kel ewan.

In Elvandar, Arutha and his conpany net the gwali

gentle apelike creatures who were visiting the elves. The
el ves told of strange encounters with noredhel trackers
near the northern borders of the elver .forests. Arutha
expl ained his mssion and was told of Silverthorn by

Tat har, adviser to Queen Aglaranna and Tonms, the

Prince Consort and inheritor of the ancient power of the
Val heru - the Dragon Lords. Silverthorn grew in one

pl ace, on the shores of the Black Lake, Alornelin, a place
of dark powers. Tatham warned Arutha that it would be a
dangerous journey, but Arutha vowed to conti nue.

At Stardock, Pug determ ned that what nenaced the

Ki ngdom was of Tsurani origin. Sonmehow Kel ewan and

M dkem a again seened to have their fates intertw ned.
The only possi bl e source of know edge about this threat
woul d be the Assenbly of Magici ans upon Kel ewan,

thought to be forever closed off to them Pug revealed to
Kul gan and the others that he had found a nmeans of
returning to Kel ewan. Over their objections, he decided to
go back to see what he m ght do to gain know edge. Once
it was decided, both Meechamthe forester, Kulgan's
conpani on for years, and Dom nic forced Pug to take
them al ong. Pug established a rift between the two worlds
and the three passed through. Back in the Enpire of
Tsuranuanni, Pug and his friends spoke first with Netoha,
Pug's ol d estate manager, then with Kamatsu, Lord of the
Shi nzawai, Kasum's father. The Enpire was in turnoil,

on the verge of an open break between Warl ord and
Enperor, but Kamatsu vowed to carry Pug's warni ng of

this alien terror to the H gh Council, for Pug was
convinced that should Mdkem a fall, Kel ewan woul d
follow Pug was net by his old friend Hochopepa, a
fellow nmagician, a Great One of the Enpire. Hochopepa
agreed to plead Pug's case before the Assenbly, for Pug
had been named traitor to the Enpire and was under
sentence of death. But before he could depart, they were
assaul ted magically and captured by the Warlord's nen.
Arutha and his party reached the Bl ack Lake,

Mor ael i n, avoiding a nunber of noredhel patrols and
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sentries. Galain the elf was sent by Tomas to carry news of
anot her possible entrance to Moraelin. He told Arutha he
woul d acconpany themto the edge of the 'Tracks of the
Hopel ess', the canyon surroundi ng the pl ateau where
Moraelin lay. Arutha and his conpany nmade their way to

the Bl ack Lake and di scovered a strange bl ack buil di ng,

whi ch they took to be a Val heru ediface. The search for
Silverthorn was fruitless, and Arutha and the others spent
the night in a cave below the surface of the plateau, where
they decided they nust enter the building.

Pug and his conpani ons awoke in a cell and found

their nmagi ¢ bl ocked by an enchantment. Pug was

questioned by the Warlord and his two nagician allies, the
brothers "Ergoran and El gahar, about his purpose in
returning to the Enpire. The Warlord was convinced it

had to do with political opposition to his plans to take
control of the Enpire fromthe Enperor. Neither he nor
Ergoran believed Pug's story of a strange power of

Tsurani origin nmenacing M dkem a. Elgahnr later cane to
Pug's cell to discuss the nmatter further, and said he would
consi der Pug's warning. Before he left, he whispered a
specul ation to Pug, which Pug agreed was possible.
Hochopepa asked Pug what that specul ation was, but Pug
refused to discuss it. Later, Pug, Meecham and Doninic

were put to torture After Dominic entered a trance to

bl ock the pain, and Meecham was rendered sensel ess,' Pug
Was tortured. The pain and his resistance to the magic

bl ocki ng his own caused Pug to succeed in using Mgic of
the Lesser Path, sonething thought inpossible heretofore.
He freed hinmself and his compani ons as the Enperor

arrived with the Lord of the Shinzawai. The Warlord was
executed for treason and Pug was granted perm ssion to
conduct research in the Assenbly. El gahar was instrumenta
in freeing Pug and, when asked why, reveal ed the

specul ation he shared with Pug. Both believed the Eneny,
the ancient terror that drove the nntzons to Kel ewan at the
time of the Chaos Wars, had returned. At the Assenbly,

Pug discovered a reference to strange beings living in the
polar ice, the Watchers. He parted conpany with his
friends and left to seek the Watchers, while Hochopepa,

El gahar, Dom nic and Meechamreturned to M dkem a

and t he acadeny.

VWi | e hiding, Jimry overheard sone conversation

bet ween a noredhel and two human renegades, which

gave hima clue sonething was not right about the black
bui I di ng. Ji mmy convinced Arutha he shoul d explore

al one, as he was less likely to fall prey to any trap or
anbush. Jimy entered the strange bl ack buil di ng and

di scovered what | ooked to be Silverthorn, but too nmany

thi ngs about the place rung false. Jimry returned to the
Cave with news that the building was one giant trap.

Furt her exploration revealed the cave to be part O a |arge
under ground Val heru abode, nearly unrecogni zabl e after
years of erosion. Jimy then determ ned that Silverthorn
must be under water, as the elves had stated it grew cl ose
to the edge of the water and the rainfall that year had been
heavy. That night they found the plant and began their
flight. Jimy was injured and the party slowed. They

el uded the noredhel sentries but were forced to kill one,
alerting Murad, who led the force set to capture Arutha
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overwhel ned, the elves arrived and drove off the

dne

el ves carried the Prince and his party to the safety of

El vandar. The dead Bl ack Slayers returned to life and
pursued the elves to the edge of Elvandar, where Tomras
arrived with the S 11 and destroyed the Bl ack

Sl ayers. At a celebration that night, Atb Il m d ht
Baru would Iive after a | ong conval escence. Arutha and

Al nrtzn considered the end of their quest, both know ng
the battle was only a part of a larger conflict, whose fina
out conme had not been deci ded.

Pug reached the northern edges of the Enpire and,

| eaving his Tsurani guards, set off across the Thun-held
tundra. The strange centaur-like creatures, who called

t hensel ves the Lasura, sent an old warrior to converse
with Pug. The creature reveal ed the existence of dwellers
in the ice and ran off declaring Pug mad. Pug at | ast
reached the gl acier, where he was nmet by a cow ed bei ng.
The Watcher who greeted Pug took himdown bel ow t he

i cecap to where a fabul ous, magic forest existed. It was
Call ed Elvardein and was twin to El vandar. Pug di Scovered
the Watchers to be elves, the |ong-vani shed el dar,

or elder elves. Pug was tO Stay with thema year and | earn
BE beyond those he already had at his conmand.

Arut ha reached Krondor safely with the cure for Anita.
She was revived, and plans were nmade to finish the

weddi ng. Carline insisted Laurie and she also get narried
at once, and for the time being, the palace at Krondor was
the scene of joy and happi ness.

Peace returned to the Kingdomof the Isles, for alnpst a
year.

BOOK |V
Macr os Redux

Lo Death has reared hinself a throne
In a strange city.

PoE, The City in the sea,
Pr ol ogue
dar kwi nd

The wi nd came from nowhere.

Ringing into existence with the reverberation of a

hamrer striking doom it carried the heat of a forge that
fashi oned hot war and bearing death. It cane into being
in the heart of a lost land, energing from sonme strange

pl ace between that which is and that which seeks to be. It
blew fromthe south, when snakes wal ked upright and
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spoke ancient words. Angry, it stank of ancient evil,
echoing with long forgotten prophecies. In a frenzy the
wi nd spun, swirling out of the void, as if seeking a
course, then it seened to pause, then it bl ew northward.

The ol d nurse humed a sinple tune, one handed down
fromnother to daughter for generations, while she

sewed. She paused to gl ance up from her needl ework.

Her two small charges lay sleeping, tiny faces serene
whil e they dreanmed their tiny dreans. COccasionally
fingers would flex or lips would purse in sucking notions,
then one or the other would return to quiescence. They
were beautiful babies and would grow to be handsone

| ads, of this the nurse was certain. As men they woul d
have only vague nenories of the wonan who sat with
themthis night, but for now they bel onged as nmuch to

her as their nother, who sat with her husband presiding
over a state dinner. Then through the wi ndow a strange

wi nd canme, chilling her despite its heat. It carried a hint
of alien and distorted dissonance in its sound, an evi
rune barely perceived. The nurse shivered and | ooked
toward the boys. They becane restless, as if ready to
wake crying. The nurse hurried to the wi ndow and cl osed
the shutters, blocking out the strange and di squieting
night air. For a nonment it seened all tinme held its
breath, then, as if with a slight sigh, the breeze di ed away
and the night was cal magain. The nurse tightened her
shawl about her shoul ders and the babies stirred fitfully
for another nmonment, before lapsing into a deep and qui et
sl eep.

I n another room nearby, a young man worked over a |ist
struggling to put aside personal |ikes and dislikes as he
deci ded who was to serve at a minor function the next
day., It was a task he hated, but he did it well. Then the
wi nd nmade the wi ndow curtains blow inward. Wt hout

t hi nki ng, the youngster was half out of his chair in a
crouch, a dirk seenming to fly fromhis boot top to his
hand, as a street-born sense of wariness signalled danger
Poi sed to fight, he stood with heart pounding for a |ong
nmonent, as certain of a death struggle as he had ever
been in his conflict-torn |ife. Seeing no one there. the
young nan slowy rel axed. The nonent was | ost. He

shook his head in perplexity. An odd disquiet settled in
the pit of his stomach as he slowy crossed to the

wi ndow. For long, slowy passing mnutes he gazed

toward the north, into the night, where he knew the

great nountains |lay, and beyond, where an eneny of

dark aspect waited. The young nman's eyes narrowed as

he stared into the gloom as if seeking to catch a glinpse
of sone danger lurking out there. Then as the | ast of the
rage and fear fled, he returned to his task. But

t hroughout the bal ance of the night he occasionally
turned to | ook out the w ndow.

Qut in the city a group of revellers nmade their way
through the streets, seeking another inn and nore nerry
conpani ons. The wi nd bl ew past them and they halted a
monent, exchangi ng gl ances. One, a seasoned nercen-

ary, began to wal k again, then halted, considering

sonmet hing. Wth a sudden [ oss of interest in celebration,
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he bade his conpani ons good night and returned to the
pal ace where he had guested for al nbost a year

The wind bl ew out to sea where a ship raced toward its
honme port after a long patrol. The captain, a tall old man
with a scarred face and a white eye, paused as he was
touched by the freshening wind. He was about to call for
the sheets to be shortened when a strange chill passed
through him He | ooked over to his first mate, a pock-
faced man who had been at his side for years. They
exchanged gl ances, then the wi nd passed. The captain
paused, gave the order to send nen aloft, and, after
anot her silent monent, shouted for extra lanterns to be
lit against the suddenly oppressive gl oom

Farther to the north, the wind bl ew through the streets of
a city, creating angry little dust swirls that danced a nad
caper across the cobbles, skittering along |ike denented
jesters. Wthin this city nen fromanother world |ived
beside nen born there. In the soldiers' comons of the
garrison, a man fromthat other world westled one

raised within a mle of where the match was taking pl ace,
wi th heavy wagering anong those who watched. Each

man had taken one fall and the third woul d decide the

wi nner. The wi nd suddenly struck and the two opponents
paused, | ooking about. Dust stung eyes and severa
seasoned veterans suppressed shudders. Wthout words

the two opponents quit the matchh, and those who had

pl aced wagers picked up their bets wi thout protest.
Silently those in the commons returned to their quarters,
the festive nood of the conies having fled before the
bitter wi nd.

The wi nd swept northward until it struck a forest where
little apelike beings, gentle and shy, huddled in the
branches, seeking a warnth that only cl ose physica
contact can provide. Below, on the floor of the forest, a
man sat in neditative pose. His |l egs were crossed and he
rested the backs of his wists upon his knees, thunbs and
forefingers formng circles that represent the Weel of
Life to which all creatures are bound. H s eyes snapped
open at the first caress of the darkling wind and he
regarded the being who sat facing him An old elf,
showi ng but the faint signs of age native to his race,
contenpl ated the human for a nonent, seeing the

unspoken question. He nodded his head slightly. The

human pi cked up the two weapons that lay at his side.

The I ong sword and hal f-sword he placed in his belt sash,
and with only a gesture of farewell he was off, noving
through the trees of the forest as he began his journey to
the sea. There he woul d seek out another nan, one who

was al so counted friend to the elves, and prepare for the
final confrontation that would soon begin. As the warrior
made his way toward the ocean the |l eaves rustled in the
branches over his head.

In another forest, |eaves also trenbled, in synpathy with
those troubl ed by the passing darkw nd. Across an

enornous gul f of stars, around a greenish yell ow sun

spun a hot planet. Upon that world, below the cap of ice

at the north pole, lay a forest twin to that |eft behind by
the travelling warrior. Deep within that second forest sat
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a circle of beings steeped in tineless |lore. They wove
magi c. A soft, warmglow of light formed a sphere about
them as each sat upon the bare earth, richly col oured
robes unbl em shed by stain of soil. Al eyes were closed,
but each saw what he or she needed to see. One, ancient
beyond the nmenory of the others, sat above the circle,
suspended in the air by the strength of the spell they al
wove together. His white hair hung bel ow his shoul ders
hel d back by a sinple wire of copper set with a single

j ade stone upon his forehead. His palnms were held up

and forward, and his eyes were fixed upon another, a

bl ack-robed human, who fl oated opposite him That

other rode the currents of arcane energy formng a

matri x about him sending his consciousness al ong those
lines, mastering this alien magic. The bl ack-robed one sat
in mrror pose, his hands held pal mout, but his eyes
were closed as he learned. He nentally caressed the
fabric of this ancient elver sorcery and felt the inter-
twi ned energies of every living thing in this forest, taken
and lightly turned, never forced, toward the needs of the
community. Thus the Spell weavers used their powers:
gently, but persistently, spinning the fibre of these ever
present natural energies into a thread of magic that could
be used. He touched the nmagic with his mnd and he

knew. He knew his powers were growi ng beyond human
under st andi ng, becomri ng godlike in Conparison to what

he had once thought were the Iimts of his talents. He
had mastered nuch in the passing year, yet he knew

there was much nore to learn. Still, with his tutoring he
now had the means to find other sources of know edge.

The secrets known to few but the greatest masters - to
pass between worlds by strength of will, to nove through
time, and even to cheat death - he now understood were
possible. And with that understandi ng, he knew he

woul d sonmeday di scover the nmeans of mastering those
secrets. If he was granted enough tinme. And tinme was at

a premium The | eaves of the trees echoed the rustle of
the' distant darkwi nd. The man in black set dark eyes
upon the ancient being floating before him as both
withdrew their nminds fromthe matrix. Speaking by
strength of mind, the nman in black said, So soon, Acaila.?
The other smiled, and pal e blue eyes shone forth with

a light of their own, a light which when first seen had
Startled the man in black. Now he knew that |ight came
froma deep power beyond any he had known in any

nortal save one. But this was a different power, not the
astoni shing nmight of that other but the soothing, healing
power of life, love, and serenity. This being was truly
one with all around him To gaze into the glowi ng eyes
was to be made whole, and his snile was a confort to

see. But the thoughts that crossed the distance between
the two as they gently floated earthward were troubl ed.

It has been a year. It would have served us all had we
nmore tine, but tinme passes as it will, and it nay be that
you are ready. Then with a texture of thought the bl ack-
robed man had come to understand was hunour, he

added al oud, "But ready or unready, it is tinme.'

The others rose as one and for a silent nonent the

bl ack-clad one felt their minds join with his, in a fina
farewel | . They were sendi ng himback to where a struggle
was under way, a struggle in which he was to play a vita
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part. But they were sending himwi th much nore than he

had possessed when he had cone to them He felt the

| ast contact, and said, 'Thank you. | will return to where
I can travel quickly hone.' Wthout further words he
closed his eyes and vani shed. Those in the circle were
silent a nonent, then each turned to undertake whatever
task awaited himor her. In the branches the | eaves

remai ned restl ess and the echo of the darkw nd was sl ow

i n fading.

The darkwi nd blew until it reached a ridge trail above a
di stant vale, where a band of nen crouched in hiding.

For a brief nonment they faced the south, as if seeking
the source of this oddly disquieting wind, then they
returned to observing the plains below. The two cl osest
to the edge had ridden long and hard in response to a
report by an out-riding patrol. Bel ow, an arny gathered

under banners of ill-aspect. The |eader, a greying
man with a bl ack patch over his right eye hunkered down
bel ow the ridge. "it's as bad as we feared,' he said in

hushed t ones.

The other man, not as tall but stouter, scratched at a
grey-shot black beard as he squatted beside his com
panion. "No, it's worse,' he whispered. 'By the nunber
of canpRres, there's one hell of a storm brew ng down

there . '

The man with the eye-patch sat silently for a |ong
moment, then said, 'Wll, we've sonehow gai ned a year

| expected themto hit us last sumrer. It is well we
prepared, for now they' Il surely cone.' He noved in a
crouch as he returned to where a tall, blond nman held his
horse. 'Are you com ng?

The second man said, '"No, | think I'lIl watch for a

whil e. By seeing how nany arrive and at what rate,

may hazard a good guess at how nmany he's bringing.

The first man nounted. The blond nan said, "What
matter? WheN he cones, he'll bring all he has.'

"I just don't like surprises, | suppose.

(How | ong?' asked the | eader

"Two, three days at nobst, then it will get too crowded
her eabouts . '

"They're certain to have patrols out. Two days at the

most.' Wth a grimsnmle, he said, "You' re not much as
company goes, but after two years |'ve grown used to
havi ng you around. Be careful.

The second man flashed a broad grin. 'That cuts two
ways. You've stung them enough for the last two years
they'd love to throw a net over you. It wouldn't do to
have them show up at the city gates with your head on a
battle pike.'

The bl ond man said, "That will not happen.' H's open
smle was in contrast to his tone, one of determ nation
the other two knew wel .

"Well, just see it doesn't. Now, get along.'

The conpany noved out, with one rider staying behind

to acconpany the stout man in his watch. After a |ong
m nute of observing he nmuttered softly, 'Wat are you
up to this time, you m sbegotten son of a notherless
whor enmonger ? Just what are you going to throw at us
this summer, Mirmandanus?
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time, you msbegotten son of a notherless
whor enmonger ? Just what are y
CHAPTER 1

Jimy raced down the hall.

The | ast few nonths had been a tine of growmh for

Jimy. He would be counted sixteen years old the next

M dsunmer' s Day, though no one knew his real age

Si xt een seenmed a |ikely guess, although he m ght be
closer to seventeen or even ei ghteen years old. Al ways
athletic, he had begun to broaden in the shoul ders and
had gai ned nearly a head of height since coming to court.
He now | ooked nore the man than the boy.

But some things never changed, and Jimy's sense of
responsibility remai ned one of them While he could be
counted upon for inmportant tasks, his disregard of the
trivial once again threatened to turn the Prince of
Krondor's Court into chaos. Duty prescribed that he, as
Seni or Squire of the Prince's court, be first at assenbly,
and as usual, he was likely to be |last. Somehow
punctuality seened to elude him He arrived either |ate
or early, but rarely on tine.

Squire Lockl ear stood at the door to the m nor hal

used as the squires' assenbly point, waving frantically for
Jimy to hurry. O all the squires, only Lockl ear had
becone a friend to the Prince's squire since Jimy
returned with Arutha fromthe quest for Silverthorn
Despite Jimrmy's first, accurate judgnent that Lockl ear
was a child in many ways, the youngest son of the Baron
of Land's End had displayed a certain taste for the

reckl ess that had both surprised and pl eased his friend.
No matter how chancy a scheme Jimy plotted,

Locl ear usually agreed. Wen delivered up to trouble as
a result of Jimmy's ganbles with the patience of the
court officials, Locklear took his punishment wth good
grace, counting it the fair price of being caught.

Jimy sped into the room sliding across the snooth

mar bl e fl oor as he sought to halt hinmself. Two dozen
green- and-brown-cl ad squires forned a neat pair of |ines
in the hall. He | ooked around, noting everyone was

where they were supposed to be. He assuned his own

appoi nted place at the instant that Master of Cerenonies
Bri an delLacy entered.

When given the rank of Senior Squire, Jinmy had

thought it would be all privilege and no responsibility.
He had been quickly disabused of that notion. An

integral part of the court, albeit a mnor one, he was,
when he failed his duty, confronted by the single nost

i mportant fact known to all bureaucrats of any nation or
epoch: those above were not interested in excuses, only
inresults. Jimy lived and died with every m stake made
by the squires. So far, it had not been a good year for
Jimy. Wth measured steps and rustling red and bl ack robes
of office, the tall, dignified Master of Cerenonies crossed
to stand behind Jimy, technically his first assistant after
the Steward of the Royal Household, but npost often his

bi ggest probl em Fl anki ng Master deLacy were two

pur pl e- and-yel | ow uni formed court pages, comopners

sons who would grow up to be servants in the pal ace,

unli ke the squires who woul d sonme day be anong the
rulers of the Western Real m Master delLacy absently
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tapped his iron-shod staff of office on the floor and said.
"Just beat ne in again, did you, Squire Janes?'

Keeping a straight face, despite the stifled |laughter
comng from sonme of the boys in the back ranks, Jinmmy
sai d, 'Everyone is accounted for, Master delLacy. Squire
Jeronme is in his quarters, excused for injury.’

Wth weary resignation in his voice, delLacy said, 'Yes,

I heard of your little disagreement on the playing field
yesterday. | think we'll not dwell on your constant
difficulties with Jerone. |'ve had another note fromhis
father. | think in future I'lIl sinply pass these notes to
you.' Jimry tried to | ook innocent and failed. ' Now,
before | go over the day's assignnents, | feel it
appropriate to point out one fact: you are expected, at all
times, to behave as young gentlenen. Toward this cause,

I think it also appropriate to discourage a newy

energing trend, nanely, wagering upon the outcone of

barrel -ball matches played on Sixthday. Do | make

mysel f clear?' The question seened to be addressed to

the assenbl ed squires, but delLacy's hand fell upon

Jimy's shoul der at that nonment. 'Fromthis day

forward, no nore wagering, unless it's something honourable,
such as horses, of course. Make no mi st ake,

that is an order.'

Al the squires nuttered acknow edgenent. Ji my

nodded solemly, secretly relieved he had al ready pl aced
the bet on that afternoon's match. So much interest

anong the staff and mnor nobility had arisen over this
game that Jinmy had been frantically trying to discover a
way he coul d charge adnission. There m ght be a high

price to pay should Master delLacy di scover Jimy had

al ready bet on the match, but Jimry felt honour had

been satisfied. DeLacy had said nothing about existing
wagers.

Mast er delLacy qui ckly went over the schedul e prepared

the night before by Jimy. Watever conpl aint

the Master of Cerenonies might have with his Senior
Squire, he had none with the boy's work. Watever task

Ji my undertook he did well, getting himto undertake

the task was usually the problem Wen the norning

duty was assigned, delLacy said, "At fifteen minUteS
before the second hour after noon, assenble on the

pal ace steps, for at two hours after noon, Prince Arutha
and his court will arrive for the Presentation. As soon as
the cerenony is conplete you are excused duty for the

rest of the day, so those of you with famlies here will be
free to stay with them However, two of you will be
required to stand ready with the Prince's fam |y and
guests. |'ve selected Squires Locklear and Janes to serve
that duty. You two will go at once to Earl Volney's office
and put yourselves at his disposal. That will be all.'
Jimy stood frozen in chagrined silence for a |ong

monent whil e deLacy |eft and the conpany of Squires

broke up. Lockl ear ambl ed over to stand before Ji my

and said with a shrug, "Well, aren't we the |lucky ones?
Everyone el se gets to run around and eat, drink,
and' - he threw a sidelong glance at Jimy and grinned - "

kiss girls. And we've got to stick close to Their

H ghnesses.

"i"1l kill him"' said Jimy, venting his displeasure.
Lockl ear shook his head. 'Jerone?
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"Who el se?" Jimy notioned for his friend to fall in as
he wal ked away fromthe hall

'"He told deLacy about the betting. He's paying me back for that black eye
gave himyesterday.'

Lockl ear sighed in resignation. 'W don't stand a
chance of beating Them and Jason and the ot her
apprentices today, with us both not playing.' Locklear
and Jimmry were the two best athletes in the conpany of
squires. Nearly as quick as Jinmy, Locklear was second
only to himanong the squires in swordsmanship.

Toget her they were the two best ball handlers in the
pal ace, and with both out of the match, it was a near
certain victory for the apprentices. 'How nuch did you
bet ?'

"Al of it,' answered Jimry. Locklear w nced. The

squi res had been pooling their silver and gold for nonths

in anticipation of this match. "Well, how was | to know
deLacy would pull this business? Besides, with all those
| osses we've had, | got five-to-two odds in favour of the

apprentices.' He had spent nonths devel oping a | osing
trend in the squires' gane, setting up this big wager. He
considered. 'W may not be out of it yet. I'll think of
sonet hing. "'

Changi ng the subject, Locklear said, "You just cut it a
little fine today. What held you up this tine?

Jimy grinned, his features losing their dark aspect. 'I
was talking to Marianna.' Then his features returned to
an expression of disgust. "She was going to neet ne after
the gane, but now we'll be with the Prince and Princess.
Acconpanying his growth since |ast sunmer, another

change in Jimy had been his discovery of girls.

Suddenly their conpany and good opi nion of himwere
vital. G ven his upbringing and know edge, especially
conpared to those of the other squires in court, Jinmmy
was worl dly beyond his years. The forner thief had been
maki ng hi s presence known anong the younger serving
girls of the palace for several nonths. Marianna was
sinply the nost recent to catch his fancy and be swept
oFf her feet by the clever, witty and handsonme young
squire. Jimy's curly brown hair, ready grin, and
flashing dark eyes had caused himto becone an object of
concern for nore than one girl's parents anong the

pal ace staff.

Lockl ear attenpted to | ook uninterested, a pose that

was qui ckly eroding as he hinself became nore often the
focus of the palace girls' attention. He was getting taller
by the week, it seened, alnost as tall as Jimy 'now. His
wavy, bl ond-streaked brown hair and cornfl ower-bl ue

eyes framed by al nost fem nine |Iashes, his handsone
smile, and his friendly, easy manner had all made him
popul ar with the younger girls of the palace. He hadn't
grown quite confortable with the idea of girls yet, as at
hone he had only brothers, but being around Ji my had

al ready convinced himthere was nore to girls than he
had t hought back at Land's End. 'Well,' Locklear said,

pi cking up the pace of their walking, "if delLacy doesn't
find a reason to chuck you out of service, or Jerone
doesn't have you beaten by town roughs, sone jeal ous
kitchen boy or angry father's likely to conmb your hair
Wth a cleaver. But none of themw Il have a prayer if
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we're late to the chancery - because Earl Vol ney wll
have our heads on pi kes. Conme on.'

Wth a laugh and an elbow to the ribs, Locklear was

off, with Jimmy a step behind as they ran down the halls.
One ol d servant | ooked up fromhis dusting to watch the
boys racing along and for a nonent reflected on the
magi ¢ of youth. Then, resigned to the effects of tine's
passage, he returned to the duties at hand.

The crowd cheered as the heral ds began their march

down the steps of the palace. They cheered, in part
because they woul d now be addressed by their Prince

who, while sonewhat al oof, was well respected and
count ed evenhanded with justice. They cheered, in part
because they woul d see the Princess whomthey | oved

She was a synbol of continuation of an old line, a link
fromthe past to the future. But nost of all they cheered
because they were anong the |lucky citizens not of the
nobility who would be allowed to eat fromthe Prince's
larder and to drink fromhis wne cellar.

The Festival of Presentation was conducted thirty days
following the birth of any nenber of the royal famly.
How it began renmained a mystery, but it was comonly
held that the ancient rulers of the city-state of R Ilanon
were required to show the people, of every rank and
station, that the heirs to the throne were born w thout
flaw. Now it was a welcone holiday to the people, for it
was as if an extra Mdsumer's festival had been

gr ant ed.

Those guilty of m sdenmeanours were pardoned, natters

of honour were considered resolved and duel | i ng was

forbi dden for a week and a day follow ng the Presentation,
all debts owing since the last Presentation Princess
Anita's nineteen'years ago - were forgiven, and

for the afternoon and eveni ng, rank was put aside as
conmmoner and noble ate fromthe sane table.

As Jimmy took his place behind the heralds, he

realized that "soneone always had to work. Soneone had
to prepare all the food being served today, and soneone
had to clean up tonight. And he had to stand ready to
serve Arutha and Anita should they require it. Sighing to
hi nsel f, he considered again the responsibilities that
seened to find himno natter where he hid.

Lockl ear hummed softly to hinself while the heral ds
continued to take up position, followed by nenbers of
Arut ha's Household Guard. The arrival of Cardan,

Kni ght - Mar shal of Krondor, and Earl Vol ney, acting

Princi pate Chancellor, indicated the cerenonies were
about to begin.

The grey-haired soldier, his black face set in an

amused expression, nodded to the portly Chancell or,

then signalled to Master delLacy to begin. The Master of
Cerenoni es' staff struck the ground and the trunpeters
and drumrers sounded ruffles and flourishes. The crowd
hushed as the Master of Cerenonies struck the ground
again, and a herald cried, 'Hearken to ne! Hearken to

me. his Highness, Arutha Condoin, Prince of Krondor,

Lord of the Western Realm Heir to the throne of Rillanon.
The crowd cheered, though it was 'nore for

formthan out of any genuine enthusiasm Arutha was

the sort of man who inspired deep respect and admiration,
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not affection, in the popul ace.

A tall, rangy, dark-haired man entered, dressed in

mut ed brown cl ot hing of fine weave, his shoul ders
covered with the red mantle of his office. He paused, his
brown eyes narrow, while the herald announced the
Princess. Wen the slender, red-headed Princess of
Krondor joined her husband, the merry glint in her green
eyes caused himto smle, and the crowd began to cheer
in earnest. Here was their bel oved Anita, daughter of
Arut ha' s predecessor, Erland.

Wil e the actual cerenony woul d be quickly over, the

i ntroduction of nobles took a great deal |onger. A cadre
of pal ace nobles and guests was entitled to public
presentation. The first pair of these was announced.
"Their Graces, the Duke and Duchess of Sal ador.'

A handsone, blond man offered his armto a darkhaired

woman. Laurie, former minstrel and traveller,

now Duke of Sal ador and husband to Princess Carline,

escorted his beautiful wife to her brother's side. They had

arrived in Krondor a week before, to see their nephews, and would stay
anot her week.

On and on droned the herald as ot her nmenbers of the

nobility were introduced and, finally, visiting dignitarieS,
i ncludi ng the Keshian Anbassador. Lord Hazara- Khan
entered with only four bodyguards, forgoing the usua
Keshi an ponp.

The Anbassador was dressed in the style

of the desert nen of the Jal-Pur: a |l ong robe of indigo over white cloth
head cover that Ileft only the eyes exposed,

tunic and trousers tucked into cal f-high black boots. The
bodyguards were garbed fromhead to toe in black

Then delLacy stepped forward and called, 'Let the

popul ace approach.' Several hundred nmen and wonen of
varying rank, fromthe poorest beggar to the richest
commoner, gathered bel ow the steps of the pal ace.

Arut ha spoke the ritual words of the Presentation.

"Today is the three hundred tenth day of the second year
of the reign of our Lord King, Lyamthe First. Today we
present our sons.'

DeLacy struck his staff upon the ground and the

heral d called out, "Their Royal H ghnesses, the Princes
Borric and Erland.' The crowd erupted in a nearfrenzy

of shouts and cheers as the twin sons of Arutha

and Anita, born a nonth before, were publicly presented
for the first tine. The nurse selected to care for the boys
came forward and gave her charges over to their nother
and father. Arutha took Borric, naned for his father,
while Anita took her own father's namesake. Both

babi es endured the public showi ng with good grace

t hough Erl and showed signs of becom ng fussy. The

crowd continued to cheer, even after Arutha and Anita

had returned their sons to the care of the nurse. Arutha
Faced those gathered bel ow the steps with another rare
smle. "My sons are well and strong, they are born
without flaw They are fit to rule. Do you accept them as
sons of the royal house?" The crowd shouted its
approbation. Anita reflected her husband's smile. Arutha
waved to the crowd. "our thanks, good people. Until the
feasting, | bid you all good day.'

file:/lIF|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Feist/Riftwar%203%20-%20Darkness%20At%20Sethanon.txt (15 of 307) [8/27/03 9:32:39 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Fei st/Riftwar%203%20-%20D arkness%20A t%20Sethanon. txt

The cerenony was over. Jimmy hurried to Arutha's

side, as was his duty, while Locklear noved to Anita's
side. Locklear was fornmally a junior squire, but he was
so often given duty with the Princess that he was
commonl y consi dered her personal squire. Jinmy suspected
deLacy of wanting to keep hinself and Lockl ear

toget her so watching them would be that rmuch easier

The Prince threw Jimry a distracted half-smile as he

wat ched his wife and sister fuss over the twins. The
Keshi an Anmbassador had removed his traditional face
covering and was smiling at the sight. H's four bodyguards
hovered cl ose.

"Your Highnesses,' said the Keshian, '"are thrice

bl essed. Healthy babies are a gift of the gods. And they
are sons. And two of them'

Arut ha basked in the glow of his wife, who | ooked

radi ant as she regarded her sons in the nurse's arns. '|
thank you, ny Lord Hazara-Khan. It is an unexpected
benefit having you with us this year.'

The weather in Durbin is beastly this year,' he said
absently as he began to make faces at little Borric. He
suddenly renenbered his station and nore fornmally said,

' Besi des, your Hi ghness, we have a minor matter to
finish discussing regarding the new border here in the

West .’

Arut ha |l aughed. 'Wth you, ny dear Abdur, m nor

details beconme major concerns. | have little love for the
prospect of facing you across the negotiating table again.
Still, I'"ll pass along any suggestions you nmake to Hi s

Maj esty.' The Keshian .bowed and said, '|I wait upon Your

H ghness's pl easure.

Arut ha seenmed to notice the guards. '|I don't see your

sons or Lord Daoud-Khan in attendance.'

"They conduct the business | would normally oversee

anong ny people in the Jal-Pur.’

"These?' said Arutha, indicating the four bodyguards.

Each was dressed entirely in jet, even to the scabbards of
their scimtars, and while their costuming was simlar to
that of the desert nen, it was different from anything
Arutha had seen of Keshi ans.

"These are izmalis, Hi ghness. They serve as persona
protection, nothing nore.'

Arut ha chose to say nothing as the knot of people

around t he babi es seemed about to break up. The izmalis
wer e fanmous as bodyguards, the finest protection avail able
to the nobility of the Enpire of Great Kesh, but

runmour had it they were also highly trained spies and,
occasional ly, assassins. Their abilities were nearly

| egendary. They were reputed to be everything just short
of ghosts in their ability to come and go undet ect ed.

Arut ha disliked having men only one step away from
assassins wthin his walls, but Abdur was entitled to his
personal retinue, and Arutha judged it unlikely the
Keshi an Anbassador woul d bring anyone into Krondor

who m ght be dangerous to the Kingdom Besides

hi nsel f, Arutha added silently.

"W shall also need to sPeak of the |latest request from

Greg regardi ng docking rights in Kingdomports,' said
Lord Hazar a- Khan
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Arut ha | ooked openly anmazed. Then his expression
changed to one of irritation. 'l suppose a passing
fisherman or sailor just nmentioned it to you as you
di senbar ked at the harbour?

"Hi ghness, Kesh has friends in many pl aces,' answered
t he Anbassador with an ingratiating smle.

.Mell, it will certainly do no good to coment on
Kesh's Inperial Intelligence Corps, for we both know
that' - Hazara-Khan joined in and they both spoke in
uni son - 'no such group exists.'

Abdur Rachman Meno Hazar a- Khan bowed and sai d

"Wth Your Highness's kind pernission?

Arut ha bowed slightly as the Keshian nade his

farewell, then turned to Jimy. 'Wat? You two

scoundrel s drew duty today?

jimry shrugged, indicating it wasn't his idea. Arutha
noticed his wife instructing the nurse to return the twns

to their nursery. "Well, you nust have done sonmething to
warrant delLacy's displeasure. Still, we can't have you
m ssing all the fun. | understand there's supposed to be a

particularly good barrel-ball game later this afternoon.'’
jimry feigned surprise, while Locklear's face lit up. '
think so,' said Jinmmy nonconmittally.

Motioning the boys to follow as the Prince's party

began to head inside, Arutha said, 'Wll then, we'll have
to drop in and see how it goes, won't we?'

jimmy w nked at Locklear. Then Arutha said, 'Besides,

if you boys | ose that bet, your skins won't be worth

a tanner's trouble by the time the other squires get
through with you.'

Jimy said nothing while they noved toward the great

hal| and the reception for the nobles before the
commoners were adnitted to the feast in the courtyard.
Then he whi spered to Lockl ear, 'That nman has an
irritating habit of always knowi ng what's goi ng on around
here."'

The cel ebration was in full swing, nobles mingling with

those commoners granted adm ssion to the pal ace

courtyard. Long tables stood heavily |laden with food and

drink, and for many in attendance this was the finest

meal they would eat this year. Wile formality was

forgotten, the commoners were still deferential to

Arutha and his party, bowing slightly and using fornmnal

address. Jimy and Lockl ear hovered nearby, in case

they were needed. Carline and Laurie wal ked armin arm behind Arutha

and Anita. Since their own weddi ng, the new Duke and

Duchess of Sal ador had settled down sonmewhat, in

contrast to their well-reported and storny romance at the

King's court. Anita turned toward her sister-in-law and

said, "I'mpleased you could stay this long. It's so nuch a

man' s pal ace here in Krondor. And now with two

boys. " '"it's going to get worse,' finished Carline. 'Being raised

by a father and two brothers, | know what you nean.'
Arut ha gl anced over his shoul der at Laurie and said

"I't nmeans she was spoiled shanel essly.'

Laurie |aughed, but thought better of comment as his
wife's blue eyes narrowed. Anita said, "Next tinme, a
daughter.'
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' Then she can be shanel essly spoiled,' said Laurie.
"When are you going to have children?' asked Anita.
Arutha turned fromthe table with a pitcher of ale,

filling both his own and Laurie's nugs. A servant
hastened to present wine cups to the ladies. Carline
answered Anita by saying, 'W'Il have them when we

have them Believe ne, it isn't for lack of trying.
Anita stifled a | augh behind her hand, while Arutha

and Laurie exchanged gl ances. Carline | ooked from face
to face and said, 'Don't tell me you two are bl ushing?
To Anita she said, 'Men.'

"Lyam s | ast mssive said Queen Magda might be with
child. I expect we'll know for certain when he sends his
next bundl e of di spatches.

Carline said, "Poor Lyam always such a one for the

| adies, having to marry for reasons of state. Still, she's a
decent sort, if alittle dull, and he seens happy enough.'
Arutha said, "The Queen isn't dull. Conpared to you a
fleet of Quegan raiders is dull.' Laurie said nothing, but
his blue eyes echoed Arutha's comrent. "I just hope they
have a son. '

Anita sniled. "Arutha's anxious for another to becone
"Prince of Krondor.'

Carline | ooked at her brother knowingly. 'Still, you'l
not be done with matters of state. Wth Cal dric dead,
Lyamwi |l rely nmore upon you and Martin than before.
Lord Caldric of Rillanon had died shortly after the
King's marriage to Princess Magda of Rol dem | eaving

the office of Duke of Rillanon, Royal Chancellor - First
Adviser to the King - vacant.

Arut ha shrugged as he sanpled food fromhis plate. "I
think he'll find no end of applicants for Caldric's office.’
Laurie said, 'That's exactly the problem Too many

nobl es are seeking advantage over their nei ghbours.

W' ve had three sizeabl e border skirm shes between
barons in the East - not anything to have Lyam send out
his own arny, but enough to make everyone east of

Mal ac' s Cross nervous. That's why Bas-Tira is stil

wi thout a duke. it's too powerful a duchy for Lyamto
hand over to just anyone. If you're not careful, you'l
find yourself named Duke of Krondor or Bas-Tyra

shoul d Magda give birth to a boy.'

Carline said, 'Enough This is a holiday. |I'll have no
nmore politics tonight.'

Anita took Arutha's arm 'Cone along. We've had a

good neal, there's a festival underway, and the babies
are bl essedly asl eep. Besides,' she added with a | augh,
"tonmorrow we have to start worrying over how we pay

for this festival and the Festival of Banapis next nonth.
Toni ght we enj oy what we have.'

Ji my managed to insinuate hinself next to the Prince
and said, 'Wuld your Hi ghness be interested in view ng
a contest?' Locklear and he exchanged worried gl ances,
for the time for the ganme to begin was past.

Anita threw her husband a questioning glance. Arutha
said, 'l pronmised Jimy we'd go and see the barrel -bal
mat ch he's conspired to have pl ayed today.

Laurie said, 'That might be nobre entertaining than

anot her round of jugglers and actors.'

"That's only because nost of your |ife has been spent
around jugglers and actors,' said Carline. "Wien | was a
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girl, it was considered the thing to sit and watch the boys
beat each other to death in a barrel-ball game every
Si xt hday, while pretending not to' watch. I'Il take the

actors and jugglers.'

Anita said, 'Wiy don't you two go along with the

boys? We're all informal today. W'll join you later in
the great hall for the evening entertai nnent.

Laurie and Arutha agreed and foll owed the boys

through the throng. They left the central courtyard of the
pal ace and passed along a series of halls connecting the
central pal ace conplex with outer buildings. Behind the
pal ace stood a |arge nmarshal ling yard, near the stabl es,
where the pal ace guards drilled. A large crowd had
gathered and was cheering lustily when Arutha, Laurie,
Jimy and Lockl ear arrived. They worked their way

toward the front, jostling spectators. A fewturned to
conplain to those shoving past but, seeing the Prince,
sai d not hi ng.

A place was nade for them behind those squires not

pl ayi ng. Arutha waved to Cardan, who stood on the

other side of the field with a squad of off-duty soldiers.
Laurie watched the play a nonent and said, 'This is a | ot
nore organi zed than | renenber.’

Arutha said, "It's deLacy's doing. He wote up rules

for the ganme, after conplaining to me about the nunber

of boys too beat up to work after a match.' He pointed.
"See that fellow with the sandglass? He tinmes the contest.
The gane | asts an hour now. Only a dozen boys to a side
at a time, and they nust play between those chalk |lines
on the ground. Jinmy, what are the other rul es?

Jimy was stripping off his belt and dagger in
preparation. He said, "No hands, |ike always. Wen one
side scores, it falls back past the midpoint line and the
other side gets to bring the ball up. No biting, grabbing
an opponent, or weapons allowed.'

Laurie said, "No weapons? Sounds too tane for ne.'

Lockl ear had already rid hinself of his overtunic and
belt and tapped another squire on the shoul der. 'Wat's
the score?'

The squire never took his eyes fromplay. A stableboy,
driving the ball before himwith his feet, was tripped by
one of Jinmmy's teammtes, but the ball was intercepted

by a baker's apprentice, who deftly kicked it into one of
the two barrels situated at each end of the conpound.

The squire groaned. 'That puts them ahead four counts

to two. And we've less than a quarter hour to play.

Jimy and Lockl ear both | ooked to Arutha, who

nodded. They dashed onto the field, replacing two dirty,
bl oody squi res.

Jimy took the ball fromone of the two judges,

anot her of delLacy's innovations, and kicked the bal
toward the mid-line. Locklear, who had stationed hinself
there, quickly kicked it back to Jimry, to the surprise of
the several apprentices who bore down upon him

Li ghtni ng-fast, Jinmy passed them before they could
recover, ducking an el bow ained at his head. He | oosed

a kick at the barrel's nouth. The ball struck the edge and
bounced out, but Lockl ear broke free of the pack and

ki cked the rebound in. The squires and a | arge nunber

of minor nobles were on their feet cheering. Now the
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apprentices led by only one count.

A minor scuffle broke out and the judges quickly
intervened. Wth no serious damage havi ng been done,
pl ay resuned. The apprentices brought the ball up,

Lockl ear and Jimy fell back. One of the larger squires
threw a vicious bl ock, knocking a kitchen boy into the
one with the ball. Jimy pounced |ike a cat, kicking the
ball toward Locklear. The smaller squire deftly noved it
upfield, passing it on to another squire who i mediately
kicked it back as several apprentices swarnmed over him
A |l arge stabl eboy rushed Locklear. He sinply | owered

hi s head and took Locklear, hinmself, and the ball across
the field boundary rather than trying to tackle the bal
At once a fight broke out and, after the judges had
separated the conbatants, they hel ped Locklear to his
feet. The boy was too shaken to continue, so another
squire took his place. As both players had been beyond
bounds, the judge ruled the ball free and tossed it into
the centre of the field. Both sides attenpted to recover
the ball as el bows, knees and fists flew.

"Now this is how barrel-ball should be played,'
conmrent ed Lauri e.

Suddenly a stabl eboy broke free, no one between

hinsel f and the squires' barrel. Jimy took off after him
and seeing no hope of intercepting the ball, |aunched

hi nsel f at the boy, repeating the technique used agai nst
Lockl ear. Again the judge ruled the ball free and

anot her riot ensued at mdfield.

Then a squire nanmed Paul had the ball and began to

move it toward the apprentices' goal with unexpected
skill. Two | arge baker's apprentices intercepted him but
he managed to pass the ball seconds before being

| evel l ed. The ball bounced to Squire Friedric, who
passed it to Jinmy. Jimy expected another rush from
the apprentices, but was surprised as they fell back. This
was a new tactic, enployed against the |ightning passing
Jimy and Lockl ear had brought to the gane.

The squires on the sidelines shouted encouragenent.

One yelled, 'There's only a few mnutes left.'

Jimy notioned Squire Friedric to his side, shouted

qui ck instructions, and then was off. Jinmmy swept to the
|l eft and then dropped the ball back to Friedric, who
nmoved back toward midfield. Jimy cut to his right, then
took a well-ainmed pass fromFriedric toward the barrel
He dodged a sliding tackle and kicked the ball into the

barr el
The crowd shouted in appreciation, for this match was
bringi ng sonmething newto barrel-ball: tactics and skill.

I n what was al ways a rough gane, an el enent of

preci sion was bei ng introduced.

Then anot her fight broke out. The judges rushed to
break it up, but the apprentices were unbending in their
reluctance to end the scuffle. Locklear, whose head had
stopped ringing, said to Laurie and Arutha, 'They're
trying to hold up the gane until time runs out. They
know we'll win if we get another crack at the ball.
Finally order was restored. Locklear judged hinself fit
enough to return and replaced a boy injured in the
scuffle. Jimy waved his squires back, quickly whispering
instructions to Locklear as the apprentices slowy
brought the ball . up. They attenpted the passing
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denonstrated by Jimmy, Friedric, and Locklear, but with

little skill. They nearly kicked the ball out of bounds

twi ce before regaining control of errant passes. Then

Jimy and Lockl ear struck.

Lockl ear feigned a tackle

toward the ball handler, forcing himto pass, then darted

toward the ball hand toward the barrel. Jimry canee sweeping in behind, the

others acting as a screen, and picked up the badly passed
ball, kicking it toward Locklear. The snmaller boy took
the ball and broke toward the barrel. One defender
attenpted to overtaKe him but couldn't catch the swifter
squire. Then the apprentice took sonething fromhis

shirt and threw it at Lockl ear

To the surprised onl ookers, it seened the boy sinply

fell face down and the ball went out of bounds. Jinmmy
rushed to the side of his conrade, then suddenly was up
and after the boy who was attenpting to bring the bal
onto the field. Wth no pretence of playing a gane,

Jimy struck the apprentice in the face, knocking him
back. Again a fight erupted, but this tinme severa
apprentices and squires fromthe two sides joined the
fray. Arutha turned to Laurie and said, "This could get ugly.

Think | should do sonething? Laurie watched the fight pick up in tenpo. "if you

want a squire left intact for duty tonorrow.'

Arut ha signalled to Cardan, who waved sone sol diers

onto the field. The seasoned fighting nmen quickly
restored order. Arutha wal ked across the field and knelt
next to where Jimmy sat, cradling Locklear's head in his
| ap. 'The bastard hit himin the back of the head with a
pi ece of horseshoe iron. He's out cold.'

Arut ha regarded the fallen boy, then said to Cardan,
"Have himcarried to his quarters and have the chirurgeon
examine him' He said to the tinekeeper, 'This

ganme is over.' Jinmmy seened on the verge of protesting,
then seened to think better of it.

The tinekeeper called out, "The score is tied at four
counts apiece. No w nners.'

Jimy sighed. 'Nor |osers, at |east.'

A pair of guards picked up Locklear and carried him
away. Arutha said to Laurie, '"Still a pretty rough gane.'
The former singer nodded. 'DelLacy needs a few nore

rul es before they start cracking heads.'

Ji my wal ked back to where his tunic and belt |ay

while the crowd wandered off. Arutha and Laurie

followed. 'We'Il have another go, sonetine,' renmarked

t he youngster.

it could be interesting,' said Arutha. 'Now that they
know about that passing trick of yours, they'll be ready.
"So we'll just have to cone up with sonething else.
"Wll, then | guess it mght be worthwhile to nake a

day of it. Say in a week or two.' Arutha placed his hand
on Jimy's shoulder. "I think I'lIl have a | ook at these
rul es of delLacy's. Laurie's right. If you're going to be
dashing pell-nell up and down the field, we can't have
you tossing irons at each other.

Jimy seened to lose interest in the gane. Sonething

in the crowd caught his eye. 'See that fell ow over there?
The one in the blue tunic and grey cap?
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The Prince glanced in the indicated direction. 'No.
"He just ducked away when you | ooked. But | know

him My | go and investigate?

Sonething in Jinmy's tone made Arutha certain thi S
was not another ploy to escape duty. 'Go on. Just don't
be away too long. Laurie and | will be returning to the
great hall."’
Jimy ran off to where he last saw the fellow He

hal ted and | ooked about, then noticed the fam liar figure
standing near a narrow stairway into a side entrance. The
man | eaned agai nst the wall, hidden in shadows, eating
froma platter. He only glanced up when Ji mry
approached. 'There you are, then, Jimy the Hand.

"No | onger. Squire James of Krondor, Alvarny the

Qi ck.'
The old thief chuckled. "And that also no | onger.
Though | was quick in ny day.' Lowering his voice so
anyone el se was unlikely to overhear, he said, "MW

mast er sends a nessage for your master.' Jimry knew at

once sonet hing maj or was afoot, for Alvarny the Quick

was the Daynaster of the Mockers, the @uild of Thieves.

~he was no comon errand runner but one' of the nost

hi ghly placed and trusted ai des of the Upright Man. 'By
word only. My master says that birds of prey, thought

gone fromthe city, have returned fromthe north.

A chill visited the pit of Jimy's stomach. "Those that

hunt at night?' The old thief nodded as he popped a |ightly browned
pastry into his nouth. He closed his eyes a nonent and

made a satisfied sound. Then his eyes were on Ji my,
narrowi ng as he spoke. "Sorry | was to see you | eave us,
Jimy the Hand. You had prom se. You could have

been a power in the Myckers if you'd kept your throat

uncut. But that's water gone, as they say. To the heart of
the nmessage. Young Tyburn Roons was found floating in

the bay. There are places near where snugglers used to

ply their trade, one is a place that snells and is of little
i mportance to the Mockers and, therefore, is neglected

It may be that is where such birds are hiding. Now then,
there's an end to the matter.' Wthout further conversation,
Al varny the Quick, Daymaster of the Mdckers and

former master thief, sauntered off into the crowd,

vani shi ng anong the revellers.

Jimy did not hesitate. He dashed back to where

Arut ha had been only a few m nutes before and, not

finding him headed for the great hall. The nunber of

peopl e before the palace made it difficult to nove

qui ckly. Seeing hundreds of strange faces in the corridors
suddenly filled Jimmy with alarm In the nonths since
Arutha and he had returned fromMraelin with

Silverthorn to cure the stricken Anita, they had becone
lulled by the commonpl ace, everyday quality of pal ace

life. Suddenly the boy saw an assassin's dagger in every
hand, poison in every wine cup, and a bowman in every
shadow. Struggling past celebrants, he hurried on

Jimy darted through the press of nobles and other |ess

di stingui shed guests in the great hall. Near the dais a clot
of people were deep in conversation. Laurie and Carline
were speaking with the Keshian Anbassador, while

Arut ha nounted the steps toward his throne. A band of
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acrobats was hard at work in the centre of the hal
forcing Jimmy to skirt the clearing nmade for them while
dozens of citizens | ooked on in appreciation. As he

moved t hrough the press, Jimy glanced up at the

wi ndows of the hall, the deep shadows wi thin each

cupol a haunting himw th nenories. He felt anger at

hi nsel f as much as anyone. He above all others should
remenber what a menace could lurk in such places

Jimy darted past Laurie and reached Arutha's side as

the Prince sat on his throne. Anita was nowhere in sight.
Jimy gl anced at her enpty throne and inclined his

head. Arutha said, "She's gone to |ook in on the babies,
Why ?'

Jimy | eaned near Arutha. 'My forner naster sends a
message. Ni ght hawks have returned to Krondor.

Arutha's expression turned sonbre. is this specul ation,

or a certainty?

"First, the Upright Man woul d not send whom he sent

unl ess he counted the matter critical, needing quick
resol ution. He exposed one high in the Mockers to public
scrutiny. Second, there is - was - a young ganbl er by
nane Tyburn Roons who was often seen about in the

city. He had some special dispensations fromthe

Mockers. He was permitted things few nen not of our

guild are permitted. Now | know why. He was a persona
.cut of ny former master. Roons is now dead. My

guess is the Upright Man was alerted to the possibility of
the Ni ght hawks' return and Rooms was sent to di scover

t hei r whereabouts. They are once agai n hidden sonewhere
inthe city. Were, the Upright Man does not

know, but he suspects sonmewhere near the ol d snugglers
warren.' Jinmmy had been speaking to the Prince while glancing
about the hall. Now he turned to | ook at Arutha and

words failed him Arutha's face was a hard mask of
controll ed anger, alnpbst to the point of a grinace.
Several nearby had turned to stare at him In a harsh

whi sper he said to Jinmmy, "So it's to begin again?

Jimy said, 'So it would seem'

Arutha stood. "I'll not becone a prisoner in ny own

pal ace, with guards at every w ndow.'

Jimy's eyes roaned the hall, past where the Duchess
Carline stood charm ng the Keshi an Anbassador. "Wel

and good, but this one day your house is overrun with
strangers. Comopn sense dictates you retire to your suite
early, for if ever there was a gol den chance to get close
to you, it is now' His eyes kept passing fromface to
face, seeking sone sign that sonething was ami ss. "if the
Ni ght hawks are again in Krondor, then they are in this
hall or en route as night approaches. You may find them
wai ti ng between here and your own quarters.

Suddenly Arutha's eyes wi dened. "My quarters! Anita

and the babies!’

The Prince 'was off, ignoring the startled faces about
him Jimy at his heels. Carline and Laurie saw
sonet hi ng was wrong and fol | owed.

Wthin noments a dozen people trailed behind the

Prince as he hurried down the corridor. Cardan had seen
the hasty exit and had fallen in beside Jimy. 'Wat is it?
Jimy said, "N ghthawks."'

The Kni ght-Marshal of Krondor needed no further

war ni ng. He grabbed at the sleeve of the first guard he net
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inthe hall, nmotioning for another to follow To the first
he said, 'Send for Captain Valdis and have himjoin ne.

The soldier said, "Were will you be, sir?

Cardan sent the man off with a shove. 'Tell himto find

us.'

As they hurried al ong, Cardan gathered nearly a dozen
soldiers to him Wen Arutha reached the door to his quarters,
he hesitated a nonment, as if fearful to open the door
Pushi ng open the door, he discovered Anita sitting

next to the cribs wherein their sons slept. She | ooked up
and at once an expression of alarmcrossed her features.
Coming to her husband, she said, 'Wat is it?

Arut ha cl osed the door behind him notioning for

Carline and the others to wait w thout. "Nothing, yet.'

He paused a nmonent. '| want you to take the babies and

visit your nother. '

Anita said, "She would welcone that,' but her tone left

no doubt she understood there was nore here than she

was being told. '"Her illness is past, though she stil

doesn't feel up to travel. It will be a treat for her.' Then
she fixed Arutha with a questioning | ook. 'And we shal
be nore easily protected in her small estate than here.’
Arut ha knew better than to attenpt to hide anything from
Anita. "Yes. W again have Nighthawks to worry about.
Anita cane to her husband and rested her head agai nst
his chest. The | ast assassination attenpt had nearly cost
her life. 'l have no fear for nyself, but the babies.
"You | eave tonorrow. '

"i'll make ready.'

Arut ha ki ssed her and noved toward the door. "I'l|
return shortly. Jimy advises | keep in quarters 'until the
pal ace is free of strangers. Good advice, but | nust

remain on public view a while |onger. The N ght hawks

think us ignorant of their return. W cannot |et them
think otherw se, yet.'

Fi nding hunour amd 'the terror, Anita said, 'Jimy

still seeks to be First Adviser to the Prince?

Arutha smled at that. "He's not spoken of being

naned Duke of Krondor for nearly a year. Sonetines |

think he'd be better suited than many others likely to
cone to that office.’

Arut ha opened the door and found Cardan, Jimmy,

Laurie, and Carline waiting. Qhers had been noved

away by a conpany of the Royal Household Guard. Next

to Cardan, Captain Valdis waited. Arutha told him "I

want a full conpany of lancers ready to ride in the

nmor ning, Captain. The Princess and the Princes will be
travelling to the Princess Mother's estates. Guard them
well.' Captain Valdis saluted and turned to issue orders. To
Cardan, Arutha said, 'Begin to slowy place nen back at
post throughout the pal ace and have every possible

hi di ng pl ace searched. Should any inquire, say Her

Hi ghness is feeling poorly and | amstaying with her for a

while. I'Il return to the great hall shortly.' Cardan
nodded and left. Then Arutha added to Jimy, "I have
an errand for you.' Jinmy said, "I'll |eave at once.'

Arut ha said, "Wat do you think you' re going to do?

"Co to the docks,' said the boy with a grimsmile.

Arut ha nodded, again' both pleased and surprised at

the boy's grasp of things. 'Yes. |If you nust, search all
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night. But as soon as you can, find Trevor Hull and bring
hi m here.'

2
Di scovery

Ji my searched the room

The Fiddler Crab Inn was a haunt of many who wi shed

a safe harbour from questions and prying eyes. As the

sun began to set the roomwas crowded with |ocals, so
Jimy was at once the source of curiosity, for his
clothing marked himout of place. A few native to the
city knew himby sight - after the Poor Quarter, the
docks had been a second hone to him- but no snall

nunber of those in the inn marked himas a rich boy out
on the evening, perhaps one with sone gold to be shaken

| oose.

One such man, a sailor by the look of him drunken

and belligerent, barred Jimy's passage through the

room 'Here and now, such a fine young gentl eman as
yourself'll be having a spare coin or two to buy a drink in
cel ebration of the little Princes, wouldn't you think? He
rested his hand upon his belt dagger

Jimy adroitly sidestepped the man and was hal f past

him saying, 'No, | wouldn't.' The nman reached for
Jimy's shoulder and tried to halt him Jimy cane

around in a fluid novenent, and the man found the

point of a dirk levelled at his throat. 'I said | don't have
any extra gold.'

The man backed away, and several onl ookers | aughed

But others began to circle the squire. Jimy knew at

once he had nmade an error. He'd had no tine to

scrounge up clothing to fit his present environnment, but
he coul d have nade a show of turning over a half-empty
purse to the man. Still, once begun, such a confrontation
could not be aborted. A nonent before, Jimmy's purse

had been at risk, nowit was his life.

Ji my backed up, seeking to place his back to

a wall. Hs expression was hard and reveal ed no

hint of fear, and a few who surrounded hi m suddenly

under stood that here was sonmeone who knew hi s way

about the docks. Softly he said, 'i'm/looking for Trevor
Hul I . '

At once the nen stopped advanci ng upon the boy.

One turned and indicated with his head a back door

Jimmy hurried toward it and pull ed aside the hanging cloth cover
A group of nen sat ganbling in a large, snoke-filled
room Fromthe pile of betting markers on the table, it
was for high stakes. The game was tin-tan, conmon to

the southern Kingdom and northern Kesh. A col ourfu

di splay of cards was unfol ded and pl ayers bet and dealt
in turn, determ ning odds and payoffs by which cards

were turned. Anong the ganblers were two nen, one

with a scar fromforehead to chin, running through a
mlk-white right eye, and the other a bald, pock-faced
man. Aaron Cook, the bald man and first mate on the

custonms cutter Royal Raven, |ooked up as Jimmy
pushed toward the table. He nudged the other man,
who sat regarding his cards with disgust, throw ng
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them down. When he saw the youth, the man with

the white eye smiled then, as he took note of Jinmy's
expression, the snile faded. Ji my spoke |oudly, over
the noise in the room "Your old friend Arthur wants
you.' Trevor Hull, onetine pirate and snuggl er, knew at

once who Jimry meant. Arthur was the name Arutha

had used when Hull's smuggl ers and the Myckers had

joined forces to get Arutha and Anita out of Krondor
whil e GQuy du Bas-Tyra's secret police had been conbing
the city for them After the Riftwar, Arutha had

pardoned Hull and his crew for past crinmes and had
enlisted themin the Royal Custons Service.

Hul | and Cook stood as one and left the table. One of

the ot her ganblers, a heavyset merchant of sone neans

by his dress, spoke around a pipe. 'Were are you off to?
The hand's not played out.'

Hul I, his shock of grey hair fanning out around his

head |i ke a ninbus, shouted, "it is for me. Hell, | only
have a run in blue and a pair of four counts to play,' and
he reached back and turned over all his cards.

Jimy winced as nen around the table began to curse

and throw in their cards. In the common room as they
headed for the door, Jimry observed, "You' re a nean

man, Hull.®
The ol d snuggl er turned custonms officer |aughed an
evil laugh. "That fat fool was ahead, and on ny gol d.

just wanted to take some wind out of his sails.' The
nature of the game was such that as soon as he reveal ed
hi s hand, play was disrupted. The only fair thing would
be to | eave the bets out and redeal the entire hand, a
prospect not appreciated by those with good cards left to
pl ay.

Qutside of the inn, they hurried along the streets, past
cel ebrants as the festival began to pick up while

af t ernoon shadows | engt hened.

Arut ha stood | ooki ng down at the nmaps on the table.

The maps were fromhis archives, provided by the roya
architect, and showed the streets of Krondor in detail.
Anot her, show ng the sewers, had been used before in

the last raid against the N ghthawks. For the past ten
m nutes Trevor Hull had been carefully studying them
all. Hull had headed the nobst prosperous gang of

smuggl ers in Krondor before taking service wth Arutha,
and the sewers and back alleys had been his neans of
bringing contraband into the city.

Hull conferred with Cook, then the ol der man rubbed

his chin. Hs finger pointed at a spot on the map where a
dozen tunnel s cane together in a near-nmaze. 'if the

Ni ght hawks were living down in the sewers, the Upright
Man woul d have spotted them before they could have

dug in. But it may be they're using the tunnels as a way
in and out' - his finger noved to another spot on the
map - 'here.' His finger lingered over a portion of the
docks resenbling a crescent

al ong the bay. Hal fway

al ong the curve the docks ended and the warehouse
district began, but also nestled against the water was a
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smal | section of the Poor Quarter, |ike a pie-shaped
wedge driven between the nore prosperous trading
ar eas.

"Fish Town,' said Ji my.

"Fi sh Town.' echoed Arut ha.

"it's the poorest section of the Poor Quarter,' said

Cook.

Hull nodded. (it's called Fish Town, Divers' Town,

Docksi de, and other things as well. Used to be a fishing
village a long tine ago. As the city grew northward al ong
the bay, it was surrounded by busi nesses, but there're
still some fisher famlies living there. Mostly | obsternen
and nussel rakers who work the bay, or clamdiggers

who work the beaches north of the city. But it's also

| ocated near the tanners, dyers, and other foul-snelling
sections of Krondor, so no one who can afford better

lives there.' Jimy said, "Alvarny said the Upright Man thought

they were hiding in a place that snells. So he thinks of

Fish Town as well. Jinmy shook his head as he
considered the map. 'if the N ghthawks are hiding in Fish
Town, finding themw Il be difficult. Even the Mckers

don't control Fish Town as firnmly as they do the rest of
the Poor Quarter and the docks. There's a lot of places
to get lost in there.' Hull agreed. 'W used to run in and out near there,

through a tunnel to a | anding once used to carry cargo
into the harbour from some nerchant's basenent.

Arut ha studied the nap and nodded: he knew where that
landing lay. 'W used a nunber of different |ocations,
nmoving things in and out, varying where we kept them
fromtinme to tinme.' He | ooked up at the Prince. 'Your
first problemis the sewers. There are maybe a dozen
conduits leading up fromthe docks to Fish Town. You'l
have to bl ock each one. One of themis so big you'll need
to block it with a crewin a boat.'

Aaron Cook said, "The trouble is we don't know where
in Fish Town they're hiding.'

"if that's where they are,' said Arutha.

Cook said, "I doubt if the Upright Man woul d even
mention it had he not a good notion that they' re down

t here somewhere. '

Hul I nodded agreenent. "That's a fact. | can't think of
any place else in the city they could be hiding. The
Upri ght Man woul d' ve pinned down the | ocation as soon

as a Mocker caught a glinpse of the first N ghthawk.
Even though the thieves use a lot of the sewers to skul k
about in, there are parts they don't pass through nuch.
And Fish Town is worse. The older fisher famlies are

i ndependent and tough, al nost clannish. |f someone

took up residence in one of the old shacks near the
docks, kept to hinself. . . Even the Myckers only get
silence fromthe Fish Town fol k when they ask questions.
Shoul d the N ghthawks have infiltrated slowy, no one
but the locals mght have a hint. It's a regular warren
there, little streets all tw sted about.' He shook his head.
"This part of the map's useless. Half the buildings shown
here are burned down. Shacks and hovel s built anywhere
there's room It's a ness in there.' He |ooked at the
Prince. 'Another nanme for Fish Town is the Maze.'
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Jimy said, "Trevor's right. I've been in Fish Town as
much as anyone in the Myckers, and that's not' nuch.
There's nothing worth stealing in there. But he's wong
about one thing. The biggest problemisn't bl ocking

escape routes. It's locating the Ni ghthawks. There are a

| ot of honest folk living in that part of town and you just

can't ride in and kill everyone. W've got to find their
hi deout.' He considered. "Fromwhat | know of the
Ni ght hawks, they'll want some place that's first of al

defensible, then easy to flee. They'l
probably be here

His finger pointed to a spot on the map.

Trevor Hull said, "It's a possibility. That building is
nestl ed agai nst those two walls, so they' ve only two
fronts to cover. And there's a network of tunnels bel ow
the streets there, and those tunnels are all small and
difficult to navigate unless you' ve been there before.

Yes, it's a likely place. Jimmy |ooked at Arutha. "I'd better go change.'
Arutha said, 'l don't like the need, but you're the best
equi pped to scout.' Cook | ooked at Hull, who nodded slightly. "I could

come along.' Jimmy shook his head. 'You know parts of the sewers

better than I, Aaron, but | can slip in and out without
maki ng the water ripple. You haven't the knack. And

there's no possible way you can get into Fish Town
unnoticed, even on a noisy night like this. I'll be safer if
go alone.' Arutha said, "Shouldn't you wait?

Jimy shook his head. '"if | can locate their warren

bef ore they know they've been discovered, we nmay be

able to clean them out before they know what hit them
Peopl e do funny things sonetines, even assassins. It
being a festival day, their sentries will probably not
expect soneone nosing around. And, with the city in
celebration, there will be lots of noises filtering down
fromthe streets. Odd and out-of-place sounds will be |ess
likely to alert anyone below the buildings. And if | have
to poke around above ground, a strange poor boy in Fish
Town isn't as likely to be noticed this night as nuch as
other nights. But | need to go at once.'

"You know best,' said Arutha. "But they'll react should
they di scover soneone's seeking themout. One glinpse
of you and they'll cone straight after ne.'

Jimy noticed Arutha didn't seem troubl ed by that

fact alone. It seemed to Jinmy the Prince wouldn't mind
an open confrontation. No, Jimy knew what bot hered

hi mwas his concern for the safety of others. "That goes
wi t hout saying. But chances are excellent they' re com ng
after you tonight anyway. The palace is crawling with
strangers.' Jimry | ooked out the window at the late
afternoon sunset. 'it's al nost seven hours after noon. If |
were planning an attack on you, 1'd wait about another

two or three hours, just when the celebration is at its
hei ght. Performers and guests will be going in and out of
the gates. Everyone will be half-drunk, tired froma day-
| ong cel ebration, and feeling very relaxed. But | woul dn't
wait much after that or your guards might notice a |late
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arriving guest entering the grounds. |If you stay alert you
shoul d be safe enough while | snoop around. |'Il report
back as soon as | have a hint.'

Arut ha indicated permission for Jimy to w thdraw.
Quickly Trevor Hull and his first mate fol |l owed, |eaving
a troubl ed, seething Prince alone with his thoughts.
Arutha sat back, balled fist held before his nouth as his
eyes stared of f into nothing.

He had faced the minions of Mirmandanus near the

Bl ack Lake, Moraelin, but the final contest was yet to
cone. Arutha cursed hinself for beconi ng conpl acent

over the last year. Wen he had first returned with
Silverthorn, the key to saving Anita fromthe effects of
t he Ni ght hawks' poi son, he had been nearly ready to
return at once to the north. But the affairs of court, his
own marriage, the trip to Rillanon to attend his brother's
Weddi ng to Queen Magda, then Lord Caldric's funeral,

the birth of his sons, all these had cone and gone

wi thout his attending to the business north of the

Ki ngdom Beyond the great ranges |ay the Northl ands.
There lay the seat of his eneny's power. There

Mur mandanus nmarshalled his forces. And fromthat seat

far to the north he was reaching down again to touch the
life of the Prince of Krondor, the Lord of the West, the
man fated by prophecy to be his undoing, the Bane of

Dar kness. Should he live. And again Arutha found

hi msel f struggling within the confines of his own
denesne, the battle carried to his own door. Striking his
palmwith his fist, Arutha voiced a | ow, harsh curse. To
hi nsel f and whatever gods |istened, he vowed that when
this business in Krondor was finished, he, Arutha

conbDom would carry the struggle northward to

nmur mandamnus.

The darkness hid a thousand treasures amd a nmllion

pi eces of worthless garbage. The waters in the sewers

flowed slowy, and often large clunps of debus would

gather in a jamcalled a tot. The tofsnen who picked

over such Rotting refuse earned their |iving gleaning

val uables lost into the sewers. They al so kept the refuse

flowi ng by breaking up the jans of garbage that

threatened to back up the sewers. Little of this

concerned Ji mmy, save that a tofsman was standing | ess

than twenty feet away. The young squire had dressed all in black, save for his

old, confortable boots. He had even purloi ned an

executioner's black hood fromthe torture chanber.

Beneath the black he wore nore sinple garb, needed to

blend into the Poor Quarter. The tofsman | ooked

directly at the boy several tines, but for all his peering

Jimmy did not exist. For the better part of half an hour, Jimy had stood

motionl ess in the deep shadows of an intersection, while

the ol d tof sman pi cked over the snelly ness passing by.

Jimy hoped this wasn't the man's chosen |location to

wor k, otherwi se he could be there for hours. Jimy even

more fervently hoped the tof sman was real and not a

di sgui sed N ght hawk | ookout. Finally the man wandered of f, and Ji my rel axed
t hough he did not move until the tofsman had had anpl e

time to vanish down a side tunnel. Then, with stealth

bordering on the unnatural, Jimry crept along the
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tunnel toward the area below the heart of Fish Town.
Down a series of tunnels he travelled silently. Even as
he stepped into water, he nanaged to disturb it only
slightly. The gifts of nature - |ightning-fast reflexes,
" astoni shing coordination, and the ability to make
deci sions, to react nearly instantaneously - had been
augnented by training fromthe Mckers and forged in

t he harshest furnace: the daily life of a working thief.
Jimy nmade each nove as if his |life depended upon
remai ni ng undetected, for it did.

Down the dark conduits of the sewers he journeyed

hi s senses extended into the darkness. He knew how to

i gnore the faint sounds coming down fromthe streets
above and how the slight echoes of rippling water
reboundi ng fromthe stonework should sound, the
slightest variation would warn of anyone | urking out of
view. The noi sone air of the sewer masked any
potentially warni ng odours, but the air was al nost

nmot i onl ess, so he woul d have a betraying hint of
movenent cl ose by shoul d anyone suddenly cone at him

A sudden shift in the air, and Jinmy froze.

Sonet hi ng had changed, and the boy imedi ately shrank
down into the sheltering darkness of a | ow, overhangi ng
brickwork. From a short distance ahead, he heard the
faint grind of |eather on metal and knew someone was
descendi ng a | adder fromthe street above. A slight

di sturbance in the water caused the boy to tense.
Soneone had stepped into the sewer and was wal king in
his direction, someone who noved al nost as silently as
he.

Ji my hunkered down, as snmall as he could nmake

hinself in the dark, and watched. In the gl oom black
agai nst bl ack, he could half-see, half-sense a figure
nmovi ng toward him Then, from behind, |ight showed

and Jimry could see the approaching man. He was

sl ender, wearing a cloak, and arned. He turned and

whi spered harshly, 'Cover that damm lantern.’

But in that instant, Jimry could see a face well known

to him The man in the sewer was Arutha - or at |east
resenbl ed hi m enough to fool any but his closest

intimates. Jimy held his breath, for the bogus Prince was

passing only a few feet away. \Wwoever followed shut the
| antern, and darkness envel oped the tunnel, hiding
Jimy from discovery again. Then he heard the second
man pass. Listening for sounds indicating others, Jinmmy
waited until he felt certain no one el se was comi ng. He
qui ckly, but quietly, rose fromhis hiding spot and went
to where the two nmen had energed fromthe gl oom

Three tunnels intersected, and he woul d have to spend
time determ ning which had provided entrance to the
sewers for the false Prince and his conpanion. Jinmy

wei ghed his options briefly, then placed the need to
follow the pair above the need to discover the entrance
to the sewer enployed. Jimmy knew this part of the sewers as well as any in

Krondor, but if he fell too far behind he would | ose

them He slipped through the dark, listening at each
intersection for the sounds that told himwhere his quarry
moved. Through the nmurky passages under the city the boy
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hurried, slowy overtaking the two men. Once he caught

a glinpse of light, as if the shuttered | antern had been
uncovered slightly so the travellers mght gain their
bearings. Jimry followed after it.

Then Ji my rounded a corner, and a sudden novenent

in the air gave warning. He dodged and felt

somet hi ng pass close to where his head had been
acconpani ed by a grunt of exertion. He pulled his dirk

and turned toward the sound of breathing, holding his

own breath. Fighting in the dark was an exercise in
controlled terror. Each man could die froman overactive
i magi nati on as he sought a clue to the exact position of
hi s opponent. Sounds, illusory novenent seen fromthe
corner of the eye, a feeling about where the foe stood, all
could cause a m scue that would give away a | ocati on,
bringi ng sudden death. Both nen stood frozen for a |ong
mOorent .

Jimy sensed a scurrying and instantly recogni zed the
presence of a rat, a |large one by the sound, noving away
fromtrouble. He aborted a lunge in that direction before
it was begun and waited. H s opponent also heard the

rat, but lashed at it, striking the stone. The ring of steel
on stone was all Jimry needed and he thrust with his
dirk, feeling the point strike deep. The man stiffened,
then with a Il ow sigh collapsed into the water. The

conbat had taken three blows, fromthe first at Jimy in
the dark to the one that ended it.

- Jimy pulled his dirk free and |istened. There was no
sign of the man's conpani on. The youngster swore
silently. Wiile he was free of another attack, it had al so
all oned the other man freedomto escape. Jimmy sensed

a source of heat nearby and al nbst burned his hand on

the nmetal lantern. Uncovering the shutter, he exani ned
his foe. The nan was a stranger, but Jimry knew he was

a N ghthawk. No ot her possibl e explanation could

account for his presence in the sewers with an exact
doubl e of the Prince. Jimmy checked the body and found

t he ebon hawk worn next to the skin and the bl ack

poi son ring. There was no | onger any doubt. The

Ni ght hawks were back. Jinmmy steel ed hinmsel f and

qui ckly cut open the man's chest, renoving the heart and
casting it into the sewer. Wth the N ghthawks one never
knew which were likely to rise again and serve their
master, so it was best to take no chances.

Ji my abandoned the lantern, left the body to float
toward the sea with the other garbage, and began his
return to the palace. He hurried, regretting the tine |ost
in dealing with the corpse. Splashing noisily toward the
nearest exit back to the surface, Jinmy was confident the
false Prince was | ong gone. As he rounded a corner, a
sudden al arm sounded in his head, for an echo had rung
fal se. Dodging, he was a nonent |ate. He avoided a

sword bl ade slash hut took a blowto the head fromthe
hilt. He was knocked hard against the wall, his head
striking brick. Pitching forward, he landed in the centre
of the sewer channel, going under nuck-covered water.

Hal f - dazed, he managed to roll over, getting his face
above the scum Through a grey haze, he coul d hear
soneone splashing in the water a short distance away. In
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a strange detached way he knew sonmeone was | ooki ng

for him But the lantern |lay back where the first nan had
fallen, and in the dark the boy drifted away fromthe

man who vainly sought to find himand end his life.

Hands shook at the boy, dragging himfroman odd hal fream
He had thought it strange he should be floating in

the darkness, for he had to neet with the Prince at
Krondor. But he couldn't find his good boots and Master

of Cerenoni es deLacy woul d never allow himinto the

great hall in his old ones.

Opening his eyes, Jinmmy discovered a | eathery face
hovering over his own. A toothless smle greeted his
return to full consciousness. "Wll, well," said the old
man with a chuckle. 'You' re back with us again. You are.
I'"ve seen all manner of things floating in the sewers over
the years. Never thought |1'd see the royal hangnman

tossed into the scummvays, though.' He continued to
chuckl e, his t e dane

his face a grotesque dancing mask in the

guttering candlelight . Jimy ,couldn't nake sense of the old man's words,
until he renenbered the hood he had worn. The old

man must have renoved it. 'Wwo. . .?

"Tolly I'"mcalled, young Jimry the Hand.' He

chuckl ed. 'Must have conme to sone difficulty to find

yourself in such a fix.'

' How | ong?

"Ten, fifteen minutes. | heard the splashing about and

went to see what's to-do. Found you floating. Thought

you dead. So | pulled you away to see if you carried

gol d. That other one was fit to bust he couldn't find you.
Again the chuckle. 'He'd have found you certain if you'd
been left to float. But | hauled you to this little tunnel |
uses for a hidey and 1'd lit no light till he was on his way.
Found this,' he said, returning Jinmy's pouch

"Keep it. You've saved ny life, and nore. Were's the

nearest way to the street?

The man helped Jimy to his feet. 'You will find stairs

to the basenent of Teech's Tannery. It's abandoned. It's

on the Avenue of Snells.' Jimy nodded. The street was
Collington's Road, but all in the Poor Quarter called it

the Avenue of Snells because of the tanneries, slaughterhouses,
and dyers | ocated there.

Tally said, 'You' re gone fromthe guild, Jinmmy, but

word's come down you m ght be poking about here and

there, so I'Il tell you the password tonight is "finch".
don't know who those bl okes fighting you were, but I've
seen an odd crew down here the last three days. | guess

t hi ngs nove apace.'

Jimy realized this sinple tofsman was trusting to the
hi gher-ups in the Mockers to deal with the intruders in
his domain. "Yes, they will be dealt with in a matter of
days.' Jinmy considered. "Look, there's nore than thirty
gold in that pouch. Take word to Al varny the quick

Tell himnmatters are as suspected and ny new master wll
act at once, I'mcertain. 'then take the gold and have
sonme fun for a few days.'

The man fixed Jimy with a

% oot hless grin. 'Stay ole
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ith a squint, grinning his
what you're sayi ng? Wl
id

tthen, | mght spend a day or two drinking up your gold.
That enough?

Jimy said, 'Yes, two days will see this business over.'
As he nmoved toward the tunnel that would lead to his
exit to the streets, he added, 'One way or the other.' He
| ooked about in the gl oom and di scovered he had been
pul I ed back toward the place where he had first
encountered the two Ni ghthawks. Pointing toward the
intersection, he asked, "Is there a netal |adder nearby?
"Three that can be used.' He indicated their |ocations.
"Thanks again, Tally. Now, quickly, carry ny nessage

the tof sman waded away into a | arge tunnel, and

Ji my began his inspection of the nearest |adder. It was
rusty and dangerous, as was the second, but the third was
newly repaired and firmy anchored in the stones. Jimy
quickly clinbed to the top and exam ned the trapdoor
above. it was wood and therefore part of a building floor.

Jimy considered his position relative to Teech's

Tannery. If his sense of direction wasn't off. he was

under the building he had thought likely to be the

Ni ght hawks' hideout. He listened at the trap for a |long

m nute, hearing nothing. Gently he pushed upward, peeking through the tiny

crack made by the rising door. Directly before his nose
was a pair of boots, crossed at the ankles. Jimy froze.
Wien the feet didn't nove, he pushed the trap an inch

hi gher. The feet in the boots belonged to a nasty-I| ooking
custonmer who was sound asleep, a half.enpty bottle
clutched tightly to his chest. Fromthe cloying odour in
the room Jimy knew the nan had been dri nking

paga - a potent brew, heavily spiced and |aced with a
perfume-sweet mld narcotic, inported from Kesh.

Ji my chanced a qui ck gl ance about. Aside fromthe

sl eeping sentry the roomwas enpty, but faintly heard
voi ces cane fromthe single door in the nearby wall
Jimy drew a silent breath and noisel essly energed
fromthe trap, avoiding touching the sl eeping guard. He
moved with a single step to the door and |istened. The
voices were faint. Atiny crack in the wooden door

all oned Jimy to peek through

He coul d see only the back of one nan and the face of
another. From the manner in which they were speaking,

it was clear there were others in the roomas well, and
fromthe sound of novenent, sonme nunber of them

per haps a dozen. Jimy gl anced about and nodded to
hinsel f. This was the headquarters of the Ni ghthawks.
And these men were N ghthawks, beyond doubt. Even if

he hadn't seen the ebon hawk on the nman he had kill ed,
those in the next roomwere nothing |ike the comon
fol k of FISh Town.

Jimy wi shed he could better scout the building, for
there were at | east a hal f-dozen other rooms, but the
restl ess sounds of the sleeping man alerted the forner
thief that tinme was quickly running out. The false Prince
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woul d be inside the Pal ace soon, and while Jimmy could

run down the streets whereas the false Arutha had to

sl og through the sewers, it would be a close thing who

woul d be at the palace first.

Jimmy quietly left the door and noved back to the

trap. He gently lowered it overhead. As he reached a

poi nt hal fway between the trap and the sewer, he heard

voices fromdirectly overhead. "Matthew'

Jimmy's heart | eaped as the other voice said, "Wat!' "If you' ve drunk yourself asleep, |I'll have
your eyes for

di nner.'

The other voice answered irritably, 'i only closed ny
eyes for a mnute, just as you wal ked in, and don't
threaten ne or the crows will have your liver.

Jimy heard the trap being lifted, and without

hesitati on swung hinself around to the side of the | adder
He hung in midair, only one hand and boot on the small
rungs as he flattened hinsel f against the wall, barely
hol ding on to scant hand- and footholds in the rough
stones. He trusted his black clothing in the gloom- and
the fact the eyes of those above would take tinme to
adjust to the darkness of the sewer - to hide him A light
was shone from above and Jimy averted his face, the

only part of himnot black, and held his breath. For a
long, terror-filled noment he hung in space, armand |eg
burning with fatigue with the strain of hol ding hinself
motionl ess. Not daring to | ook upward, he could only

i magi ne what the two N ghthawks above ni ght be doi ng.
Even at this nmoment they could be drawi ng weapons. A
crosshow could be aimng at his skull and in an instant he
could be dead, his life blotted out w thout warning. He
heard feet scuffling about and | aboured breathi ng above
where he hung and then a voice said, "See? Nothing.

Now, |eave it, or you'll be floating with the other
garbage.' Jimmy al nost flinched when the trap was sl amred

cl osed above him He silently counted to ten, then quickly
scanpered down the | adder to the water and noved off.

Wth the bickering voices fading behind, Jimmy

headed towards Teech's Tannery, and the way back to

t he pal ace.

The night was half over, but the celebration was still in
full swing. Jinmmy hurried through the palace, ignoring
the startled people he passed. This apparition in black
was a nost uncomon sight. He was battered, an angry

|l unp dec.orating his visage, and he reeked of the sewer.
Twi ce Ji my asked the guards about the Prince's

wher eabouts and was inforned the Prince was en route

to his private quarters.

Jimy passed a startled pair of famliar faces as

Cardan and Roal d the nercenary stood speaki ng. The

Kni ght - Marshal of Krondor |ooked tired froma |ong day
yet unfinished and Laurie's boyhood friend | ooked hal frunk
Since returning from Moraelin, Roald had been a

guest in the palace, though he still refused Cardan's
constant offer of a place in Arutha's guard. Jimy said,
"You'd better cone along.' Both took the boy at his word
and fell into step. Jinmy said, 'You won't believe what
they're up to this tine.' Neither man had to be told who
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‘"they' were. Cardan had' just informed Roald of the
Upright Man's warning. And both nen had faced the

Ni ght hawks and Bl ack Sl ayers of Mirnandanus at

Arutha's side before.

Roundi ng the corner, the three found Arutha about to

open the door to his quarters. The Prince halted, waiting
for the three to cone close, an expression of open
curiosity on his face.

Cardan said, 'Highness, Jimy's discovered sonehing.'

Arutha said. 'Cone along. | have a few things | nust
attend to at once, so you'll have to be brief.'

The , Prince pushed open the door and | ed them

through the antechanber to his private council room As
he reached for the door, it opened.

Roal d's dark eyes wi dened. Before them stood another
Arutha. The Prince in the door |ooked at them saying,
"What. .?' Suddenly both Aruthas were draw ng

weapons. Roal d and Cardan hesitated; what their eyes
told them was inpossible. Jimy watched as the two
Princes engaged each other in combat, the "second

Arut ha, the one who had come fromwi thin, |eaping back
into the council chanber, gaining roomto fight. Cardan
shouted for guards and in a monent a full dozen were
approachi ng the door.

Ji my wat ched cl osely. The resenbl ance was unanny.

He knew Arutha as well as he knew anyone el se

in the Pal ace, but while the two nen fought a furious

duel, he couldn't tell themapart. The inpostor even
fought with the sane skill with the blade as the Prince.
Cardan said, 'Seize themboth.'

Jimy shouted, "Wait. If you grab the wrong one first,
the inpostor may kill him' Cardan instantly counternmnded
hi s own order.

The two conbatants thrust and parried, noving about

the room Each man's face was set in a mask of grim
determ nation. Then Jinmy raced across the room no
hesitation marking his lunge for one of the nen. Striking
out with his dirk, Jimy knocked hi m backward. Guards

fl ooded into the room seizing the other conbatant as
Cardan ordered. The Kni ght-Mrshal was uncertain

what Ji my was doi ng, but he was taking no chances.

Both men would be held until the matter was sorted out.
Jimy grappled on the floor with one of the

Arut has, who struck out with a backhand bl ow, stunning

Ji my and knocki ng hi maside. That Arutha began to

rise to his feet, then halted as Roald levelled his sword
point at the man's throat. The man on the floor shout ed,

' The boy's gone nad. Guards! Seize him' Then, as he
rose, he clutched at his side. H's hand cane away

covered in blood. The nan | ooked pal e and began to
wobbl e. He appeared on the verge of fainting. The other
Arut ha stood quietly, enduring the restraini ng hands of
the guards. Jimy shook his head, clearing it fromthe effects of

the second serious blow of the day. Seeing the condition

of the wounded man, Jimrmy yell ed.

"Ware a ring.' As the boy spoke, the wounded man pl aced his hand
before his nouth, and as Roald and a guard seized him

he sl unped down, unconscious. Roald said, "H s roya
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signet is false. It's a poison ring such as the others wore.'
The guards rel eased the real Arutha who said,
"Did he use it?

Cardan inspected the ring. 'No, he passed out fromhis
wound. '

Roal d said, 'The likeness is unbelievable. Jimmy,
how d you know?'

"I saw himin the sewers.’

"But how did you know he was the inmpostor? asked

Car dan.

' The boots. They're covered in muck.'

Cardan | ooked at Arutha's polished black boots and

the inpostor's mud-encrusted pair. Arutha said, "it's a
good thing | didn't take a walk through Anita's newy
pl anted garden today. You'd have had nme in ny own
dungeon. '

Jimy studied the fallen inpostor and the real Prince.
Both nen wore the same cut and col our of cl ot hing.
Jimy said to Arutha, 'Wien we cane through the door
were you with us or already in the roon®'

"Il entered with you. He nmust have conme into the

pal ace with the late celebrants and sinply wal ked into
.y quarters.'

Jimy agreed. "He hoped to catch you here, kill you,
dunmp your body in one of the secret passages or down
the sewer, and take your place. | don't think he could
have' maintained the charade long, but if only for a few
days he coul d have bollixed things up around here to a
fare-thee-well. '

"You' ve done well one nore time, Jimy.' He asked
Roal d, 'WIIl he live!

Roal d examined him 'l don't know. These |ads have a
bot her some habit of dying when they shouldn't, then not
St ayi ng dead when they shoul d.'

"Cet Nathan and the others. Take himto the east

tower. Cardan, you know what to do.

Jimy watched whil e Father Nathan, a priest of Sung the
Wiite and one of Arutha's advisers, exanined the
assassin. Each person who was admitted to the tower

sel ected to house the prisoner was astoni shed at the

| i keness. Captain Valdis, a broad-shoul dered man who

had been Cardan's chief |ieutenant and had succeeded

hi mas head of Arutha's guard, shook his head. 'No
wonder the | ads did nothing but salute when he wal ked

in the pal ace, Hi ghness. He's your exact double.

The wounded man lay tied to the bedposts. As before

when a N ght hawk had been captured, he had been

stripped of his poison ring and any ot her possi bl e neans
of commtting suicide. Nathan stood away fromthe
prisoner's side. The stocky priest said, 'He's |ost blood
and his breathing's shallow. It would be touch and go
under normal circunstances.'

The royal chirurgeon nodded agreenent. 'i'd say he'd
make it, Highness, if | hadn't seen their willingness to die
before.' He | ooked out the wi ndow of the roomas the
norning |ight began to pour through. They had worked

for hours repairing the damage done by Jimy's dirk

Arut ha considered. The last attenpt at interrogating a
Ni ght hawk had produced only an ani nated cor pse who
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had killed several guards and had al nbost nurdered the

Hi gh Priestess of Linms-Kragma and the Prince hinself.

He said to Nathan. 'if he regai ns consciousness, use what
arts you can to discover what he knows. If he dies, burn
the body at once.' To Cardan, Jimmy, and Roald he

said, 'Come with me,' and to Valdis, 'Captain, double
the guards at once, quietly.'

Leavi ng the heavily guarded room he |led his conpanions
toward his own quarters. 'Wth Anita and the

babi es safely on their way to her nother's, | need only
worry about rooting out these assassins before they find
anot her way to reach ne.'

Cardan said, 'But Her Hi ghness hasn't left yet."

Arut ha spun. 'Wat? She bade ne goodbye at first

I'ight an hour ago.'

'Perhaps, Sire, but it seens a thousand details are stil
| eft. Her baggage was only loaded a little while ago. The
guards have been ready for two hours, but | don't think
the carriages have left yet.

"Then hurry and nmake sure they're safe until they've
gone . '

Cardan ran off and Arutha, Jinmmy, and Roal d

COntinued on their way. Arutha said, "You know what we
face. O all here, only those of us who were at Moraelin
truly know what sort of eneny stands behind this. You
also know it is a war without quarter, until one side or
the other ends in utter defeat.

Jimy nodded, a little surprised at Arutha's tone.
Sonething in this |atest attack had touched a nerve.
Since Jimy had known the Prince, Arutha had al ways

been a cautious man, careful to consider all the
Information at his disposal in naking the best judgnents
he was able. The only exception Jimy had wi tnessed

had been when Anita' lay injured by Laughing Jack's
errant crosshow bolt. Then Arutha had changed. Now,

as when Anita was nearly killed, he again seened a man
on the edge of possession, a nman full of rage at this

i nvasi on of his sanctum The well-being of his person and
his fam|ly was in jeopardy and he showed a barely
controlled killing rage toward those responsi bl e.

"Find Trevor Hull again,' he told Jimy. 'I want his
best nmen ready to nove after sundown toni ght. HaVe

him come with Cook as soon as possible. I'll want plans
made with Cardan and Val di S.

"Roal d, your task is to keep Lauric busy today. He's
sure to tunble sonething's am ss when | don't hold court
this afternoon. Keep hi m preoccupi ed with something,
perhaps with a visit to old haunts in the city, and keep
himaway fromthe east tower.' Jimy | ooked surprised.
"Now that he and Carline are married, I'lIl risk only one
menber of her family He's just foolish enough to want

to cone along.' Roald and Ji my exchanged gl ances. Both anti ci pated

what the Prince planned for tonight. Arutha's expression
becane thoughtful. "Go on, |'ve just remenbered
something | need to discuss with Nathan. Send word

when Hull's returned.' Wthout further discussion, they
headed off to their appointed tasks while Arutha
returned to the roomto speak with the priest of Sung.

3
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Mur der

Armed nmen stood ready.

Krondor was still celebrating, for Arutha had proclai med
a second day of festival, with the weak

expl anation that as there were two sons, there should be
two days of Presentation. The announcenent had been
greeted with enthusiasmby all in the city save the pal ace
staff, but Master of Cerenopnies deLacy had quickly

got things under control. Now, with the cel ebrants

still crowding inns and al ehouses, as the festive nood of
the day before seened to increase, the passing of nany'
men - seemngly off duty, upon one errand or another,

not acknow edgi ng one another - was scarcely noticed.

But by midnight they had gathered in five locations: the
common room of the Rainbow Parrot Inn, three widely
scattered warehouses controlled by the Mdckers, and
aboard the Royal Raven.

At a prearranged signal, the incorrect ringing of the
time by the city watch, the five conpanies would begin to
make their way toward the stronghol d of the brotherhood
of assassi ns.

Arutha |l ed the conpany assenbling at the Rai nbow

Parrot. Trevor Hull and Aaron Cook comranded the

seanen and soldiers entering the sewers by boats.

Jimy, Cardan, and Captain Valdis would | ead the
conpani es hiding in the ol d warehouses through the
streets of the Poor Quarter

Jimy gl anced around as the | ast soldiers slipped

qui etly through the narrowly opened doors of the

war ehouse. The Mockers' storage house for stolen goods
was now t horoughly crowded. He returned his attention

to the single window, through which he observed the
street that led straight to the N ghthawks' stronghol d.
Roal d consul ted an hour glass he had turned when the

| ast hour had been rung by the city watch. Soldiers
|istened by the door of the warehouse. Jimmy again

gl anced at the assenbl ed conpany. Laurie, who had
unexpect edly appeared with Roald an hour before, gave
Jimy a nervous snile. "It's nore confortable than the
caves bel ow Moraelin.'

Jimy returned a half-smle to the uninvited partici pant
inthe night's raid. '"Right.' He knew the singer

turned nobl e was | aughing off the worry they all felt.
They were ill prepared in many ways and had no sense of
how many servants of Miurmandamus they faced. But the
appearance of the false Prince had heral ded a new round
of assaults by the noredhel's agents and Arutha had

been enphatic about the need for speed. It had been
Arutha's decision to assenble his raiders quickly and
attack the Ni ghthawks before another dawn cane to
Krondor. Jimmy had urged nore tine to scout the area,

but the Prince had remmined intractable. Jimy had

made the mistake of confiding to Arutha how cl ose he

had cone to being discovered. Al so, Nathan reported

the i npostor now dead, and Arutha had said they had no
way of knowing if he had acconplices in the pal ace, or
his conpatriots other neans of |earning of his success or failure.
They ran the risk of discovering an anbush or,

worse yet, an enpty nest. Jimy understood the Prince's
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i npatience, but still wished for one nore scouting trip.
They couldn't even be certain they' d blocked all avenues

of escape. They had sought to increase their chances of success by

sendi ng | arge amobunts of ale and wine into the city,
"gifts' fromthe Prince to the citizens. They were ai ded by

the Mockers, who diverted a disproportionate nunmber of
barrels and casks into the Poor Quarter, especially Fish
Town. The honest popul ation of Fish Town - however

smal | a nunber that night be, thought Jinmmy ruefully would
be happily in its collective cups by now. Then

soneone said, 'Watch bell's ringing.'

Roal d gl anced at the glass. There was still a quarter
hour's sand in it. 'That's the signal.’

Jimy was first through the door, |eading the way. His
conmpany of seasoned sol diers would reach the N ghthawks
lair first. Jimy was the only one who had had

even a glinpse of the interior of the building, so he

vol unteered to flush themout. Cardan and Valdis's
conpani es woul d be in close support, flooding the streets
surrounding the target building with soldiers in the
Prince's tabards as Jimy's nen assaulted the stronghol d.
The conpani es under Arutha and Trevor Hull had

al ready entered the sewers through the basenent trapdoor
in the Rai nbow Parrot and the snugglers' tunnel at

the dock. They were already closing in belowthe

Ni ght hawks and woul d be responsi bl e for bl ocking any
escape routes in the sewers the assassins would likely

t ake.

Sol di ers fanned out to either side , hugging the shadows
as they nmoved quickly down the narrow street. The

orders had called for stealth if possible, but with this
many arned nmen noving at once, speed was nore

important. And the orders had been to attack at once
shoul d they be spotted. Jimy scouted about after
reaching the intersection closest to the N ghthawks'
bui I di ng and di scovered no guards in sight. He waved
toward two narrow side streets, indicating the need to

bl ock them and soldiers hurried to conply. Wen they
were in position. Jimy noved toward the entrance of

the building. The last twenty yards to the door were the
trickiest, for there was little cover in sight. Jimy knew
t he Ni ght hawks probably kept the area before the door
free of concealing debris against the possibility of a night
such as this. He also knew there was likely at |east one
| ookout in the second floor corner room overl ooking the
two streets leading to the intersection where nestled the
bui l ding. A distant sound of nmetal on stone echoed from
the other approach to the building, and Jimy knew
Gardan's nen were al so approaching, just as Valdis's
conmpany woul d be com ng up behind Jimy's. He saw
movenent in the second storey wi ndow and froze a

monent. He had no idea if he had been spotted, but
knew i f he had, someone woul d be out quickly to

i nvestigate unless he could allay suspicions. He staggered
away fromthe wall a nmonment, then fell forward, arns
outstretched to support hinself, another drunk vonmiting
excess wine froma tornented stomach. Turning his

head, he knew Roald was only a short distance behind in
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the gl oom Between |oud retching noises, he softly said,

" CGet ready.

After a nonment he resumed a staggering wal k toward

the corner building. He paused once nore, then

continued on. The entire way, he sang a sinple ditty, as

if to hinmself, hoping he passed for a |ate celebrant on his
way hone. Nearing the entrance of the building, he
staggered away, as if to turn the corner to the next street,
then junped to the wall next to the door. Jimy held his
breath and listened. A nufled sound, as if soneone

spoke, coul d be discerned. There seened no tone of

alarm Jimmy nodded, then staggered out, a short way

down the connecting street to where Cardan's conpany

wai ted. He | eaned against the wall and feigned being sick
agai n, then yell ed sonething mndl ess and happy. He

hoped that yell would nmomentarily distract the | ookout.

A dozen nen quickly came up the street, carrying a

light ram and positioned thensel ves, while four bowren
nocked arrows behind them They had a direct line O

fire into the windows on the second floor as well as the
entrance to the building. Jimy staggered back toward

the building, then when he reached a point bel ow the

wi ndow, he could see an inquisitive head stick out to
follow his progress. The sentry had watched his performance
and had not noticed the approaching raiders. Jimy

hoped Roal d knew what to do.

An arrow sped through the night, show ng the

mercenary had seized the noment. If there was a second

| ookout above, they lost nothing by killing the first, but if
not, they gained additional nonments of surprise. The

| ookout seemed to lean further out, as if attenpting to
follow Ji my's novenent along the wall. He kept

com ng out the window, until he fell into the street a few
feet behind the youngster. Jimry ignored the body. One

of Gardan's nen would be cutting the man's heart out

soon enough. Jimy reached the door, pulled his rapier, and

signalled. The six nen with the ram a beamwth a firehardened
end, stepped forward. They quietly rested the

end agai nst the door, pulled back, took three sw ngs,

then on the fourth crashed the ram agai nst the door. The

door had been bolted, not barred, and expl oded i nward

sending splinters flying fromaround the | ockpl ate and

men scranbling for weapons. Before the nmen who held

the ramcould let it fall and draw weapons, a flight of

arrows sped past them Roald and his nmen were through

the door as the ramstruck the stones and bounced.

The sounds of fighting, screams, and oaths filled the

room as ot her voices shouted questions fromother parts

of the building. Jimry took in the |ayout of the room

with a single glance and swore in frustration. He spun to
confront the sergeant |eading the second conpany.

' They' ve opened doors to buildings on the other side of

the walls behind this one. There're nore roons there!' He pointed to two doors through which
questi oni ng

shouts had issued. The sergeant |ed his detachnent off at
once, splitting his squad and sendi ng nmen through both
doors. Another sergeant led his group up the stairs,
whil e Roal d and Laurie's nmen overwhel ned the few
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assassins in the first roomand began searching for
trapdoors in the floor

Jimy ran to the door that he was certain led to the
room above the sewer. He kicked open the door and

found a dead Ni ghthawk and Arutha's nmen com ng up
through the trap. There was a second door out of the
room and Ji my t hought he saw sonmeone duck around a
corner. Jimmy followed after, shouting for soneone to
follow him and turned the corner. He dodged to one
side, but no expected anbush renmi ned. The last tine
they had fought the N ghthawks, Arutha's raiders had
found the assassins determined to die rather than be
captured. This tine they seenmed nore determined to
flee'

Jimy ran down the corridor, a half-dozen soldiers at
his heels. He pushed open a side door and found three
dead N ght hawks on the floor of a room behind the first
they had entered. Already soldiers prepared torches.
Arutha's orders had been specific. All the dead were to
have their hearts cut fromtheir bodies and burned. No
Bl ack Sl ayers would rise fromthe grave this night to kil
for Murrmandanus.

Jimy shouted, "D d anyone run by here?

One sol dier |ooked up. 'Didn't see anyone, squire, but
we were busy up to a nonment ago.

Ji my nodded once and ran down the hall. Rounding

a corner, he discovered a hand-to-hand struggl e under
way in a connecting corridor. He dodged between
guardsnen who were qui ckly overwhel ni ng the assassins
and ran toward another door. It was not entirely closed,
as if sonmeone had slamed it behind himbut not

stopped to see if it was shut. Jimmy shoved it wi de and
stepped into a broad alley. And across from himwere
three open and unguarded doors. Jimry felt his heart
sink. He turned to discover Arutha and Cardan behi nd
him Arutha cursed in frustration. What had once been a
| arge burnt-out building had been replaced by severa
smal | er ones, and where a solid wall had been, now
doors invited passage. And not one of Arutha's soldiers
had arrived in tinme to prevent anyone fromfl eeing by
this route. "Did anyone escape this way?' asked the
Prince.

"I don't know,' answered Jimy. "One, | think,

t hrough one of these doors.'

A guard turned to Cardan and asked, "Shall we

pursue, Marshal ?'

Arutha turned back into the house as shouts of inquiry
canme from nearby buildings, fromcitizens of Fish Town
awakened by the fighting. "Don't bother,' said the Prince
flatly. 'As certain as the sunrise, there are doors to other
streets in those homes. We've failed this night.'
Cardan shook his head. 'if anyone was al ready here,
they mi ght have bolted as soon as they heard us attack.
O her guards cane up the narrow alley, nmany with

bl oodi ed clothing. One ran to the Prince. "W think two
escaped down a side street, Highness.

Arut ha pushed past the man and re-entered the

bui | di ng. Reaching the main room he found Valdis
overseei ng the guards as they conducted the grisly work
of ensuring no undead assassins rose again. Giny the
men cut deeply into the chest of each dead man and
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removed his heart. The hearts were burned at once.

A breat hl ess sailor appeared and said, 'Your Hi ghness,
Captain Hull says you shoul d come qui ck.

Arutha, Jimy, and Cardan | eft the room as Roald

and Laurie cane into view, weapons still in hand. Arutha
regarded his bl ood-spattered brother-in-law and said,
"What are you doi ng here?

"I just canme along to keep an eye on things,' he

answered. Roal d | ooked sheepishly at the Prince as
Laurie added, 'He could never learn to lie with a straight
face. As soon as he asked nme to go ganbling, | knew
sonet hi ng was up.'

Arut ha waved away further comment and followed the
sailor to the roomleading to the sewer, and down the

| adder, the others coning after him They noved down a
tunnel to where Hull and his nen waited in their boats.
Hull mnotioned for Arutha to board, and he and Cardan
entered one boat, Jimmy, Roald, and Laurie another

They were rowed to a | arge convergence of six

channel s. A boat was tethered to a mooring ring in the
stone, and froma trap in the ceiling above hung a rope
| adder. "We stopped three boats of them coning out, but
this one got past. When we reached here, they had al
escaped.’

' How many?' asked the Prince.

' Maybe hal f a dozen,' answered Hul .

Arut ha swore again. "W |ost naybe two or three

down a side street and now we know this | ot got away.
We may have as many as a dozen Ni ghthawks | oose in

the city."'

He paused a nmonent, then | ooked at Cardan, his eyes
narrowi ng in controlled anger as he said, 'Krondor is
now under martial law. Seal the city.'

For the second time in four years, Krondor endured
martial |aw. Wen Anita had escaped from her captivity

in her father's pal ace and Jocko Radburn, Guy du Bas-Tyra's
captain of secret police, had sought her out, the

city had been seal ed. Now the Princess's husband

searched out the city for possible assassins. The reasons
m ght be different, but the effects on the popul ace were

the ' sane, And coming on the heels of celebration,
martial |aw was a doubly bitter draught for the people to
swal | ow.

Wthin hours of the order for martial |aw being given,
the merchants began to troop to the palace to | odge their
complaints. First canme the ship brokers, whose commrerce
was the first disrupted as their vessels were held in
port or denied entrance to the harbour. Trevor Hull I|ed
the squadron assigned to bl ockade duty, since the forner
smuggl er knew every trick used to run a bl ockade. Twi ce
ships attenpted to | eave and both tinmes they were

i ntercepted and boarded, their captains were arrested

and their crews confined to ship. In both cases it was
qui ckly determned that the motive had been proffit and

not escape from Arutha's retribution. Still, since it was
not known who they were searching for, any nman
arrested was kept in the city jail, the pal ace dungeon, or

the prison barracks.
Soon the ship brokers were followed by the freight
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haul ers, then the mllers, when farnmers were kept out of
the city, then others, each with a reasonable request to
have the quarantine of the city lifted for just his specia
case. Al were denied

Ki ngdom | aw was based upon the concept of the

G eat Freedom the common |aw. Each man freely

accepted service to his naster, except the occasiona
crimnal condemmed to slavery or bondsman serving his

i ndenture. Nobles received the benefits of rank in
exchange for protecting those under their rule, and the
net work of vassal age rose from conmon farmer paving

rentnt to his squire or baron, who paid taxes to his earl. In
turn, the earl served his duke, who answered to the

crown. But when the rights of free nen were abused,

,those free nen were quick to voice their displeasure.
There were too many enenies within and w thout the
"boundari es of the Kingdom for an abusive noble to keep his position overly
long. Raiding pirates fromthe Sunset

I sl ands, Quegan privateers, goblin bands, and, always,

the Brotherhood of the Dark Path - the dark el ves dEnanded
sone internal stability in the Kingdom Only

once in its history had the popul ace borne oppression

wi t hout open protest, under the rule of nad King

Rodric, Lyam s predecessor, for the ultinmate recourse to
gri evance, was the crown. Under Rodric, |ese majesty

had been reinstated as a capital crinme and nmen coul d not
express their grievances publicly. Lyam had again struck
that offence fromthe Iaws of the |and, as | ong as treason
was not espoused, 'nen were free to speak their ninds.

And the free nen of Krondor spoke their displeasure

| oudly. Krondor became a city in turmoil, her stability a thing

of the past. For the first few days of martial |law, there
had been' grunbling, but as the seal on the city entered
its second week, shortages becanme conmonpl ace. Prices
rose as demand exceeded supply. Wen the first al ehouse
near the docks ran out of ale, a full scale riot ensued.
Arutha ordered curfew.

Armed squads of the Royal Household Guard patrolfilled
the streets al ongside the normal city watch. Agents of
"both the Chancellor and the Upright Man eavesdropped

on conversations, listening for hints to where the
assassins | ay.

And free men protested.

Jimy hurried down' the hall toward the Prince's

private chanbers. He had been sent to carry messages to
the conmander of the city watch and was returning with
the commander at his side. Arutha had become a man
driven by his need to find the hidden assassins. He had
put asside all other matters. The daily business of the
Principality had sl owed, then had finally cone to a halt,
whi |l e Arut ha searched for the N ghthawks.

Ji my knocked upon the door to the Prince' s chanber,

he and the commander of the watch were adnitted.

Jimy went to stand next to Laurie and Duchess Carline
whil e the commander came to attention before the

Prince. Clardan, Captain Valdis, and Earl Vol ney were
arrayed behind the Prince's chair. Arutha | ooked up at
the conmander. "Commander Bayne? | sent you orders,

I didn't request your presence.

The commander, a greying veteran who had begun
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service thirty years before, said, 'H ghness, | read your
orders. | came back with the squire to confirmthem'
'They are correct as witten, Commander. Now, is

there anything el se?

Commander Bayne flushed, his anger apparent as he

bit off each word. 'Yes, Hi ghness. Have you | ost your

bl oody m nd?' Everyone in the roomwas stunned by the
outburst. Before Cardan or Vol ney could censure the
commander's remarks, he continued, "This order as
witten neans |I'|l|l be putting over a thousand nore nen
in the lockup. In the first place -Y

' Commander!' snapped Vol ney, recovering fromhis
surprise. lgnoring the stout Earl, the commander pl unged
forward with his conplaint. "In the first place, this
busi ness of arresting anyone "not commonly or well

known to at | east three citizens of good standi ng" neans
every sailor in Krondor for the first tine, traveller.
vagabond, minstrel, drunk, beggar, whore, ganbler, and
just plain stranger are to be whi sked away wi thout
hearing before a magistrate, in violation of the comon
| aw. Second, | don't have the nen to do the job
properly. Third, | don't have enough cells for those who
are to be picked up and questioned, not even enough for
those who will stay, on due to unsatisfactory answers.
hi1ld

t Hell, I can barely find roomfor the ones who are already

behind bars. And | ast, the whole thing stinks to high

heaven. Man, are you daft? You'll have open rebellion in

the city within two weeks. Even that bastard Radburn

never tried anything like this.

. Commander, that will be enough!' roared Cardan. "You forget yourself.' said Vol ney'

"it's His Hi ghness who forgets hinself, ny lords. And
unl ess | ese nmajesty's been returned to the list of felonies

of the Kingdom |'Il speak nmy m nd.
Arutha fixed the commander with a steady' gaze. 'is
that all?

"Not by half,' snapped the commander. 'WII| you

rescind this order?

Showi ng no enotion, Arutha said, 'No.'

The commander reached for his badge of rank and

pulled it fromhis tunic. 'Then find another to punish the
city, Arutha Condoin. I'lIl not do it.'

.fine." Arutha took the badge. He handed it to

Captain Valdis and said, 'Locate the senior watchman

and pronote him '

The now former commander said, 'He'll not do it,

hi ghness. The watch is with ne to a nman.' He | eaned
-forward, knuckles on Arutha's conference table, until his
eyes were level with the Prince's. 'You' d better send in
your army. My lads will have none of it. Wen this is
"over, it'll be themwho'll be in the streets after dark, in
twos and threes, trying to bring sanity back to a city gone
mad and hateful. You brought this on; you deal with it.
"Arut ha spoke evenly. 'That will be all. You are

di smssed.' He said to Valdis, 'Send detachments from

‘"the garrison and take command of the watch posts. Any

wat chman who wi shes to stay enployed is wel coned
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Any who refuses this order is to be stripped of his
tabard.'

Bi ti ng back hot words, the conmander stiffly turned
and left the room Jimy shook his head and shot a
worried glance at Laurie. The fornmer minstrel would
understand as well as the former thief what sort of
trouble was brewing in the streets.

For anot her week Krondor stagnated under martial |aw.
Arutha turned a deaf ear to all requests to end the
quarantine. By the end of the third week every man or
worman who coul d not be properly identified was under
arrest. Jimy had communi cated with agents of the
Upright Man who assured Jimry that the Myckers were
conducting their own housecl eaning. Six bodies had been
found floating in the bay so far.

Now Arut ha and his advisers were ready to conduct

the business of interrogating the captives. A large section
of warehouses in the north end of the city near the
Merchants Gate had been converted to jails. Arutha,
surrounded by a company of grimfaced guards, |ooked
over the first five prisoners brought forward.

Jimy stood off to one side and coul d hear a sol dier
munbl e to another, "At this rate we'll be here a year
talking to all these |ads."'

For a while Jimy watched as Arutha, Cardan,

Vol ney, and Captain Val dis questioned prisoners. Mny
were obviously sinmple fell ows caught up in sone business
they didn't understand, or they were consunmate actors
Al'l 1 ooked filthy, ill fed, and hal f-frightened, halfdefiant.

Jimy becane restless and left the scene. At the edge
of the crowd he discovered that Laurie had taken a seat
on a bench outside an al e house. Jimmy joined the Duke
of Sal ador, who said, 'They've only some honenade
left, and it's not cheap, but it's cool.' He | ooked on while
Arut ha continued the interrogations under the sunmer
sun. Jinmmy wiped his forehead. 'This is a sham It
acconpl i shes nothing.'

it lessens Arutha's tenper.
"i've never seen himlike this. Not even when we were
racing to Moraelin. He's. . .'
"He's angry, frightened, and feeling helpless.' Laurie
shook his head. 'i've learned a lot from Carline about ny
brothers-in-law. One thing about Arutha, if you don't
al ready know. being helpless is sonething he can't abide.
He's wal ked into a blind alley and his tenper won't all ow

himto adnmit he's facing a stone wall. Besides, if he lifts
the seal on the city, the N ghthawks are free to cone and
go ,at will.'

"So what? They're in the city in any event, and no
matter what Arutha thinks, there's no guarantee they're
| ocked up. Maybe they've infiltrated the court staff the
Way they did the Mockers |ast year. Wio knows?' Jimy
sighed. '"if Martin was here or maybe the King, we m ght
have this business at an end.'

Laurie , drank, and grimaced at the bitter taste.

"maybe. You' ve naned the only two nmen in the world

he's likely to listen to. Carline and |'ve tried to talk to
him but he just listens patiently, then says no. Even
Cardan and Vol ney can't budge him'
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Jimy watched the Prince's interrogation for alittle

| onger while three nore groups of prisoners were
brought out.' "WelIl, sone good's cone of this. Four men
have been turned | oose . '

"And if they're picked up by another patrol, they'll be
| oosed into another |ockup and it might be days before
anyone gets around to checking out their clains to
havi ng been turned | oose by the Prince. And the other

ei ghteen, have been returned to the | ockup. All we can
hope for is Arutha's realizing soon that this will gain him
not hi ng. The Festival of Banapis is |ess than two weeks

off, and if the seal isn't lifted by then, there'll be a
citywide riot.' Laurie's lips tightened in frustration
"Maybe if there was sone nmagic way to tell who is a

Ni ght hawk or not. . .°'

Jimy sat up. 'What?

"What what ?'

"What you just said. Wiy not?'

Laurie turned slowy to face the squire. "Wat are you

t hi nki ng?'

"i'mthinking it's tinme to have a chat wth Father

Nat han. You com ng?

Laurie put aside his nug of bitter beer and rose. "lI've a
horse tied up over there.'

"W' ve ridden doubl e before. Cone al ong, Your

G ace.

For the first time in days, Laurie chuckl ed.

Nat han |listened with his head tilted to one side while
Jimy finished his idea. The priest of Sung the Wite
rubbed his chin a nonent, |ooking nore a forner

westler than a cleric, while he thought. 'There are nagic
means of inpelling someone to tell the truth, but they
are tinme consum ng and not always reliable. | doubt we'd
find such nmeans any nore useful than those' presently
bei ng enployed.' Hi s tone reveal ed he didn't think nuch
of the means presently being enpl oyed.

"What of the other tenples? inquired Laurie.

"They have means differing little fromour own, snall

things in the way spells are constructed. The difficulties
do not |essen . '

Jimy | ooked defeated. '|I had hoped for sone way to

pl uck the assassins fromthe mass whol esale. | guess it
isn't possible.'

Nat han stood up behind the table in Arutha' s conference
room appropriated while the Prince was overseeing

the questioning. "only when a man dies and is taken into
Li ns- Kragma' s domain are all questions answered.'
Jimy's expression clouded as a thought struck, then

he brightened. "That could be it.

Laurie said, "Wat could be it? You can't kill them
all.’

"No,"' said Jimy, dismssing the absurdity of the

remark. 'Look, can you get that priest of Lins-Kragna,
Julian, to cone here?

Nat han remarked dryly, 'You nean High Priest Julian

of the Tenple of Lins-Kragma? You forget he rose to
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suprenmacy when his predecessor was rendered mad by

the attack in this palace.' Nathan's face betrayed a flicker
of enotion, for the priest of Sung hinself had defeated

t he undead servant of Mirmandanus, at no little cost.

Nat han was still plagued by nightmares fromthat event.
"oh,' said Jimy.

"if I request, he may grant us an audi ence, but | doubt
he' Il conme running here just because | ask. | may be the
Prince's spiritual adviser, but in temple rank I amsinply
a priest of nodest achievenents.'

"Vell then see if he will see us. | think if he'l
cooperate, we mght find an end to all this madness in
Krondor. But 1'll want to have the Tenple of Lins-Kragm's

cooperation before | blab the idea to the
Prince. He might not |isten otherw se.'
"I"lIl send a message. It would be unusual for the
tenpl es to beconme involved in city business, but we've
had cl oser relationships with each other and the' officers
of the Principality since the appearance of Mirmandanus.

Perhaps Julian will be kindly disposed to cooperate.
| assume there's a plan in this?
"Yes,' said Laurie, "just what have you got up that

vol um nous sl eeve of yours?

Ji my cocked his head and grinned. "You'll appreciate

the theatre of it, Laurie. We'll whip up some munmery

and scare the truth out of the N ghthawks.'

The Duke of Sal ador sat back and thought on what the

boy had said, after a nmonment of consideration, his blond
beard was slowy parted by a wi dening grin. Nathan
exchanged gl ances with the two as understandi ng cane

and he, too, began to smile, then to chuckle. Seeming to
think he forgot hinself, the cleric of the Goddess of the
One Path conposed hinself, but again broke into an illconceal ed
fit of mrth.

O the nmajor tenples in Krondor, the one |east visited by
the popul ace was that devoted to the Goddess of Death,

Li ns-Kragma - though it was commonly held that the
goddess sooner or later gathered all to her. It was usua
to give votive offerings and a prayer for the recently
departed, but only a few worshipped with regularity. In
centuries past, the followers of the Death Goddess had
practi sed bl oody rites, including human sacrifice. Over
the years these practices had noderated and the faithfu
of Lins-Kragnma had entered the mminstream of society.
Still, past fears died slowy. And even now enough

bl oody work was done in the Death Goddess's nane by
fanatics to keep her tenple tainted by a patina of horror
for most common nmen. Now a band of such common

men, wth perhaps a few uncommon ones hi dden anobng

them was being marched into that tenple.

Arutha stood silently by the entrance to the inner
sanctum of the Tenple of Lins-Kragma. Arned guards
surrounded the antechanber while tenple guards in the

bl ack and silver garb of their order filled the inner
tenpl e. Seven priests and priestesses stood arrayed in
formal attire, as if for a high cerenpny, under the
supervision of the High Priest, Julian. At first the High
Priest had been disinclined to participate in this charade.
but as his predecessor had been driven past the brink of
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insanity by confronting the agent of Mirmandanus, he

was synpathetic to any attenpts to balk that evil

Rel uctantly he had agreed at the |ast.

The prisoners were herded forward, toward the dark

entrance. Mst held back and had to be shoved by spearwi el di ng
sol diers. The first band contai ned those judged

most likely to be nmenbers of the brotherhood of

assassins. Arutha had grudgingly agreed to this sham but

had insisted on having all suspected of being N ghthawks

inthe first batch to be "tested', in case the deception was
reveal ed and word | eaked back to the other prisoners
bei ng hel d.

When the reluctant prisoners were arraigned before

the altar of the Goddess of Death, Julian intoned, 'Let
the trial commence.' At once the attending priests,

pri estesses, and nonks began a chant, one that carried a
dark and chilling tone.

Turning to the fifty or so nen held by the silent

tenpl e guards, the High Priest said, "Upon the altar
stone of death, no man may speak fal sehood. For before
She Who Waits, before the Drawer of Nets, before the
Lover of Life, all men nust swear to what they have
done. Know then, nen of Krondor, that anong your

nunber are those who have rejected our nistress, those
who have enlisted in the ranks of darkness and who serve
evil powers. They are nen who are lost to the grace of
death, to the final rest granted by Lins-Kragma. These
men are despisers of all, holding only to their evi
master's will. Now they shall be separated fromus. For
each who |ies upon the stone of the Goddess of Death
will be tested, and each who speaks true will have
nothing to fear. But those who have sworn dark

conpacts will be reveal ed and they shall face the wath
of She Who WaitS.'

The statue behind the altar, a jet stone |ikeness of a
beautiful, stern-1ooking wonan, began to glow, to pul se
with strange blue-green lights. Jimry was inpressed, as
he | ooked on with Laurie. The effect added a strong
sense of drama to the nonent.

Julian notioned for the first prisoner to be brought
forward and the nman was half dragged to the altar. Three
strong guards lifted himup onto the altar, used ages past
for human sacrifice, and Julian pulled a black dagger
fromhis sleeve. Holding it over the man's chest, Julian
asked sinmply, "do you serve Mirmandanus?'

The man barely croaked out a reply in the negative

and Julian renoved the dagger fromover the man. "This
man is free of guilt,' intoned the priest. Jimy and
Lauri e exchanged gl ances, for the man was one of Trevor
Hul|'s sailors, ragged and rough | ooking in the extrene
but above suspicion and, judging fromthe performance
just given, not a nean actor. He had been planted to
lend credibility to the proceedi ngs, as had the second
man, who was now being dragged to the altar. He

sobbed piteously, yelling to be |left al one, begging for
nercy.

Behi nd an uprai sed hand, Jimy said, 'He's overdoing
it.'

Laurie whispered, 'it doesn't matter, the room stinks
with fear.'

Jimy regarded the assenbl ed prisoners, who stared
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with fascination at the proceedi ngs while the second man
was judged innocent of being an assassin. Now the

guards grabbed the first man to be truly tested. He had
the hal f-captivated | ook of a bird confronting a snake and
was led quickly to the altar. Wen four other nen were

| ed without protest, Arutha crossed to stand next to
Laurie and Jinmy. Shielding themfromthe gaze of the
prisoners by turning his back on the proceedings, he

whi spered, 'This isn't going to work.'

Jimmy said, 'We may not have dragged a N ght hawk

up there yet. Gve it tinme. If everyone cones through the
test, you still have themall under guard."

Suddenly a man near the front of the prisoners nade a
dash for the door, knocking aside two tenple guards. At
once Arutha's guards at the door blocked his exit. The
man hurled hinself at them forcing the guards back. In
the scranble he reached for a dagger and attenpted to
strip it froma guard's belt. H's hand was struck, and the
dagger skittered freely across the floor, while another
guard smashed himacross the face with the haft of a
spear. The man dropped to the stone floor

Jimmy, like the others, was intent upon the attenpt to
restrain the man. Then, as if time slowed, he saw anot her
prisoner calmy bend over and pick up the dagger. Wth
cool purpose the nman stood, turned, reversed the dagger,
and held the bl ade between thunb and forefinger. He
pul I ed back his arm and, as Jinmmy's nouth opened to
shout a warning, he threw the dagger..

Jimy sprang forward to knock Arutha aside, but he

was a nonent too |ate. The dagger struck. A priest

Cried, "Blaspheny.' at the attack. Then all | ooked toward
the Prince. Arutha staggered, his eyes widening with
astoni shmrent as he stared down at the bl ade protruding
fromhis chest. Laurie and Jimry both caught his arns,
hol di ng hi mup. Arutha | ooked at Jimmy, his nouth

moving silently as if trying to speak were the nost
difficult task i magi nable. Then his eyes rolled up into his
head and he slunped forward, still held up by Laurie and

Ji mmy.

Jimy sat quietly while Roald paced the room Carline
sat opposite the boy, lost in her own thoughts. They
wai t ed outside Arutha's bedchanber whil e Father

Nat han and the royal chirurgeon worked feverishly to
save Arutha's life. Nathan had showed no regard for

rank as he had ordered everyone out of Arutha's room
refusing even to let Carline glinpse her brother. At first
Jimy had judged the wound serious but not fatal. He

had seen nmen survive worse, but now the tine was
draggi ng on and the young nman began to fret. By now

Arut ha shoul d have been resting quietly, but there had
been no word fromwi thin his chanbers. Jimmy feared

this meant conplications.

He cl osed his eyes and rubbed at them a nonent,

sighing al oud. Again he had acted, but too late to stave
of f disaster. Fighting back his own feelings of guilt, he
was startled when a voice next to himsaid, "Don't blane
yoursel f.'

He | ooked to find Carline had noved to sit beside him
Wth a faint snmle he said, 'Reading nmnds, Duchess?

She shook her head, fighting back tears. "No. | just

file:/lIF|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Feist/Riftwar%203%20-%20Darkness%20At%20Sethanon.txt (49 of 307) [8/27/03 9:32:39 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Fei st/Riftwar%203%20-%20D arkness%20A t%20Sethanon. txt

renenbered how hard you took it when Anita was

injured.’

Jimy could only nod. Laurie cane in and crossed to

the door of the bedchanber to speak quietly to the

guard. The guard quickly entered and returned a

monent | ater, whispering an answer. Laurie went over to
his wife, kissed her lightly on the cheek, and said, 'i've
di spatched riders to fetch Anita back and lifted the
quarantine.' As senior noble in the city, Laurie had
assuned a position .of authority, working w th Vol ney

and Cardan to restore order to a city in turmoil. Wile
the crisis was likely over, certain restraints were kept in
force, to prevent any backlash fromangry citizens.

Curfew would stay in effect for a few nore days, and

| arge gat herings woul d be di spersed.

Lauri e spoke softly. "lI've nore duties to discharge. 'l
be back shortly.' He rose and | eft the antechanber. Tine
dragged on.

Jimy remained |l ost in thought. In the short tine he

had been with the Prince his world had changed
radically. Fromstreet boy and thief to squire had
entailed a conplete shift in attitudes toward others,

t hough some vestige of his former wariness had stood
himin good stead when dealing with court intrigue. Still,
the Prince and his famly and friends had becone the
only people in Jinmy's |ife who neant sonething to the
boy, and he feared for them Hi s disquiet had grown in
proportion to the passing hours and now bordered on
alarm The ministrations of the chirurgeon and the prieSt
were taking far too long. Jimy knew sonething was

very w ong.

Then the door opened and a guard was notioned

i nside. He appeared a nonent |ater, hurrying down the
hall. In short order, Laurie, Cardan, Valdis, and Vol ney
were back before the door. Wthout taking her eyes from
the closed portal, Carline reached out and clutched at
Jimy's hand. jimy glanced over and was startled to

see her eyes brimmng with tears. Wth dread certainty,
the young man knew what was happeni ng.

The door opened and a white-faced Nathan appear ed.

He | ooked around the room and began to speak, but

halted, as if the words were too difficult to utter. At |ast
he sinply said, 'He's dead.

Jimy couldn't contain hinself. He sprang fromthe

bench and pushed past those before the door, not

recogni zing his own voice crying, 'No.' the guards were
too startled to react as the young squire forced his way
into Arutha's chanber. There he halted, for upon the

bed was the unm stakable formof the Prince. Jinmmy
hurried to his side and studied the still features. He
reached out to touch the Prince, but his hand halted
"scant inches fromArutha's face. Jimy didn't 'need to
touch himto know wi t hout doubt that the man on the

bed, whose features were so faniliar, was indeed dead.
Jimmy lowered his head to the bed quilting, hiding his
eyes as he began to weep.

4

Enbar kat i on
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Tomas awoke.
Somet hing had called to him He sat up and | ooked

about in the dark, his more than human eyes show ng

hi m each detail" of his roomas if it were twilight. The
apartment of the Queen and her consort was small

Carved fromthe living bole of a mghty tree. Nothing
appeared ami ss. For an instant he felt fear that his nad
dreans of yesterday were returning, then as wakeful ness
fully cane to him he dismissed that fear. In this place,
above all others, he was master of his powers. Still, old
terrors often sprang unexpectedly to the mnd.

Tomas regarded his wife. Aglaranna slept soundly.

Then he was on his feet, noving to where Calis |ay.

Al nost two years old now, the boy slept in an al cove
adj oi ning his parents' quarters. The little Prince of

El vandar slept soundly, his face a mask of repose.

Then the call came again. And Tomas knew who

called him Instead of being reassured by the source of
that call, Tomas felt a strange sense of fate. He crossed
to where his white and gold armour hung. He had worn

this rainent only once since the end of the Riftwar, to
destroy the Black Sl ayers who had crossed into El vandar.
But now he knew it was time to wear battle garb again.
Silently he took down the arnpur and Carried it

out side. The summer's ni ght was heavy with fragrance as
bl ossons filled the air with gentle scents, nmingled with
the preparations of elver bakers for the next day's
meal s. Under the green canopy of Elvandar. 'tomas dressed.

Over his undertunic and trousers he drew on the gol den
chain-mail coat and coif. The white tabard with' the
gol den dragon foll owed. He buckled on his gol den sword
and picked up his white shield then donned his gol den helm
For a | ong nonent he stood again mantled in the

attire of Ashen-Shugar, |ast of the Val heru, the Dragon
Lords. A nystic legacy that crossed tine bound them
together, and in odd ways Tomas was as nuch Val heru

as human. His basic nature was that of a man rai sed by
his father and nother in the kitchen of Castle Crydee,
but his powers were clearly nore than human. The

armour no | onger held that power, it had been but a
conduit fashioned by the sorcerer Macros the Bl ack, who
had conspired to have Tomas inherit the ancient powers
of the Val heru. Now they resided in Tomas, but he still
felt sonehow | essened when he forwent the gold and

whi te arnour.

He closed his eyes and, with arts |ong unused, wlled
hinmself to travel to where his caller awaited

Gol den |i ght envel oped Tomas and suddenly, faster

than the eye coul d apprehend, he flew through the trees
of the elver forest. Past unsuspecting elver sentries he
sped, until he reached a large clearing far to the

nort hwest of the Queen's court. Then he again stood in
corporeal form seeking the author of the call to him
From out of the trees a bl ack-robed man approached,

one whose face was familiar to Tomas. Wen the short
figure had reached him the two enbraced, for they had
been foster brothers as children

Tomas said, "This is a strange reunion, Pug. | knew
your call like a signature, but why this magi c? Wiy not
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sinmply cone to our hone?

"W need to speak in private. | have been away.'

"So Arutha reported | ast sumrer. He said you stayed
upon the Tsurani world to di scover sone cause behind
these dark attacks by Murnmandanus.'

he Ied Tomas to a fallen tree and they sat upon the trunk. '| have | earned things over the |ast
year, Tomas.'

and | am certain now, beyond doubt, that what stands behind
Mur mandanus is what the Tsurani know as the Eneny ,

an ancient thing of awesone abilities. That terrible entity
seeks entrance to our world and mani pul ates the

mor edhel and their allies - toward what particul ar ends

do not know. How a noredhel arny gathering or

assassins killing Arutha can aid the Eneny's entrance

into our space-tine is beyond ny understanding.' For a
monent he fell into a reflective nood. 'So many things
still don't understand, despite ny learning. | al nost cane
to an end to ny searching in the library of the Assenbly,
save for one thing.' Looking at his boyhood friend, he
seenmed possessed by a deep urgency. "What | found in

the library was barely a hint, but it led ne to the far
north of Kelewan, to a fabul ous place beneath the pol ar

ice. "I have lived for the last year in El vardein.

Tomas blinked in confusion. "El vardei n? That neans
"el venrefuge", as Elvandar neans "'el venhonge"

Who ?'

"I have been studying with the el dar.
"The el dar!' Tomas apPeared even nore confused.

Menories of his |ife as Ashen-Shugar cane pouring

back. The el dar were those el ves nost trusted by their

Dragon Lord masters, those who had access to many

tomes of power, pillaged fromthe worlds the Dragon

Lords raided. Conpared to their masters, they were

weak. Conpared to other nortals upon M dkem a, they

were a race of powerful nmgicians. They had vani shed

during the Chaos Wars and were thought to have

peri shed beside their masters. 'And they live upon the

Tsurani hone' worl d?' 'Kelewan is no nore homeworld to the Tsurani than it

is to the eldar. Both races found refuge there during the
Chaos Wars.' Pug paused, thinking. 'Elvardein was
established as a watch post by the el dar agai nst the need
of such a tinme as this.

"I't is much Iike Elvandar. Tomas, but subtly different.’

He remenbered. 'VWen | first arrived, | was nade

wel come. | was taught by the eldar. But it was a different
sort of teaching than any | had undergone before. One

elf, called Acaila, seemed responsible for ny education,
though many taught ne. Never once in the year | spent

under the polar ice did | ask a question. | would dream'
He lowered his eyes. 'it was so alien. Only you anong
men m ght understand what | nean.'

Tomas pl aced his hand on Pug's shoulder. "I do

under stand. Men were not neant for such magic.' He

then smiled. "Still, we've had to |l earn, haven't we?

Pug smled at that. 'True. Acaila and the others would
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begin a spell and I would sit and watch. | spent weeks
not understandi ng they were conducting | essons for ne.
Then one day | . . . joined in. | learned to weave spells

with them That was when ny education began.' Pug
smled. "They were well prepared. They knew | was

com ng.'
Tomas' s eyes wi dened. ' How?'
"Macros. It appears he told thema "likely student”

m ght be coming their way.'

"That indicates sonme connection between the war and

these odd occurrences of the | ast year.'

"Yes.' Pug fell silent. '"i've |learned three things. The
"first is that there is no truth to our concept of there being
many paths of magic. Al is magic. Only the Iimts of the
practitioner dictate what path is foll owed. Second,

despite nmy learning, | ambut just begin' ning to
understand all that was taught to me. For while | never
asked a question, the eldar al so never gave an answer.'

He shivered. 'They are so different from. . . anything
elSe. | don't knowif it's the isolation. the |ack of nornal
congress with others of their kind, or what, but El vardein
is so alien it nmakes El vandar feel as fanmiliar as the woods
outside Crydee.' Pug sighed. 'it was so frustrating at
times. Each day | would arise and wander the woods,

waiting until an opportunity to learn presented itself. |

now know nore of magic than any on this world, now

that Macros is gone, but | know nothing nore about

what we face. Sonehow | was forged as a tool, wthout
fully understandi ng nmy purpose.

"But you have suspicions?

"Yes, though | will not share them not even with you,
until | amsure.' Pug stood. "I have | earned nuch, but |
need to learn nore. This is certain - it is the third thing
told you | had learned - both worlds face the gravest
threat since the Chaos Wars.' Pug rose, |ooking Tonas in
the eyes. "W nust be going.

goi ng? Were?

"All of that will becone apparent. W are poorly

equi pped to enter the struggle. W are ill inforned and
know edge is slowin conmng. So we nust go seek

know edge. You nust conme' with nme. Now. '

"Where?' 'To where we nay |earn that which nmay gain us

advantage: to the Oracle of Aal.

Tomas studied Pug's face. In all the years they had

known each other, Tonas had never seen the young

magi ci an so intense. Quietly Tomas said, "To 'other

worl ds?' "That is why | need you. Your arts are alien to m ne.

rift to Kelewan | can manage, but to travel to worlds
know only through mllennia-old tones. . .? Between the
two of us, we have a chance. WII| you aid ne?

"OfF course. | nust speak to Agl aranna.

"No." Pug's tone was firm "There are reasons. Mstly,

| suspect sonething even nore dread than what | know. '
If what | suspect is true, then no one beyond the two of
us may know what we undertake. To share the

know edge of this quest with another is to risk the
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rui nation of everything. Those you seek to confort will
be destroyed. Better to |let them doubt awhile.

Tomas wei ghed Pug's words. One thing was certain to

the boy from Crydee turned Val heru: one of the few
beings in the universe worthy of conplete, utter trust
now spoke to him 'I dislike this, but I will accept your
caution. How shall we proceed?

'"To traverse the cosnps, perhaps even to swimthe
time-stream we need a steed only you nmay comand.

Tomas | ooked away, peering into the darkness. 'it has
been ages. Like all the former servants of the

Val heru, those you speak of have becone stronger-wlled
over the centuries and are unlikely to serve willingly.' He thought,
renenbering i mages of long ago. "Still, | wll

try. '

Moving to the centre of the clearing, Tomas closed his
eyes and raised his arns high above his head. Pug

wat ched silently. For |ong nonents there was no

nmovenent by either man. Then the young man in white

and gold turned to face Pug. 'One answers, froma great

di stance, but she' conmes with great speed. Soon.

Ti me passed, and the stars overhead noved in their
course. Then in the distance the sound of mighty w ngs
beating upon the night air could be heard. Soon the

sound was a loud rush of wind and a titanic shape blotted
out the stars.

Landing in the clearing was a gigantic figure, its
,descent swift and light, despite its size' . Wngs spanning
over a hundred feet on each side gently |anded a body

bul king | arger than any other creature on M dkem a.

"a greater dragon settled to the earth. A head the size of a

hEavy wagon | owered, until it hung just above and before

‘:" '"the two nen.

Silver sparkles of noonlight danced over gol den scal es as G ant eyes of
ruby col our regarded them

then the creature spoke. "Wo dares sumon ne?’

The creature's mobod was apparent. irritation mxed with curiosity.
Tomas answered. 'l, who was once Ashen- Shugar.'

' Thi nkest thou to conmand me as ny

forebears were commanded by thine? Then know we of
dragonki nd have grown in power and cunni ng. Never
willingly shall we serve again. Standest thou ready to
di spute this?

Tomas rai sed hands in a sign of supplication. "W seek
allies, not servants. | am Tormas, who, with Dol gan the
dwarf, sat the deathwatch with Rhuagh at the last. He
counted me as a friend, and his gift was that which has
made nme agai n Val heru.

The dragon considered this. Then she answered. "That
song was well sung and | oudly, Tomas, friend of Rhuagh.
In our lore, no nore marvell ous thing has occurred, for
when Rhuagh passed, he coursed the skies one |ast tine,
as if his youth had been restored, and he sang his death
song with vigour. In it he spoke of thee and the dwarf
Dol gan. All of the greater dragons listened to his song
and gave thanks. For that kindness, | will listen to thy
need.' 'We seek places barred fromus by space and tine.

Upon your back | may breach such barriers.
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The dragon seened weary of the notion of one of her

kind again carrying a Val heru, despite Tonas's reassurance.
For what cause dost thou seek?

It was Pug who spoke. "A grave danger is gathering to
strike this world, and even unto dragonkind it poses a
threat terrible beyond imagining.

' There have been strange stirrings to the north,' said
the dragon, 'and an ill-aspected wi nd bl ows across the

| and these nights.' She paused, pondering what had been
said. 'Then | think it may be thou and | a bargain shal
strike. For such purposes thou hast spoken shall | be
willing to carry thee and thy friend. | amcalled Ryath.'
The dragon | owered her head, and Tonas adroitly

mount ed, showi ng Pug where to step so as not to cause
the giant creature any disconfort. Wen both were

mount ed, they sat in a shall ow depression where neck
joined shoul der, between the w ngs.

Tomas said, "W are in your debt, Ryath.

The dragon gave a mighty beat of her wi ngs and took

to the sky. As they rapidly clinbed above El vandar,
Tomas's magi ¢ kept Pug and hinself firnly seated on

Ryat h's back. The dragon spoke. "Debts of friendship are
not debts. | am of 'Rhuagh's get, he was to nme what in
thy world thou '"wouldst terma father, | to hima
daughter. Wile we do not count such kinship vital as do
humans, still such things have sone inportance.

"Cone, Valheru, it is time for thee to take command.'
Drawi ng on powers not enployed for nmillennia,

Tomas willed a passage into that place beyond space and
time where his brothers and sisters had once roanmed at

will, visiting destruction upon worlds unnunbered. For
the first time in long ages, a Dragon Lord flew between
wor | ds.

Tomas nentally directed Ryath's course. As need cane

he di scovered abilities not used in this life. Again he felt
the persona of Ashen-Shugar within, but it was nothing
I'ike the all-consum ng madness he had endured before he
finally overcane the heritage of the Valheru to regain his
humani ty.

Tomas mai ntained an illusion of space about hinself,

Pug, and the dragon, again alnpbst instinctively. A

about themthe glory of a thousand million stars

illum nated the darkness. Both men knew t hey were not

in what Pug had conme to call 'true space', but were

rather in that grey nothingness he had experienced when

he and Macros had closed the rift between Kel ewan and

M dkem a. But that greyness had no substance, existing

as it did between the very strands of the fabric of space
and tine. They could age here whil e appearing back at

the point of departure an instant after having left. Tine
did not exist in this nonspace. But the human nind, no
matter how gifted, had limts, and Tomas knew Pug was
human, regardl ess of his powers, and that now was not

the time to test his limts. Ryath appeared indifferent to
the illusion of true space around her. Tomas and Pug
sensed the dragon change directions.

The dragon's ability to navigate in this nothingness was

a source of interest to Pug. He suspected Macros mi ght
have gai ned some insight into how to nove between

worlds at will fromhis tine of study with Rhuagh years
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ago. Pug nade a nental note to search through Macros's

wor ks back at Stardock for that information.

They energed in normal space, thundering intO

exi stence with a loud report. Ryath beat her wings
strongly, flying through angry skies, dark with rain

cl ouds, above a rugged | andscape of anci ent nountains.

The air held a bitter netallic tang, a hint of sonething
foul blown along by a stinging, frigid wind. Ryath sent a
thought to Tonmas. This place is of an alien nature. | like
it not. Aloud so that Pug m ght hear, Tomas answered, 'We

shall not tarry here, Ryath. And here we need fear
nothing.' | have nothing to do with fear, Valheru. | sinply care

not for such odd pl aces.

Pug poi nted past Tomms, who turned to follow the
magi ci an's gesture. Wth nental commands, Tonmas
directed the dragon to follow Pug's instructions. They
sped between jagged peaks, a nightnmare | andscape of
twisted rock. In the distance m ghty vol canoes spewed
towers of black snoke that fanned upward. their
under si des gl owi ng orange fromreflected |ight. The
mount ai n sl opes were aglow with flow ng superheated
rock. Then they came upon the city. Once-heroic walls
lay rent, the gaps franed by shattered masonry. Proud
towers occasionally still rose above the destruction, but
nmostly there was ruination. No signs of life could be
seen. Over what had once been a plaza they banked,
circling the heart of the city, where throngs once
gathered. Now only the sound of Ryath's wi ngs could be
heard over the icy w nd.

"What place is this? asked Tonas.

"l do not know. | know this is the world of the Aal, or
once was in the past. It is ancient. See the sun.
Tomas observed an angry white spot behind bl owi ng

clouds. "It is strange.'

it is old. Once it shone like ours, brilliant and warm

Now it fades.

Val heru lore, long dormant, returned to Tomas. 'it is

near the end of its cycle. | have know edge of these things.

Sonetinmes they sinply dwindle to nothing. Qther tines

they explode in titanic fury. I wonder which this will be?"
"I don't know. Perhaps the oracle knows.' Pug directed
Tomas toward a di stant range of nountai ns.

Toward the nountains they sped, Ryath's powerful

Wi ngs carrying themswi ftly. The city had stood on the
edge of tableland, once cultivated, they suspected. But
not hing hinting of farms remai ned, save a single stretch
of what seened an aqueduct, standing isolated in the
centre of the broad plain, a silent nonunent to a | ong
dead people. Then Ryath began to clinb as they
approached the mountains. Once again they flew between
mount ai n peaks, these old and worn by wi nd and

rain.

'"There,' said Pug. 'W have arrived.'

Fol | owi ng Tormas's nental instructions, Ryath circled
above' a .peak. Upon the south-facing rocks a clear flat
pl ace was reveal ed, before a | arge cave. There was no

file:/lIF|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Feist/Riftwar%203%20-%20Darkness%20At%20Sethanon.txt (56 of 307) [8/27/03 9:32:39 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Fei st/Riftwar%203%20-%20D arkness%20A t%20Sethanon. txt

room for the giant dragon to land, so Tomas used his
powers to levitate hinself and Pug from her back. Ryath
sent a nmessage that she would fly to hunt, returning at
Tomas's call. Tonas

wi shed her success, but expected

the dragon to return hungry. They floated through a danp; w ndbl own sky, so
darkened by the stormthere was little difference

bet ween day and ni ght. They alighted upon the | edge

before the cave. They watched Ryath speed away. Pug said, 'There is

no danger here, but we nay yet travel to places of great

peril. Do you think Ryath truly wi thout fear!'’

Tomas turned to Pug with a smle. "I think her so. In

my dreans .of ancient days | touched the m nds of her

ancestors, and this dragon is to themas they were to

your Fantus.' "Then it is good she joins us willingly. It would have

been difficult to persuade her otherw se.'

Tomas agreed. "I could have destroyed her, w thout a

doubt. But bend her to my will? I think not. The days of

the Val heru ruling w thout question are |ong since

vani shed.' Pug studied the alien | andscape bel ow the | edge. 'This

is a sad and hollow 'place. In the tonmes harboured in

El vardein this world is described. It was once adorned
with vast cities, hones to nations, now nothing is left."
Tomas asked quietly, "Wat becane of those people?

' The sun waned, weather changed. Earthquakes,

fam ne, war. \Whatever it was, it brought utter destruction.
They turned to face the cave as a figure appeared in

the entrance, shrouded fromhead to foot in an allconcealing
robe, only one thin arm appeared froma

sl eeve. That armended in a gnarled old hand hol ding a
staff. Slowy the man. or so he appeared to be.

approached, and when he stood before them a voice as

thin as an ancient wind issued fromw thin the dark hood.
.Who seeks out the Oracle of Aal?

Pug spoke. "I, Pug, called MIanber, magician

of two worl ds.

"And |, Tonmas, called Ashen-Shugar, who has |ived

twce.'

The figure nmotioned for themto enter the cave. Tonas

and Pug passed into a low, unlit tunnel. Wth a wave of

hi s hand, Pug caused |light to appear about them The

tunnel opened into a nonstrous cavern

Tomas halted. "We were but scant yards bel ow t he
peak. This cavern cannot be contained within.
Pug pl aced his hand upon Tomas's arm 'W are
sonewhere el se.’

The cavern was lit by faint light issuing fromthe walls
and ceiling, so Pug ended his own spell. Several nore
figures in robes could be seen in distant corners of the
cavern, but none approached.

The nman who had greeted them upon the | edge wal ked

past them and they followed. Pug said, "Wat should we
call you?

The man said, "Watever pleases you. Here we have

no nanmes, no past, no future. W are sinply those who
serve the oracle.' He led themto' a |arge outcropping of
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rock, upon which rested a strange figure. It was a young
worman, or, nore appropriately, a girl, perhaps no nore
than thirteen or fourteen, perhaps a few years older, it
was difficult to judge. She was nude, covered in dirt,
scrat ches, and her own excrement. Her |ong brown hair
was matted with filth. Her eyes wi dened as they
approached, and she scanpered backward across the

rocks, shrieking in terror. It was obvious to both nen she
was entirely mad. The shrieking continued while she
hugged herself, then it descended the scal e, changing
into a nmad | augh. Suddenly the girl gave the nen an
apprai sing |l ook and began to pull at her hair, in a pitiful
imtation of conbing, as if she was suddenly concerned
about her appearance.

Wthout words, the man with the staff indicated the
girl. Tomas said, "This, then, is the oracle?

The hooded figure nodded. "This is the present oracle
She will serve until her death, then another will conme, as
she cane when she who was oracle before died. So it has
al ways been and so will it always be.

' How do you survive on this dead worl d?

"We trade. Qur race has perished, but others, such as
your sel ves, seek us out. We abide.' He pointed to the
cowering girl. "She is our wealth. Ask what you will."'
"And the price? inquired Pug.

The hooded man repeated hinsel f. 'Ask what you wll.

The oracl e answers as she chooses, when she chooses.

She will nanme a price. She may ask for a sweet, a fruit,
or your still-beating heart to eat. She may ask for a
bauble with which to play.' He indicated a pile of odd
devices, cast off in the corner. "She nay ask for a
hundred sheep, or a hundredwei ght of grain or gold. You
nmust decide if the know edge you seek is worth the price
asked. She sonetines answers without a price. And
ofttimes she will not answer, no matter what is offered.
Her nature is capricious.

Pug stepped up to the cowering girl. She stared at him
a |l ong nonent, then smled, absently playing with her
stringy hair. Pug said, "W seek to learn the future.'
The girl's eyes narrowed and suddenly there was no

hint of madness within. It was as if another person
instantly inhabited her. In a cal mvoice she answered,
"To learn this, then, will you give me ny price?

' Nane your price.'

'Save nme.' Tomms | ooked at the guide. Fromdeep within the

hood the dry voice said, 'W do not truly understand

what she nmeans. She is trapped within her own mnd. It

i s that madness which grants her the gift of oracularity.
Free her of that madness and she no |onger will be the
oracle. So she must have anot her neani ng.

Pug said, 'Save you from what?'

the girl laughed, then the cal mvoice returned. "If you
do not understand, you cannot save ne.'

The figure in robes seenmed to shrug. Pug consi dered,

then said, "I think | do understand.' He reached out,
seizing the girl's head between his hands. She stiffened,
as if about to scream but Pug sent a conforting nental
message. What he was about to attenpt was sonething
formerly thought to be solely the province of clerics, but
his time with the el dar at Elvardein had taught hi mthat
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the only real Iimts to nagic were those of the
practitioner.
Pug cl osed his eyes and entered nmadness.

Pug stood in a | andscape of shifting walls, a maze of
maddeni ng col ours and shapes. The horizon changed

with each step and perspective was nonexi stent. He

| ooked down at his hands and watched them suddenly

grow larger, until they were the size of nelons, then just
as rapidly shrink, until they were smaller than a child's.
He | ooked up and could see the walls of the naze

recedi ng and approachi ng, seemingly at random while

their colour and pattern passed through a dozen

changes. Even the ground beneath his feet was a red and
white chessboard one nonment, a pattern of black and

grey lines the next, then large blue and green spots on
red. Angry, flashing lights sought to blind him

Pug took hold of his own perceptions. He knew he was

still within the cavern and this illusion was an 'extension
of his own need for a physical analogue in dealing with
the girl's nadness. First he stabilized hinself so the
strange shifting of linbs halted. To act rashly at any
poi nt could destroy the girl's brittle mnd, and he had no
way to judge what that would do to him given his

present contact with that mnd. He mi ght sonehow be
trapped in her madness, an unpl easant prospect. Over

the last year Pug had | earned a great deal about
controlling his arts, but he had also learned their linits
and he knew what he did carried sonme ri sk.

Next he stabilized the inmediate area around him

changing the shifting, vibrating walls and dazzling lights.
Real i zing that any direction was as valid as another. he
set out. Walking was also illusory, he knew, but the
illusion of novenent was required for himto reach the
seat of her consciousness. Like any problem this one
required a frame of reference, and it would be one the
girl would provide. Pug could only react to whatever her
demented m nd dreanmed up for him

Abruptly he was plunged into darkness, so silent that

only death could match that stillness. Then a single, odd
sound canme to him A nonment |ater, another canme, from

a different direction. Then a faint pulse in the air. Wth
nmore rapidity, the darkness was punctuated' w th novenent
in the air and odd sounds. At |ast the blackness was

full of pulsing noises and fetid odours. Strange breezes
bl ew across his face and odd feathery things brushed
against him noving away too quickly for himto seize

He created |ight and discovered hinself in a |arge cavern,
much like the real one in which he and Tonas now

stood. Nothing else stirred. Wthin the illusion he called
out. No answer.

The | andscape shuddered and shifted, and he stood

upon a beautiful greensward, lined by graceful trees, too
perfect to exist in reality. They formed boundaries that
poi nted toward an inpossibly |ovely palace of white

mar bl e adorned with gold and turquoi se, anber and

j ade, opal and chal cedony, a place so startlingly wonderfu
that Pug could only stand in nute appreciation. The

i mmge was enotionally laden with the feeling that this

was the nost perfect place in the universe, a sanctuary
where no troubl e intruded, where one could wait out
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eternity in absolute contentnent.

Agai n the | andscape shifted, and he stood within the
halls of a palace. Fromthe white narble floars fl ecked
with gold to pillars of ebony, it was the nost |avish inmage
of wealth he had ever perceived, surpassing even the

pal ace of the Warlord in Kentosani. The ceiling was
carved quartz, admitting sunlight with a rosy glow, and
the walls were bedecked with rich tapestries, woven with
gold and silver threads. Ebony doors with ivory trim and
studdi ngs of precious stones were conmon to every

portal, and wherever Pug | ooked, he saw gold. In the
centre of this splendour a white circle of light illum nated
a dais, upon which stood two figures, a wormman and a girl
He stepped toward them Suddenly warriors erupted
fromthe floor like plants springing fromthe ground.
Each was a powerful creature of terrible aspect. One

| ooked |i ke a boar nmade human, another |ike a giant
mantis. Athird seenmed a lion's head upon a man, a
fourth wore the face of an el ephant. Each was arned and
armoured in rich netals and jewels, and they bell owed
fearsonely. Pug stood quietly.

The warriors attacked and Pug remai ned notionl ess.

As each nightmare creature struck, its weapon passed
through Pug, and the creatures vani shed. Wen they

were gone, Pug stepped toward the' dais upon which the
two figures stood.

The dais began to nove away, as if upon tiny wheels

or legs, picking up speed. Pug wal ked directly toward it,
willing hinmself to overtake it. Soon the | andscape about
hi mwas a blur in passing, and he judged the illusion of
the pal ace nust be nmiles in subjective size. Pug knew he
could halt the fleeing dais with its two passengers, but to
do so' mght be harnful to the girl. Any overt act of

vi ol ence, even one as mnor as commandi ng the pair of
fugitives to halt, could permanently scar her

Now t he dai s began a careeni ng, bangi ng passage

t hrough an obstacl e course of roons, and Pug was forced
to dodge and nove to avoid objects hurled into his path.
He coul d al so have destroyed anything that bl ocked his
way, but the effect would have been as harnful as if he
had ordered the pair to halt. No, he thought, when you
enter another's reality, you observe her rules.

Then the dais halted and Pug overtook the pair. The
worman stood silently, studying the approaching

magi ci an, while the girl sat at her feet. Unlike her rea
appearance, here the girl was beautifully clothed in a
gown of soft, translucent silk. Her hair was gathered atop
her head in a magnificent fashion, held by pins of silver
and gold, each bearing a jewel. Wiile it was inpossible
to judge how the girl | ooked in truth beneath the dirt.
here she was a young wonman of astoni shing beauty.

Then the beautiful girl stood and grew, changing

before his eyes to a horror of gigantic proportions. Large
hairy arns sprouted fromsoft shoul ders, while her head
becane that of an enraged eagl e. Lightning cascaded
fromher ruby eyes as claws canme crashi ng down upon

Pug. He stood notionless. The cl aws passed harm essly

through him for he refused to take part in this reality.
Suddenly the nonster vani shed and the girl was as he
had seen her in the cave, nude, filthy, and nad.
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Looking at the worman, Pug said, 'You are the oracle.

"I am' She was regal, proud, and alien. Wile she

| ooked entirely human, Pug guessed that was part of the
illusion. She would be sonething else in truth . . . or had
been when she was alive. Pug now under st ood.

"if | free her, what of you?

"I nmust find another, and soon, or | wll cease ny
eXistence. That is as it has always been and how it nust
be."

' So anot her must succunb to thi S?"

"That is as it has al ways been.

"if | free her, what of her?'

"She will fit as she was when brought here. She is

young and will regain her sanity.'

"WIl you resist ne?

"You know | cannot. You see through the illusions.

You know these are only nonsters and treasures of the

m nd. But before you rid her of me, understand

sonet hi ng, magi ci an.

"At the dawn of time, when the nultitude of

uni verses were form ng, we were born, we of the Aal

When your Val heru conpani on and his kin raged across

the heavens, we were old and w se beyond their
understanding. | amthe last fenmale of ny race, though
that is a convenient |abel and not a description. Those in
the cavern are nales. W | abour to maintain that which

is our grandest heritage, the power of the oracle, for we
are the husbanders of truth, the handmai dens of

know edge. It was found in ages past that | could
continue to exist within the mnds of others, but at the
price of their own sanity. It was considered a necessary
evil to corrupt a few nenbers of |esser races in exchange
for maintaining the power of the Aal. W would that it
were otherwise, but it is not, for | need living mnds in
which to exist. Take the girl, but know that | wll soon
have another to reside within. She is nothing, a sinple
child of unknown parentage. On her homeworl|d she

woul d have becone at best the drudge of sone peasant,

at worst a whore for men's anusenment. Wthin her mind
I've given her riches beyond the dreans of the nost

power ful kings. What will you give her in its place?

"Her own fate. But | think another sort of salvation

was spoken of, one for you bot h.

"You are perceptive, magician. The star around which

this world noves is close to dying. Its erratic cycle is the
cause of this planet's ruination. Al ready we endure an
age of volcanismnot seen for aeons. Wthin a hand's

span of years this world will end in fiery death. W stand
upon the third world to be called home by the Aal. But
now our race has vanished into tinme, and we | ack the

means of finding a fourth world. To answer your needs,

you must be willing to answer ours.'

"Rel ocating you to another world is no difficulty. There

are less than a dozen of you. It is agreed. Perhaps we

may even find a way to prevent another's m nd being

sacrificed.' He inclined his head toward the figure of the
cowering girl. 'That woul d be preferable, but we have not as yet

di scovered neans. Still, if you will find us a haven, | will
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answer your queries. A bargain has been set.'
"This, then, | propose. Upon nmy world |I have means

to ensure a place of safekeeping for you and yours. | am

counted kin to our King by adoption, and he will be

favourably di sposed to ny request. But know that ny

world stands in peril, and you will share that risk.'

"That is unacceptabl e.

' Then we shall have no bargain, and all will perish. For

I will fail in ny undertaking, and this world will wvanish in

"a cloud of flam ng gases.' The woman renai ned grave in appearance. After a

Il ong silence she said, 'l shall anend our bargain. | will

provide you with the power of the oracle, in exchange for

this safe haven, when you have conpl eted your quest.

~Quest?' 'l read the future,' and as we near agreenent, the lines

of probability resolve thenselves and the nost likely future
is revealed to ny sight. Even as we speak, | see what you
will undertake, and it is a way fraught with perils.' She
stood silently for a nonment, then softly said, "Now | understand
what you face. | agree to these terns, as you nust.'

Pug shrugged. 'Agreed. Wen all has been favourably

resol ved, we shall carry you to a place of safety.
"Return to the cavern.

Pug opened his eyes. Tonas and the servants of the

oracl e stood as they had done when he had begun the

m nd contact. He asked Tonas, 'How | ong have | been
standi ng here?

"A few nonments, no |onger.'

Pug stepped away fromthe girl. She opened her eyes,

and her voice was strong, untainted by nmadness, but
carrying a hint of the alien wonman's speech. 'Know t hat
darkness unfol ds and gathers, com ng fromwhere it has
been confined, seeking to regain that which was lost, to
the utter ruination of all you love, to the redenption of
all you hold in terror. Go and find the one who knows
all, who has fromthe first understood the truth. Only he
can guide you to the final confrontation, only he.

Tomas and Pug exchanged gl ances, and even as Pug

spoke, he knew the answer to his question. 'Wom nust

| seek?

The girl's eyes seened to pierce his soul. Calnmy she
said, 'You nmust find Macros the Bl ack.

5
Crydee

Martin crouched.

He notioned for those behind to remain quiet as he
listened for nmovenent in the deep thicket. Sundown was
approachi ng and ani mal s shoul d have been appearing at
the edge of the pond. But sonething had driven away

nmost of the game. Martin hunted the source of that

di sruption. The woods were silent except for the sound
of birds overhead. Then sonething rustled in the brush
A stag | eaped forward, bounding over the edge of the
clearing. Martin dodged to his right, avoiding the stags
antlers and flying hooves as the frightened ani mal sprang
past. He could hear the scurrying of his conpanions as
they avoided being tranpled by the fleeing animal. Then
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Martin heard a deep grunbling sound issuing fromwhere

the stag had fled. Watever had spurred the animal into

flight was approaching through the undergrowth. Martin

wai ted, his bow ready. He watched as the bear linped into view At atine it

shoul d be getting fat and gl ossy, this animal was weak

and scrawny, as thin as if it had just energed froma |ong

winter's sleep. Martin studied it as it lowered its head to

drink fromthe pool. Some injury had | anmed the animal,

sickening it and preventing it fromgetting the food it

needed. Two ni ghts before the bear had naul ed a farnmer

who had attenpted to defend his nilk cow The nman had

died and Martin had been tracking the bear since. It was

a rogue and had to be killed. The sound of horses carried through the wods, and

the bear's nuzzle canme up as it sniffed the air. A
questioning grom escaped its throat as it rose on hind
| egs, followed by an angry roar as it snelled horses and
men. "Damm!' said Martin as he stood, drawi ng his bow
He had hoped to get a cl eaner shot, but the anim

woul d turn and flee in a nonent.

The arrow sped across the clearing, taking the bear

bel ow the neck in the shoulder. It was not a quick killing

shot. The animal pawed at the shaft, its growms a

bubbling, liquid sound. martin cane around the pond. his hunting knife out, his three conpanions
behi nd;

Garret, now Huntnmaster of Crydee, let fly his own arrow
as Martin raced toward the bear. The second shaft took

the beast in the chest, another serious but not yet fatal
wound. Martin sprang at the bear while it pawed at the
arrows enbedded in its thick fur. The Duke of Crydee's

| arge hunter's knife struck deep and true, taking the

weak and confused aninmal in the throat. The bear died as
it hit the ground.

Baru and Charles followed, their bows at the ready.

Charl es, short and bandy-|egged, wore the same green

| eather clothing as Garret's, the uniformof a forester in
Martin's service. Baru, tall and nuscular, wore a plaid of
green and black tartan - signifying the Iron Hlls Cdan of
the Hadati - slung over one shoul der, |eather trousers,
and buckskin boots. Martin knelt over the animal. He

wor ked at the bear's shoulder with his knife, turning his
head slightly at the sweetish, rotting stench that came up
fromthe gangrenous wound, then he sat back, showi ng a

bl oody, pus-covered arrowhead. He said to Garret in

di sgust, 'Wien | was Huntmaster for ny father, | often
ignored a little poaching here and there during a | ean
year. But if you find the man who shot this bear, | want

hi m hung. And if he has anything of value, give it to the
farmer's wi dow. He nurdered that farmer as nmuch as if

he had' shot himinstead of the bear.

Garret took the arrowhead and exanmined it. 'This
arrowhead is home-cast, Your Gace. Look at this odd

lias running down the side of the head. The nman who

cast these doesn't file the heads. He's as sloppy in his
fletchery as his hunting. If we find a quiver of arrowheads
with the sane flaw. we have our nan. |'ll pass word to
the trackers.' Then the long-faced Huntmaster said, 'if
Your Grace had reached that bear before I'd hit it, we

m ght have had two nmurders to charge the poacher with.'
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Hi s tone was di sapprovi ng.

Martin snmiled. 'l had no doubt of your aim Garret.
You're the only man | know who's a better shot than I.
It's one of the reasons you're Huntrmaster.'

Charl es said, 'And because he's the only one of your
trackers who can keep up with you when you decide to

Wit.'
"You do set a fast pace, Lord Martin,' agreed Baru
"Well,' said Garret, not

entirely appeased by Martin's

answer, 'we nmight have had one nore good shot before
the bear ran.' "M ght, might not. I'd rather junp it here in the

clearing, with you three coming, than try to followit into

the brush, even with three arrows in it.' He notioned

toward the thicket a few yards away. 'it could get a little

tight in there.' Garret |ooked at Charles and Baru. 'No argunent as

to that, Your G ace.' He added, "Though it got a mte
close out here.' A calling voice sounded a short way off. Martin stood.

"Find out who is making all that noise. It al nbst cost us
this kill." Charles hurried off.

Baru shook his head as he regarded the dead bear.

" The man who wounded this bear is no hunter.'

Martin | ooked about the woods. 'I miss this, Baru. |

m ght even forgive that poacher a little for giving nme an
excuse to get away fromthe castle.’

Garret said, 'it's a thin excuse, nmy lord. By rights you
shoul d have left this to me and ny trackers.'

Martin smled. "So Fannon will insist.'
Baru said, "I understand. For al nbst a year | stayed
with the elves and now you. | mss the hills and nmeadows

of the Yabon Highlands.' Garret said nothing. Both he and Martin understood

why the Hadati had not returned. H s village had been
destroyed by the noredhel chieftain Murad. And while

Baru had avenged it by killing Murad, he no |onger had a

hone. Soneday he might find another Hadati village in

which to settle, but for the tine being he chose to

wander far from home. After his wounds had heal ed at

El vandar, he had conme to Crydee to guest for a while

with Martin. Charles returned, a soldier of Crydee behind. 'The

sol di er saluted and said, "Swordnmaster Fannon requests
you return at once, Your Grace.' Martin exchanged a
qui ck glance with Baru. 'Wat's afoot, | wonder?

Baru shrugged.

The sol dier said, 'The Swordmaster took the liberty of
sendi ng extra nounts, Your G ace. He knew you'd |eft
on foot.'

Martin said, "Lead on,' and they followed the soldier
to where others waited with nmounts. As they readied
thenselves for the return to Castle Crydee, the Duke felt
a sudden di squi et .

Fannon stood waiting for themas Martin di snmounted.
"What is it, Fannon?' said Martin as he slapped at the
road dust on his green leather tunic. '

'Has Your Grace forgotten Lord Mguel will arrive thiS
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af t ernoon?’

Martin | ooked at the Iowering sun. 'Then he's |ate.

"His ship was sighted beyond the point at Sailor's Gief
an hour ago. He'll be passing Longpoint |ighthouse into
the harbour within the next hour.

Martin smled at his Swordmaster. 'You're right, of
course. | had forgotten.' Al nost running up the stairs, he
said, 'Cone and talk with ne, Fannon, while | change.
Martin hurried toward his quarters, once occupi ed by

his father, Lord Borric. Pages had drawn a hot tub and
Martin quickly stripped off his hunter's garb. He took
the strongly scented soap and washi ng stone and said to
the page, "Have plenty of cold fresh water here. Thi S
scent is sonething ny sister might like, but it cloys ny
nose.' The page left to fetch nore water

"Now, Fannon, what brings the illustrious Duke of

Rodez fromthe other side of the Kingdon?

Fannon sat upon a settee. 'He is sinply travelling for

the summer. It is not unheard of, Your G ace.'

Martin | aughed. "Fannon, we're al one. You can drop

the pretence. He's bringing at |east one daughter of

marri ageabl e age.' Fannon sighed. 'Two. Mranda is twenty and Inez is

fifteen. Both are said to be beauties.'
"Fifteen. Gods, man! She's a baby.' Fannon smled ruefully. 'Two duel s have been fought

al ready over that baby, according to ny information.
Renmenber, these are easterners.

Martin stretched out to soak. 'They do tend to get into
politics early back there, don't they?

"Look, Martin, like it or not, you are Duke - and

brother to the King. You've never married. |If you didn't

live in the npost renote corner of the Kingdom you'd

have had sixty social visits since your return hone, not
six.'" Martin grimaced. 'if this turns out like the last, |I'm

going to return to the forests and the bears.' The last visit
had been fromthe Earl of Tarloff, vassal to the Duke of
Ran. Hi s daughter had been charm ng enough, but she
tended to the flighty and' had giggled, a trait that set
Martin's teeth on edge. He had left the girl with vague
prom ses to visit Tarloff soneday. 'Still,' he said, "she
was a pretty enough thing.

"Pretty has little to do with it, as you well know
Things are still reeling in the East, even though it's
approaching two years since King Rodric's death. Quy

du Bas-Tyra's out there somewhere doi ng what only the
gods know. Some of his faction still wait to see who will
be named Duke of Bas-Tyra. Wth Caldric dead and the

of fice of Duke of Rillanon also vacant, the East is a
tower of sticks. Pull the wong one and it ,will all cone
down on the King's head. Lyamis well advised by Tully

to wait for sons and nephews. Then he can put nore

allies in office. It would do well for you not to | ose sight
of the facts of life for the King's fanmly, Martin.

"Yes, Swordmaster.' Martin said, with a regretfu

shake of his head. He knew Fannon was right. Once

Lyam had el evated himto the position of Duke of

Crydee, he had lost a great deal of his freedom wth
even greater |osses to cone, or so it seened
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Three pages entered with buckets of cold water

Martin stood and |let them pour the water over him
Shivering, he wapped hinmself in a' soft towel, and when
the pages were gone, he said, "Fannon, what you say is
obviously right, but . . . well, it's not even a year since
Arutha and | returned from Moraelin. Before that . . . it
was that long tour of the East. Can't | have a few nonths
just to live quietly at hone?'

"You did. Last winter.'

Martin laughed. 'Very well. But it would seemto ne
that there is a lot nore interest in a rural duke than is
required."’

Fannon shook his head. "Mre interest than is required
in the brother to the King?

"None of nmy line could claimthe crown, even if three
maybe soon four, others didn't stand in succession before
me. Renmenber, | abdicated any claimfor my posterity.'
"You are not a sinple man, Martin. Don't play the
woodsy with nme. You nmay have said whatever you

wi shed on the day of Lyam s coronation, but should

sonme descendant of yours be in a position to inherit,
your vows won't count a tinker's damm if sonme faction in
the Congress of Lords wi shes hi mKing.

Martin began to dress. 'I know, Fannon. That was

meant only to keep people from opposing Lyamin ny
name. | may have spent nost of ny life in the forests,
but when | dined with you, Tully, Kulgan, and Father, |
kept' nmy ears open. | learned a |ot.

A knock canme and a guard appeared at the door. "Ship
flying the banner of Rodez clearing Longpoint |ight,
Your Grace. '

Martin waved the guard out. He said to Fannon, '

guess we'd better hurry to neet the Duke and his |ovely
daughters.' Finishing his dressing, he said, "I will be
i nspected and courted by the Duke's daughters, Fannon

but for the gods' |ove and patience, | hope neither O
them gi ggl es.' Fannon nodded in synpathy as he
foll owed Martin fromthe room

Martin smled at Duke Mguel's jest. It concerned an
eastern lord Martin had net only once. The nan's foibles
m ght have been a source of hunour to the eastern |ords,
but the joke was lost on Martin. Martin cast a glance at
the Duke's daughters. Both girls were |ovely: delicate
features, pale conplexions framed by nearly black hair,
and both had | arge dark eyes. Mranda sat engaged in
conversation with young Squire Wlfred, third son of the
Baron of Carss and newly cone to the court. Inez sat
regarding Martin with frank appraisal. Martin felt his
neck begin to colour and turned his attention back to her
father. He could see why she had been the excuse for a
duel between hot headed youths. Martin didn't know a
great deal about wonen, but he was an expert hunter

and he knew a predator when he saw one. This girl m ght
be only fifteen years of age, but she was a veteran of the
eastern courts. She would find a powerful husband

before too long, Martin didn't doubt. Mranda was

sinmply another pretty lady of the court, but Inez hinted
at hard edges Martin found unattractive. This girl was
clearly dangerous and al ready experienced in tw sting
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men to her will. Martin deternmined to keep that

upper nost in nind.

Supper had been quiet, as was Martin's usual custom

but tonorrow there would be jugglers and singers, for a
travelling band of nminstrels was in the area. Martin had
little affection for formal banquets after his eastern tour
but sonme sort of show was in order. Then a page hurried
into the room skirting the tables to reach Housecarl
Sanuel 's side. He spoke softly, and the Housecarl cane
to Martin's chair. Leaning down, he said, 'Pigeons just
arrived fromyYlith, Your Gace. Ei ght of them'

Martin understood. For so nmany birds to have been

used the nessage would be urgent. It was usual to

enploy only two or three against the possibility of a bird
not finishing the dangerous flight over the G ey Tower
Mountai ns. It took weeks to send them back by cart or
ship, so they were used sparingly. Martin rose. 'if Your
G ace will excuse ne a nonent?' he said to the Duke of
Rodez. 'Ladies? He bowed to the two sisters, then

foll owed the page out of the hall.

In the antechanber of the keep, he found the

Hawkmaster, in charge of the hawk nmews and the pigeon
coop, standing with the small parchnents. He handed
themto Martin and withdrew. Martin saw the tiny
message slips were sealed, with the royal crest of
Krondor drawn on the roll of paper about them
indicating only the Duke was to open them Martin said,
"i'll read these in ny council chanber.'

Alone in his council room Martin saw that the slips

had been numbered one and two. Four pairs. The

message had been sent four tinmes to ensure it arrived
intact. Martin unfol ded one of the slips nmarked one, then
his eyes wi dened as he funmbled to open another. The
message was duplicated. He then read a nunber two,

and tears canme unbidden to his eyes.

Long m nutes passed as Martin opened every slip,

hoping to find something different, something to tel

. himhe had m sunderstood. For a long time, he could
only sit staring at the papers before himas a cold
sickness visited the pit of his stomach. Finally a knock
came at the door, and he said weakly, 'Yes?

The door opened and Fannon entered. 'You' ve been

gone near an hour -' He stopped when he saw Martin's
drawn expression and red eyes. "What is it?

Martin could only wave his hand at the scraps. Fannon

read them then half staggered backward to sit in a chair.
A shaki ng hand covered his face for a long mnute. Both
men were silent. At last he said, "How could this be?

"I don't know. The nessage only says an assassin.

Martin let his gaze wander around the room every stone
in the wall and piece of furniture associated with his
father, Lord Borric. And of his famly, the nost I|ike
their father had been Arutha. Martin loved themall. but
Arutha had been a mirror of Martin in many ways. They

had shared a certain way of seeing things and had

endured rmuch together: the siege of the castle during the
R ftwar while Lyam had been absent with their father,

the | ong dangerous quest to Mraelin to find Silverthorn
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No, in Arutha Martin had discovered his closest friend in
many ways. Elver-taught, Martin knew the inevitability

of death, but he was nortal and felt an enpty pl ace
appear within hinmself. He regained his conposure as he
stood. "I had best informDuke Mguel. His visit is to be
short. We | eave for Krondor tonorrow.'

Martin | ooked up as Fannon reentered the room 'it
will take all night and norning to get ready, but the
captain says your ship will be able to | eave on the

afternoon tide.' Martin notioned for himto take a chair and waited a

| ong nonent before speaking. "How can it be, Fannon?
The Swordmaster said, '|I can't answer that, Martin.
Fannon was thoughtful a nonent, then softly said, 'You
know | share your grief. W all do. He, and Lyam were
|ike my own sons.'

"I know.' "But there are other matters that cannot be put off.’
"Such as?' "I'mold, Martin. | suddenly feel the weight of ages
upon me. News of Arutha's death . . . nmkes me again

feel my owmn nortality. | wish to retire.'

Martin rubbed his chin as he thought. Fannon was past
seventy now, and while his nental capacity was undi m ni shed,
he | acked the physical stanmi na required of the

Duke's second-in-comand. "I understand, Fannon

When | return fromRi |l anon -'

Fannon interrupted. 'No, that's too long, Martin. You

wi Il be gone several nonths. | need a nanmed successor

now, so | can begin to ensure he is capable when | | eave
office. If Cardan were still here, 1'd have no doubt as to
a smooth transition, but with Arutha stealing him

away' - the old man's eyes filled with tears - 'nmaking

hi m Kni ght - Mar shal of Krondor, well. '

Martin said, 'l understand. Who did you have in

m nd?'" The question was asked absently, as Martin
struggled to keep his mnd cal m

'Several of the sergeants m ght serve, but we've no one
of Cardan's capabilities. No, | had Charles in mnd."'
Martin gave a weak smile. "I thought you didn't trust
him'

Fannon sighed. 'That was a long tine back, and we

were fighting a war. He's shown his worth a hundred
times since then, and | don't think there's a man in the
castle nore fearl ess. Besides, he was a Tsurani officer,
about equal to a knight-lieutenant. He knows warcraft
and tactics. He has often spent hours speaking with me
about the differences between Tsurani warfare and our

own. | know this: once he | earns sonething, he doesn't
forget. he's a clever man and worth a dozen | esser nen.
Besi des, the soldiers respect himand will follow him'
Martin said, 'i'll consider it and decide tonight. What
el se!”

Fannon was silent for a tine, as if speaking cane with
difficulty. "Martin, you and | have never been cl ose.

When your father called you to serve | felt, as did others
that 'there was sonething strange about you. You were

al ways al oof, and you had those odd el vish ways. Now I

know that part of the nystery was the truth of your
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relationship to Borric. | doubted you in sone ways,
Martin. I'msorry to admt that . . . But what I'mtrying
to say is . . . you honour your father.'

Martin took a deep breath. "Thank you, Fannon.'

"I say this to ensure you understand why | say this
next. This visit fromDuke Mguel was only an irritation
before, nowit is an issue of weight. You nust speak to
Fat her Tully when you reach Rillanon, and et himfind
you a wife. '

Martin threw back his head and | aughed, a bitter,

angry |augh. 'Wat jest, Fannon? My brother is dead and
you want me to look for a wife?: '

Fannon was unflinching before Martin's rising anger.
"You are no |onger the Huntmaster of Crydee, Martin.
Then no one cared should you ever wed and father sons.
Now you are sole brother to the King. The East is still in
turnoil. There is no duke in Bas-Tyra, Rillanon, or
Krondor. Now there is no Prince in Krondor.' Fannon's
voi ce becane thick with fatigue and enption. 'LyamsitS
upon a perilous throne should Bas-Tyra venture back to
the Kingdomfromexile. Wth only Arutha's two babes

in the succession now, Lyam needs alliances. That is
what | nean. Tully will know which nobl e houses need to
be secured to the King's cause by nmarriage. If it's
Mguel's little hellcat Inez, or even Tarloffs giggler,
"marry her, Martin, for Lyami s sake and the sake of the
Kingdom' Martin stifled his anger. Fannon had pressed a sore

point with him even if the old Swordnmaster was correct.

In all ways, Martin was a solitary man, sharing little with
any man save for his brothers. And he had never done

well with the conpany of wonmen. Now he was being told

he must wed a stranger for the sake of his brother's
political health. But he knew there was wi sdomin

Fannon's words. Should the traitorous GQuy du Bas-Tyra

be plotting still, Lyams crown was not secure. Arutha's
death showed all too clearly how nortal rulers were.
Finally Martin said, "i'll think about that as well,
Fannon.'

The old Swordraster rose slowy. Reaching the door,

he turned. 'I know you hide it well, Martin, but the pain
is there. I'msorry if it seens | add to it, but what | said
needed to be said.' Martin could only nod.

Fannon |l eft and Martin sat alone in his chanmber, the

sol e noving thing the shadows cast by the guttering

torches in the wall sconces.

Martin stood inpatiently watching the scurrying activity
in preparation for his and the Duke of Rodez's
departure. The Duke had invited Martin to acconpany
them aboard his own ship, but Martin had nmanaged a
barely adequate refusal. Only the obvious stress of
dealing with Arutha's death had allowed himto rebuff
the Duke wi thout serious insult.

Duke M guel and his daughters appeared fromthe

keep, dressed for travel. The girls were poorly hiding
their irritation at having to resune travel so soon. It
woul d be a full two weeks or nore before they were
again in Krondor. Then, as a nmenber of the peerage.
their father would be hurrying to Rillanon for Arutha's
burial and state funeral.
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Duke M guel, a slight man of fine manners and dress,
said, "It is tragic we nust quit your wonderful hone
under such grimcircunstances, Your Gace. If |I my, |
woul d gladly extend the hospitality of ny own home to
you shoul d Your Grace wish to rest awhile after your
brother's funeral. Rodez is but a short journey fromthe
capital . '

Martin's first inpulse was to beg off but, keeping
Fannon's words of the night before in mnd, he said,
"Should time and circunstances permt, Your Gace, |'ll
be nost happy to visit you. Thank you.' He cast a gl ance at the two daughters and deterni ned
then and there that

should Tully advise an alliance between Crydee and

Rodez, it would be the quiet Mranda he would court.

Inez was sinmply too nmuch trouble gathered together in

one place. The Duke and his daughters rode out in a carriage

toward the harbour. Martin thought back to when his
father had been Duke. No one in Crydee had need of a
carriage, which served poorly on the dirt roads of the
Duchy, often turned to thick nud by the coastal rains.
But with the increasing nunber of visitors to the West,
Martin had ordered one built. It seened the eastern

| adi es fared poorly on horseback while in court costune.
He thought of Carline's riding |ike a man during the
Riftwar, in tight-fitting trousers and tunic, racing with
Squire roland, to the utter horror of her governess.
Martin sighed. Neither of Mguel's girls would ever ride
like that. Martin wondered if there was a woman

anywhere who shared his need for rough living. Perhaps
the best he could hope for would be a wonan who woul d
accept that need in himand not conplain over his |ong
absences while he hunted or visited his friends in

El vandar .

Martin's nusing was interrupted by a sol di er acconpanying
t he Hawkmaster, who hel d out another small

parchment. "This just arrived, your G ace.'

Martin took the parchnent. Upon it was the crest of

Sal ador. Martin waited until the Masterhawker had | eft

to open it. Most likely it was a personal nessage from
Carline. He opened it and read. He read again, then
thoughtfully put the parchnent in his belt pouch. After a
| ong nonent of reflection, he spoke to a soldier at post
before the keep. 'Fetch Swordnaster Fannon.'

Wthin mnutes the Swordnaster was in the Duke's

presence. Martin said, "lI've thought it over and | agree
with you. I'Il offer the position of Swordnaster to
Charles.'

"Good,' said Fannon. 'l expect he will agree.'

"Then after |1'm gone, Fannon, begin at once to instruct
Charles in his office.’

Fannon said, "Yes, Your Grace.' He started to turn
away but turned back toward Martin. "Your G ace?
Martin halted as he had just begun to wal k back to the
keep. 'Yes?

"Are you all right?

Martin said, 'Fine, Fannon. |'ve just received a note
fromLauric informing me that Carline and Anita are
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well. Continue as you were.' Wthout another word he
returned to the keep, passing through the |arge doors.
Fannon hesitated before | eaving. He was surprised at
Martin's tone and manner. There was sonething odd in
the way he | ooked as he left.

Baru quietly faced Charles. Both nmen sat upon the floor,
their legs crossed. A small gong rested to the left of
Charles and a censer burned between them filling the air
wi th sweet pungency. Four candles illum nated the room
The only furnishings were a mat upon the floor, which
Charles preferred to a bed, a small wooden chest, and a
pil e of cushions. Both nen wore sinple robes. Each had

a sword across his knees. Baru waited while Charl es kept
hi s eyes focused upon some unseen point between them
Then the Tsurani said, "What is the Way?

Baru answered. 'The Way consists of discharging |oya
service to one's master, and of deep fidelity in associations
with conrades. The Way, with consideration for

one's place upon the Weel, consists of placing duty

above all .’

Charles gave a single curt nod. "in the matter of duty,
the code of the warrior is absolute. Duty above all. Unto
deat h.'

"This is understood.'

"What, then, is the nature of duty? Baru spoke softly. "There is duty to one's |ord.

is duty to one's clan and famly. There is duty to one's
wor k, which provides an understanding of duty to one's
self. In sumthey becone the duty that is never
satisfactorily discharged, even through the toil of a
lifetime, the duty to attenpt a perfect existence, to attain
a hi gher place on the Weel.'

Charl es nodded once. "This is so.' He picked up a

small felt hammer and rang a tiny gong. 'Listen.' Baru
closed his eyes in neditation, listening to the sound as it
faded, dim nishing, becomng fainter. Wen the sound

was fully gone, Charles said, 'Find where the sound ends
and silence begins. Then exist in that nmonent, for there
will you find your secret centre of being, the perfect

pl ace of peace within yourself. And recall the nost

anci ent |esson of the Tsurani: duty is the weight of all
things, as heavy as a burden can becone, while death is
nothing, lighter than air.

The door opened and Martin slipped in. Both Baru

and Charles began to rise, but Martin waved them back.
He knelt between them his eyes fixed on the censer

upon the floor. "Pardon the interruption.'

"No interruption, Your Gace,' answered Charles

Baru said, 'For years | fought the Tsurani and found

t hem honourabl e foemen. Now | | earn nore of them

Charl es has allowed me to take instruction in the Code of
the Warrior, in the fashion of his people."'

Martin did not appear surprised. 'Have you | earned
much?'

"That they are like us,' said Baru with a faint smle. '
know little of such things, but | suspect we are as two
saplings fromthe same root. They follow the Way and
under stand the Weel as do the Hadati. They understand
honour and duty as do the Hadati. We who live in Yabon
had taken much fromthe Kingdom the nanes of our

file:/lIF|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Feist/Riftwar%203%20-%20Darkness%20At%20Sethanon.txt (71 of 307) [8/27/03 9:32:39 PM]

Ther e



file:/I/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Fei st/Riftwar%203%20-%20D arkness%20A t%20Sethanon. txt

gods, and nost of our |anguage, but there is nuch of the
old ways we Hadati kept. The Tsurani belief in the Wy
is much like our own. This is strange, for until the
com ng of the Tsurani, no others we net shared our
beliefs.'

Martin | ooked at Charles. The Tsurani shrugged
slightly. "Perhaps we only find the same' truth on both
wor | ds. Who can say?'

Martin said, 'That sounds the sort of thing to take up
with Tully and Kul gan.' He was quiet a nonent, then
said, 'Charles, will you accept the position of

Swor drast er ?'

The Tsurani blinked, the only sign of surprise. 'You
honour ne, Your Grace. Yes.'

'Good, | am pl eased. Fannon will begin your instruction
after I'"'mgone.' Martin | ooked up at the door, then
| onered his voice. 'I want you both to do me a service.'

Charles didn't hesitate in agreeing to serve. Baru
studied Martin closely. They had forged a bond on the
trip to Moraelin with Arutha. Baru had al nost died
there, but fate had spared him Baru knew his fortune
was intertwined in sone way with those who had quested
for Silverthorn. Sonething |ay hidden behind the Duke's
eyes, but Baru woul d not question him He would | earn
what it was in tine. Finally he said, "As will 1|.'
Martin sat between the nen. He began to speak.

Martin gathered his cloak about him The afternoon

breeze was chilly, blowi ng dowmmn fromthe north. He

| ooked sternward as Crydee di sappeared behind the

headl ands of Sailor's Gief. Wth a nod to the ship's
captai n, he descended the conpani onway fromthe
quarterdeck. Entering the captain's cabin, he | ocked the
door behind. The man who waited there was one of

Fannon's sol diers, naned Stefan, equal in height and
general build to the Duke, and wearing a tunic and
trousers of the same colour as Martin's. He had been
sneaked aboard in the early hours before dawn, dressed

as a common sailor. Martin took off his cloak and

handed it to the man. 'Don't cone up on deck except

after night until you' re well past Queg. Should anyt hing
force the ship ashore at Carss, Tulan, or the Free Cities,
I don't want sailors speaking of ny di sappearance.’

'Yes, Your Grace.'

"When you get to Krondor, there'll be a carriage

waiting for you, | expect. | don't know how | ong you can
continue the masquerade. Modst of the nobles who' ve net

me will already be en route to Rillanon, and we're

enough alike to casual observation that nost of the
servants won't know you.' Martin studied his bogus
counterpart. "If you keep your nouth closed, you mi ght
pass as me all the way to Rillanon.’

Stef an | ooked disquieted by the prospect of a |ong

siege of playing nobility but said only, "I will try, Your
Grace.' The ship rocked as the captain ordered a change of

course. Martin said, "That's the first warning.' Quickly he
Stripped off his boots, tunic, and trousers, until all he
wore was hi s underbreeches. '

The captain's cabin had a single, hinged w ndow,

whi ch opened with a protest. martin hung his | egs over
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the edge. From above he heard the captain's angry voi ce.

"You're conming too close to the shore!. hard a starboard!'’

A confused-soundi ng hel mnsman answered, "Aye, captain,

hard a starboard.' Martin said, "Good fortune be with you, Stefan.'

"And with you, Your Grace.'

Martin dropped fromthe captain's cabin. The captain

had warned him of the danger of hitting the large tiller
so Martin easily avoided it. The captain had brought him
as close to shore as was safe, then turned out for deeper
waters. Martin saw the beach less than a mle off. He was
an indifferent swimer but a powerful nman and he set

out for the shore in a series of easy strokes. The rolling
swells made it unlikely anyone in the rigging would
notice the man who was falling far behind them

A short time later, Martin staggered up onto the

beach, breathing hard. He | ooked about, |ocating

| andmarks. The action of the currents had carried him
farther south than he had wi shed. Taking a deep breath,
he turned up the beach and began to run.

After less than ten minutes, three riders canme over a

| ow bluff, nmoving rapidly down to the sand. Upon seeing
them Martin halted. Garret was the first to di snount,
while Charles led an extra horse. Baru kept an alert eye
out for sign of anyone in the area. Garret handed Martin
a bundl e of clothing. The run up the beach had dried
Martin off and he dressed quickly. Behind the saddl e of
the extra horse hung an oil skin-covered | ongbow.

As Martin dressed. he said, 'Di d anyone see you

| eave?

Charl es answered, 'Garret was al ready gone from

the castle with your horse before dawn, and | sinply
instructed the guards | was riding a short way with Baru as
he returned to Yabon. No comment was made by anyone.'
'"Good. As we learned the last time we faced

Mur mandanus' s agents, secrecy is paramount.' Martin
mount ed and said, 'Thank you for your help. Charles

you and Garret had best return quickly, before anyone
becones suspi ci ous.'

Charl es said, '\Watever fate brings, Your Gace, may

it also bring honour.'

Garret only said. 'CGood fortune, Your G ace.'

The four riders were off, two returning up the coast
road to Crydee, two heading away fromthe sea. toward
the forest, bound for the northeast.

The forests were quiet, but still punctuated by the
normal bird calls and small animal noises that indicated

things were as they should be. Martin and Baru had

ridden hard for days, pushing their horses to the limt of
their endurance. they had crossed the river Crydee

hours earlier.

From behind a tree a figure energed, dressed in

a green tunic and brown | eather breeches. Wth a wave

he said, 'Wll net, Martin Longbow, Baru Serpent

sl ayer.'

Martin recogni zed the elf, though he didn't know him
well. '"Greetings, Tarlen. W conme seeking counsel with
the Queen.' "Then travel on, for you and Baru are always wel cone

in her court. | nust stand watch here. Things have
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becone sonewhat strained since | ast you guested.

Martin recogni zed the tone of the elfs words. Sonething

had the elves distressed, but Tarlen wouldn't speak

of it. Martin would need to see the Queen and Tonmas to

di scover what it was. He wondered. The last tine the

el ves had seened this disturbed over sonething, Tonas

had been at the height of his nmadness. Martin spurred his

horse forward. Later the two riders approached the heart of the elver

forests, Elvandar, ancient hone to the elves. The tree

Cty was awash with light, for the sun was high overhead,

crowning the massive trees with brilliance. Leaves of

green and gold, red and white, silver and bronze

sparkl ed across the canopy of El vandar.

As they disnounted, an elf approached. 'W shall care

for your mounts, Lord Martin. Her Mjesty w shes you

to come at once.' Martin and Baru hurried up the stairs cut fromthe

bole of atree into the city of the elves. Across high
arches on the backs of branches and upward they

clinmbed. At last they reached the large platformthat was
the centre of Elvandar, the court of the Queen

Agl aranna sat quietly upon her throne, her senior

advi ser, Tathar, at her side. Around the court the el der
Spel | weavers sat, the Queen's council. The throne beside
her was enpty. Her expression was unreadable to nost,

but Martin understood el ver ways and saw the strain in
her eyes. Still, she was beautiful and regal and her smle
a beacon of warnmth as she said, 'Wlcone, Lord Martin,
Wl cone, Baru of the Hadati.'

Bot h nen bowed, then the Queen said, 'Cone, |let us
talk.' She rose and led themto a chanber, acconpanied
by Tathar. Inside she turned and bade themsit. Wne

and food were brought but ignored as Martin said,
.Something is wong.' It was not a question

Agl aranna' s expression of concern deepened. Martin

had not seen her this troubled since the Riftwar. "Tomas
is gone . '

Martin blinked. 'Were?

"We do not know. He vanished in the night, a few days after the M dsumrer's
Festival . Tathar answered.

Cccasionally he woul d wander off to be with his own

t houghts, but never for nore than a day. Wen he did
not appear after two days, trackers were di spatched.
There were no tracks from El vandar, though that is not
surprising. He has other neans of travelling. But in a
glade to the north we found marks from his boots. There
were signs of another man there, sandal prints in the
earth.”

Martin said, 'Tonmas went to neet with soneone, then
didn't return.'

"There was a third set of tracks,' said the EIf Queen
"A dragon's. Once again the Val heru flies upon the back
of a dragon.'’

Martin sat back, understanding. 'You fear a return of

t he madness?'

'"No,' said Tathar instantly. "Tormas is free of that and,
if anything, is stronger than he suspects. No, we fear
Tomas's need to depart in such a nanner without word.
We fear the presence of another.
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Martin's eyes w dened. 'The sandal s?

" You know what power is needed to enter our forests

undetected. Only one nman before has had the ability:

Macros the Black.' Martin pondered. 'Perhaps he's not the only one. |

under stand Pug to have stayed upon the Tsurani world to

study the probl em of Mirmandanmus and what he call ed

the Eneny. Perhaps he has returned.’

"Whi ch sorcerous master it is proves of little inport,"'

said Tathar. It was Baru who spoke next. 'What is inportant is that
two men of vast powers are about upon a mi ssion of

mystery, at a time when it seens troubles have returned

fromthe north.' Aglaranna said, 'Yes.' She said to Martin, 'runours

have reached us of the death of one who was cl ose to

you.' In the elver way she avoi ded nam ng the dead.
"There are things | may not speak of, |ady, even to one
as highly regarded as you. | have a duty.

' Then,' asked Tathar, "may | ask where you are bound

and what brings you here?'

"It istine to go north again,' said Martin, 'to finish
what was started | ast year.'

it is well you canme this way,' said Tathar. 'W have
seen signs fromthe coast to the east of mmssive goblin
m grations northward. Al so the noredhel are bold with
their scouting along the edge of our forests. They seem
intent on discovering if any of our warriors pass beyond
our normal boundaries. There have been sightings of
bands of renegade hunans riding northward, close to the
boundary with Stone Muntain, as well. The gwali have
fled south into the Green Heart, as if fearing sonething
approaching. And for nonths we have been visited by

sonme ill-aspected wind of evil, which carries sone nystic
quality, as if power were being drawn to the north. W
are concerned over nmany things.'

Baru and Martin exchanged gl ances. ' Thi ngs nove at

swi ft pace,' said the Hadati.

Further conversation was halted when a shout went up
frombel ow and an elf appeared at the Queen's el bow.

"Mpj esty, cone, a Returning.'

Agl aranna said, 'Cone, Martin, Baru, w tness sonething
m racul ous.

Tathar followed his Queen, turning to say, "if it is

i ndeed a true Returning and not a ruse.'

The Queen and Tathar were joined by her other

advi sers as they hurried down to the forest floor. Wen
they reached ground level, they were greeted by severa
warriors who surrounded a noredhel. The dark elf

| ooked sonehow odd to Martin, showi ng a cal mess
beyond what was norrmal for the dark el ves.

The noredhel saw the Queen and bowed before her,

| owering his head. Softly he said, "Lady, | have
returned."’

The Queen nodded to Tathar. He and others of

the Spel | weavers gat hered about the noredhel. Martin
could feel a strange sensation as if the air had
suddenly becone charged, and as if nusic could al nost
be heard. He knew the Spellweavers were working

magi c. Then Tathar said, 'He has 'returned!’
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Agl aranna said, "Wat is your nane?'
"Morandis, Mjesty.'
"No nore. You are Lorren.

Martin had | earned the year before that there was no

di fference between the branches of el venkind,

separated only by the power of the Dark Path, that
whi ch bound the noredhel to a life of mnurderous hatred
toward all not of their kind. But there was a subtle
difference in attitude, stance, and manner between the two.
The noredhel rose and the el ves surrounding him

hel ped hi mrenove his tunic, the grey of the noredhe
forest clans. Martin had lived with elves all his life and
fought the noredhel many tinmes and coul d recogni ze the

di fference. But now his senses were confounded. One

monent the noredhel seened odd, sonehow different
fromwhat they had expected, then suddenly he was a

nmor edhel no | onger. He was given a brown tunic and,

m racul ously, Martin saw an elf there. He had the dark
hair and eyes common to the noredhel, but then so did a
few ot her elves, just as an occasi onal noredhel was

bl ond and bl ue-eyed. He was an el f!
Tat har observed Martin's reaction to the change and
sai d, "occasionally one of our |ost brothers breaks away
fromthe Dark Path. |If his kin do not discover the change
and kill him before he reaches us, we welcome his return
to his home. It is a cause for rejoicing.' Martin and Baru
wat ched as every elf in the area cane to enbrace Lorren

in turn, welcom ng himhone. '"in the past, the noredhe
have attenpted to send spies, but we can always tell the
true fromthe false. This one has truly returned to his
people.' Baru said, 'Does it happen often?

"COf all who abide in Elvandar, | ameldest,' said

Tathar. | have seen only seven such Returnings before
this one." He was silent for a tinme. sSoneday we hope we
shall redeemall our brothers in this fashion, when the
power of the Dark Path is at |ast broken.'

Agl aranna turned to Martin. 'Come, we shall be
celebrating. '

"W may not, Majesty,' answered Martin. 'We nust be
away to neet with others.'

'May we know your plans?'

it is sinple,' answered the Duke of Crydee. 'W shal
find Murmandanus. '

"And,' added Baru without expression, 'we shall kil

him '

6

Leavet aki ng

Jimy sat quietly.

He absently studied the list in his hand, attenpting to
keep his mind on the matter before him But he was

unabl e to concentrate on the task. The duty roster of
squires for that afternoon's cortege was done, or as done
as it was likely to be. Jimy felt an enptiness inside, and
the need to deci de which squire was posted where

seenmed trivial in the extrene.

For two weeks Jinmmy had been fighting the feeling
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that he was caught up in sone horrible dream one from
whi ch he could not shake hinself. Nothing in his

exi stence so far had affected himas deeply as Arutha's
murder, and he still couldn't face his emotions. He had
slept long each night, as if sleep were an escape, and
when awake he was nervous and anxi ous to be doing
sonething as if being busy would keep himfrom dealing
with his grief. He kept it hidden away, to be confronted
| ater.

Jimy sighed. One thing the young man knew, this

funeral was taking a hellishly long tinme getting organi zed.
Lauric and Vol ney had postponed the departure of the
funeral procession twice now The bier had been placed
aboard its carriage within two days after Arutha's death,
awaiting his body. Tradition held the Prince's cortege
shoul d have started for Rillanon and his ancestral vault
within three days after his death, but Anita had taken
days returning fromher nother's estates, then a few
nore days in recovering enough to depart, then they
needed to wait for other nobles who were arriving, and
the palace was in disorder and so on and so on. Still,
Jimy knew he wouldn't begin to get over this tragedy
until after Arutha was carried away. Knowi ng he lay in
the tenporary vault Nathan had prepared, sonewhere

not too far fromwhere the squire now sat, was just too
much for Jimy. He rubbed his eyes, |owering his head,
as once nore the threat of tears was forced down. In his
short life, Jimry had net only one man who had

touched hi mdeeply. Arutha should have been one of the
last men in the world to care about the fate of a boy
thief, but he had. He had proved a friend, and nore. He
and Anita had been the closest thing to famly Jimy

had ever known. A knock upon the door brought his head up and he

saw Lockl ear standing before the entrance. Ji my waved
himin and the younger boy sat down on the other side of
the witing desk. Jimy tossed the parchnent at him
'Here, |ocky, you do this.

Lockl ear quickly scanned the list, and took quill from

hol der. "it's al nbst ready, except Paul is down with the
flux and the chirurgeon wants himin bed for the day. He
needs rest. This is a ness. |'d better recopy it.

Ji my nodded absently. Through the bl anket of grey

sorrow that wapped his thoughts, an irritant was gently
scrat chi ng. Sonet hing had been naggi ng at the corner of
the young man's mind for three days now. Everyone in

the pal ace was still in shock at Arutha's death, but there
was an odd note here and there, every so often soneone
said or did sonething that was sonehow di scordant.

Jimy couldn't put his finger on what that difference

was, or even if it was inportant. Wth a nental shrug he
pushed aside his worry. Different people reacted differently
to tragedy. Sonme, |ike Volney and Cardan, threw
thenselves into their work. Qthers, like Carline, went off
to cope with their grief in a private way. Duke Laurie
was a lot like Jimry. He just put his grief aside to be
faced at sone other tinme. Suddenly Jinmy understood

one reason for his feeling of oddness about the pal ace.
Lauri e had been just about running the palace fromthe
time Arutha lay stricken until three days ago. Now he

was al nbst continuously absent.
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Looki ng at Lockl ear as the younger boy wote on the

duty roster, Jimy said, 'locky, have you seen Duke

Laurie about lately?

Keeping his eyes on his work, Locklear said, 'This
nmorning, very early. | was in charge of delivering neals
to the visiting nobles for breakfast, and | saw himriding
out the gate.' H's head cane up, a strange expression on
his face. "it was the postern gate.

"Why woul d he | eave by the postern gate?' Jimy

wonder ed.

Lockl ear shrugged and returned to the roster. 'Because
that's the direction he was headi ng?

Jimy thought. What reason did the Duke of Sal ador
have riding toward the Poor Quarter on the norning of
the Prince's funeral procession? Jimy sighed. "i'm
becomi ng suspicious in ny old age.

Lockl ear |aughed, the first happy sound in the pal ace
in days. Then, as if he had sinned, he | ooked up guiltily.
Ji my stood. "Done?'

Lockl ear handed over the parchnment. "Finished.

"CGood,"' said Jimmy. 'Come al ong, deLacy will not

show his usual forbearance if we're late.'

They hurried to where the squires were assenbling.

The usual jostling play and | aughi ng whi spers were
absent, for the occasion was solem. DelLacy arrived a
few m nutes after Jimy and Lockl ear were in place and

wi t hout preanble said, 'The roster.' Jimmy gave it to
hi m and he gl anced over it. 'Good, though either your
penmanship is inproving or you' ve acquired an assistant.'
There was a slight shuffle among the boys, but no

open mrthful ness. DelLacy said, 'i'm changi ng one

assi gnnent, though. Harold and Bryce will stand as
coach attendants to the Princesses Alicia and Anita.
Janmes and Locklear will remain to assist the Steward of

the Royal Househol d here at the pal ace.
Jimy was stunned. He and Lockl ear woul d not be in

the cortege to the gates. They would stand idly by in case
there was some mnor problemthe steward judged

required a squire's presence

DeLacy absently read the other assignnents al oud,

then dism ssed the boys. Lockl ear and Ji nmy exchanged

gl ances, and Jimry overtook the departing Master of

Cerenonies. 'Sir. . .' Jimry began
DeLacy turned on Jimmy. "if it's about the assignnents,
there will be no' debate.

Jimy's face flushed angrily. "But | was the Prince's
Squire!' he answered hotly. In an unusually bold nonent, Locklear blurted, "And

I was Squire to Her Highness.
DeLacy | ooked at the younger boy in astonishnent. 'Well, sort of.'

he amended. 'That is of no consequence,' said deLacy. 'i have ny
orders. You nust follow yours. That will be all.' Jimy

began to protest again, but was cut off by the old Mster

i said that would be all, squire.

Jimy turned and began wal ki ng away. Locklear fel
in beside him "i don't know what's going on here,' said
Jimy, '"but | intend to find out. Cone on.
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Jimy and Lockl ear hurried along, glancing about. An
order fromany seni or nenber of the court would

prevent this unexpected visit, so they took pains to avoid
the scrutiny of anyone likely to find work for them The
funeral cortege would depart the palace in less than two
hours, so there were anple tasks remaining for two
squires. Once begun, there would be a sl ow parade

through the city, a stop at the tenple square, where
public prayers would be said, then the long journey to

Ri Il anon and the tonb of Arutha's ancestors. Once the
funeral party was outside the city, the squires would
return to the palace. But Jinmy and Lockl ear were being
deni ed even that small part in the procession

Ji my approached the Princess's door and said to the
guard without, 'if Her Hi ghness can spare a nonment?'

The guard's eyebrows rose, but he was not in a

position to question even as minor a nenber of the court
as a squire, so he would sinply pass the nmessage inside.
As the guard pushed open the door, Jinmy thought he

heard sonet hi ng out of place, a sound that ended before
he coul d apprehend its nature. Jinmmy tried to puzzle out
what he had just heard, but the guard's return diverted
his attention. A nonment |ater, he and Lockl ear were
.admitted

Carline sat with Anita, near a wi ndow, awaiting the
sunmons to attend the funeral. Their heads were cl ose
together and they were speaking softly. Princess Mther
Alicia hovered at her daughter's shoulder. Al three were
‘dressed in black. Jimy canme and bowed, Locklear at

his side. "i'msorry to intrude, Hi ghness,' he said softly.
Anita snmiled at him 'You're never an intrusion,

Jimy. What is it?

Suddenly feeling it was petty to be concerned over his
exclusion fromthe funeral, Jimry said, 'A small thing
actual ly. Soneone ordered nme to renmain at the pal ace
today, and | wondered . . . well, did you ask for ne to be
kept here?'

A gl ance passed fromCarline to Anita, and the

Princess of Krondor said, 'No, |I didn't, Jimy.' Her tone
was' thoughtful. "But perhaps Earl Vol ney did. You are
Seni or Squire and should stay in your office, or at |east
I"msure that's what the Earl deci ded.

Ji my studi ed her expression. A discordant note was
soundi ng here. Princess Anita had returned from her

mot her' s estate displaying the grief expected. But soon
after, there had been a subtle change in her. Further
conversation was interrupted by a baby's cry, quickly
foll owed by another. Anita rose. 'it's never just one of
them' she said, with affection clearly showi ng. Carline
smiled at that, then suddenly her expression turned
sonbre. Jimmy said, 'W have intruded, Hi ghness. | amsorry

to have troubl ed you over so petty a matter.'

Lockl ear followed Ji my outside. Mving out of the

guard's earshot, Jimmy said, "Did | mss sonething in

there, |ocky? Locklear turned and regarded the door for a nmonent.

"Sonmething's . . . odd. It's like we're being kept out of
the way.' Jimmy thought a mnute. He now understood what

had arrested his attention outside the door, just before
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they had been adnmitted. The sound that intruded had

been the Princesses' voices, or rather the quality of those

voi ces: chatty, lightly bantering. Jinmy said, "i'm

beginning to think you're right. Cone al ong. W don't

have nuch tine.'

"Time for what?' '"You'll see.' Jimry hurried off down the corridor and

the younger boy had to scranble to catch up

Cardan and Vol ney were hurrying toward the courtyard,
acconpani ed by four guards, when the boys intercepted

them The Earl hardly spared a glance as he said, 'Aren't

you two supposed to be in the courtyard.'

"No, sir,' answered Jimy. 'W've drawn steward'

duty.' Cardan seened mildly surprised at that, but all Vol ney

said was "Then | expect you should hurry along in case
you' re needed there. W nust begin the procession.

"Sir," said Jimy, "did you order us to remmin?'

Vol ney waved off the question. "Duke Laurie has been
attending to those details with Master delLacy.' He

turned his attention away fromthe boys as he and

cardan wal ked of f.

Jimy and Lockl ear halted as the Earl and Marsha

vani shed around a corner, the boot heels of their escorts
clacking noisily on the stones. 'I think |I'm beginning to
understand,' said Jimrmy. He grabbed Locklear by the

arm "Cone on.'

Wth a half frustrated note in his voice, Locklear said,

. Where?'
"You'l | see,' canme the answer, as Jinmy al nbost ran
Lockl ear hurried after, mmicking, 'Youll see. You'l

see. See what, damm it!

Two guards stood at post. One said, "And where are you
young gentl emen off to?
"Port Authority,' said Jimy testily, handing over a

qui ckly penned order. "The steward can't find sone ship
mani fest, and he's in a fury to get a copy.' Jimmy had
been about to investigate sonething and was rankl ed by
the need to run this errand. It also seermed an odd tine
for the steward to becone obsessed with the need for a
mani f est .

The guard who had exam ned the paper said, "Just a
mnute.' He signalled to another soldier near the guard
officer's roomby the main entrance to the pal ace. The
guard hurried over and the first sentry said, 'Can you
spare a bit of tinme to run these | ads down to the port
of fice and back? They need to fetch sonething for the
steward.'

The guard | ooked indifferent. There and back woul d

take less than an hour. He nodded and the three were
of f.

Twenty mnutes later, Jimy stood in the Port

Authority office dealing with a minor functionary as
everyone el se was off to watch the cortege |eave the city.
The man grunbl ed as he thunbed through a stack of

paper work, |looking for a copy of the |ast manifest of
goods delivered to the royal docks. Wile he funbl ed,
Jimy cast a gl ance at another paper hanging on the wall
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of the office for all to look at. It was this week's
schedul es of departures. Sonething caught his eye and
he crossed over to | ook. Locklear followed him 'Wat?
Jimy pointed. 'interesting.

Lockl ear | ooked at the notation and said, "Wy?

"i'"'mnot sure,' answered Jimy, pitching his voice

| ower~ "but think a mnute about sone of the things going
on at the palace. W get held back fromthe procession,
then we ask the Princess about it. We're out of her
quarters less than ten minutes when we're sent on this
usel ess errand. You tell ne, doesn't it seemlike we're
bei ng kept out of the way? Something's . . . odd.'
"That's what | said earlier,' said Locklear inpatiently.

The clerk found and handed over the requested paper,

and the guard escorted the boys back to the pal ace.
Runni ng past the gate guards, Jimy and Lockl ear

waved absently, then headed toward the steward' s office.
Once inside the palace, they appeared at the office as
the steward, Baron Gles, was |eaving. "There you are,’
he said in an accusatory tone. 'I thought | was going to
have to send guards to ferret you out of wherever you
were | azing away the day.' Jimry and Lockl ear exchanged
gl ances. The steward seenmed to have forgotten

about the manifest entirely. Jimy handed it to him
.What's this? He exani ned the paper. "oh yes,' he

remarked, tossing the paper upon his desk. '"i'll deal with
that later. | mnmust be off to see the procession depart the
pal ace. You will stay here. Should any emergency ari se,
one of you will remain in this office while the other wll
come and find ne. Once the bier has left the gate, | wll
return.’

"Do you anticipate any problems, sir,' asked Ji my.

Wal ki ng past the boys, the steward said, "of course

not, but it always pays to be prepared. | shall return in a
short tine.'

After he left, Locklear turned to face Jimy. 'Al

right. What's going on? And don't you dare say '"You'l
see." '

"Things are not what they seemto be. Conme on.'

Jimy and Lockl ear dashed up the stairs. Reaching a

wi ndow over | ooking the court, they quietly observed the
preparati ons bel ow. The funeral procession was assenbling,
the rolling bier noving into place, escorted by a
hand- pi cked conpany of Arutha's Household Guard. It

was pulled by a matched set of six black horses, each
bedecked with bl ack plunes and hand-led by a groom
,dressed in black. The soldiers fell in on each side of the
bi er.

A group of eight nmen-at-arnms canme fromwithin the

pal ace, bearing the casket containing Arutha. They

moved to a rolling scaffolding that allowed themto raise
the casket high atop the bier. Slowy, alnost reverently,
they hoisted the Prince of Krondor up onto the bl ack
shrouded structure.

Jimy and Lockl ear | ooked down into the casket and,

for the first tine, could clearly see the Prince. Tradition
hel d the procession should nove out with the casket

open so the popul ace could behold their ruler a last tine.
It woul d be closed outside the city gates, never to be
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opened again, save once nore in the privacy of the
famly vault below the King's palace in Rillanon, where
Arutha's family would bid hima final farewell

jimy felt his throat tightening. He swall owed hard,
movi ng the stubborn |unp. He saw Arut ha had been laid
out in his favourite garb, his brown velvet tunic and
russet |eggings. A green jerkin had been added, though
he had rarely worn such. His favourite rapier was clasped
bet ween his hands, and his head remai ned uncover ed.

He seened asl eep. As he was noved out of view, Jimmy
noticed the fine satin |ounging slippers on the Prince's
feet. Then a groom cane forward, |eading Arutha's

horse, which would follow behind the bier, riderless. It
was a magnificent grey stallion, which tossed its head
hi gh and struggl ed agai nst the groom Another ran out
and between the two of themthey managed to quiet the
fractious mount.

Jimy's eyes narrowed. Locklear turned in time tO
notice the odd expression. "Wat?

‘Dam e, but something's odd. Cone on, | want to
see a thing or two.'
"Where?'

But Jimy was off, saying nerely, "hurry, we only
have a few m nutes!' as he ran down the stairs. Lockl ear
chased after, groaning silently.

Jimmy hid in the shadow near the stable. "Look,' he said

as he pushed Locklear forward. Locklear nade a show of
strolling past the stable entrance as the |ast of the honour
guard's nmounts were being led out. Nearly the entire
garrison woul d be wal king behind the Prince's bier, but

once outside the city, a full conpany of Royal Lancers
woul d act as escort all the way to Sal ador

"Hey, you boy. Watch what you're about!' Locklear

had to junp aside as a groomran fromthe stable

bet ween two horses, holding their bridles. He had al npost
run Lockl ear down. Lockl ear anmbl ed back and ducked
around the corner beside Jimmy.

"I don't know what you expected to find, but no, it's

not there.'

"That's what | expected to find. Come on,' ordered
Jimy as he dashed back toward the central pal ace.
(Where?

"You'll see.’

Lockl ear stared daggers into Jinmmy's back as they ran
across the marshalling yard.

Jimy and Lockl ear dashed up the stairs, taking the
steps two at a tine. Reaching the w ndow overl ooki ng

the courtyard, they gasped for breath. The run to and
fromthe stable had taken ten m nutes, and the cortege
was about to | eave the palace. Jimy watched cl osely.
Carriages rolled up to the steps of the pal ace and pages
ran forward to hold open the doors. By tradition only the
royal famly, by blood and marriage, would ride. A
others woul d wal k behind Arutha's bier as a sign of
respect. Princess Anita and Alicia wal ked down and
entered the first carriage, while Carline and Laurie
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hurried to the second, the Duke nearly skipping he was

wal king so fast. He alnpbst |eaped into the carriage after
Carline, rapidly pulling the curtains over the wi ndows on
hi s si de.

Ji my regarded Lockl ear, who stood with an open

expression of curiosity on his face over Laurie's behaviour
Seeing no need to comment to the other

youngster, Jimy renained silent.

Cardan took his place before the procession, his

shoul ders hung with a heavy black mantle. He signall ed,
and a single drumer began a slow tattoo upon a nuffled
drum Wthout spoken order, the procession set out on

the fourth beat of the drum The soldiers noved in silent

| ockstep, while the carriages rolled forward. Suddenly

the grey stallion bucked and an extra groom again had to
hol d the animal in place. Jinmy shook his head. He had

an old fanmliar feeling: all the pieces of sone odd puzzle
were about to fall into place. Then slowy a snile of
under st andi ng spread across his face.

Lockl ear observed his friend s change of expression
"What ?* "now | know what Laurie's been up to. | know what's

going on.' Wth a friendly slap to Locklear's shoul der, he
said, 'Cone on, we've got a lot to do and little tine to do
it. !

Jimmy | ed Lockl ear through the secret tunnel, the

guttering torch sending flickering shadows dancing in

every direction. Both squires were dressed for travel and

carried weapons, packs, and bedrolls. 'You sure they'l

not have soneone at the exit?' asked Locklear for the

fifth tine. Inpatiently Jimry said, 'l told you: this is the one exit

I never showed anyone, not even the Prince or Laurie.'

As if trying to explain away this transgressi on of

om ssion, he added, "Some old habits are harder to break

than others.' They had gone about their duties all afternoon, after

the squires had all retired, they had stolen away to where
they had hastily stashed their travel packs. Now it was
close to mdnight. Reaching a stone door, Jimy pulled a | ever and they

both heard a click. Jimy put out the torch and put his
shoul der to the door. After several hard shoves, the
protesting door noved, age having nade it reluctant.

They crawl ed through a small door - disguised as stonework in
the base of the wall beyond the Prince's

mar shal | i ng yard, on the street closest to the palace. Less
than half a block up the road stood the postern gate, with
its attendant sentries. Jimmy tried to push the door shut,
but it refused to budge. He signalled to Locklear, and

the younger boy shoved in concert. It held, then with a
sudden rel ease slammed shut with an audi bl e crash

From up by the gate cane an inquiring voice. 'Here now
who's out there? Stand and be identified.'

Wthout hesitation Jimry was off, Locklear half a step

behi nd. Neither boy | ooked back to see if chase was

bei ng of fered, but kept their heads down as they dashed

al ong the cobbl est ones.

Soon they were lost in the warren of streets between

the Poor Quarter and the docks. Jimry halted to gain his
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bearings, then pointed. "That way. W' ve got to hurry.
The Raven | eaves on the mdni ght tide.'

Bot h boys hurried through the night. Soon they were
passi ng shuttered buil dings near the waterfront. From
the docks canme the sound of nen shouting orders as a
ship nmade ready to depart.

"it's pulling out,' yelled Lockl ear

Jimy didn't answer, only picking up his pace. Both
squires reached the end of the dock as the last |ine was
cast off, and with desperate | eaps they reached the side
of the ship as it noved away fromthe quay. Rough

hands pulled themover and in a nonment they stood

upon the deck.

"Here now, what is this? came an inquiring voice, and
a nonment |ater, Aaron Cook stood before them "Wl
then, Jimy the Hand, are you so anxious for a sea
voyage you' d break your neck to cone aboard?

Jimy grinned. 'Hello, Aaron. | need to speak to
Hul I, '

The pock-faced man scowl ed at the squires. That's
Captain Hull to any aboard the Royal Raven, Prince's
Squire or not. 1'll see if the captain has a nonent.'
Shortly the squires stood before the captain, who fixed
themwith a bal eful expression as he studied themwth
'his one good eye. 'Deserting your post, eh?

"Trevor,' Jimry began, but as Cook scow ed, he

anended, "Captain. W need to travel to Sarth. And we
saw fromthe ships' list in the Port Authority you're
begi nni ng your northward patrol tonight.'

"Vell now, you may think you need to travel up the

coast, Jinmmy the' Hand, but you've not rank enough to
come aboard ny ship with no nore than a by-your-| eave,

and you didn't even have that. And despite the public
notice - for the benefit of spies, you should know - ny
course is westerly, for I've Durbin slave runners reported
lying at sea anmbush for hapl ess Kingdomtraders, and
there's always Quegan gall eys nosing about. No, you'l

be ashore with the pilot once we've cleared the outer
breakwat er, unl ess you've a better reason than sinply
wanting free transportation.' The forner snuggler's
expression reveal ed that while he mght feel affection for
Jimy, he'd brook no nonsense aboard his ship.

Jimy said, "If |I mght have a word with you in

private.' Hull exchanged gl ances with Cook, then shrugged.

Jimy spent a full five mnutes whispering with the old
captain. Then suddenly Hull |aughed, a genuinely

amused sound. 'i'll be scuppered!’

A nmonent | ater he approached Aaron Cook. 'Have

these | ads taken bel ow. As soon as we clear harbour, |
want full sail. Mike course for Sarth.'

Cook hesitated a minute, then turned to a sailor and
ordered himto take the boys bel ow. Wen they were

gone, and the harbour pilot over the side in his |ongboat,
the first mate called all hands aloft and ordered all sails
out and set a northern course. He cast a glance rearward
where Captain Hull stood next to the hel nsman, but the
captain only smled to hinself.

Jimy and Lockl ear stood at rail's edge, waiting. Wen
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the boat was ready, they boarded. Trevor Hull came to
stand beside them "Sure you don't want to put back to
Sarth?' Jimy shook his head. 'i'd rather not be seen arriving

aboard a Royal Customs ship. Attracts too nmuch noti Ce.
Besides, there's a village near here where we can buy
horses. There's a good place not a day's ride beyond
there where we all canped last time. W can watch any
who pass. It'll be easier to spot themthere.'

"As long as they haven't passed al ready.

"They only left a day before we did,' and we sail ed

every night while they had to sleep. W're in front of
them'
"Well then, young lads, I'lIl wish you the protection of

Kilian, who in her kinder nonents watches over sailors
and ot her reckless sorts, and of Banath, who does the
sane for thieves, ganblers, and fools.' In nore serious
tones, he said, 'Take care, boys.' Then he signalled the
boat | owered.

It was still gloony, as the coast fog had not been

pi erced yet by the sun. The | ongboat was turned toward
the beach and the rowers pulled hard. Swiftly they
headed in, until the bow of the | ongboat scraped sand,
and Ji mry and Lockl ear were ashore.

The i nnkeeper hadn't wished to sell his horses at first,
but Jimy's serious attitude, his posture of authority,
and the way he wore his sword, coupled with anple gold,
changed his nind. By the tine the sun had cl eared the
forest to the east of the village of Longroad, the two
young nen were nounted, well provisioned, and on their
way up the road between Sarth and Questor's View.

By m dday they were in place, at a narrow point in the
road. To the east an upthrust of |and, covered wth heavy
foliage, prevented anyone from passing, while to the
west, the land dropped away quickly to the beach. From
their vantage point, Jimy and Locklear could see any
travell ers com ng up the road or the beach.

They built a small fire against the danp and settled in
to wait.

Twice in the three days that followed, they had been
menaced. The first tinme had been by a band of

unenpl oyed bravos, nercenary guards, on their way

south from Questor's View. But that band had been

di scouraged by the determination of the two young nen

and the probability they had nothing to steal besides the
two horses. One nan tried to take a horse, but Jimy's
speed with a rapier dissuaded him They |eft rather than
spill bl ood over suchh trivial booty.

The second encounter had been considerably riskier,

as both youngsters had stood side by side with weapons
drawn, protecting their horses fromthree disreputabl el ooking
bandits. Had the road agents had nore nunbers,

Jimy was certain the youths would have been Kkill ed,

but the nmen had fled at the sound of approaching riders,
which turned into a snmall patrol fromthe garrison at
Questor's View.

The sol di ers had questioned Jinmy and Lockl ear and
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had accepted their tale. They were travelling as sons of a
m nor squire, who was due to neet with them soon at

this location. The boys and their father would then
continue on south to Krondor, to follow after the

Prince's funeral procession. The sergeant in charge of the
patrol had w shed them saf e passage

Late in the afternoon, the fourth day after arriving, Jimy spotted three
riders com ng down the beach. He

wat ched for a | ong nonent, then said, "There they are!
Jimy and Locl ear quickly nmounted and rode down

the gap in the cliff to the beach. They halted, their
mounts pawi ng the sand, as they waited for the riders to
approach. The three riders cane into view, slowed, then
approached warily. They |ooked tired and dirty, nost
likely nercenaries fromtheir weapons and arnour. Al

wor e beards, though the two dark-haired nmen's were

short and newly growing. The first rider swore an oath at
the sight of the two youngsters. The second shook his

head i n disbelief.

The third rider edged his horse past the first two and
came to halt before the boys. "How did you. . .7

Lockl ear sat with his nouth open, in stunned silence.

In everything Jimy had told him this was the one thing
the Seni or Squire had not nentioned. Jimy grinned.

'it's a bit of a story. We've a little canp up on the
headl and if you want to rest, though it's by the road.’
The nman scratched at his two-week-old beard. "M ght

as well. There's little point in travelling nmuch nore

t oday. '

Jimy's grin broadened. 'l nust say, you're the
liveliest-looking corpse |I've ever seen, and |'ve seen a
few

Arutha returned the grin. Turning to Laurie and
Roal d, he said, 'Cone on, let's rest the horses and find
out how these young rogues figured us out.'

The fire seenmed to burn cheerfully as the sun di sappeared
over the ocean. They lay around the canpfire,

except Roald, who stood with a view of the road. it was
alot of little things,' said Jimmy. 'The Princesses both
seenmed nore worried than grief-stricken. Wen we were
kept away fromthe cortege, | becanme suspicious.

Lockl ear added, 'it was sonething | said.

Jimy shot Locklear a hard glance, indicating it was

his story. 'Yes, it was. He nentioned we were bei ng kept
away. Now .| know why. |'d have tunbled to the bogus

Duke in the carriage in a mnute. Then |I'd have known

he was heading north to finish with Mirmandanus.'

Laurie said, 'Wich is why you were kept away.

Roal d added, 'Which was the whole idea.’

Jimy | ooked stung. 'You could have trusted nme."

Arut ha | ooked caught hal fway between amusenent

and irritation. it wasn't an issue of trust, Jimy. | didn't
want this. | didn't want you along. ' Wth a nock groan
he said, 'Now |'ve two of you.'

Lockl ear | ooked at Jinmy with an expression of

concern, but Jimmy's tone put himat ease. Wll, even
princes have an occasi onal |apse of judgnent. Just
renenber what sort of fix you'd have been in if | hadn't
sussed out that trap up at Mraelin.

Arut ha nodded in surrender. 'So you knew sonet hi ng
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strange was going on, then figured out Laurie and Roald

were going north, but what gave away | was still alive?
Jimy |aughed. 'First, the grey stallion was used in the
procession, and your sorrel was mssing fromthe stable.
You never liked the grey, | renenber you saying.

Arut ha nodded. 'He's too fractious. Wat else?

"it hit me while we watched the body go past. If you

were going to be buried in your favourite togs, you'd

have your favourite boots on.' He pointed to the pair the
Prince wore. "But there~ were only slippers on his feet.
That's because the boots the assassin wore into the

pal ace were covered in sewer nuck and bl ood. Mbst

i kely whoever dressed the body went | ooking for

anot her pair rather than clean the assassin's boots and
couldn't find any, or they didn't fit, so they just put the
slippers on. Wien | saw that | figured it out. You didn't
have the assassin's body burned, only the heart. Nathan
must have put a spell on it to keep it fresh.'

"I didn't know what | was going to do with it, but

thought it night come in useful. Then we had that

attenpt in the tenple. That assassin's dagger was no

sham - he absently rubbed a sore side - "but it was not a
serious wound.' Laurie said, "Half Another inch higher and two to the

right and he'd have had a real enough funeral after all.’
"W kept things at a low boil the first night, Nathan,
Cardan, Vol ney, Laurie, and I, while we figured out

what to do,' Arutha said. "I decided to play dead. Vol ney
hel d up the funeral procession until the |ocal nobles
arrived, which gave ne tine to heal enough to ride. |
wanted to slip out of the city wi thout anyone being the

wi ser. |f Mirmandanus thinks ne dead, he'll stop

| ooking for ne. Wth this' - he held out the talisman
given to himby the Ishapian Abbot - "he'll not find nme
with magi c neans. |'m hoping to nake hi m act

prematurely.
Laurie said, 'How d you boys get here? You coul dn't
have passed us al ong the road.

"I got Trevor Hull to bring us here,' replied Ji mmy.
Arutha said, "You told hin®

"But only him Not even Cook knows you're alive.

Roald said, 'Still too damm many for a secret.
Lockl ear said, "But, | nean, everyone who knows can
be trusted . . . sir.’

"That's not the issue,' said Laurie. 'Carline and Anita

know, as did Cardan, Vol ney, and Nat han. But even
deLacy and Val dis were kept ignorant. The King won't
know until Carline tells himin private when they reach
Ri |l anon. Only those know.'

"What of Martin?' asked Ji my.

"Laurie sent a nessage to him He'll neet us in Ylith
answer ed Arut ha.

"That's risky,' said Jimy.

Laurie said, "No one but a few of us coul d understand

the message. All it said was "The Northerner. Cone
fastest." It was signed "Arthur." He'll understand no one
is to know Arutha |ives.

Jimy reveal ed his appreciation. 'Only those of us
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here know the Northerner is the innin Ylith where
.martin westled with that Longly character.

"Who's Arthur?' asked Lockl ear

"Hi s Highness,'' said Roald. '"it's the nane he used
when last he travelled.'

"And | used it when | cane to Krondor with Martin
and Anps. '

Jimy got a thoughtful look. 'This is the second time
We ride north, and it's the second tinme | w sh Anps
Trask was with us.' Arutha said, 'Well, he is not. Let's turn in. W ve a

|l ong ride ahead, and | nust decide what to do with you
two young rogues.' Jimry wapped his bedroll about him as did the

others, while Roald maintained the first watch. Then for
the first time in weeks, Jinmmy dropped quickly off to
sleep' free of grief.

7
Mysteries

Ryath thundered into fam liar skies.

Above the forests of the Kingdom she wheel ed. From

her came the thought, | must hunt. The dragon preferred

m nd- speech while flying, though she spoke al oud upon

the ground. Tomas | ooked back at Pug, who answered. (it is far to

Macros's island. Nearly a thousand mles.'

Tomas smiled. (We can be there nore quickly than

you i magi ne.’

"How far can Ryath fly?

"Around the globe of this world without |anding,

though | think she'd judge there was no good reason to
do so. Also, you' ve not seen a tenth of her speed.’

' Good,' answered Pug. "Then, when we've | anded

upon Sorcerer's Isle.

Tomas requested nore forbearance fromthe dragon,

who grudgi ngly agreed. dinbing high in the blue skies
of M dkem a, Ryath followed Pug's directions, over the
peaks of nmountains, toward the Bitter Sea. Wth m ghty
beats of her wi ngs she clinbed to where she coul d soar.
Soon the | andscape bel ow sped away, and Pug wonder ed
what the linmts of the dragon's speed mi ght be. They
were nmoving nore rapidly than a running horse and

seenmed to be picking up speed. There was a conmponent

of magic in Ryath's flying ability, for while the dragon
appeared to soar, she was in fact increasing speed

wi t hout a single beat of her wi ngs. Faster and faster they
flew They were confortable, owing to Tomas's magic,

he protected themfromw nd and col d, though Pug was
nearly dizzy fromexhilaration. The forests of the Far
Coast gave way to the peaks of the Grey Towers and

then they were speeding over the lands of the Free Cities
of Natal. Next they were flying over the waters of the
Bitter Sea, highlights of silver and green glittering on the
deep blue, and ships plying the sumer trade routes
fromQueg to the Free Cities |ooked but a child' s toys.
As they sped high above the island ki ngdom of Queg,

they could see the capital and outlying villages, again

| ooking like playthings fromthis height. Far bel ow t hem
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wi nged shapes flew in formation over the edge of I|and,
"and fromthe dragon canme a nirthful chuckle. Know

them dost thou, Ruler of the Eagles' Reaches?

Tomas said, "They are not what they once were.'

Pug said, '"Wat is it?

Tomas poi nted downward. "Those are descendants of

the giant eagles | hunted - Ashen-Shugar hunted - ages
past. | flew themas |esser men fly fal cons. Those anci ent
birds were intelligent after a fashion.'

The highland nen train these and ride themas others do
horses. They are a fallen breed.

Tomas seenmed irritated. 'Like so nmuch else, they' are

-but a shadow of what they once were.'

Wth hunmour, the dragon answered, still there are

t hose of us who are nore, Val heru

% here was much about himno one could ever fathom . rv n 5.
undcN~ his friend,

Tomas was unique in all the world and had burdens upon
his soul no other being could conprehend. In a vague

way Pug coul d understand how t hese descendants of the
once proud eagl es Ashen- Shugar had hunted could pain
Tomas, but he chose not to coment. Wiatever disquiet
Tomas experienced, it was his al one.

A short time later another island cane into view, tiny
conpared to the nation of Queg, but still large enough to
house a si zeabl e popul ati on. But Pug knew only a few

had ever' abided there, for it was Sorcerer's Isle, honme of
Macros the Bl ack.

As they sped over the northwestern edge of the island,
they dipped |l ower, clearing a range of hills, then flew

c as he

above a snall vale. Pug said, 'it can't be!’
Tomas said, 'Wat?
"There was an odd . . . place here before. A honme with

outbuildings. It's where | met Macros. Kul gan, Cardan,
Arutha, and Meecham were all there, too.

They swooped over tall trees. Tomas said, "These oaks
and bristlecone pines did not grow in even the neardozen
years since you first met the sorcerer, Pug. They

are ancient in aspect.'

Pug said, 'Another of Macros's nysteries. Pray, then,
the castle's still there.'

Ryath cl eared another line of hills, putting themin
sight of the only visible structure on the island, a |one
castle. They banked over the beach where Pug and his
conpani ons had first |anded upon the island, years
before, and the dragon rapidly descended, |anding upon

a trail above the beach. Bidding her conpani ons

goodbye, she | aunched herself into the air, preparing to
hunt. Tomas, watching as Ryath vanished into the azure

sky, said, "I had forgotten what it was to ride a dragon.'
He appeared thoughtful as he faced Pug. 'Wen you
asked ne to acconpany you, | was again fearful of

awakeni ng dormant spirits within.' He tapped his chest.
"I thought here Ashen-Shugar waited, only needing an

excuse to rise up and overwhel m nme again.' Pug studied
Tomas's face. Hs friend was nmasking his enotions well,

but Pug could still see themthere, powerful and deep
"But | know now there is no difference between Ashen- Shugar
and Tomas. | am both.' He | ooked down for a

monent, remni ndi ng Pug of how the boy had once | ooked
when nmaki ng excuses for some transgression before his
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nmot her. "I feel as if |I've both gained and | ost.

Pug nodded. 'We'Il never again be the boys we once

were, Tomas. But we've becone so nuch nore than we
dreaned. Still, fewthings of worth are ever sinple. O
easy.'

Tomas stared out to sea. "I was thinking of ny parents.
I've not visited themsince the end of the war.-1 am not

who they once knew.
Pug understood. "It will be hard for them but they are
good people and will accept the change in you. They wll
wi sh to see their grandchild."'

Tomas si ghed, then he | aughed, part in pleasure, part

in bitterness. "Calis is different fromwhat they woul d

have expected, but then so aml. No, | do not fear to see
themagain.' He turned and | ooked at Pug. Softly he
said, '"No, | fear | may never see themagain.'

Pug thought of his own wife, Katala. and all the others

at Stardock. He could only reach out and grip Tonas's
armfor a long, thoughtful nonent. Despite ' their
strengths and abilities, talents unrivalled on this world,
they were nortal and, even nore than Tomas, Pug knew

the dreadful nature of what they faced. And Pug held
deeper suspicions and darker fear's in private. The silence
of the eldar during his training, their presence on

Kel ewan, and the insights gained fromstudying with
themall pointed at possibilities Pug fervently hoped
woul d prove false. There was a concl usi on here he would
not speak of until he had no other choice. Pushing aside
his disquiet, he said, 'Cone, we nust seek Gathis.

They stood overl ooki ng the beach, at a point where

two trails divided fromone. Pug knew that one led to the
castle, the other toward the snmall vale where the strange
house and out buil dings the sorcerer had called Villa
Beats had stood, the place he had first met Macros. Pug
now wi shed when he and the others had returned to
claimthe | egacy of Macros, the heart of the Acadeny at
Stardock's library, they had visited the conplex. For
those buil dings to have vani shed, to be replaced by trees
of ancient aspect . . . it was, as he had said, one nore of
the many nysteries surroundi ng Macros the Bl ack. They
followed the path toward the castle

The castle stood upon a table of |and, separated from

the rest of the island by a deep ravine that fell away to
the ocean. The crashing of waves through the passage
echoed beneath themas they slowy crossed the | owered
drawbri dge. The castle was fashioned fromunfamli ar

dark stone, and around the great arch above the

portcul lis odd-looking creatures of stone perched, reguarding
Pug and Tonmas with stony gaze as they passed

bel ow. The outside of the castle | ooked nmuch as it had
the last tine pug had been here, but once inside the
castle, it was evident that everything el se had changed.
Upon the last visit, the grounds and castle had

appeared wel |l tended, but now the stones at the base of
the building exhibited weeds growi ng from cracks, and

the grounds were littered with bird droppings. They
hurried to the large doors to the central keep, which
hung open. As they pushed them wi de, the screeching of

hi nges testified to their rusty condition. Pug led his friend
through the long hall and up the tower steps, until he
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reached the door into Macros's study. The last tinme he
had been here, it had taken both a spell and answering a
question in Tsurani to open the door, but now a sinple
push sufficed. The room was enpty.

Pug turned and they hurried down the steps until they
reached the great hall of the castle. In frustration, Pug
cried, "Hello, the castle,' H s voice echoed hollowWy off
t he stones.

Tomas said, "It appears everyone is gone.

"l don't understand. Wen we | ast spoke, Gathis said

he woul d abi de here, awaiting Macros's return and

keeping his house in order. | only knew himbriefly, but I
woul d warrant he would keep this castle as we saw it
| ast .

Tomas said, "Until he was no longer able. It may be
soneone had reason to visit the island. Pirates or
Quegan raiders?" 'Or agents of Miurmandamus' ?' Pug visibly sagged. "I

had hoped we woul d di scover sonme clue from Gathis to
begin our search for Macros.' Pug | ooked about and

spi ed a stone bench before the wall. Sitting down, he
said, "W don't even know if Macros |lives yet. How are

we to find hinf

Tomas stood in front of his friend, towering over him

He pl aced one boot upon the bench and | eaned forward,
crossed arns resting upon his knee. "It is also possible
this castle is deserted because Macros has al ready
returned and | eft again.

Pug | ooked up. 'Perhaps. There is a spell . . . a spell of
the Lesser Path.'

Tomas said, 'As | understood such things -
Pug interrupted. "I have |earned many things at

El vardein. Let ne try this.' He closed his eyes and

incanted. his words soft and | ow as he directed his m nd

into a path still strange to it as often as not. Suddenly his
eyes snhapped open. "There's sone sort of ensorcell nent

upon this castle. The stones - they're not right.

Tomas | ooked at Pug: a question unspoken in his eyes.

Pug rose and touched the stones. "I used a . spell that
shoul d have gl eaned information fromthe very walls.

What ever occurs near an object |eaves faint traces,

energies that inpact it. Wth skill, they can be read as

you or | would read a scribe's witings. It is difficult but
possi bl e. But these stones show nothing. It is as if no

l'iving being had ever passed through this hall.' Suddenly
Pug turned toward the doors. 'Conme!' he conmmanded.
Tomas fell in beside his friend as Pug wal ked out to

the heart of the courtyard. There he halted, raising his
hands above his head. Tomas could feel m ghty energies
form ng about them as Pug gat hered power. Then Pug
closed his eyes and spoke, rapidly and in a tongue both
odd and famliar to Tomas. Then Pug's eyes opened and

he said, "Let the truth be reveal ed!"

As if a ripple noved outward, with Pug at the centre,
Tomas found his vision shiN ng. The very air shinmered
and on one side there was the abandoned castle, but as
the ripple passed, the court was reveal ed as well tended.
The circle widened rapidly as the illusion was dispelled,
and suddenly Tomas discovered they were in an orderly
courtyard. Nearby a strange creature was carrying a
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bundl e of firewood. He halted, surprise evident upon his
nonhuman face, and dropped the bundle.

Tomas had begun to draw his sword, but Pug said,

"No," placing a restraining hand upon his arm

"But it's a nountain troll!"’

"Gathis told us Macros enpl oyed many servants,

judgi ng each upon its own nerits.’

The startled creature, broad-shoul dered, |ong-fanged,

and fearsome in appearance, turned and ran in a

st oopi ng, apelike fashion toward a door in the outer wall.
Anot her creature, nothing either man had seen upon this
worl d, exited the stable and halted. It was only three feet
tall and had a nmuzzle Iike a bear, but its fur was redgol d.
Seeing the two humans regarding it, it set aside the
broomit carried and slowy backed into the stable door.
Pug watched until it was out of sight. Cupping his hands
about his mouth, Pug called, "Gathis!'

Al nost instantly, the doors to the great hall opened

and a well dressed goblin-like creature appeared. Taller
than a goblin, he possessed the thick ridges above the
eyes and | arge nose of the goblin tribe, but his features
wer e sonmehow nore noble, his novements nore graceful
Attired in blue singlet and |leggings, with ' a yellow
doubl et and bl ack boots, he hurried down the steps and
bowed before the two nen. Wth a sibilance to his

speech, he said, 'Wlcome, Master Pug.' He studied

Tomas. 'This, then, would be Master Tonas?

Tomas and Pug exchanged gl ances. Then Pug said,

"W seek your naster.

Gat his seenmed to | ook distressed. 'That may prove a
bit of a problem Master Pug. As best as | can ascertain,
Macros no | onger exists.'

Pug sipped at his wine. Gathis had brought themto a
chanmber where refreshnments were provi ded. The

steward of the castle refused to sit, standing opposite the
two nmen as they listened to his story.

'So, as | said when | ast we spoke, Master Pug, between
the Bl ack One and nyself there is an understanding. |
can sense his . . . state of being? Sonehow | know he is
al ways out there, sonmewhere. About a nonth after you
left, | awoke one night suddenly feeling the absence of
that . . . contact. It was nost disturbing.

"Then Macros is dead,' said Tonas.

Gat his sighed, in a very human way. "I amafraid so. If

not, he is somewhere so alien and renmote it anmounts to
little difference.'

Pug considered in silence, while Tomas said, 'Then

who fashioned that illusion!'

"My master. | activated it as soon as you and your

compani ons left the castle after your last visit. Wthout

the presence of Macros the Black to ensure our safety,

he felt the need to provide us with "protective col ouration,"
in a manner of speaking. Twi ce now bold pirates

have conbed the island for booty. They find nothing.'

Pug' s head suddenly came up. 'Then the villa stil

exi sts?'" 'Yes, Master Pug. It was also hidden by the illusion.
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Gat hi s appeared di sturbed. "I nust confess that while
am no expert in such matters, | woul d have thought the
illusion spell beyond your ability to banish.' Again he
sighed. "Now | worry at its absence once you've |eft.
Pug waved away the remark. "I will reestablish it
before we | eave.' Sonething nagged at Pug's mnd, a
strange i nage of speaking with Macros in the villa.
"When | asked Macros if he lived in the villa, he said,
"' No, though | once did, long ago." ' He | ooked at

Gathis. 'Did he have a study, such as the one in the
tower, at the villa?

Gat his said, 'Yes, ages ago, before | came to this
pl ace.’

Pug stood. "W nust go there, now.

Gathis |l ed themdown the path into the vale. The red tile
roofs were as Pug had renenbered. Tonas said, "This iS

a strange place, though it seens pleasing enough in

aspect. Wth fair weather, it would be a confortable

hone.' "So nmy master thought, once,' said Gathis. 'But he was

gone for a long tinme, so he told ne. And when he

returned, the villa was deserted, those who had |ived

with himgone w thout explanation. At first he searched
for his conpanions, but soon despaired of ever know ng
their fate. Then he feared for the safety of his books and
other works as well as the |ives of the servants he

pl anned to bring here, so he built the castle. And took

ot her neasures,' he added with a chuckl e.

(The | egend of Macros the Bl ack.

"Terror of evil magic serves ofttinmes better than stout

castle walls, Master Pug. The difficulties were not trivial:
shrouding this rather sunny island in gloony clouds and
keeping that infernal blue light flashing in the high tower
each time a ship approached. It was sonething of a

nui sance.'
They entered the courtyard of the villa, surrounded
by only a low wall. Pug paused to regard the fountain,

where three dol phins rose upon a pedestal, and said, "I
fashi oned the pattern in nmy transport roomafter this.'
Gathis led himtoward the central building, and suddenly
Pug' understood. There were neither connecting wal kways
nor roofs covering them but this villa matched his

own upon Kel ewan in building size and pl acenent. The
pattern was identical. Pug halted, |ooking shaken

Tomas said, 'Wat is it?

"It seenms Macros had his hand in many things far nore

subtle than we had known. | built my home upon
Kel ewan in the image of this one w thout knowi ng |I had
done so. | had no reason to, save it seened the way to

build it. Now | don't think I had nuch choice. Cone,
wi Il show you where the study lay.' He |led them w t hout
error to the roomthat matched the location of his own
study. Instead of the sliding cloth-covered doors of

Kel ewan, they faced a single door of wood, but Gathis
nodded.

Pug opened the door and stepped inside. The' room

was identical in size and shape. A dust-covered witing
table and chair rested where Pug had pl aced his | ow
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witing table and cushions in the matching room Pug

| aughed, shaking his head in appreciation and wonder.

'The sorcerer had many tricks.' He noved to a small
fireplace. Pulling upon a stone, he reveal ed a hidden
nook. "I had such a place built into my own hearth,

never understood why. | had no reason to use

it." Wthin that nook a rolled parchnent |ay. Pug
withdrew it and inspected it. A single ribbon w thout sea
tied the scroll

He unrolled it and read, his face becom ng ani mat ed.

"Ch, you clever man!' he said. Looking at Tomas and

Gat his, he explained. "This is witten in Tsurani. Even if
the spell of illusion was broken, and soneone stunbled
across this room and found the nook and the parchnent,
there was al nost no chance of them being able to read
this.' He | ooked back at the parchnent and began to

read aloud. " "'Pug, by reading this, know | am nost
likely dead~ But if not, | am somewhere beyond the

normal boundaries of space and tine. In either case | am
unable to provide you with the aid you seek. You have

di scovered sonething of the nature of the Eneny and
know it inperils both Kel ewan and M dkemi a. Seek ne

first inthe Halls of the Dead. If | amnot there, then you
know | live. If | amalive, | will be captive in a place
difficult to find. Then you will nake the choice, either to
seek to learn nore of the Eneny on your own, a nost
dangerous course in the extreme but one that nmay

succeed, or to search for ne. \Watever you do, know

wi sh you the bl essings of the gods. Macros." '

Pug put away the scroll. "I had hoped for nore.'

Gathis said, 'MWy naster was a nman of power, but even

he had his linits. As stated in his |ast mssive to you, he
coul d not pierce the veil of time once he entered the rift
with you. Fromthat point on. tine was as opaque to him
as to other nmen. He could only specul ate.

Tomas said, 'Then we nmust away to the Halls of the

Dead.

Pug said, 'But where are they to be found?

(Attend,' said Gathis. 'Beyond the Endl ess Sea lies the
sout hern continent, called Novindus by nmen. Fromnorth
to south a range of nmountains runs, called in the

| anguage of those nmen the Ratn'gari, which neans

"' Pavilion of the Gods"

Upon the two tallest peaks, the

Pillars of Heaven, stands the Celestial City, or so nen
say, the hone of the gods. Bel ow those peaks, in the
foothills stands the Necropolis, the Cty of the Dead
CGods. The highest-placed tenple, one that rests agai nst
the base of the nountains, honours the four |ost gods.

There you will find a tunnel into the heart of the
Celestial Muntains. This is the entrance to the Halls of
the Dead.'

Pug considered. 'W shall sleep the night, then cal
Ryath and cross the Endl ess Sea.

Tomas turned w thout comment, beginning the trek

back to Macros's castle. There was no di scussion. They
had no choice. The sorcerer had been nothing if not

, t hor ough.

Ryat h banked. For hours they had flown faster than Pug
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had t hought possible. The Endl ess Sea had roll ed bel ow,
a vast ocean of seemi ngly uncrossable size.' But the
dragon had not hesitated an instant in accepting their
destination. Now, hours later, they were flying over a
continent on the other side of the world. They had

moved fromeast to west as well as crossing to the

sout hern hem sphere, so they had gai ned sone daylight.
In late afternoon, they had sighted the southern continent,
Novi ndus. First they had crossed a great sand

wast el and, bounded by high cliffs running for hundreds
of miles along the seacoast. Any who | anded from a ship
on that northern coast would have days of travel and a
dangerous clinb before drinking water could be found.
Then the dragon had cut across grasslands. Far bel ow,
hundreds of strange wagons surrounded by herds of

cattle, sheep, and horses had been moving fromnorth to
sout h. Sone nonadi ¢ people, a nation of herdsnen, was
following the tracks of its ancestors, oblivious to the
dragon hi gh over head.

Then they saw the first city. A nmighty river, reninding
Pug of the Gagajin on Kel ewan, cut across the grassl ands.
On the southern shore a city had arisen, and

farther south farm and coul d be seen. Far to the

sout hwest, in the haze of evening, a range of nountains
rose: the Pavilion of the Gods.

Ryat h began to descend, and they soon approached

the centre of the range, a pair of peaks that rose high
above those surroundi ng, disappearing into clouds, the
Pillars of Heaven. At the base of the nmountains, deep
forests hid anything that m ght have existed. The dragon
spent the last minutes of |ight seeking a clearing in which

to land. The dragon set down, then said, "I go to hunt. When
finish, I shall sleep. | would rest for a tine.
Tomas smled. "You will not be needed for the bal ance

of this journey. Where we venture, we may not return

and you woul d have difficulty finding us.'

The dragon projected a sense of amusenent at that

| ast remark. 'Thou hast |ost sonme sense of things,

Val heru. Else thou woul dst renenber there is no place

within the span of space | may not reach, should |I have

but a reason.' 'This place exists beyond even your ability to reach .

Ryath. W enter the Halls of the Dead.
' Then thou shalt indeed be beyond ny ability to find,

Tomas. Still, if thou and thy friend survive this journey,
and return to the realns of life, thou hast but to call and
| shall answer. Hunt well, Valheru. For | shall.' The

dragon rose upward, extending her wings, then with a
| eap and a bound she | aunched herself into the darkening
sky. Tomas remarked, "She is tired. Dragons usually hunt

wild ganme, but | think sone farmer may find a brace of
sheep or a cow missing tonorrow. Ryath will sleep days
with a full belly.'

Pug | ooked about in the deepening gloom "in our
haste, we negl ected such provision for oursel ves.
Tomas sat upon a deadfall and said, 'Such things never
occurred in those sagas of our youth.'

Pug | ooked at his friend questioningly and Tomas sai d,
" Renenber the woods near Crydee when we were boys?
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H s expression turned nmirthful. "in all our youthfu
dramas we conquered our foes in tinme to get home for

di nner.'

Pug joined his friend in sitting. Wth a small chuckl e,
he said, "I renmenber. You always played the fallen hero
of sonme great tragic battle, bidding his |oyal followers
good- bye. '

Tomas's voice reveal ed a thoughtful tone. "Only this
"time we don't sinply get up and return to Mother's
kitchen for a hot neal after we're killed.'

A long nonent passed. Pug said, 'Still, we night as

wel | nmake ourselves as confortable as we can. This is as
likely a spot to wait for dawn as any other. | suspect the
Necropolis is overgrown, else we would have seen it from
the air. W'll be better able to locate it tonorrow.' He
added, with a faint smile, 'Besides, Ryath isn't the only
one who's tired.

"Sleep if you feel the need.' Tomas's eyes studied
sonmething in the brush. "i've learned to ignore the need
at will.' H's expression caused Pug to turn his head,
foll owi ng Tomas' s gaze. Sonething noved in the dark

Then a roar erupted fromthe forests behind them

One monment the clearing had been silent, then something
or soneone was | eaping out of the woods upon

Tomas' s back.

The half-cry, half-roar was answered by a dozen nore.

Pug sprang to his feet as Tomas was rocked forward by
the inpact of the thing upon his back. But while this
creature or nman seened near Tonas's equal in size, no
mortal upon M dkemi a was his equal in strength. Tomas
sinmply stood erect, gripping the thing on his back by a
handful of fur. Wth a yank, he tossed it overhead as he
woul d a child, sending it crashing into another creature
runni ng toward him

Pug cl apped his hands toget her overhead and the gl ade
rang with the sound of a thunderclap centring upon him
It was deafening, and those nearby faltered. Blinding
light erupted from Pug's upraised hands, and those
surroundi ng Tomas and Pug froze.

They | ooked to be tigers, but their bodies had been
altered into man shapes. Their heads were orange with

bl ack stripes, as were their arns and | egs. Each wore a
cuirass of blue netal and breeches ending at mid-thigh,
of some blue-black material. Each carried a short sword,
and a belt knife.

In the glare they crouched, blinded by the |ight of

Pug's magi c. He quickly incanted another spell and the
tiger-nen toppled. Pug staggered a little, inhaling with a
| oud sound as he sat upon the deadfall. 'That was al nost
too much. The spell of sleep cast on so nany. '

Tomas seened to listen with only half his attention

He had his sword out and his shield at the ready. 'There
are nore in the woods."'

Pug shook off his fogginess and rose. In the surrounding
forest the sound of soft novenent nmurnured |ike the
gentle stirring of branches in a light breeze, but no w nd
bl ew this night. Then, as one, another dozen figures
materialized fromthe gloom all simlar to the fallen. In a
thick, slurred speech, one said, 'Put away your weapons
man. You are surrounded.' The others seemed crouched,
ready to spring like the giant cats they resenbl ed.
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Tomas | ooked at Pug, who nodded. Tonas pernmitted

one of the tiger-nen to disarmhim The | eader of the
tiger-nmen waved at them saying, 'Bind them'

Tomas allowed hinself to be tied, as did Pug. The

| eader said, 'You have slain many of ny warriors."
Pug said, 'They only sleep.'

One of the tiger-warriors knelt and exam ned a

sl eeper. "Tuan, it is true.

The one call ed Tuan exam ned Pug's face closely. 'You
are a spellcaster, it seens, yet you allow yourself to be
taken easily. Wy?'

Pug said, "Curiosity. And we have no wish to harm

you.'

The surroundi ng tiger-nen began to | augh, or somnething
like it. Then Tomas sinply parted his wists. The

bonds snapped instantly. He extended his hand toward

the warrior holding his golden sword and the weapon

flewfromthe startled creature's grasp into his own. The
| aught er di ed.

In a startled rage, the one called Tuan snarled and

swung a clawed hand at Pug's face, fingers hooked and

| ong tal ons extending frombetween them Pug instantly
rai sed his hand and a snall golden light erupted on his
palm The creature's claws rebounded fromthat |ight as
if from steel

The surroundi ng creatures began to cl ose upon them

once nore, two grabbing Tonmas from behind. He sinply

tossed them asi de and grabbed the one called Tuan by

the scruff of the neck. Tuan stood six feet tall and nore,
but Tormas lifted himeasily. Like any cat grabbed by the

scruff, he dangl ed helplessly. "Halt, or this one dies!

Tomas ordered

The creatures hesitated. Then one of the tiger-warriors
bent his knee. He was followed by the rest. Tonas

rel eased Tuan and let himfall. The | eader of the tiger-men
| anded lightly and spun. "What nmanner of being are

you?'

"I am Tormas, once called Ashen-Shugar, Ruler of the

Eagl es' Reaches. | am of the Val heru.'

At that the tiger-men began to nmake snall new ng

noi ses, half grows, half , whinmpers. "Ancient One!' was
repeated several tinmes. They huddl ed together in abject

terror. Pug said, 'Wat is this and who are these creatures?

Tomas said, "They are fearful of me, for | ama | egend
cone to life before them These are Draken-Korin's
creatures.' Seeing Pug's |ook of inconprehension, he
added, 'One of the Val heru. He was Lord of Tigers and
bred these to stand as guards in his palace.' He | ooked

about. "I guess it would be in one of the caves in this
forest.' To Tuan he said, 'Do you war on nen?'
Tuan, still crouching, snarled. "W war on all who

i nvade our forest, Ancient One. It is our land, as you
shoul d know. It was you who nmade us a free people.
Tomas' s eyes narrowed, then opened wide. "I . . . |
renenber.' His face turned slightly pale. He said to Pug,
"I thought | had renenbered all of those days. '

Tuan said, 'W had thought you but nen. The Rana of
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Maharta nakes war upon the Priest-King of Lanada. Hi s
war el ephants command the plains, but the forests are

still ours. This year he is allied with the Overlord of the
City of the Serpent River, who | ends himsoldiers. The
Rana sends those against us. So we kill any who cone

here, dwarves, goblins, or serpent nen.'

Pug sai d, 'Pantathians!’

Tuan said, 'So nmen call them The |and of the serpents

|ies sonewhere to the south, but they cone north at

times to do mischief. We treat themharshly.' He said to
Tomas, "Have you cone to enslave us again, Ancient

One?' Tomms recovered fromhis reverie. "No, those days are

vani shed in the past. W seek the Halls of the Dead, in
the City of the Dead Gods. Guide us.'

Tuan waved away his warriors. "l shall guide you.' To
the others he spoke in a growing, guttural |anguage. In
scant nonments they vani shed into the gl oom between the
bol es of the forest. Wen all were gone, he said, 'Cone
we have far to go.

Tuan | ed them throughout the night, and as they
travel |l ed, Pug asked many questions. At first the tiger-man
was reluctant to speak to the mmgician, but Tonas

i ndi cated he shoul d cooperate and the | eader of the tiger-nen
did so. The tiger nation lived in a small city to the
east of where the dragon had | anded. Dragons had | ong
been hated by the tigers, as they raided the herds raised
by the tiger-men. So a full patrol had been sent in case
the dragon needed to be driven away.

Their city had no name, being only the City of the
Tigers. No man had seen this place and lived, for the
tiger-nmen killed any invaders. Tuan reveal ed a great

di strust of men and when queried said only, 'W were

here before nmen. They took our forests to the east. W
resisted. There has al ways been war between us.'

O the Pantathians Tuan knew little, except they
warranted killing on sight. Wien Pug asked how the
tiger-men cane to be or how Tomas had freed them he

was answered only by silence. As Tomas seened equal ly
reticent, Pug did not press the question

After clinbing the forested hills below the Pillars of
Heaven, they cane to a deep pass. Tuan halted. To the
east the grey of dawn was approaching. "Here live the
gods,' he said. They | ooked upward. The tips of the
mountains were receiving the first rays of sun. Wite
clouds mantl ed the peaks of the Pillars of heaven,
wrapping themin glowi ng mists, which reflected the |ight
in white and silver sparkles.

"How high are the peaks?' asked Pug

"No one knows. No nortal has reached them W

allow pilgrins to pass this way unnol ested if they stay
sout h of our boundaries. Those who clinb do not return.
The gods prefer their privacy. Cone.'

Tuan led theminto the pass, which descended into a
ravine. "Beyond this pass, the ravine widens to a broad
pl ateau at the base of the nmountains. There lies the Cty
of the Dead Gods. It is now overgrown with trees and
vines. Wthin the city is the great tenple to the | ost gods.
Beyond is the abode of the departed. | will go no farther
Anci ent One. You and your spell caster conpani on may
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survive, but for nortals it is a journey wthout return. To
enter the Halls of the Dead is to quit the lands of life.
"W have no further need of you. Depart in peace.

Tuan said, 'Hunt well, Ancient One.' Then Tuan was

off, with a running, bounding gait.

Wt hout conversation, Tonas and Pug entered the

ravi ne.

Pug and Tonmas wal ked sl owy through the plaza. Pug

took mental note of every wonder. Oddly shaped

bui | di ngs - hexagonal, pentagonal, rhonboidal, pyram dal were
arranged in an apparently haphazard

fashion, but one that seened al nost to nmake sense, as if

the behol der was not quite sophisticated enough to
comprehend the pattern. Cbelisks of inprobable design,

great upthrusting colums of jet and ivory inscribed with
runi ¢ carvings unknown to Pug stood at the four corners

of the plaza. Acity it was, but a city unlike any other, for
it was a city without markets, or stables, a city |acking
taverns or even the rudest hut for a man to dwell w thin.

For in every direction they could travel, only tonbs rose

up. And upon each a single name was inscribed over the
entrance.

"Who built this place? Pug wondered al oud.

"The gods,' Tonms replied. Pug studied his conpani on

and saw there was no jest in his words.

"Can this truly be SO?

Tomas shrugged. 'Even to such as us sone things

remain a nystery

Sone agency constructed those

tonbs.' He pointed at one of the mmjor buildings near

the square. "That bears the name |sanda.' Tomas | ooked
lost in nmenory. (Wien ny kin rose up agai nst the gods,
remai ned apart.' Pug did not fail to notice Tonas's
reference to his kin, in the past he had spoken of AshenShugar
as a being apart. Tomas continued. 'The gods

were new then, comng into their power, while the

Val heru were ancient. It was the passing of an old order
and the birth of a new one. But the gods were powerful.
at | east those who survived. O the hundred who were
formed by Ishap, only sixteen survived, the twelve |esser
and four greater gods. The others lie here.' He pointed

again to the building. "lIsanda was the Goddess of
Dance.' He | ooked about slowy. "It was the tinme of the
Chaos Wars.'

Tomas noved past Pug, clearly reluctant to speak

nmore. Upon anot her buil ding was inscribed the nane
Onanka-Tith. Pug said, 'Wat do you nake of that?

Tomas spoke quietly while he wal ked. "The Joyfu

Warrior and the Planner of Battles were both nortally
wounded, but by conbining their remaining essences

they survived in part, as a new being, Tith-Onanka, the
War God with Two Faces. Here |lie those parts of each

whi ch did not survive.'

Softly Pug observed, ""each tine | think I have

wi tnessed a wonder unsurpassed. . . It hunbles ne.'
After a long stretch of quiet, as they passed dozens of
"bui | di ngs upon which were inscribed names alien to Pug,
the magician said, '"Howis it that imortals die, Tomas?'
Tomas did not |ook at his friend as he spoke. "Nothing
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is forever, Pug.' Then he | ooked at Pug, who saw a

strange light in his friend' s eyes, as if Tomas were poised
for battle. '"Nothing. Immortality, power, dom nance, al

are illusions. Don't you see? W are sinply pawns in a

game beyond our understandi ng.'

Pug let his eyes sweep over the ancient city, its strange
assortnent of buildings half overgrown with |ianas. 'That

is what hunbles me nost.' "Now, we nmust seek one who m ght understand this

ganme. Macros.' He pointed at a gigantic edifice, a

buil ding dwarfing those about it. Upon it were carved

four nanes, Sang, Drusala, Fortis, and Wbdar - Hospur

Tomas said, "The nonurment to the | ost gods.' He pointed

to each nanme in turn. "The | ost God of Magic, who, it is
thought, hid his secrets when he vani shed. Wi ch may be

why only the Lesser Path rose upon this world anong

men. Drusal a, the Goddess of Healing, whose fallen staff
was pi cked up by Sung, who keeps it against the day of

her sister's return. Fortis, old dolphin-tail, the true God
of the Sea. Kilian now holds sway over his dom nion. She

is now nother of all nature. And Wdar-Hospur, the

Lor ekeeper who, al one anong all beings bel ow I shap,

knew Trut h.

" Tomas, how do you know so much?

Looking at his friend, he answered, "I renenber. | did

not rise to challenge the gods, Pug, but | was there.

saw. And | renenber.' There was a note of terrible,

bitter pain in his tone, which he could not nask fromhis
lifelong friend. They began to wal k on, and Pug knew Tomas woul d

speak no nore on this subject, at least for the present.
Tomas led Pug into the vast hall of the four |ost gods. A
grey light illumnated the tenple, filling the gigantic room
with an anber glow. Even to the high vaulted ceiling, no
shadows existed. On each side of the hall a pair of

gigantic stone thrones sat enpty and waiting. Opposite

the entrance a vast cavern |l ed away into darkness.

Pointing at that black maw, Tonmas said, "The Halls of

the Dead.' Wthout comrent, Pug began wal ki ng, and soon both

were engul fed in darkness.

One nonment they had existed in a real, albeit alien,

worl d, the next they had entered a real mof the spirit. As
if a col dness beyond enduri ng had passed through them
they each felt an instant of suprene disconfort and

anot her instant of near-rapture. Then they were truly
within the Halls of the Dead.

Shapes and di stances appeared to have little meaning,

for one noment they seemed in a narrow tunnel, then

upon an endless sunlit field of grasses. Next they passed
through a garden, with babbling brooks and fruit-Iaden
trees. After that, they wal ked bel ow an ice flow, a whiteblue
frozen cataract spilling froma cliff surmounted by a
giant hall fromwhich issued joyous music. Then they
seenmed to wal k atop clouds. But at last they were in a
dark and vast cavern, ancient dead rock vaulting away

into a darkness beyond any eyes' ability to penetrate.

Pug ran his hand over the rock and di scovered the

surface to have a slippery feel, as of soapstone. Yet when
he rubbed thunb and fingers together, there was no
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resi due. Pug put away his curiosity. A broad river slowy
flowed across their path, and in the distance they could
see another shore through dense mst. Then from out of
the fog came a wherry, with a single figure hidden by
heavy robes at the stern, propelling the craft by nmeans of
a skull. As the boat gently nudged the shore, the figure
rai sed the large oar out of the water and notioned for
Tomas and Pug to board.

"The ferryman!' sai d Pug.

"It is a comon |egend. At |east here it is true. Cone.'
They boarded, and the figure held out a gnarled hand.

Pug renmoved two copper coins fromhis purse and
deposited themin the outstretched hand. Pug sat, and
was astounded to di scover the wherry had reversed itself
and was now headi ng across the river. He had felt no
sensation of notion. A sound from behind caused himto
turn, and over his shoul der he saw vague shapes on the
shore they had |l eft, quickly hidden by nist.

Tomas said, ' Those who fear to cross or who cannot

pay the boatnman. They abi de upon the far shore for
eternity, or so it is supposed.' Pug could only nod. He

| ooked down into the river and was further astonished to
see that the water glowed faintly, lit from bel ow by a
yellowgreen light. And within its depth stood figures,
each looking up to the boat as it passed overhead. Feebly
they waved at the boat or reached out, as if seeking to
grab hold, but the boat was too quickly past. Tonas said,
' Those who attenpted to cross without the ferryman's
perm ssion. Trapped for all tine.'

Pug spoke softly, "Wich way were they seeking to

cross?

Tomas said, "only they know.'

The boat bunped against the far shore, and the

ferryman silently pointed. They di senbarked, and Pug

gl anced back to discover the wherry gone from sight.
Tomas said, "It is a journey that may be taken in one
direction only. Cone.'

Pug hesitated, but realized the point of no return had
just been crossed and reluctance was usel ess. He gazed at
the river for a last, lingering noment and quickly
fol | owed Tonas.

They paused in their trek. One monent Pug and Tonas

had been wal ki ng upon an enpty plain of greys and

bl acks, the next, a vast building rose before them if in

fact it was a building. In each direction' it stretched, to

vani sh at the horizon, nmore a wall of imrense proportion

Upward into the strange grey which served as a sky

inthis forlorn place it rose, until the eye could no | onger

followits lines. It was a wall in this reality, one with a
%

| ooked over his shoul der and saw not hi ng but

pl ai n behind. He and Tomas had spoken infrequently

since | eaving the river some unknown time

before. There had been nothing to comment on and

somehow breaki ng the silence seened i nappropriate. Pug

| ooked forward once nore and di scovered Tomas's eyes

upon him

Tomas poi nted and Pug nodded and they nounted the
sinple stone steps to the |arge open portal before them
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Crossing the threshold, they halted, for they were
greeted by a sight that confounded their senses. In every
direction, even behind them a vast marble fl oor
stretched away, upon which rows of catafal ques were
arrayed. Atop each rested a body. Pug approached the
nearest and studied its features. The figure seened

asl eep, for it was unmarked, but the chest was still. It
was a girl no nore than seven years of age

Beyond |l ay men and wonen of every description from
beggars in tatters to those wearing royal rainment. Bodies
old and rotting, an'd those shattered or burned beyond
recognition, |ay beside bodies unnarked. Infants, dead

at birth, lay beside withered ancient crones. Truly they
were now within the Halls of the Dead.

Tomas said softly, "It seens one direction is nuch the
sane as another.'

pug shook his head. "W are within the boundarieS O
eternity. | think we nust discover a path, or we shal
wander without let for ages. | do not know if time has
any nmeaning here, but if it does W cannot afford to idle
it away.' Pug closed his eyes and concentrated. Above

his head gl owing mists gathered, formng into a pul sating
gl obe that began to rotate rapidly. A faint white |ight
coul d be seen within, then the conjuration vani shed

Pug' s eyes renai ned cl osed. Tormas watched quietly. He
knew Pug was using sonme nystic sight to scout in

monent s what woul d have taken years on foot. Then

Pug' s eyes were open and he pointed. 'That way.'

Figures waited quietly without the portal to the next hall.
It was an oddity of this place that fromone angle nore
corpses could be seen stretching away in every direction,
form ng a chessboard of reclining figures, but from

anot her angle a new wall was visible, one with another
arched portal. Before it nore than a thousand nen and
wonen, boys and girls, stood silently. Wile Pug and
Tomas approached, one of the reclining figures sat uP

and di smounted the catafal que to wal k past them and

join with those waiting by the door. Pug | ooked back and
saw anot her figure approaching froma different direction
He gl anced at the just vacated catafal que and saw

anot her body had appeared in place of the fornmer

occupant. Pug and Tomas noved past those who hovered

by the door, discovering they took no notice of the
newconers' presence. Pug reached out and touched a
child' s shoulder, and the snall boy absently brushed at
Pug's hand, as if an insect had briefly alighted there. But
the boy betrayed no ot her awareness of the magician.
Tomas indicated with a jerk of his head they shoul d
continue. Through the door they found nore people
standing, in lines that |ed away beyond the limts of their
perception. Again there was no reaction to their passing.
Quickly the two nmen wal ked toward the head of the line

For what seemrmed hours a |ight had been brightening

before them Thousands of figures formed silent lines
facing that brilliance, each seenmingly w thout inpatience.
They passed those who stood turned toward the Iight,
expressions inpossible to fathomupon their faces. Every
so often Pug woul d notice those in one of the lines taking
a step forward, but the lines noved at a snail's pace. As
they approached the shining light, Pug gl anced behind
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and noticed there were no shadows cast. Another oddity of this realm he
consi der ed.

Then at |ast they reached stairs.

Atop a dozen steps sat a throne, surrounded with

gol den brilliance. Sonething alnmost like nusic tickled at
the edge of Pug's hearing, but it was not substantia
enough to be apprehended. He lifted his eyes until he
behel d the figure upon the throne. She was stunning in
her beauty, yet frightening. Her features were inpossibly
perfect, but sonehow daunting. She confronted the
converging lines of humanity before her and studi ed each
person at the head of the line for sone tinme. Then she
woul d point at one of the figures and notion. Mst often
the figures sinply vani shed, to whatever destiny the
goddess had sel ected, but occasionally one would turn

and begin the long trek back toward the plain of

catafal ques. After sonme tine she turned to regard the

two nmen, and Pug's gaze was captured by eyes |ike sooty
coal, flat jet without any hint of warnth or |ight

contai ned therein, the eyes of death. Yet for all her
fearful demeanour, a face the colour of white chalk, she
was a figure of incredible seduction, one whose lush form
cried out to be enbraced. Pug felt his being burn with
the need to be gathered within the folds of her white
arnms, to be taken to her bosom Pug used his powers to
set aside those desires, and he stood his ground. Then
the wonan upon the throne |aughed, and it was the

col dest, deadest sound Pug had ever heard. "Wl conme to

my domain, Pug and Tomas. Your neans of arrival is
unusual .' Pug's nmind reeled and raced. Each word from
the wonan was an icy stab through his brain, a chilled
pain, as if nerely to conprehend the goddess's existence
was sonething nearly beyond his ability. Wth certainty
he knew that without his training and Tomas's heritage
they woul d have been overwhel ned, swept away, nost

likely dead, by the force of her first uttered word. Stil
he mai ntai ned his equilibriumand stood his ground.

Tomas spoke. "Lady, you know our needs.'

The figure nodded. "indeed, better than yourselves,
perhaps.' 'Then will you tell us what we need to know? W

di sli ke being here as nuch as our presence displ eases
you.' Again the bone-chilling | augh. 'You displ ease nme not

at all, Valheru. O your kin | have often |longed to take
one to ny service. But time and circunstances have

never permtted. And Pug shall eventually come here, in
time. Yet when that occurs, he shall be like these before
me, standing in patient line for their turn to be judged.
Al wait upon ny pleasure, sone shall return for another
turn of the Weel, others shall be granted the ultimte
puni shrrent, oblivion, and fewer still will earn dua
rapture, oneness with the Utinmte.

"Still," she said, as if thoughtful, "it is not yet his tine.

No, we all must act as is foreordai ned. He whom you

seek does not abide with me yet. O all those within the
nortal realns, he above all has been nost astute in
declining my hospitality. No, to find Macros the Bl ack,
you wi Il need to | ook el sewhere.
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Tomas consi dered. ' May we know where he is?

The | ady upon the throne | eaned forward. "There are

limts, Val heru, even to what | nmay attenpt. Put your

mnd to the task and you shall know where the bl ack

sorcerer abides. There can be only one answer.' She

turned her gaze again upon Pug. 'Silent, magician? You

have said nothing.' Softly Pug said, "I wonder, lady. Still, if |I may' - he

waved a hand at those about him- 'is there no joy in this
real n?" For a nmoment the | ady upon the throne regarded the

silent lines of people arrayed before her. It was as if the
question was new to her. Then she said, "No, there is no
joy in the realmof the dead.' She again studied the
magi ci an. "But consider, there is also no sorrow. Now
you nust away, for the quick nmay abi de here a short

while only. And there are those within ny real mwho

woul d di stress you to apprehend. You nust go.'

Tomas nodded and with a stiff bow, |ed Pug away.

Past long lines they hurried, as the brilliance of the
goddess di nmed behind. It seenmed hours they wal ked.
Suddenly Pug halted, transfixed by recognition. A young
man with wavy brown hair stood quietly in line, his eyes
fixed forward. In near-silent voice, Pug said, 'Roland.
Tomas paused, studying the face of their conpanion

from Crydee, dead for alnbst three years. He took no
notice of his two fornmer friends. Pug said, 'Roland, it'S
Pug.' Again there was no reaction. Pug shouted the

squire from Tulan's nane, and there was a nearly

i nperceptible flicker about the eyes, as if Roland heard a
di stant voice calling. Pug | ooked pai ned as his boyhood
rival for Carline's affections took a step forward in the
long Iine of those to be judged. Pug's mnd ached for
sonething to say to him Then at |ast he shouted,
.Carline is well, Roland. She is happy."

For a nonent there was no reaction, then, faintly, the
corgers of Roland's nmouth turned up for the briefest
instant. But Pug thought he | ooked sonehow nore at

peace as he stared bl ankly forward. Then Pug suddenly

di scovered Tomas's hand upon his arm and the powerful
warrior propelled his friend away from Rol and. Pug
struggled an instant, but to no avail, then wal ked in step
with Tomas. A nonent |ater, Tomas released his grip.
Softly he said, 'They're all here, Pug. Roland. Lord
Boric and his lady Catherine. The nen who died 'in 'the
Green Heart, and those taken by the wraith in Mc

nordain Cadal. King Rodric. All who died in the

Riftwar. They're all here. That's what Lins-Kragma

meant by saying there were those here who woul d cause

us distress if we net.'

Pug only nodded. Again he felt a deep sense of loss for
those whom fate had taken away fromhim Turning his

m nd again to the cause of their strange travel, he said,
"Where are we bound now?'

"By not answering, the Lady of Death answered. There

is only one place beyond her reach. It is an oddity

out si de the known universe. We nust find the Gty

Forever, that place which stands beyond the edge of

time.' Pug halted. Looking about, he noticed they had again
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passed into the vast plain of bodies, all arrayed in neat
rows. "Then the question is, how do we find it?

Tomas reached out and pl aced his hand upon Pug's

face, covering his eyes. A bone-wenching chill passed
through the magici an, and he suddenly found his chest
exploding in hot fire as he sucked in a lungful of air. His
teeth chattered and he shook, a fierce, uncontrollable
trenbling as his body coiled and uncoiled in knots of
pai n. He noved and di scovered he was |lying on a cold

mar bl e fl oor. Tomas's hand was gone from his eyes and

he opened them He | ay upon the floor in the Tenple of

the Four Lost Gods, just before the entrance to the dark
cavern. Tomas rose on wobbly |l egs a short distance

away, also pulling in ragged gasps of air. Pug saw that his
friend's face was pale, his lips bluish. The nagician
regarded his own hands and saw the nails were blue to

the quick. Standing, he felt warnth creep slowly back
into his linbs, which ached and shook. He spoke, and his
voice was a dry croak. 'Was it real ?

Tomas | ooked about, his alien features showing little.

.O all nortal nmen on this world, Pug, you should know
best how futile that question is. W saw what we saw.
VWhether it was a place or a vision in our mnd, it doesn't
matter. We nust act upon what we experienced, so tO

that end, yes, it was real.’

" Now?'

Tomas said, "I must sunmon Ryath, if she is not too

deep in sleep . W nust travel between the stars once again.
Pug could only nod. His mnd was nunmb, and dinmy he
wonder ed what possible marvels could await beyond that

whi ch was al ready behi nd.

8
Yabon

The inn was quiet.

It was fully two hours before sundown and the hectic
quality of evening revelry was not yet unl eashed. For
this, Arutha was thankful. He sat as deep in shadows as
he coul d, Roald, Laurie, and the two squires occupying
the other chairs. His newWly cropped hair, shorter than he
had worn in years and his thickening beard lent hima
sini ster appearance, giving credence to their inpersonation
of mercenaries. Jimy and Lockl ear had

purchased nore common travel clothing in Questor's

View, burning their squire's tunics. In all, the five of
them | ooked to be nothing nore than a sinple crew of
unenpl oyed fighting nen. Even Lockl ear was convi nci ng,
for he was no younger than sone of those who passed

t hrough, aspiring young bravos seeking their first tour of
duty.

They had been waiting three days for Martin, and

Arut ha was grow ng apprehensive. Gven the timng of

the message, he had expected Martin to reach Ylith first.
Al so, each day in the city increased the chance of
someone' s renmenbering themfromtheir | ast encounter

here. A tavern brawl ending in a killing, while not

uni que, was still sonething to cause a few to renmenber a
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A shadow crossed the table and they | ooked up

Martin and Baru stood before them Arutha rose slowy
and Martin calmy extended his hand. They quietly
shook, and Martin said, "CGood seeing you well.'
Arutha smled crookedly. "Good for nme al so.'

Martin's answering smile was his brother's twin. 'You
| ook different.' Arutha only nodded. Then he and the
others greeted Baru, and Martin said, "How did he get
here?' He pointed at Ji mry.

Laurie said, "How can you stop hinf'

Martin | ooked at Lockl ear and raised an eyebrow.
"This one's face | recognize, though | don't recall the

nane. '
"That's Locky.' "Jimy's protege,' Roald added with a chuckl e.

Martin and Baru exchanged gl ances. The tall Duke
said, 'Two of then?'

Arutha said, "It's a long tale. W should tarry here as
little as possible.’

"Agreed,' answered Martin. 'But we'll need new

horses. Qurs are weary, and | expect we still have a | ong

road before us.'
Arutha's eyes narrowed and he said, 'Yes. Very long.'

The clearing was little nore than a wi dening in the road.
To Arutha's party the roadhouse was a wel coni ng

beacon, every wi ndow on both floors showing a nerry
yellow light that knifed through the oppressive gl oom of
ni ght. They had ridden wi thout incident since |eaving
Ylith, passing beyond Zun and Yabon, and were now at

the | ast outpost of Kingdomcivilization, where the forest
road turned northeast for Tyr-Sog. To travel directly
north was to enter Hadati country, and the northern
ranges beyond marked the boundary of the Ki ngdom

Wil e there had been no trouble, all were relieved to be
reaching this inn.

A sharp-eared stable boy heard themride up and cane
down fromhis loft to open the barn - few travelled the
forest roads after sundown and he had been about to

turn in. They quickly cared for their animals, Jimy and
Martin occasionally watching the woods for signs of
troubl e.

When they were done, they gathered their bundles and
headed for the roadhouse. As they crossed the clearing
bet ween barn and main building, Laurie said, "It will be
nice to have a warm neal ."'

' Maybe our last for a while," comented Jimy to

Lockl ear.

As they reached the front of the building, they could
make out the sign over the door, a man sleeping atop a
wagon while his nule had broken its traces and was
making its getaway. Laurie said, "Now for some hot

food. The Sl eeping Wagoneer is anong the finest little
country inns you'll ever visit, though at tinmes you may
find it occupied by a rather strange assortment.'
Pushi ng open the door, they entered a bright and

cheery conmmon room A |arge open hearth contained a
roaring fire, and three long tables stood before it. Across
the room opposite the door, ran a | ong bar, behind

whi ch rested | arge hogsheads of ale. And nmeking his way
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toward them a smle upon his face, came the innkeeper,

a man of niddle years and portly appearance. 'Ah,

guests. Wl cone.' Wien he reached them his snmle

broadened. 'Laurie! Roald! As | live! It's been years! dad | amto see you.

The minstrel said, 'Geetings, CGeoffrey. These are
compani ons of mne."'

Geoffrey took Laurie by the el bow and guided himto

a table near the bar. 'Your conpanions are as wel cone
as yourself.' He seated themat the table and said,
"Pleased as | amto see you, | w sh you had been here

two days ago. | could have done with a good singer.

Laurie smled at that. "Troubl e!

A |l ook of perpetual trial crossed the innkeeper's face.

" Al ways.

We had a party of dwarves through here and

they sang their drinking songs all hours. They insisted on
keeping tinme to the songs by beating on the tables with
what ever was at hand, w necups, flaggons, hand axes, al

in conplete disregard for whatever was upon them |'ve
broken crockery and scarred tables all over. | only
managed to return the common roomto a senbl ance of

order this afternoon, and | had to repair half of one
table.' He fixed Roald and Laurie with a nbck-stern
expression. "So don't start trouble, like the last tine.
One ruckus a week is plenty.' He glanced around the

room "It is quiet now, but | expect a caravan through at
any tinme. Anbros the silver merchant passes through this
time of year.' Roald said, "Geoffrey, we perish fromthirst.

the man becane instantly apologetic. "Truly, | am

sorry. Fresh in fromthe road and | stand jabbering like a
magpi e. What i s your pleasure?

"Ale,'" said Martin, and the others echoed the request.

The nman hurried away, and returned nonents | ater

with a tray of pewter jacks, all briming with cool ale,
After the first draught of the biting liquid, Laurie said,
"What brings dwarves this far from hone?

The i nnkeeper joined themat the table, wi ping his

hands on his apron. 'Have you not heard the news?

Laurie said~ "We're just in fromthe south. What

news?' 'The dwarves noot at Stone Mountain, neeting in the

Il ong hall of Chief Harthorn at village Del noria.'
"To what ends?' asked Arut ha.

(Well, the dwarves through here were up all the way
fromDorgin, and fromtheir talk it's the first tinme in age's
the eastern dwarves have ventured up to visit their
brethren in the West. O d King Halfdan of Dorgin is
sendi ng his son Hogne, and his rowdy companions, to
witness the restoration of the line of Tholin in the West
Wth the return of Tholin's hamrer during the R ftwar,
the western dwarves have been pestering Dol gan of

Cal dara to take the crown lost with Tholin. Dwarves
fromthe Gey Towers, Stone Muntain, Dorgin, and

pl aces i've never heard of are gathering to see Dol gan
made King of the western dwarves. As Dol gan has

agreed to noot, Hoghe says it's a foregone concl usion
he'll take the crown, but you know how dwarves can be
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Sone things they decide quickly, other things they take
years to consider. Cones of being long lived, | guess.
Arutha and Martin exchanged faint smles. Both
renenbered Dol gan with affection. Arutha had first net

hi m years ago when riding east with his father to carry
news to King Rodric of the com ng, Tsurani invasion

Dol gan had acted as their guide through the ancient

m ne, the Mac Mordain Cadal. Martin had met him

|ater, during the war. The dwarven chief was a being of
hi gh principle and bravery, possessing a dry wit and keen
m nd. They both knew he would be a fine King.

As they drank, they slowy discarded their travellers
accoutrenents, putting off helns, setting asi de weapons
and letting the quiet atnosphere of the inn relax them
Geoffrey kept the ale comng and, after a while, a fine
meal of neats, cheeses, and hot vegetabl es and breads.
talk ran to the nundane, as Ceoffrey repeated storieS
told by travellers. Wiile they ate, Laurie said, 'Things
are quiet this night, Geoffrey.'

Geoffrey said, 'Yes, besides yourselves | have only one
other guest.' He indicated a man sitting in the' corner
farthest fromthem and all turned in surprise for a
monment. Arutha notioned for the others to resune thei R
meal . Al wondered how they had failed to notice him
there all this tinme. The stranger seened indifferent to the
newconers. He was a plain-looking fellow, of mddle
years, with nothing remarkable about himin either
manner or dress. He wore a heavy brown cloak that hid
any chain or |eather arnmour he might be wearing. A
shield rested against the table, its blazon nmasked by a
plain | eather cover. Arutha becane curious, for only a
di sinherited man or one on sone holy quest woul d

choose to disguise his blazon - anpbng honest nen,

Arut ha added silently. He asked Geoffrey, 'Wwo is he?
"Don't know. Nane's Crows. Been here for two days,
comng just after the dwarves left. Quiet sort. Keeps to
hi nsel f. But he pays his bill and nakes no trouble.

Geof frey began clearing the table.

When t he i nnkeeper was gone to the kitchen, Jimy

| eaned across the table as if to reach for sonmething in a
pack on the other side and said quietly, "He's good. He
makes no show, but he is straining to hear our
conversation. GQuard your words. |I'lI|l keep an eye on our
friend over there. '

When Ceoffrey returned, he said, "Were are you

bound, Laurie?

Arut ha answered, 'Tyr-Sog.'

Ji my thought he noticed a flicker of interest in the
sol e occupant of the other table, but he couldn't be sure.
The man seened intent upon his neal.

Geoffrey clapped Lauri e upon the shoul der. "Not

goi ng back to see your fanmly, are you?

Lauri e shook his head. "No, not really. Too many

years. Too nany differences.' Al save Baru and

Lockl ear knew Laurie had been di sowned by his father

As a boy, Laurie had proved an indifferent farner, being
nmore interested in daydreans and song. Wth so many
mouths to feed, his father had tossed himout on his own
at age thirteen. The innkeeper said, 'Your father cane through here

two, no, alnobst three years back. Just before the end of
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the war. He and sone other farmers were caravanni ng
grain down to LaMut for the arny.' He studied Laurie's
face. 'He spoke of you.

A strange expression crossed the former mnstrel's

face, one unreadable to those around the table. "I had
mentioned it had been years since you cane by and he
said, ""Well then, ain't we the |lucky ones? That worthl ess

| ayabout hasn't pestered ne in years either."
Laurie erupted in |aughter. Roald joined in. 'That's

my father. | hope the old sod is still well.’
"l expect,' said Geoffrey. 'He and your brothers seem
to be doing fine. If I can, I'll send word you were

through. Last any of us heard of you, you were off
somewhere with the arnmy, and that was five or six years
back. From where have you cone?

Laurie glanced at Arutha, both sharing the sane

t hought. Sal ador was a distant eastern court, and word
had not yet made its way to the frontier that a son of
Tyr-Sog was now Duke there, married to the King's
sister. Both were relieved

Arutha tried to sound offhanded in his answer.

"Around, here and there. Mst recently Yabon.

Geoffrey sat at the table. Drumming his fingers on the
wood, he said, 'You might do well to wait for Anbros to
pass here. He'll be bound for Tyr-Sog. | am sure he
could use a few nore guards, and these roads are better
travelled in | arge conpani es.

Laurie said, 'Troubles?

Geoffrey said, 'in the forest? Al ways, but nore so of

| ate. For weeks now there have been stories of goblins
and brigands troubling travellers. It's nothing new, but
there seens to be nore of that going on than is usual,
and sonething odd is the goblins and bandits al nost

al ways are reported as travelling northward.' He |apsed
into silence for a nmonent. "Then there's sonething the
dwarves said when they first arrived. It was right
strange.'

Laurie feigned anused uninterest. 'Dwarves tend to

the strange. '

"But this was unusually so, Laurie. The dwarves claim
they crossed the path of sone Dark Brothers and, being
dwarves, proceeded to have a bash at them They claim
they were chasing these Dark Brothers when they killed
one, or at |east should have. This one creature woul dn't
have the decency to die, the dwarves avowed. Maybe

these youngsters sought to pull a sinple innkeeper's |eg,
but they said they hit this one Brother with an axe, damm
near split his head in two, but the thing just sort of
pushes the hal ves together and runs off after his
conpani ons. Shocked the dwarves so fierce they stopped
in their tracks and forgot to chase after. That's the other
thing. The dwarves said they' ve never met a band of

Dark Brothers so intent on running away, |ike they had
to get sonewhere and couldn't take the tine to fight.
They're a nean lot as a rule and they don't |ike dwarves
alittle nore than they don't |ike everybody el se.’

Geoffrey sniled and wi nked. "I know the ol der dwarves
are sonbre sorts and not given to stretching the truth,
but these youngsters were having ne on a little, | think.'

Arutha and the others showed little expression, but al
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knew the story to be true : and that it nmeant the Bl ack
Sl ayers were again abroad in the Kingdom

Arutha said, "It probably would be best to wait for the
silver merchant's caravan, but we've got to be off at first
light.' Laurie said, "Wth only one other guest, | assune

there's no trouble with roons.'

"None.' Geoffrey |eaned forward and whi spered, "I

mean no di srespect toward a payi ng guest, but he sleeps
in the coomons. |'ve offered hima roomat discount,
since |'ve anpl e space, but he says no. Wat sone will
do to save a little silver.' Ceoffrey rose. 'How many
roons?' Arutha said, 'Two should provide confort.

The i nnkeeper seened di sappoi nted, but given travellers
were often short of funds, he was not surprised. '1'll
have extra pallets brought into the roons.'

As Arutha and his conpani ons gathered up their

bel ongi ngs, Jimy glinpsed the other man. He seened
intent on the contents of his wine cup and little el se.
Geof frey brought over sonme candles and Iit themwith a
taper fromthe fire. Then he led themup the dark stairs
to their roons.

Sonet hi ng woke Jimry. The fornmer thief's senses were
nore attuned to changes in the night than were his
conpani ons'. He and Lockl ear were bunking in with

Roal d and Laurie. Arutha, Martin, and Baru sl ept across
the narrow hall, in a roomover the common room and

as the soft sound that had awakened him cane from
outside, Jimy was certain it hadn't roused the forner
Hunt master of Crydee or the hillman. The young squire

of the Prince's court strained his hearing to its limt.
Again cane a sound in the night, a faint rustling. He
quietly got up fromhis pallet on the floor, next to
Lockl ear's. Passing the sleeping forns of Roald and
Laurie, he peered out the wi ndow between their beds.

In the darkness he caught a glinpse of novenent, as if
sonet hing or sonmeone had just noved behind the barn

Ji my wondered if he should wake the others but

thought it would be foolish to raise alarm over nothing.
He gathered up his own sword and quietly left the room

H s bare feet nmade no sound as he noved toward the
stairs. At the landing atop the stairs another w ndow
opened on the front of the inn. Jimy peeked through

and in the gl oomsaw figures noving near the trees across
the road. He counted it unlikely that anyone skul ki ng out
in the night was up to honest undert akings.

" Jimry hurried down the stairs and found the door
unbolted. He puzzled at that, for he was near certain it
had been bolted when they retired. Then Ji my

renenbered the inn's other guest. He spun about and

saw t he man was gone. Jimy noved to a window, pulling aside a peep slide

in the shutters, and saw nothing. Silently he |let hinself
out the door, and dodged along the front of the building,
trusting the gloomof the night to mask him He hurried

to the place he had | ast seen nobvenent.

Jimy's ability to walk quietly was hanpered by

having to negotiate the forest at night. Wile he had
gained a little confort in these environs from his journey
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with Arutha to Mraelin, he was still a city boy. He was

forced to move slowy. Then he heard voi ces. Cautiously

he approached the source of the conversation and saw a

faint light. He could begin to understand scraps of what was said

then he suddenly could see a hal f-dozen figures in a tiny
clearing. The man in the brown cloak with the covered

shi el d was speaking with a black arnoured figure. Jimy
sucked in a chest full of air, to calmhinmself down. It was
a Black Slayer. Four other noredhel stood quietly off to
one side, three in the grey cloaks of the forest clans and
one in the trousers and vest of the nountain clans. The
man in brown was speaking. '. . . nothing, | say. Bravos
fromthe ook of them with a mnstrel, but. . .°

The Bl ack Sl ayer interrupted him H s voice was deep

and seenmed to come from sone distance, echoing with

an odd breathi ness. The voice was disquietingly famliar
to Jimy. 'You are not paid to think, human. You are

paid to serve.' He punctuated that remark with a jabbing
finger to the chest. 'See that | remain pleased with your
work and we shall continue this relationship. D splease
me and suffer the consequences.' The brown-cl oaked
fell ow | ooked the sort not easily frightened, a tough
fighting man, but he only nodded. Ji my understood, for
the Black Slayers were worthy of fear. Mrnmandanus

m ni ons, even when dead, served him

"You say there's a singer and a boy?' Jimy swall owed

har d.
The man tossed back his cloak, revealing brown chain
mail, and said, 'Well, now that | think, you could nore

likely say there are two boys, but they're al nost mansi zed.

Thi s brought the Black Slayer out of his reverie.

"Two?'

The nan nodded. "M ght be brothers fromthe | ook of

them About a size, though their hair colour's different.
But they seemalike in some ways, |ike brothers do.
"Moraelin. There was a boy there, but not two. . . Tel

me, is there a Hadati anobng then?

The man in brown shrugged. 'Yes, but hillnmen're all
over. This is Yabon.'

"This one would be fromthe northwest, near Lake of

the Sky.' For a long nonment there was only the sound of
heavy breathing from behind the black helmas if the

mor edhel was | ost in thought, or conversing with

someone el se. The Black Slayer hit his fist against his
hand. "It could be them Was there one who | ooked

cunni ng, a slender warrior with dark hair alnost to his
shoul ders, quick in his nmovenents, clean shaven?

The man shook his head. 'There's a cl ean-shaven

fellow, but he's big, and a slender one, but he's got short
hair and a beard. Who do you think it is?

"That is not for you to know,' said the Slayer. Jimy
eased his legs by slowy shifting his weight. He knew the
Bl ack Sl ayer was trying to connect this band to the one
that raided Mdiraelin for Silverthorn the year before

Then the noredhel said, (W shall wait. News reached us
two .days ago the Lord of the West is dead, but | am not
foolish enough to count a man dead until | hold his heart

file:/l/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Feist/Riftwar%203%20-%20Darkness%20At%20Sethanon.txt (111 of 307) [8/27/03 9:32:40 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Fei st/Riftwar%203%20-%20D arkness%20A t%20Sethanon. txt

in ny hand. It may be nothing. Had an elf been with

them | would burn that inn to the ground tonight, but |
cannot be sure. Still, remain alert. It could be his
conpanions returning to do mschief, to avenge him'

' Seven nen, and two of themreally boys. Wat harn®?

The noredhel ignored the question. 'Return to the inn

and watch, Mdrgan Crows. You are paid well and

qui ckly for obedi ence, not questions. Should those in the
inn | eave, follow at a discreet distance. Should they
remai n upon the road to Tyr-Sog until m dday, return to
the inn and wait. Should they turn northward before

then, | shall wish to know. Return here tonorrow ni ght
and tell me which. But tarry not, for Segersen brings his
band north and you nust neet him Wthout the next

paynent, he takes his men hone. | need his engineers. Is
the gold safe?'
"Always with me.' 'Good. Now go.' For an instant the Black Slayer

seemed to shudder, then wobble, then his novenents
returned. In a conpletely different voice, he said, 'Do as
our master instructs, human,' then turned and wal ked

away. In a nonment the clearing was enpty.

Jimy's nouth hung open. Now he understood. He

had heard that first voice before, in the pal ace where the
undead noredhel had tried to kill Arutha, and again in

the basenent of the House of WIIows when they had
destroyed the N ghthawks in Krondor. The man call ed

Morgan Crows had been speaking not to the Bl ack

Sl ayer, but rather through him And Jimry had no

doubt to whom Murnmandanus!

Jimy's astoni shnent had caused himto hesitate, and
suddenly he knew he could not return to the inn before
Crows. Already the man had quit the clearing, taking the
lantern with him In the dark, Jinmy had to nove

slowy. By the tine he reached the clearing near the road.

Jimy caught a glinpse of the red glow fromthe hearth
in the common roomas Crows cl osed the door to the

in. He could hear the bolt driven hone.

Hurrying silently along the edge of the clearing, Jimy
waited until he was opposite the windowto his room He
hurried across and was quickly up the wall, the rough
surface providing anpl e hand- and foothol ds. From
inside his tunic he retrieved twi ne and a hook and

qui ckly fished open the sinple bar |ocking the w ndow.
He pulled it open and stepped through

Two sword points poked himin the chest and he

halted. Laurie and Roald both | owered their weapons
when they saw who it was. Locklear had his sword out
and guarded the door. 'Wat's this? Looking for a new
way to die: having your friends run you through? asked
Roal d.

"What's that you have there?' Laurie pointed at the

hook and twine. "I thought you'd left all that behind.'
.Quietly,' said the boy, putting up his thieving tools. In
hushed tones he said, 'You ve not been a mnstrel for

al nrost a year, yet you still lug that lute with you
everywhere. Now listen, we've got troubles. That fell ow
in the comon room wor ks for Mirnmandanus. '

Lauri e and Roal d exchanged gl ances. Laurie said,
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"You' d better tell Arutha.'

Arutha said, 'Well, we know that they've heard the news
of nmy death. And we know Murmandamus isn't certain,
despite the show in Krondor.' All had cone to Arutha's
room where they spoke quietly in the dark.

"Still," Baru said, "it seens he is acting upon the
presunpti on you are dead until proven otherw se,
despite any doubts he nmay harbour.’

Laurie said, "He can't sit on a Brotherhood alliance
indefinitely. He has to nove soon or have everything fall
apart around him'

"if we continue for another day toward Tyr-Sog, then

they' Il |eave us alone,' said Jimmy.
"Yes,' whispered Roald, 'but there's still Segersen.'’
"Who is

he?'" Martin asked.

'Mercenary general,' answered Roald. 'But an odd

sort. He doesn't have a | arge conpany, never a hundred

men, often fewer than fifty. Mistly he enpl oys experts:

m ners, engineers, tacticians. He's got the best crews in

the business. His speciality is bringing dowmn walls or

keepi ng them up, dependi ng on who's doing the paying.

I"ve seen himwork. He hel ped Baron Croswaith in his

border skirmish with Baron Lobronmill, when | was in

Croswaith's employ.' '"i've heard of him too,' said Arutha. "He works from

the Free Cities or Queg, so he doesn't have to deal with
Ki ngdom | aws on nercenary servi ce.

"VWhat | want to know, though, is what Mirmandanus

needs a corps of high-priced engineers for. If he's
working this far west, he nust needs cone through Tyr- Sog
or Yabon. Farther east, the Border Barons. But he's

still on the other side of the mountains and won't need
themfor months if he's going to siege.'

' Maybe he wants to make sure no one else hires this

Seger sen?' ventured Lockl ear.

"Maybe,' said Laurie. "But nost likely he needs

sonet hi ng Segersen can provide.'

' Then we nust make sure he doesn't get it,' said

Arutha. Roald said, "W go half a day to Tyr-Sog, then turn

back?'
Arut ha only nodded.

Arut ha signalled. Roald, Laurie, and Jimry nmoved slowy forward,

while Baru and Martin nmoved off, to circle around.

Lockl ear stayed behind to tend the horses. They had
spent hal f the day noving along the road to Tyr- Sog,
then at a little past noon, Martin had cut off the road and
dropped back. He had returned with the news the nman
called Crows had turned back. Now they stal ked him
through the night as the renegade net again with his

nmor edhel enpl oyers.

Arut ha noved up silently to | ook over Jinmy's

shoul der. Again the Prince observed one of Mirnmandanus's
Bl ack Sl ayers. The iron-clad noredhel spoke. "Did

you follow that band?
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"They trundl ed up the road to Tyr-Sog, right proper

Hell, 1 told you they was nothing. Wasted a whol e day
tagging after.’
"You will do as our master orders.’

Ji my whi spered, "That's not the sane voice. That's

t he second voice. '

Arut ha nodded. The boy had expl ai ned the two voi ces,
and t hey had seen Murrmandanus take control of his
servants before. "Good,' the Prince whispered back

The noredhel said, "Now wait for Segersen. You

know -

The Bl ack Sl ayer seenmed to |eap forward, to suddenly
be caught by Crows, who held hima nonent, then
dropped him The startled renegade could only stare in
wi de- eyed wonder at the cloth-yard shaft protruding
frombel ow the edge of the creature's helm Martin's
arrow had punched through the Bl ack Slayer's neck coif
of chain mail, killing himinstantly.

Bef ore the other four noredhel could pull weapons
martin had a second down, and Baru was | eaping from
the woods, his long sword blurring as he struck a

nor edhel down. Roal d was across the clearing and kill ed
another. Martin shot the | ast noredhel while Jimy and
Arut ha charged the renegade, Crows. He nade little
attenpt to defend hinsel f, being shocked by the sudden
attack and recogni zi ng quickly he was out nunbered. He
seened confused, especially as he saw Martin and Baru
begin to pull off the Black Slayer's arnour.

Fear was replaced by shock as he saw Martin cut open
the Slayer's chest and renove its heart. H's eyes w dened
as he recogni zed who had taken the noredhel band.

"You, then -' His eyes searched each face as they
gathered around him then he studied Arutha's face.
"You! You're supposed to be dead!

Jimy quickly stripped him- of hidden weapons and
searched about his neck. 'No ebon hawk. He's not one of
them' A feral light seened to kindle in Crowe's eyes. ' M,

one of then? No, by no nmeans, Your Wrships. |'monly
carrying nessages, sir. Making a little gold for nyself, is
all, Your Kindness. You know how it can be.'

Arutha waved Jimmy off. 'Fetch Locky. | don't want

himout there alone if there are other Dark Brothers
about.' He said to the prisoner, "Wat has Segersen to do
wi t h Mur mandanus?'

' Segersen? Who's he?

Roal d stepped forward and, with a heavy dagger hilt in
his gloved fist, struck Crows across the face, bl oodying
his nose. and shattering his cheek

"Don't break his jaw, for nmercy's sake,' said Laurie,

‘or he won't be able to tell us anything.

Roal d gave the man a kick as he lay withing on the
ground. "Listen, laddie, | don't have tine to be tender
with you. Now, you'd best answer up, or we'll be taking
you back to the inn in little pieces.' He stroked the edge
of his dagger for enphasis.

"What has Segersen to do with Mirmandanus?
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Arut ha repeated. "I don't know,' said the nman through bloody Iips, and

he yell ed again when Roal d kicked him 'Honestly I
don't. | was only told to neet himand give hima
nmessage. '

"What nmessage?' asked Lauri e.

'The nmessage is sinple. It was only "By the Inclinde
Gap. "

Baru said, 'inclindel Gap is a narrow way through the
mountains, directly north fromhere. |If Mrnmandanus
has seized it, he can keep it open |ong enough for
Segersen's crew to get through.

"But we still don't know why Mirnmandanmus needs a

conpany of engineers,' observed Laurie.

Roal d qui pped, 'For whatever you use themfor,

woul d think."

Arutha said, 'Wat is there to siege? Tyr-Sog? It's too

easy to reinforce from Yabon City, and he has to find a

way past the Thunderhell nomads on the other side of

the nountains. Ironpass and Northwarden are too far

east of here, and he wouldn't need engineers to take on

the dwarves or elves. That |eaves Highcastle.'

Martin had finished his bl oody work and said

"Perhaps, but it's the largest of the Border Baron fortresses.
Arutha said, "lI'd not bother with siege. It's designed to

wi thstand raids. You can swarmit, and there is nothing

we' ve seen of Murmandamus that indicates he's rel uctant

to spend lives. Besides, that would put himin the mddle

of the H gh Wld, with no place to go. No, this nakes no
sense. '

"Look,' said the man on the ground,

"i"mjust a go
between, a fellow s paid to do a job. Now, you can't hold
me responsi bl e for what the Brotherhood' s up to, can

you, Your Kindness?

Jimy returned with Locklear in tow.

Martin said to Arutha, "I don't think he' knows

anything el se. '

A dark expression crossed Arutha's face. "He knows

who we are . '

Martin nodded. 'He does.

Suddenly Crowe's face drained of colour. 'Look, you

can rely on nme. |'Il keep ny gob shut, Your Hi ghness.

You don't have to give nme anything. Just let ne go and I'Il light out
of these parts. Honestly.'

Lockl ear gl anced about his griml ooki ng conpani ons,
conpr ehensi on escapi ng him

Arut ha noticed and nodded slightly to Jinmy. The

ol der youth roughly grabbed Lockl ear by the upper arm
and propelled himaway. 'Wat -' said the younger
squire. A short distance away, Jimy halted. 'W wait.'

"For what?' said the boy, confusion apparent on his
face. "For themto do what they have to do.

"To do what?' insisted Locklear
"To kill the renegade.'

Lockl ear | ooked sick. Jimmy's tone becane short.
"Look, Locky, this is war and people are killed. And that
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Crows is anpong the |least of those who are going to die.'
Lockl ear couldn't believe the harsh expressi on he was
seeing on Jinmy's face. For over a year he had seen the
rogue, the scoundrel, the charnmer, but now he was

seei ng soneone he had never expected to encounter, the
cold, ruthless veteran of life, a young man who had kill ed
and who woul d kill again. 'That man nust die,' said

jimry flatly. "He knows who Arutha is, and do you think
for a minute the Prince's life's worth spit if Crows gets
| oose?'" Lockl ear appeared shaken, his face pale. He slowy

closed his eyes. '"Couldn't we. . .'

"What ?' demanded Ji my savagely. 'Wait for a patrol

of mlitia to pass so we can hand himover for trial in
Tyr-Sog? Pop in to give testinmony? Tie himup for a few
mont hs? Look, if it helps, just keep in mind Crows is an
outlaw and a traitor, and Arutha is di spensing Hi gh
Justice. But any way you look at it, there's no choice.
Locklear's mnd seenmed to spin, then a strangled cry
came fromthe clearing and the boy winced. His
confusion seenmed to vani sh, and he only nodded. Ji my

pl aced his hand upon his friend s shoul der and squeezed
lightly. Suddenly, he knew Lockl ear woul d never seem
quite so young agai n.

They had returned to the inn and waited, to the delight
of the sonewhat perplexed Geoffrey. After three days a
stranger appeared who approached Roal d, who had

taken to occupying the spot fornmerly used by Crows.

The stranger had spoken briefly and then left in a rage,
as Roald had told himthe contract between Mirnmandanus
and Segersen was cancelled. Martin had nentioned

to Geoffrey that a fanobus and wanted general of
mercenari es m ght be canped in the area, and he was
sure there would be a reward to any who | et the loca
mlitia know where to find him They had | eft the next
day, headi ng nort hward.

As they had ridden out of sight of the inn, Jimy had
remarked, 'Geoffrey's in for a pleasant surprise.

Arut ha had asked, 'Wy?'

"Wll, Crows never paid for his last two days' bhill, so
Geoffrey took his shield as security against the debt.'
Roal d | aughed along with Jimy. ' You nean one of

these days he's going to | ook under that covering.

When everyone | ooked confused except Roald, Jimy

said, '""It's gold."'

"That's why Crows had so nmuch trouble lugging it

al ong but never left it behind,' added Roal d.

"And why you buried everything save what Baru's

usi ng, but brought that back with you,' said Martin.
"it's the paynment for Segersen. No one woul d bother a
disinherited fighter without two coppers to rub together,
now woul d they?' said Jimy as everyone | aughed.

' Seens proper Ceoffrey should get it. Heaven knows
where we're going, we can't use it.

The | aughter died away.

Arut ha notioned a halt. They had been noving steadily northward fromthe inn

for a week, twice staying in Hadati villages where Baru
was known. He had been greeted with respect and
honoured, for somehow his killing of Murad had becone

file:/l/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Feist/Riftwar%203%20-%20Darkness%20At%20Sethanon.txt (116 of 307) [8/27/03 9:32:40 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Fei st/Riftwar%203%20-%20D arkness%20A t%20Sethanon. txt

known t hroughout the Hadati highlands. If the hillnen
had been curious about Baru's conpani ons, they showed

no sign. And Arutha and the others were certain no

word of their passage woul d be spread.

Now t hey found thensel ves before a narrow trail

| eading up into the mountains, the Inclindel Gap. Baru,
who rode next to Arutha, told him "Here we again enter
eneny territory. |If Segersen doesn't appear, perhaps the
nmoredhel will withdraw their watch upon the place, but it
may be we ride into their arns.'

Arutha only nodded. Baru had tied his hair back behind his head and had

wrapped his traditional swords in his plaid and hi dden
themin his bedroll. Now he wore Mirgan Crowe's sword

at his side and the renegade's chain mail over his tunic. It
was as if the Hadati had ceased to exist and anot her
common mercenary had taken his place. That was their
story. They woul d be sinply another band of renegades
flocking to Murmandanus's banner, and it was hoped

that story would wthstand scrutiny. For days while
travelling, they had di scussed the problem of reaching

Mur mandanus. All had agreed that, even should he

suspect Arutha to be still alive, the last thing Mirmandanus
woul d expect would be for the Prince of Krondor

to come enlist in his arny.

W thout further conversation they noved out, Martin

and Baru taking the | ead, Arutha and Ji my behi nd,

Laurie and Lockl ear, then Roal d. The experienced
mercenary kept a constant watch to the rear as they rode
hi gher into the Inclindel Gap.

For two days they rode upward, until the trail turned to
the northeast. It seened to follow the rise of the
mount ai ns sonewhat, though it still ran along the south
face of the mountains. In some strange sense they had

yet to | eave the Kingdom for the peaks about them were
where royal cartographers had chosen to indicate the
boundari es between the Kingdom and the Northl ands.

Jimy had no illusions about such things. They were in
hostile territory. Anyone they net was likely to attack
them on si ght.

Martin was waiting at a bend in the road. He had

resuned his habit fromthe trip to Miraelin OF SCOUti ng
on foot. The terrain was too rocky for the horses to nove
swiftly, so he could easily keep ahead of the party. He
signall ed, and the others disnmunted. Jinmy and Lockl ear
took the horses and began | eading them a short way

back down the trail, turning themin case it was necessary
to flee. Though, Jinmmy thought, that would prove a
problem for the trail was so narrow the only outlet was
back where they had started.

The ot hers reached the Duke, and he held his hand up

for silence. In the distance, they could hear what had
caused himto halt the party: a deep growl, punctuated

by ' barking, and counterpointed by other, less fanmliar
grow i ng.

They drew weapons and crept forward. At a point |ess

than ten yards beyond the turn they saw a neeting point

of two trails, one continuing northeast, the other heading
off to the west. A man |lay upon the ground, 'whether

dead or unconscious they could not judge. Over his stil
body stood a giant of a dog, resenbling a bull mastiff but
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twi ce the size, standing al nost waist-high to a nman.
Around his neck a leather collar studded with pointed

i ron spikes gave the inpression of a steel nane, while he
bared teeth and grow ed and barked. Before him

crouched three trolls.

Martin let fly with a cloth-yard arrow, taking the
rearnmost troll in the head. The shaft punched through

the thick skull and the creature was dead wi t hout

knowi ng it. The others turned, which proved a fata
nmstake to the troll nearest the dog, for he |leaped at it
setting terrible fangs in the creature's throat. The third
tried to flee when it saw the five nmen chargi ng, but Baru
was qui ckest to | eap over the confusion of bodies on the
ground and the troll died swiftly.

In a nonent the only sound was that of the dog

worrying the dead troll. As the nen approached, the dog
rel eased the dead troll and backed away, standing guard
once nore over the prone nan.

Baru regarded the aninmal, enitted a | ow whistle, and

hal f whi spered, "It is not possible.

Arut ha said, 'Wat?

"That dog.' Martin said, "Possible or not, if that man isn't dead

al ready, he may die because this nmonster won't let us
near him'

Baru spoke a strange-sounding word and the dog's ears
perked up. He turned his head slightly and ceased
growing. Slowy the dog noved forward, and then Baru
was kneeling, scratching the animal behind the ears.
Martin and Arutha hurried to exam ne the man, while
Roal d and Laurie hel ped the boys bring the horses al ong.
When everyone was gathered, Martin said, 'He's dead.'
The dog | ooked at the dead nan, and whined a bit, but
all oned Baru to continue petting him

"Who is this? asked Laurie aloud. 'Wat brings a man
and a dog to such a desol ate spot ?

"And | ook at those trolls,' added Roal d.

Arut ha nodded. ' They are arned and arnoured.'’

"Mountain trolls,' said Baru. 'Mdire intelligent, cunning,
and fierce than their | ow and cousins. Those are

little nore than beasts; these are terrible foenen,

Mur mandanus has recruited allies.'

"But this man?' said Arutha, pointing at the corpse on

t he ground.

Baru shrugged. 'Who he is | cannot say. But what he is

I may venture a guess.' He regarded the dog before him
who sat quietly. eyes closed in contentnent as Baru
scratched behind the ears. "This dog is |ike those in our
vill ages, but greater, larger. Qur dogs are descended
fromhis breed, a breed not seen in Yabon in a century.
This animal is called a Beasthound.

"Ages ago, ny people lived in small, scattered vill ages

t hroughout these mountains, and the hills below. W had
no cities, gathering in noot twice a year. To protect our
herds from predators, we bred these, the Beasthounds.

H s master was the Beasthunter. The dogs were bred to a
size to give even a cave bear pause.' He indicated the
folds of skin around the eyes. "The dog will set teeth in
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an opponent's neck, these folds channelling bl ood away
fromhis eyes. And he will not release that hold until the
opponent's dead, or his master conmands. This spiked
collar prevents a larger predator frombiting it about the
neck.'

Lockl ear | ooked astonished. 'Larger, that thing' s near

the size of a pony! '

Baru sniled at the exaggeration. 'They used themto

hunt wyverns.'

Locky asked, 'Wat's a wvern?'

Jimy answered. 'A snall, stupid dragon - only about
twel ve feet high.' locky looked to the others to see if
Jimy was joking. Baru shook his head, indicating he
wasn't.

Martin said, 'That man there was his master?

"Most likely,' agreed Baru. 'See the black |eather

arnmour and coif. In his pack you should find an iron
mask, with | eather bands for the head, so he can wear it
over the coif. My father had such in his | odge, a

rem nder of the past handed down from our ancestors.'

He gl anced about and sighted somet hing over by the

fallen trolls. 'There, fetch that.'

Lockl ear ran over and came back with a giant

crossbow. He handed it over to Martin, who whistled

al oud. 'That's the damedest thing.

"I't's half again the size of the heaviest crossbow |'ve
ever seen,' renmarked Roal d.

Baru nodded in agreenent. "It is called a Bessy

Maul er. Way it is naned after Bessy is not known, but it
is indeed a mauler. My people used to enploy a
Beasthunter at every village, to protect the herds from
lions, cave bears, griffins, and other predators. Wen the
Ki ngdom cane to Yabon, and your nobles built cities

and castles, and your patrols rode out and pacified the
countryside, the need for a Beasthunter |essened, then

di ed out. The Beasthounds were also allowed to dininish
in size, bred as pets and to hunt smaller gane.'

Martin put down the crossbow. He exam ned a quarre

the man had in a hip quiver. It was steel-tipped and tw ce
the size of a normal bolt. 'This looks like it would punch
a hole through a castle wall.'

Baru snmiled slightly. "Not quite, but it will put a dent
the size of your fist in a wvern's scales. It mght not kil
the wyvern, but it would nake himthink tw ce about
raiding a herd."'

Arut ha said, 'But you say there are no nore

Beast hunters. '

Baru patted the dog on the head and stood. 'Or so it

was supposed. Yet there lies one.' He was silent for a

| ong nonent. 'Wen the Kingdom canme to Yabon, we

were a | oose association of clans, and we were divided on
our treatnent of your people. Sone of us wel coned your
ancestors, sone did not. For the npbst part, we Hadati

kept to our old ways, living in the highlands and herding
our sheep and cattle. But those in the towns quickly were
absorbed as your countrynen cane in increasing nunbers,
until there was little difference between Yabon city

men and those of the Kingdom Laurie and Roald are

born of such stock. So Yabon becane Ki hgdom

"But some resented the Kingdom and resistance
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becane open war. Your soldiers cane in nunbers, and

the rebellion was quickly crushed. But there is a story,
not well believed, that some chose neither to bow before

the King nor fight. Rather they chose to flee, going north

to new hones beyond the control of the Kingdom'

Martin regarded the dog. 'Then it nay be the story is

true. '

"So it seens,' said Baru. "I think | have distant kin out
here sonewhere.'

Arut ha studied the dog for a nonent. "And we find

allies. These trolls were Mirnandanus's servants, certainly,
and this nman was their foeman.'

"And the eneny of our eneny is our ally,' said Roald.
Baru shook his head. "Renenber, these people fled

the Kingdom They may have little |ove yet for you,
Prince. W may be exchangi ng one trouble for another.'
The last was added with a wy snile.

Arutha said, 'W have no choice. Until we know what

i es beyond these nountains, we nust seek out whatever
aid chance brings us.' He permtted a brief pause while

the body of the fallen Beasthunter was covered , with
rocks, formng a rude cairn. The dog stood stoically

while this was being done. Wien it was finished, the dog
refused to nove, laying his head upon his master's grave.
"Do we | eave hin®?' asked Roal d.

"No,"' answered Baru. Again he spoke in the odd

tongue, and reluctantly the dog cane to his side. 'The

| anguage used to command our dogs must be still the

sane, for he obeys.'

'How, then, do we proceed?' asked Arutha.

"Wth caution, but |I think it best to let himlead us,'

the hillman answered indicating the dog. He spoke a
single word, and the dog's ears perked and he began

trotting up the trail, waiting at the limt of their vision for
themto follow Quickly they nounted and Arutha said, 'Wat did you
say?'

Baru said, "l said "home". He will lead us to hi S
peopl e.

9
Capti ves

The wi nd how ed.

The riders pulled cloaks tightly about thenselves. They

had been following the Beasthound for nore than a week. Two days after
finding the dog they had passed over the crest of the Geat Northern
Mountains. Now they noved along a narrow trail just below a high ridge,
running toward the northeast. The dog had cone to accept Baru as his
master, for he obeyed every command the Hadati gave, while he ignored any
spoken by the others. Baru called the dog Blutark, which he said neant, in
the old Hadati tongue, an old friend redi scovered or cone back froma | ong
journey. Arutha hoped it was a favourable onen, and that those who bred the
dog would feel simlarly toward Arutha's conpany. Tw ce the dog had proven

useful, signalling dangers along the trail. He could snell what even Baru
and Martin's hunters' eyes missed. Both tines they had surprised goblins
canped along the trail. It was clear that Mirmandanmus controlled this route

into the Northlands. Both encounters had taken place at junctions with
trails clearly headi ng downward
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The trail had run southeasterly fromlInclindel, then
turned east, hugging the north side of the nmountain
ridges. In the distance they coul d see the vast reaches of
the Northl ands, and they wondered. To nobst men of the

Ki ngdom "the Northl ands' was a convenient |abel for
that unknown place the other side of the nountains, the
nature of which could only be specul ated upon. But now
they could see the Northlands bel ow them and the
reality of the place dwarfed any speculation, for it was an
anense reality. To the northwest a vast plain stretched
away into the distant mists, the Thunderhell. Few nen of
the Ki ngdom had ever trod upon that grassy donain, and
then only with the consent of the nomads who called the
Thunderhel | hone. At the eastern edge of the Thunder hel
a range of hills rose, and beyond were | ands never

seen by nmen of the Kingdom Each turn in the road,

each jog in the trail, and a new vista opened before

t hem ;

That the dog refused to descend caused them concern,

for Martin avowed they woul d have nore cover in the
hills bel ow than upon this open trail. Waving along the
north ridges of the mountains, they only now and then
descended bel ow the tinberline. Upon three occasions
they had noticed indications that this trail was not
entirely natural, as if sonmeone had once, |ong ago,
undertaken to connect sections of it.

Not for the first time, Roald remarked, "That hunter
wandered quite a distance fromhone, that's for certain.'
they were easily a hundred niles to the east of where
they had found the body.

Baru said, 'Yes, and that is a strange thing, for the
Beast hunters were given the defence of an area. Perhaps
he had been pursued for sone tine by those trolls.' But
he knew, as did the others, that such a pursuit would be
a "matter of miles, not tens of niles. No, there was
anot her reason that hunter had been so far fromhis
hone.

To pass the tine, Arutha, Martin, and the boys had
undertaken to learn Baru's Hadati dialect, against the
day of nmeeting Bl Uark's owner's kin. Laurie and Roald
spoke fluent Yabonese and a smattering of the Hadati
patois already, so it canme quickly to them Jinmy had
the nmost difficulty, but he was able to make sinple

sent ences.

Then Bl utark came boundi ng back down the trail, his
stubby tail wagging furiously. In atypical behaviour he
barked | oudly, and spun in place. Baru said, "It is

st range.

The dog nornmally went on point when sensing danger,

until he was attacked or ordered to attack by Baru. Baru
and Martin rode past the others, the Hadati ordering the
dog forward. Blutark dashed ahead, around a bend

bet ween high walls of stone, as the trail cut downward
agai n.

They rounded the turn and pulled up, for in a clearing
Bl utark faced anot her Beasthound. The two dogs sniffed
at each other and wagged tails. But behind the second
dog stood a nan in black | eather arnour, an odd iron
mask over his face. He sighted at them down a Bessy

Maul er, nounted upon a single |l ong wooden pole. He
spoke, the words made unintelligible by the bl ow ng
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wi nd.

Baru rai sed his hands and shouted sonethi ng, nost of

the words | ost upon the others, but his friendly intentions were
clear. Suddenly, from above, nets descended, ens'naring
all seven riders. A dozen brown-I|eather-clad soldiers

| eaped down upon them and quickly westled Arutha's
party fromtheir nounts. In short order all seven were
trussed up |like gane birds. The man in bl ack arnour
broke down his pole, folding it, and slung it with the
crosshow across his back. He approached and gave his

own dog and Blutark both friendly pats.

The sound of horses acconpani ed anot her detachnent

of men,in brown, this tinme riders. One of the nen in
brown spoke to them in heavily accented King's

Tongue. He said, "You will come with us. Do not speak
aloud, or we will gag you. Do not try to escape, or we
will kill you.

Baru nodded curtly to his conpani ons, but Roald

began to say sonething. Instantly hands jamed a gag
into his nouth and tied a cloth over his face, silencing
him Arutha | ooked about, but only nodded to the

others. The captives were roughly placed back in their
saddles, their feet tied to their stirrups. Wthout further
words the riders turned back down the trail, |eading
Arut ha and the ot hers al ong.

For a day and a night they rode. Short halts were

ordered to rest the horses. Wiile the horses were being
tended, Arutha and his conpani ons woul d have their

bi ndi ngs | oosened to | essen the cranping they were al
experiencing. A few hours after they had set out, Roald's
gag was renoved, nuch to his relief, but it was clear
their captors wouldn't permt themto speak

After dawn they could see they had negotiated nearly

hal f the distance between the trail along the crest of the
mount ai ns and the foothills below. They passed a snall'’
herd of cattle, with three watchful and arned herdsnen
who waved, and approached a walled hill conmmunity.

The outer wall was sturdy, heavy | ogs | ashed together

and sealed with dried nud. The horsenmen' were forced to
make a ,circul ar approach by deep 'trenches about the
wall, comng up .the hill on a switchback trail. On both
sides of the trail the trenches reveal ed fire-hardened
wooden spi kes, ready to inpale any horsenan who

faltered. Roald | ooked about and whi spered, 'They nust
have sone charni ng nei ghbours.

One of the guards imediately rode in next to him

the gag ready, but the | eader waved hi m back as they
approached the gate. The gate swung open, and they

di scovered a second wall behind the first. There was no
bar bi can, but the entire area between the walls was
"effectively a killing ground. As they passed through the
second gate, Arutha admred the sinple craftsmanship.

A nodern arny could take this village quickly, but it
woul d cost |ives. Bandits and goblins would be repul sed
easily. Inside the walls, Arutha observed his surroundings. It

was a village of no nore than a dozen huts, all of wattl e-and-daub
construction. In the compound, children

pl ayed, but with serious eyes. They wore ganbeson

arnmour or, in the case of a few of the older children,
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| eather. Al carried daggers. Even the old nen were
arnmed, and one hobbl ed past using a spear instead of a
wal ki ng staff. The | eader of the conpany said, "Now you
may speak, for the rules of the trail do not apply here."
He continued to speak King's Tongue. H's nen cut the
straps binding the captives' feet to the stirrups and

hel ped them di smount. He then notioned for themto

enter a hut.

Inside, Arutha and the others faced the comrander of

the patrol. Blutark, who had continued to run at Baru's
side, lay at the Hadati's feet, his large tongue lolling out
as he panted.

"That dog is a rare breed, of particular inportance to
our people,' said the comander of the patrol. 'How do
you cone to have hinl'

Arut ha nodded to Baru. "W found his naster killed

by trolls,' said the Hadati. 'W killed the trolls and the
dog chose to come with us.'

The man considered. 'Had you harned his naster

that dog would have killed you or died in the attenpt. So
| nust believe you. But that breed is trained to obey only
a few. How do you command?'

The hill man spoke a word and the dog sat up, ears
perked., He spoke another and the dog |ay down, at rest.
"My village had dogs of sinmilar breed, though not so
|large as this.'

The commander's eyes narrowed. "Wo are you?

‘I am Baru, called the Serpentslayer, of O dw nson's
famly of the Iron Hlls dan. | amHadati.' He spoke in
the Hadati patois as he | oosened his |ong bedroll and
removed his tartan and swords.

' The conmander nodded. He answered in a | anguage

simlar enough to Baru's that the others coul d understand.
The differences between the two | anguages

seenmed mainly to be pronunciation and otherw se trivial
"It has been many years since one of our Hadati kin has
conme over the nountains, Baru Serpentslayer, nearly a
generation. This explains nmuch. But nmen of the Ki ngdom
usual Iy conme here to cause mischief and of |ate

we' ve had nore than our share of such nmen. | think you

ot her than renegades, but this is a matter for the
Protector's wisdom' He rose. 'W shall rest here
tonight, then tonorrow we shall depart. Food will be
brought. There is a bucket for night soil in the corner
Do not |leave this hut. Should you attenpt it, you will be
bound, should you resist, killed.

As he reached the door, Arutha asked, "Were are

you taking us?'

The man | ooked back. 'Arnengar.'

At first light they rode out, heading downward out of the
hi ghl ands into a heavy forest, Blutark |oping along easily
beside Baru's horse. Their captors again instructed them
not to speak, but their weapons had been returned. To
Arutha it seened their captors assuned they woul d act

as conrades on the road should trouble start. As the only
i kely encounters would be with Mirmandanus's serants,
Arutha thought it a safe assunption. It was clear

the forest had been | ogged in places, and the path

seenmed one used regularly. Coming out of a stand of

woods, they passed a neadow where a small herd of
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cattle grazed, with three nen standi ng watch. One was

t he Beasthunter, who had left the village the night
before. The others were herdsnen, but each was arned
with a spear, sword, and shield.

Twi ce nore that day, they passed herds, one of cattle,
one of sheep. Al were tended by warriors, several of
whom were wonmen. They cane at sundown to anot her

village and were given a place to stay, again with
instructions not to | eave the buil ding.

The norning of the next day, the fourth of their
captivity, they entered a shall ow canyon, follow ng a
river out of the nountains. They paralleled its course
until past noon, then came to a long rise. The road
circled around a large hill rather than follow the river,
which cut its way through the rock, so their view of al
bel ow t hem was bl ocked for nearly an hour. \Wen they
cleared the hill, Arutha and his friends all exchanged
glances in silent wonder.

The | eader of the party, who they had | earned was

call ed Dwne, turned and said, "Arnengar.'

The city could not be seen in detail, but what could be
seen was staggering. The outer wall was a full fifty or
sixty feet high. Bartizans atop the wall were placed every
fifty feet or so, allowi ng overlapping fields of fire for
archers placed in them As they closed upon the wall,
nmore details energed. The barbican was i mense, fully

a hundred feet across. The gates seened nore |ike
nmovabl e sections of the wall than gates. The river they
had foll owed out of the nountains became a noat that
flowed along the wall , not giving nore than a foot of
ground between its bank and the base of the wall

As they approached the city, the gates opened with
surprising swiftness given their ponderous appearance,
and a conpany of riders appeared fromw thin. They

rode at good pace toward Arutha's escorts. As the two
conpani es passed, the riders of each raised right hands in
salute. Arutha saw they were attired in identical fashion
Men and wonen both wore | eather coifs over their

heads. Their arnour was | eather or chain, with no plate
in view Each wore a sword and carried a shield, and
spears and bows appeared in equal proportion. There

were no tabards or devices upon shields. Soon they were
past, and Arutha's attention returned to the city. They
were crossing a bridge, which appeared to be pernanent,
over the noat.

As they entered the city gate, Arutha caught a glinpse

of a banner flying froman outer corner of the barbican
He coul d discern only its colours, gold and black, not its
mar ki ngs, but sonething about that banner caused him

to feel an instant's disquiet. Then the outer gates were
closing. They seened to swing shut of their own accord,
and Martin said, 'There nust be sone mechani smthat

moves themfromwithin the walls.' Arutha only watched
silently. 'You could have a full hundred, hundred fifty
horsenen sally forth w thout opening the inner gates,'
said Martin as he regarded the size of the killing ground
in the barbican. Arutha nodded. It was the |argest he had
ever seen. The walls seened an inpossible thirty feet
thick. Then the inner gates swung open and they entered
Ar mengar .

The city was separated fromthe walls by a bailey a
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hundred yards w de. Then began a tightly packed array

of buildings, shot through with narroWstreets. There was
not hing li ke the broad boul evards of Krondor in sight,

and no signs upon any building betraying its purpose.

They followed their escort and noticed that few people

| oitered about the doorways. |If there were businesses
there, they were not apparent to Arutha's comnpani ons.
Everywhere they | ooked, the people wal ked in arnour

and wore weapons. Only once did they see an exception

to the arnmour, a wonan obviously in the |ate stages of
pregnancy, yet her belt sash held a dagger. Even children
who | ooked above the age of seven or ei ght were under

ar .

The streets twi sted and turned, intercepting others at
randomintervals. "This city seenms without plan,' said
Lockl ear.

Arut ha shook his head. "It is a city with great plan, a

cl ear purpose. Straight streets benefit nerchants and are
easy to build, if the terrainis flat or easily worked. You
See tWsting streets only where it is too difficult to cut
straight ones, such as in Rillanon, which is situated upon
rocky hills, or near the palace in Krondor. This city iS
built upon a pl ateau, which neans these neandering
streets are intentional. Martin, what do you think?

"I think that should the walls be breached, you could

pl ace an anbush every fifty feet fromhere to the other
end of the city.' He pointed upward. 'Notice every
building is of equal height. | warrant the roofs are flat
and accessible fromw thin. A perfect place for archers.
Look at the | ower floor."

Jimy and Lockl ear | ooked and saw what the Duke of

Crydee neant. Each building had only a single door on

the ground fl oor, heavy wood with iron bands, and there
were no wi ndows. Martin said, "This is a city designed for
def ence.’

Dwne turned and said, 'You are perceptive.' .He then
returned his attention to their passage through the city.
Citizens watched for a nonent while the strangers rode

by, then went back to their business.

They energed fromthe press of buildings into a

mar ket. Everywhere they | ooked, booths were placed

and peopl e noved about them buying and selling.

Arut ha said, 'Look,' as he pointed toward a citadel. It
seened to grow fromthe very face of a gigantic cliff,
agai nst which the city was nestled. It rose up a full thirty
stories high. Another wall, thirty feet in height, circled
the citadel, and around the wall another noat. Jimy

| ooked and sai d~ "They nust expect sone bad conpany.'

" Their nei ghbours tend to be an irksone |lot,' comented
Roal d.

At that a few of the guards who understood the

Ki ngdom | anguage | aughed openly, noddi ng agreenent.

Arutha said, "If the booths come down, we ride across

anot her bailey, giving those on the walls an open field of
fire. Taking this city would cost a fortune in |lives.
Dwne said, 'As it was neant to.

They entered the citadel and were ordered to disnount,

and their horses were | ed away. They foll owed

Dwne down to a dungeon, though it seened clean and
farrly spacious. They were shown to a | arge comon cell

file:/l/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Feist/Riftwar%203%20-%20Darkness%20At%20Sethanon.txt (125 of 307) [8/27/03 9:32:40 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Fei st/Riftwar%203%20-%20D arkness%20A t%20Sethanon. txt

illumnated by a brass |antern. Dwyne notioned they
should enter. He said, "You shall wait here. If you hear
an alarm cone to the comon court above and you will

be told what to do. Oherwi se, wait here until the
Protector sends for you. | will have 'food sent down.
Wth that he left.

Jimy | ooked about and said, "They don't lock the

door or take our weapons?'

Baru sat down. "Wy bot her?'

Lauri e heaved hinself across an old bl anket placed

upon straw. "We certainly can't go anywhere. W can't
pretend to be native to this city, and we couldn't hide.
And |'m not about to fight my' way out of here.'

Jimy sat down next to Laurie. "You're right. So what

do we do now?'

Arutha renmoved his sword. 'We wait.'

For hours they waited. Food was brought and they ate.
When the meal was finished, Dwyne returned. 'The

Prot ect or approaches. | woul d know your nanes and
your purpose.’

Al eyes turned to Arutha, who said, "I think we gain
not hing by hiding_ the truth, and may gain something if
we are forthright.' He said to Dwne, "I am Arutha,
Prince of Krondor.'

Dmwyne said, 'That is a title?

"Yes,' Arutha said.

"W renenber little of the Kingdom we of Armengar,

nor do we have such titles. It is inportant?'

Roal d nearly burst. "Dam it, man, he's brother to the
King, as is Duke Martin here. He's the second nost
powerful lord in the Kingdom'

Dwyne seened uni npressed. He was given the others
nanes, then he asked, "Your purpose?'

Arutha said, "I think we shall wait to speak of this with
your Protector.' Dwyne seened not in the | east offended
by the answer and |eft.

Anot her hour went by, and then the door Rew open

Dwne entered, a blond man a step behind. Arutha

| ooked up expectantly, for perhaps this was the Protector
This was the first man they had seen not attired in
brown arnour. He was dressed in a long coat of chain
over a red, knee-length ganbeson. A chain coif had been
thrown back, |eaving his head uncovered. He wore his
hair cut short and was cl ean-shaven. H's face was one
that woul d have been counted open and friendly by

nost, but there was a hardness around the eyes as he
regarded the captives. He said nothing, sinply | ooking
fromface to face. He studied Martin. as if noting
sonething famliar in him Then he | ooked at Arutha.

For a long mnute he stared at the Prince, his eyes
betraying no reaction. Wth a single nod to Dwne he
turned and left.

Martin said, 'There's sonething about that one

Arut ha said, "Wat!'

"I don't know how, but | could swear |'ve seen him
before. And he wore a blazon upon his breast, though I
couldn't nake it out through the chain.'

A short tinme later the door opened agai n. \Woever
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stood before it remmi ned outside, only his silhouette

visible. Then a familiar, ear-shattering bellow of a Iaugh

erupted and the man stepped forward. 'I'll be the son of

a saint! It is true,' he said, a broad grin splitting his grey- shot beard.

Arutha, Martin, and Jimmy all sat staring up in
disbelief. Arutha rose slowy, not able to trust his senses.
Bef ore him stood the | ast man he had expected to see
entering this cell. Jinmy jumped up and said, 'Anps!'
Amos Trask, onetime pirate, and conpanion to

Arutha and Martin during the Riftwar, stepped into the
cell. The burly sea captain engulfed Arutha in a bear
hug, then did the same for Martin and Jimy. He was

qui ckly introduced to the others. Arutha said, 'How did
you get here?

"That's a tale, son, one with great sagas, but not for
now. The Protector is expecting the pleasure of your
company, and he's not given to be kept waiting
gracefully. We can exchange histories after. For the
monent you and Martin nust conme with me. The others

are to wait here.'

Martin and Arutha foll owed Anbs down the hall and

up the stairs to the courtyard. He quickly crossed i DtO
the citadel's main building and began to hurry. "I can't
tell you much, except we nust hurry,' he said as he
reached an odd platformin some sort ' of tower. He

moti oned themto stand beside him 'He pulled on a rope
and suddenly the platformwas rising.

"What's this?" inquired Martin.

"A hoisting 'platform a lift. W need to carry heavy
mssiles to the catapults on the roof. It's powered by
some horses on a winch below It also keeps a fat forner
sea captain from having to dash up twenty-seven courses
of stairs. My wind's not what it once was, lads.' H s tone
turned serious. 'Now, listen. | know you've a hundred
questions, but they must go begging for the monent. |'I|
expl ain everything after you speak to One-eye.

"The Protector? asked Arutha.

(That's him Now, | don't know how to tell you, but

you're in for a 'shock. | want you to keep your tenper in
check until you and | can sit and talk. Martin, keep a
close line on the lad.' He put his hand upon Arutha's
shoul der and | eaned cl ose. ' Shipmate, renenber, here

you are not a prince. You're a stranger, and with these
peopl e that usually neans crowbait. Strangers are rare

and sel dom wel conmed i n Arnengar.

The Iift halted and they got off. Anpbs hurried down a

long corridor. Along the left wall was a series of vaulted
wi ndows, providing an unobstructed view of the city and
the plain beyond. Martin and Arutha could only afford a
qui ck glance at the vista but it was inpressive. They
hurried as Anpbs turned and notioned for themto keep

up. The blond man was waiting for them before a door

.Way didn't you say anything? he asked Anpbs in a harsh
whi sper. Jerking his thunb toward the door, Anps said, 'He

wanted a full report fromyou. You know how he can be.
Not hi ng personal until business is finished. He doesn't
show it, but he's taking it hard.

The bl ond nman nodded, his face a gri mnmask. "I can
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scarcely believe it. Gwnnath dead. It's a heavy blow to
us all.' He had renoved the chain nail coat. Upon his
ganbeson, over his heart, was a small red and gold
deYice, but he turned away and passed through the door
bef ore Arutha coul d conprehend the particulars of that
crest. Anpbs said, "The Protector's patrol was ambushed
and sone people died. He's in a rare foul nood, for he
bl anes hinself, so tread lightly. Come, he'll have ny
ears if we wait any |onger.'

Anpos pushed open the door and notioned for the

brothers to enter. They were in a conference chanber of
sonme sort, a large round tabl e dom nating the room
Against the far wall a nmassive fireplace sent forth warnth
and light. Many maps covered the walls, save the left
wal | , which had nore of the |arge wi ndows, and

overhead a circul ar candl e hol der provided nore |ight.
Before the fireplace stood the blond man speaking

with another, who wore all black, fromtunic to trousers
to the chain he still hadn't renoved. His clothing was
covered in dust and his face was dom nated by , a large
bl ack patch over his left eye. Hs hair was grey and bl ack
in equal proportion, but his carriage showed nothing of
age. For an instant Arutha was struck by a certain
resenbl ance. He gl anced at Martin, who returned the

| ook. He saw it as well. Mre in bearing and manner
than in physical appearance, this nman resenbled their
f at her.

Then the nan stepped forward, and Arutha could see
clearly the blazon upon his tabard. A gol den eagle
spread his wings upon a sable field. Arutha knew the
cause of the disconfort he had felt at glinpsing the flag
atop the gate. Only one man in the world wore that
crest. He was once counted the finest general in the

Ki ngdom then branded traitor by the King as being
responsible for the death of Anita's father. Here was
their own father's nost hated eneny. The man call ed
Protector by the nmen of Arnengar waved toward a pair

of seats. H S Yoice was deep and commandi ng, though his
wor ds were spoken softly. "Wn't you be seated

cousi ns?' asked Guy du Bas-Tyra.

Arutha's hand tightened upon the hilt of his sword an
instant, but he said nothing as he and Martin sat. His
m nd reel ed as a hundred questions crashed together.
Finally he said, 'How -?'

Quy interrupted himas he took a chair. "It is a long
story, I'll leave it to Anbs to tell you. | have other
concerns for the nonent.' A strange, pained | ook was
briefly reveal ed. He turned away for an instant, then
back to the brothers. He studied Martin. 'You | ook a
little like Borric did when young, do you know that?
Martin nodded. Guy said to Arutha, 'You favour himsomewhat, but

you al so look like . . . your nother. The shape of the

eyes . . . if not the colour.' He said the last softly. Then
his tone shifted as a soldier brought in nmugs and ale. 'We
have no wine in Arnengar, the nmaking of it is a lost art
here, as the climate is ill suited for grape arbours. But
they do nake stout ale, and I'mthirsty. Join me if you

wi sh.' He poured hinself a mug and | et Arutha and

Martin serve thensel ves. Quy drained his nmug, and for a
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monent his nmask fell again and he said, "Gods, |'m

tired.' Then he | ooked at the brothers. 'Well then, when
Armand reported who Dwne had fetched in, | could

scarcely believe ny ears. Now ny eyes bear witness.

Arutha's gaze flicked to where the tall blond man

hovered by the fire. 'Arnmand?' He studied the blazon, a
shiel d bend dexter, with a crouching red dragon, chief on
field gold, and an upraised lion's clawin gold upon a field
red. Martin said, 'Armand de Sevignyi' The nman inclined

hi s head toward the Duke.

'Baron of Gyl denholt? Marshal of the Knights of St

@unt her?' wondered Arut ha

Martin swore. 'I'man idiot. | knew | had seen him He
was at the palace in Rillanon in the days before you
joined us, Arutha. But he was not there the day of the
coronation, the day you arrived.

The blond man smled slightly. 'At your service

Hi ghness.

"Not, as | recall. You were not anobng those who swore
fealty to Lyam'

The bl ond man shook his head. 'True.' Hi s expression
seened al nost one of regret.

Quy said, "Again, part of the story of how we cane

here. For the noment, | need concern nyself with why

you are here, and if that reason poses any threat to this
"city. Wiy did you cone north?

Arutha sat silently, his arns crossed before him
studyi ng du Bas-Tyra through narrowed eyes.' He was of f

bal ance fromfinding Guy du Bas-Tyra in control of this
city. He hesitated in answering the question. The

i mportance of finding Murmandanmus m ght in sone way

run counter to what Guy saw as his best interests. And,
Arut ha was suspici ous of anything involving GQuy. Quy

had nost openly plotted to seize the throne for hinself,
al nost precipitating a civil war. Anita's father had died
by his order. Du Bas-Tyra was everything Arutha had

been taught to dislike and mstrust by his father. He was
a true eastern lord, shrewd, cunning, and well practised
in the subtleties of intrigue and treachery. O de Sevigny
Arutha knew little, save he had been nunbered anong

the nost capable rulers in the East, but he was Quy's
vassal and al ways had been. And while the Prince liked
and trusted Anps, Trask had been a pirate and was not
above | awbr eaki ng. No, there was anple reason for
caution.

Martin watched Arutha, waiting for an answer. The
prince's manner was truculent to all outward appearances,
but that was only what the others in the room saw.

Martin knew that his brother was westling with the
unnanti ci pated shock of the nonent and the desire that
nothing interfere with his mssion to find and kil

Mur mandanus. Martin gl anced around the room and

coul d see that Anos and Arnmand both seemed concerned

at the lack of a quick response from Arutha.

When no answer was forthcom ng, Guy slamred his

and down on the table. 'Play not with ny patience,
Arutha.' He pointed his finger. "You are not a prince in
this city. In Arnengar only one voi ce conmands, and

that voice is mne!'" He sat back, his face flushed behi nd
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the bl ack eye patch. Softening his voice, he said, "I

mean no rudeness. | have ny mind on other things.' He
| apsed into thoughtful silence while he stared at them for
along time. At last he said, "I have no idea what you are

doi ng here, Arutha, but sonething of the oddest nature

is dictating your choices, or you didn't [earn a dam
thing fromyour father. The Prince of Krondor and two

of the most powerful dukes in the Kingdom Sal ador and
Crydee, riding into the Northlands with a nercenary, a
Hadati hillman, and two boys? Either you're totally
without wit or you're clever far beyond ny understanding.'

Arutha remained silent, but Martin said, 'There have
been changes since you were last in the Kingdom GQGuy.
Quy again lapsed into silence. "I think there is a story
here | need to know. | cannot prom se you aid, but I

thi nk our purposes may prove conpatible.' He said to
Amos, 'Find thembetter quarters and feed them' and to
Arutha, "1'll give you until the norning. But when we
speak next, do not again tenpt my patience. | nust know
what brought you here. It is vital. You may seek nme out
before tomorrow i f you decide to speak.' H's voice again
becane heavy with sone enotion. "I should be here nost
of the night.'

Wth a wave he indicated that Ambs was to | ead them
away. Arutha and Martin foll owed the seaman out of the
hall, and Amps halted once the door was closed. He

| ooked at Arutha and Martin for a | ong nmonent. 'For a
couple of bright lads, you both did right well in show ng
how to be stupid.’

Anpos wi ped his mouth with the back of his hand. He

bel ched and then stuffed another slice of bread and
cheese 'into his nouth. 'Then what?

"Then,' answered Martin, 'when we got back, Anita

had Arutha's pl edge within an hour and Carline and

Laurie were betrothed not long after.’

'Ha! Renenber that first night out of Krondor aboard

the Sea Swift? You told ne your brother was a hooked

fish - never stood a chance.'

Arutha smled at the remark. They were all sitting

around a | arge basket of food and a hogshead of ale, in a
spacious roomin a suite given over to their use. There
were no servants - food had been brought by soldiers and
they served thensel ves. Baru scratched absently at
Blutark's ear while the dog chewed on a joint of beef. No
one had seenmed concerned about the Beasthound's

staying with the Hadati. Then Arutha said, "Anps, we've
been chatting for a half hour. WII you tell us what's
going on? How in the world did you get here?

Anos | ooked about. "What's going on is you're

prisoners, of sorts, and so you'll stay until One-eye
changes things. Now, |'ve seen ny share of cells, and this
is the nicest |'ve ever seen.' Wth a sweep of his hand he
indicated the | arge and spacious room "No, if you've a
mnd to be in prison, this here's a good one.' H's eyes
narrowed. "But don't lose sight it is a prison, |addie.
Look, Arutha. | spent enough years with you and Martin
here to know sonet hi ng about you. | don't renenber

you bei ng such a suspicious lot, so | expect sone things
over the last two years have caused you to trimsails that
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way. But here you've got to live, breathe, and eat trust,
or you're dead. Do you understand ne?'
"No,"' answered the Prince. 'Just what do you nean?'

Amos thought a long nonent, then said, 'This is a city
of peopl e surrounded by nothing but enem es. Trust of
your neighbour is a way of life if you want to keep

breathing.' He paused and considered. "Look, I'Il tell

you how we cane here and then maybe you'l

understand. ' Anps settled back, poured hinself another mug of
al e and began his story. cWll, the last | saw you two was

as | was sailing out of the harbour aboard your brother's
ship.' Martin and Arutha both smiled in renmenbrance.
"Now, if you'll recall, you had everyone in the city out
| ooking for Guy. You didn't find him because he was

hi di ng sonmewhere no one thought to | ook.'

Martin's eyes opened in wonder, one of the few

unguar ded reactions any of those in the room had ever
seen in him '"On the King' s ship!'

"When he heard King Rodric had naned Lyamthe

Heir, Guy cut from Krondor and ran for Rillanon. He

had hopes of seeing sonething of his plans sal vaged

when the Congress of Lords net to ratify the succession
By the tinme Lyamgot to Rillanon, enough of the eastern
| ords had gathered for Guy to judge the lay of the |and.
It was clear Lyamwould be King - this was before

anyone knew about you, Martin - so GQuy resigned

hinself to being tried for treason. Then, the norning of
the convocation and coronation, word canme about

Martin's being legitimzed, so Guy waited to see what
woul d happen | ater that afternoon.'’

"Witing to seize the nonent,' comrented Arutha

"Don't be so quick to judge,' snapped Anpbs, then he
continued in softer tones. 'He was worried over a civi
war and if it cane, he was ready to fight. But .while he
waited to see what woul d happen, he knew Caldric's nen
were out snoopi ng about. He had been dodgi ng them barely,
a couple of tinmes. Quy still had friends in the

capital, and sonme of them snuggled hi mand Arnmand

aboard the Royal Swallow - gad, what a pretty craft she
was - just about the tinme the Ishapian priests reached
the palace to start up the coronation. Anyway, when

I . . . borrowed the ship, we discovered we had
passengers. 'Now, | was ready to toss Guy and Armand over the

side, or turn about and deliver themtrussed up to you,
but GQuy can be a convincing enough rogue in his way, so
| agreed to take himto Bas-Tyra, in exchange for a
heal thy price.’

.So he could plot against Lyan?' asked Arutha

i ncredul ously.

"Dam it, boy,' bellowed Anpos, "I let you out of ny

sight for a pissing two years and you go and get

downri ght thick-headed on nme.' Looking at Martin, he
said, 'Must be the conpany you've been keeping.'

Martin said to his brother, 'Let himfinish.'

"No, it wasn't to plot treason. It was so he could put
his aHairs in order. He figured Lyanmid ordered his head,
so he was going to tidy up some things, then I was going
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to bring himback to Rillanon, so he could give hinself
ubP.'

Arut ha | ooked stunned.

"About the only thing he really wanted was to get
pardon for Armand and his other followers. Anyway, we
reached Bas-Tyra and stayed a few days. Then cane

word of the banishment. Guy and | had becone a little
more friendly by then, so we tal ked and nmade anot her
deal. He wanted to | eave the Kingdom to seek a place.
He's a fine general, and there are many who woul d have
gi ven him service, especially Kesh, but he wanted to go
sonmepl ace so renpte he woul d never have to face

Ki ngdom sol diers in the field. W figured to head east,
tben turn south, and nake for the Keshi an Confederacy.
We m ght have nmade a nanme for oursel ves down there.

He was going to be a general and | thought |1'd take a
bash at being an admiral. W had a spot of trouble with
Armand, for Guy wanted to send himback hone to

fealty to Quy, years before, and as he had not sworn to
Lyam he'd not quit his liege lord' s service. Damedest
argunent |'ve ever heard. Anyway, he's still with us. So
we set sail for the Confederacy.

cBut three days out of Bas-Tyra, a' fleet of Ceresian

pirates took out after us. I'd be "willing to take on two,
even three of the bastards, but five? The Swal | ow was a
fast lady, but the pirates stayed right on her heels. For
four days it was all clear skies, unlimted visibility, and
fair winds. For Kingdom Sea pirates, they were a canny

|l ot. They spread out across each follow ng quarter, so
couldn't lose themat night. Each night I'd sail around,
this way and that, then cone norning, there'd be five
sails on the horizon. They were like lanpreys. | couldn't
shake them Then we hit weather. A line squall came
roaring out of the west, driving us east for a day and a
hal f, then a full gale blew up carrying us north al ong
uncharted coast. The only good thing about that stormis
we shook | oose of the Ceresians at last. By the tine |
found safe harbour, we were in waters |I'd never heard

of, let alone seen

cWe lay up and took stock. The ship was in need of

sonme repair, not serious enough to sink her, but enough
to nake sailing damed inconvenient. | took her up a big
river, nust have been sonewhere east of the Kingdom
proper.

"Wll, the second night we were at anchor, a damm

arnmy of goblins swarmed the ship, killing the sentries and
capturing the rest of us. Bastards Rred the Swal |l ow and
burned her down to the waterline. Then they marched us

to a canp in the woods where sone Dark Brothers were

wai ting. They took charge of us and we were all narched
nort h.

"The lads 1'd recruited were a crusty |lot, but npost of
them died on the march. Dam goblins didn't care spit.

We got alnpbst nothing to eat, and if a man took sick and
couldn't walk, they killed himon the spot. | got a touch
of the belly flux and Guy and Armand carried nme for two
days, and believe ne that wasn't pleasant for any of us.

. W noved northwest, heading up into the nountains,

then over them Lucky for us it was late summer, or we'd
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all ' have frozen to death. Still, it was touch and go. Then
we net ' with some other Dark Brothers with nore
prisoners. Mst of the prisoners spoke an odd tongue, a
| ot |like Yabonese, but a few others spoke the King's
Tongue, or |anguages fromthe eastern ki ngdons.

"Twi ce nmore we joined with other bands of Brothers

with human prisoners, all marching west. | |ost track of
the' time, but we nust have travelled for over two nonths
by then. By the tinmne we were ready to cross the

plain - which | now know to be the plain of Isbandia, it
was' starting to snow. | know where we were headed

now, though then | didn't. Mrnmandanus was gathering

sl aves at Sar-Sargoth to pull his siege nachines.

"Then one ni ght our guards were hit by a conpany of

horsemen fromhere. O the two hundred or so sl aves,
only twenty survived, for the goblins and Dark Brothers

took to killing us as soon as the horsenen struck the

camp. Quy strangled one with his chains as it tried to run
me through with a sword. | picked up the sword and

killed another just after it clawed the Protector's eye out.
Armand was wounded but not quite enough to kill him

He's a tough bastard. But we three and two others were

the only survivors fromthe Swall ow.

'"Fromthere we were brought here.'

Arutha said, "An incredible tale.' He sat back agai nst

the wall. "Still, these are incredible '"times.'

Martin said, "Howis it an outlander caine to rule

her e?’

' Anpos took another drink. 'These are a strange folKk,
Martin. As honest and fine as you'll find anywhere, in
some ways, but they're as alien as those Tsurani in other
ways. They have no hereditary rank here, instead placing
great store in ability. Wthin a few nonths it was clear
Quy was a first-rate general, so they gave hima conpany
to conmand. Armand and | served under him Wthin a

few more months it was clear he was by far the best
commander they had. They've got nothing like the

Congress of Lords here, Arutha. When somet hi ng needs

to be decided, they call everyone into a neeting in the
great square, where the market's held. They call the
meeting the vol ksraad, and they all vote. O herw se, all
decisions are left to those elected by the vol ksraad. They
summoned Guy and told himhe was now Protector of

Armengar. It's like being named the King's Marshal, but

al so something |ike being responsible for the safety of the
city as well, a chief sheriff, constable, reeve, and bailiff
all rolled up in one. '

Arutha said, "Wat did the previous Protector think of
this?" "She nmust have thought it was a good idea, she

proposed it."'
"She?' said Jimry. Anpbs said, "That's another thing around here takes a

bit of getting used to. Wonen. They're just |ike nen. |
mean when it cones to giving and taking orders, voting

in the volksraad . . . other things. You'll see.' Anps's
expression got distant. "Her nanme was Gwnnath. She

was as fine a wonan as |'ve net. |'mnot ashaned to

admt | was a little in love with her nyself, though' - his
tone turned a little lighter - "I'll never settle down. But if
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| ever did, that's the sort for me.' He | ooked down into

his ale nug. "But she and Guy . . . | know sone things
about him learned slowy over the |ast two years,
Arutha. | can't betray a trust. If he tells you hinself,

fine. But let's say they were sonething Iike man and wife
there at the end, deeply in |love. She was the one to step
aside and turn over her city to him She would have died
for him And he for her. She rode beside himand fought
like a lioness.' H s voice softened. "She died yesterday.'
Arutha and Martin exchanged | ooks with the others.

Baru and Roald renmi ned silent. Laurie thought of

Carline and shivered. Even the boys coul d sense

sonething of the loss Anmpbs felt. Arutha renenbered

what Anps had said to Arnand just before they had net

GQuy. 'And Guy bl anes hinsel f.'

"Yes. One-eye's nmuch like any good captain: if it

happened under his conmand, it's his responsibility.'
Anpos sat back, his face a thoughtful nmask. "The goblins
and the Armengarians used to keep things pretty sinple
for along tine. Run out, break a few heads, then
retreat. The Arnengarians were a lot |ike the Tsurani
fierce "warriors, but no real organization. 'But when
Mur mandanus showed up, the Brothers got downright
organi zed, even to the conpany | evel. Now they can
coordi nate two, three thousand warriors under a single
commander. The Brot herhood was puni shing the
Armengari ans regul arly when we showed up. CGQuy

proved a blessing to the Arnmengarians, know ng nodern
warcraft. He's trained them and now they're damm good
cavalry and fair nounted infantry, though getting an
Armengarian off his horse can be a chore. Still, CQuy
makes progress. They're back to holding their own wth
the Brothers. But yesterday. ' Nobody spoke for a

| ong whil e.

Martin said, 'We have sone serious matters to discuss,
Amos. You know we woul dn't be here unl ess sonet hing

of the gravest consequence was haphening in the

Ki ngdom '

"Well, 1'll let you alone for a while. You were good
oMpani ons, and | know you to be honourable nen.' He
rose to his feet. '"But one thing nore. The Protector is the
most powerful man in the city, but even his power is
Wto matters of safety for Arnengar. If he said he'd
an old debt with you, no one would interfere while you
fought a duel, man to man. If you won, you'd be cut

| oose to make your own way and no one in the city'd
rai se a hand against you. But all he has to do is to cal
you spies and you' d be dead before you turned around.

Arutha, Martin, | know there's' bad bl ood between you
and Quy, because of your father, and because of Erland.
And | now know some of what lay behind that. I'll |eave

that for Guy to sort out with you in tine. But you nust

know sonet hi ng of how the weather turns up here. You

are free to cone and go as long as you don't break a | aw

or as long as Guy doesn't order you tossed out, or hung

or whatever. But he takes the responsibility. He

guar ant ees your good behaviour, all of you. If you betray
the city, his life is forfeit along with your own. As | said
these folk can be fairly strange in their way, and their
ways can be harsh. So understand what | say when | tel
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you this: betray guy's trust, even if you think it's for the
good of the Kingdom and these people will kill you

And I'mnot sure |'d even try to stop them'

"You know we'd not break trust, Anps,' answered

Martin.
"I know, but | wanted you to understand how strongly
| feel. I"'mfond of both you | ads, and woul d dislike

seei ng your throats cut alnost as nmuch as you woul d.'
Sayi ng nothing nore, Ampos left.

Arut ha settled back, considering all 'that Amps had
told him and suddenly realized he was bone-tired. He
| ooked to Martin and his brother nodded. No further

di scussi on was required. Arutha knew he would tell the
conplete story to Guy in the norning.

Arutha and his companions waited as the lift rose, then
halted at the floor of the Protector's council room It had
been | ate norning, al mobst noon, before the call to CQuy's
council had arrived. They wal ked a short way down the

hal I, then stopped. The guard who had come for them

waited while they stared out the wi ndow in wonder at the

vi sta bel ow. Armengar spread out beyond the noat

about the citadel and across the open market, to the

huge city wall. But beyond the wall they could see a vast
pl ain stretching northeast into the distant nmist. On either
side of the city the nmountains rose high into the heavens.
Fromthe west white billow ng clouds blew through a

deep bl ue sky, as anber-highlighted green grasses
stretched away to the limt of their view It was an
incredible view Jimy glanced over and saw a strange
expressi on on Locklear's face. "What?'

"I was just thinking about all that land,' he said,

poi nti ng toward the plain.

. What about it?" asked Arutha.

"You could grow a lot on such land."'

Martin let his gaze wander the horizon. 'Enough wheat

to feed the Western Realm' he coment ed.

Jimy said, 'You, a farmer?

Lockl ear grinned. "Wat do you think a baron does in

a small place like Land's End? Mostly he settles
-squabbl es between farners, or sets fair taxes on crops.
You have to know about such things.

The guard said, 'Cone, the Protector wait$S

As Arut ha and his conpani ons entered, Guy | ooked

up. Wth_himwere Anps, Dwyne, Arnmand de Sevi gny,

and a woman. Arutha | ooked at his brother and saw t hat
Martin had halted in his tracks. The Duke of Crydee was
staring at the wonan in unabashed appreciation. Arutha
touched Martin's armand he noved to follow his

brother. Arutha gl anced at the wonan again, and could
appreciate his brother's distraction. At first blush, she
seened a pl ai n-1 ooki ng wonan, but as soon as she

nmoved, her bearing added anot her dinension to her
appearance. She was striking. She wore |eather arnour,
brown tunic and trousers, |like npst of the others in the
city. But the bulky covering couldn't disguise the fact she
was trimy built, and her carriage was erect, even regal
Her hair was deep brown, with a startling streak of grey
at the left tenple, and was tied back with a rolled green
scarf, and her eyes were blue. And fromthe red-ri mred
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state of those eyes, it was clear 'she had been crying.
Quy indicated that Arutha and his conpani ons shoul d

sit. Arutha introduced everyone, and Guy in turn said,
"You know Anps and Armand. This is Briana' - he

i ndi cated the woman - "one of ny commanders.' Arutha
nodded, but saw the wonan had recovered from

what ever had caused her to cry and was returning
Martin's appraising | ook.

qui ckly, with econony, Arutha told Guy his story,
starting with the return fromthe long trip with Lyamto
the East, then of the first attack by the Ni ght hawks,
through the revelations at the Abbey at Sarth and the
quest for Silverthorn, to the false death of the Prince of
Krondor. He ended by saying, 'To end it, we've cone to

kill Murmandanus.'

At that, Guy shook his head in disbelief. "Cousin, it's a
bold plan, but. . .' He turned to Armand. "How nany
infiltrators have we tried to get into his canmp?

"'Si x?'

"Seven,' said Briana.

"But they weren't Kingdom men, were they?' asked

Jimy, taking out an ebon hawk on a chain. "And they
didn't carry the Nighthawks' talisman, did they.'

Quy | ooked at Jimmy in near-exasperation. "Armand?

The former Baron of Gyl denholt opened a drawer in

a cabinet and took out a pouch. He untied the pouch and
poured a half dozen of the talismans on the table. "W' ve
tried it, Squire. And yes, sone were Kingdom nen, for
there are always a few anbong those saved by the
Armengari ans when they rai ded the Brothers' slave

cof Res. No, there's sonething missing. They know who

the true brigands are and who are spies.

Arutha said, "Magic, nost likely.'

Quy said, 'That's a problem we' ve faced before. W

nunber no spellcasters, whether nBgicians or priests, in
.this city. It seens constant warfare, with everyone
expected to fight, does not permit the sort of placidity
such study requires - or it kills off all the teachers. But
what ever the reason, on those few occasi ons when

Mur mandanus or hi s snake has taken a hand, we've paid

a dear price.' He added thoughtfully, "Though for some
reason he seems reluctant to use his powers agai nst us,
thank the gods . '

Quy sat back. 'You and | share an interest, cousin. To
gi ve you sone sense of it, let me tell you about this

pl ace. You know that the ancestors of the Arnengarians
came over the nountai ns when the Ki ngdom annexed

Yabon. They di scovered a rich | and, but one already

i nhabited, and those who were here first tended to | ook
upon the incursion of the Arnengarians wth di sfavour.
Briana, who built this city?

The wonman spoke, her voice a soft contralto. 'The

|l egend is that the gods ordered a race of giants to build
this city, then left it abandoned. W took it as we found
it.'

'"No one knows who lived here,' said Guy. 'There is
another city, far to the north, Sar-Sargoth. It is a city
twin to this one, and Murmandamus's capital .’

Arutha said, "So if we are to seek himout, there is
where we'll find him'
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'Seek himout and he'll see your hbads on pikes,"
snorted Anps.

Quy indicated agreenent. 'W have ot her needs,

Arutha. Last year he narshalled an arny in excess of
twenty thousand. As nmuch might as the Armes of the

East at full nuster during peaceful tinmes. W braced
ourselves for a full-scale onslaught, but nothing nmaterialized.
Now, | expect your friend here' - he pointed to

Baru - '"killing off Muirmandanus's favourite genera

m ght have aborted the canpaign. But this year he's back
and he's even stronger. W estinmate he may have norc
than twenty-five thousand goblins and Dark Brothers
under his banner, with nore arriving every day. | expect
upward of thirty thousand when he marches.'

Arut ha | ooked at Guy. "Wy hasn't he narched yet?

Quy spread his hands, inviting conmrent from anyone.
"He's waiting for your death, renenber?' instructed
Jimy. "It's a religious thing.'

Arutha said, "He has word by now. That's what he told
that renegade Morgan Crowe.'

@Quy's one good eye narrowed. 'Wat's this?

Arutha told of the renegade at the inn on the road to
Tyr-Sog, and of the plan to hire Segersen's engi neers.
"That's what he was waiting for,' said GQuy, slapping

the table. 'He has his magic, but for some reason won't
USe it against us. Wthout Segersen's engineers he can't
bring down our walls.' Wen Arutha | ooked uncertain of
Quy's meaning, Quy said, "If he could bring down
Armengar's walls he wouldn't be trying to hire Segersen.
No one knows who built those walls, Arutha, but

whoever it was had sone skills beyond any other |'ve
know edge of. |'ve seen fortification of all manner, but
none |ike Arnengar. Segersen's engi neers m ght not be
able to breach the walls, but they are the only ones
know of with half a chance to do it.'

'So, with Segersen not com ng, you're in good position

to defend.'

"Yes, but there are other matters coming to bear as
well.' Quy stood. 'We've nore to discuss, and can
continue later; I've a meeting with a city council now.
For the present, you are free to come and go within
Armengar at will.' He took Arutha aside and said, '

need to speak with you in private. Tonight, after the
eveni ng neal .'
The neeting broke up, with Briana, Armand, and CQuy

| eavi ng. Dwyne and Anps |ingered behind. Anops

approached Arutha and Martin while the Duke wat ched

- the woman | eave. 'Wio is she, Anps?' asked Martin.
,"One of the city's better commanders, Martin. Gwnnath's
daughter.'

"Now | understand the |ook of grief,' said the Duke.

"She. just learned of her nother's death this norning.

Anps pointed toward the city. "Her patrol was to the

west, along the |ine of steadings and kraals, and she just
returned hours ago.' Martin's expression was qui zzi cal
'"The farm communities are steadings and the cattle- and
sheepherder communities are kraals. No, she's dealing

with Gwnnath's loss. It's Guy who has ne worri ed.

Arutha said, 'He hides his grief well.’
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Arutha felt conflicting enotions. The dislike for Bas-Tyra
he had | earned at his father's knee fought his

synpathy at the man's grief. He had al nbst |ost Anita,

and he could feel that terror and pain echoing as he
considered Guy's lot. Yet GQuy had ordered Anita's

father inprisoned, which had killed him And Guy was a
traitor. Arutha pushed aside those feelings, for they
troubled him He wal ked with Anmbos and Martin while

Martin continued aski ng questions about Briana.

10
Accommodat i on

Ji my poked Locklear in the ribs.

They were strolling through the market, attenpting to

see what little of Armengar was worth seeing. Boys their

own age were rare, and those few who they did see were

arnmed and arnoured. What interested Jimy was the

di fferences between this nmarket and those in Krondor

"W've been here an hour or nore, and I'I|l swear |'ve

not seen a beggar or thief in the lot,' said Jinmmy.

' Makes sense,' said Locklear. 'From what Anps said,

trust is essential to the existence of this city. No thieves,
‘cause they all have to hang together, and where woul d

you hi de anyway? | don't know much about cities and

such, but it seens to ne this place is nmore a garrison

than a city, despite its size.'

"You have that right enough.' 'And there are no beggars because they
probably take care of everyone, like in the arny.'

‘Mess and infirmaries?

'Yes,' agreed Lockl ear

They wandered past booths and Ji mry judged the

worth of the itens displayed. 'Notice any real |uxuries?
Lockl ear indicated he had not. The booths were devoted

to foodstuffs, sinple cloth and | eather goods, and

weapons. All prices were low, and there seened little if

any haggling. After a short tine of wal king, Jinmy sat on a door

stoop at the edge of the market. "This is boring.

'l see sonething that's not boring.

Jimy said, 'Wat?

"Grls.' Locklear pointed. Two girls had emerged from
the press of shoppers and were exam ning goods at a
booth near the edge of the market. They appeared about
the sane age as the boys. Both were simlarly attired.

| eat her boots, trousers, tunics~ |eather overvests, belt
kni ves. and swords. Each wore a rolled scarf to hold her
shoul der-1 ength dark hair out of her eyes. The taller girl
noti ced Ji nmmy and Lockl ear wat ching them and sai d

somet hing to her conpani on. The second girl regarded
the boys while the two whi spered, heads together. The
first girl put back the itens she had been hol ding. and
she and her friend wal ked over to Jimy and Lockl ear.
"Well?' said the taller, her blue eyes regardi ng them
frankly.

Jimy got to his feet and was surprised to find the girl
al most as tall as he was. 'Well what?' he responded in
hal ti ng Arnengari an.

"You were staring at us.'

Jimy gl anced down at Lockl ear, who stood. 'is there
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sonething wong with that?' asked the younger boy, who
spoke the | anguage better than Ji my.

The two girls exchanged gl ances and | aughed, little

more than giggles. 'it is rude.'

.We're strangers,' ventured Lockl ear

The two girls |aughed openly at that. 'That is clear. W
heard of you. Everyone in Arnengar has heard of you.'
Lockl ear blushed. It only took a nonment's thought to
realize that he and Jimy were nmarkedly different in
appearance from everyone in sight. The second girl
studi ed Locklear with dark eyes and said, 'Do you stare
at girls where you cone front

Wth a sudden grin, Locklear said, 'Every chance

get.'

Al'l four laughed. The taller girl said, 'Il amKrinsta; this
is Bronwynn. We serve in the Tenth Conpany. W have
liberty until tomorrow night.

Jimy didn't know the significance of the reference to

conpany, but he said, "I'm Squire Janmes - Jimy. This

is Squire Locklear.'

"Locky."

Bronwynn sai d, "You have the sane nane?

Lockl ear said, "'Squire" is atitle. W are in service to

the Prince.'

The girls exchanged questioning | ooks. Krinsta said,

' You speak of outlandish things we do not understand.

Ina fluid motion, Jinmy slipped his arminside hers

and said, 'wWll then, why don't you show us the city and

we' Il explain our outlandish ways."

Awkwar dly Lockl ear followed his friend s exanple,

but it wasn't clear who grabbed whose armfirst, he or
Bronwynn. Wth girlish laughter, Bronwynn and Krinsta took the

boys in tow and they made their way through the streets
of the city.

Martin ate quietly, studying Briana while he listened to
the di nner conversation. Arutha's conpany, except for
Jimy and Lockl ear, sat around a large table with Quy,
Anpbs, and Briana. Another of Guy's conmanders,

Gareth, also dined with them The boys' absence was no
cause for alarm Anps had assured them for there was

no trouble in the city they could find w thout the
Protector hearing about it at once. And there was no way
they could | eave the city, even for one as gifted as
Jimy. Arutha was not as sure of that as Anpbs, but
forwent comment. Arutha knew he and Guy woul d quickly have to cone

to an understandi ng, and he had sone sense of what it
woul d be, but he deferred speculation until he heard
what Quy had to say in private. Arutha studied the
Protector. Guy had fallen into a black nood, which in a
strange way rem nded Arutha of his father when in a
simlar franme of nind. Guy had eaten little, but had been
steadily drinking for an hour.

Arutha turned his attention to his brother, who had
been behaving in a nost unusual fashion since norning.
Martin could be quiet for long periods of tine, a trait
they both shared, but since neeting Briana he had
becone al nost nmute. She had arrived with Anps in
Arutha's suite for the noon neal. and since then Martin
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hadn't uttered a dozen words to anyone. But over this
meal , as over that earlier one, his eyes had spoken
volurmes, and if Arutha could judge such things, Briana
answered. At |east, she seened to spend nore tine
observing Martin than anyone else at the table.

@Quy had said little during the course of the evening. If
Briana's nmot her had been anything |ike her, Arutha
understood Quy's loss, for in the short hours he had
observed her, he had come to count her a rare woman.

He al so coul d understand Martin's being attracted to her
There was nothing pretty about her, but as different as
she was fromhis bel oved Anita, there was a powerful
appeal in her, a rough, determ ned quality of conpetence
that was magnetic. She seened without artifice,

and in Arutha's judgnment there was sonething in her
manner that suggested her nature was a match for his
brother's. Arutha's attention had been focused for a | ong
ti me upon grave considerations, but he still had a

moment for amusenment, he judged Martin was quickly
sinking in deep waters.

The neal was somewhat strange to Arutha and

Martin, for there were no servants in Guy's hall, or in
any part of Arnengar. Sol diers brought food to the
Protector's quarters as a courtesy, but he served hinself,
as did his guests. Anpos had renmarked that npst nights

he and Armand woul d |l ug the serving ware back down to
the scullery and give a hand washing it. Everyone in the
city hel ped.

When the neal was finished, Anbs said, 'I, Gareth

and Armand are due to nake rounds of the walls. We're
spared the scullery this night so we m ght act the proper
hosts. Wuld you care to join us?" It was a 'genera
invitation to all at the table. Roald, Laurie, and Baru
asked to join them the Hadati especially wishing to see
more of his distant Kin.

Martin rose and, in what appeared a heroic effort for
him said to Briana, "Perhaps the commander woul d

show nme the city?' He seened equally pleased and

di stressed when she agreed.

Arut ha notioned for himto go with the woman,

i ndi cating he woul d stay behind to speak with Cuy.

Martin hurried out of the hall as Briana | ed the way.

In the long hall that led to the lift, Martin paused to
|l ook at the city lights below. A thousand glittering points
shone in the sable darkness. 'As often as | pass this way,"
said Briana, '|I never tire of the sight.' Mrtin nodded
agreenent. 'is your hone |ike Arnengar?'

Martin didn't |ook at her. 'Crydee?" he thought al oud.
"No. My castle is tiny conpared to this citadel, and the
town of Crydee is but a tenth the size of this city. W

have no giant wall about it, nor are all its people
constantly under arns. It is a peaceful place, or so it
seenms how. Before, | used to shun it as nuch as | could

staying in the forests, to hunt and be alone with ny
thoughts. Or | would go to the tallest tower of mny castle
and watch the sun set over the ocean. That is the best
time of day. In the summer the breeze fromoff the water
cool s the heat of day while the sun plays col ours across
the water. In the winter the towers are draped in white
and it seens a storied place. You can see mghty clouds
rolling in fromthe ocean. And even nore magnificent
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are the lightning storns, with flashes and boom ng
thunder, as if the sky were alive.' He | ooked down and
saw her studying him Suddenly he felt foolish, and
smled slightly, his only sign of enbarrassnent. 'I

rampl e.'

"Amps has told ne of oceans.' She tilted her head a

little, as if considering. 'it seens a strange thing, all that
water.' Martin laughed a little, feeling his nervousness dinnish
"it is a strange thing, strange and powerful. |'ve

never |liked ships, but I've had to sail them and after a
whi |l e you appreci ate how beautiful the sea can be. It is

like. . .' He halted, words not coming. 'Laurie should tel
you, or Anpbs. Both have a flair for words I |ack.'
She pl aced her hand upon his arm 'I would rather

hear them fromyou.' She turned toward the w ndow, her
face scul ptured by orange torchlight, her hair a bl ack
crown in the half-light. She was silent for a | ong nonent
and then | ooked at Martin. 'Are you a good hunter?'
Suddenly Martin was grinning, feeling like a fool

'Yes, very good.' Both knew there was no fal se boasti ng,
just as there would be no fal se nodesty. "I am el vertaught
and know only one man who nay be a fairer

archer than |.'

"Il enjoy the hunt but rarely have tine, now that |
command. Perhaps we may steal away sone tine and

| ook for gane. It is nore dangerous here than in your

Ki ngdom perhaps, for while we hunt, others may be
hunting us.'

Coolly Martin said, 'l have dealt with the noredhe
before. '

She regarded himfrankly. 'You are a strong man.

Martin.' Placing her hand upon his arm she said, 'And |
think a good man, as well. | am Briana, daughter of
Gwnnath and Gurtman, of the line of Alwnne.' These
were formal words, yet there was sonmething else in

them as if somehow she was revealing herself to him
reaching out to him

"I am Martin, son of Margaret.

For the first time in

years he thought of his nother, a pretty serving girl in

Duke Brucal's court. ~. . . and Borric, of the |line of
Dannis, first of the Condoins. | amcalled Martin
Longbow.

She | ooked long at his face, as if studying each feature.
Her expression changed as she smled. Martin felt heat
burst in his chest at the sight of it. Then she | aughed.
"That nanme suits you, Mrtin Longbow. You are as tal

and powerful as your weapon. Have you a wife?

Martin spoke softly. "No. | . | had never net

anyone . . . |'ve never had a way with words . . . or
wonen. |'ve not known many."

She placed her fingertips on his lips. 'l understand."

Suddenly Martin found her in his arns, her head on

his chest, how he didn't know. Gently he held her, as if
the slightest nmotion would cause her to flee. 'l do not
know how t hings are done in your Kingdom Martin, but
Anps says you avoi d speaki ng openly of things we take

for granted in Arnengar. | do not knowif this is such a
thing. But | do not wish to be alone this night.' She

| ooked again at his face, and he saw both desire and fear
there and understood her needs. Softly, alnost inaudibly,
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she said, "Are you as gentle as you are strong,
Martin Longbow?' Martin studied her face and knew no words were

needed. He held her for a long tine in silence, until she
slowy nmoved away, took his hand, and | ed him off
toward her quarters

For a long tine Arutha sat watching Guy. The Protector

of Armengar was lost in his own thoughts, drinking

absently fromhis ale cup, the fire's crackle the only

sound in the room Then at |ast Guy said, 'The thing

mss nost is the wine, | think. There are tinmes when w ne

suits a nmood, don't you agree?

Arut ha nodded, sampling his own ale. 'Anps told us

of your loss.' @y waved absently, and Arutha could see he was a

little drunk, his novenents not as sure, not quite as

controlled. But his voice betrayed no slurring of speech

He sighed deeply. 'More your |oss than nmine, Arutha.

You never net her.' Arutha didn't know what to say. He suddenly felt

irritated by this, as if he was being forced to watch
sonet hing private, sonmehow being forced to share a
bond of grief with a man he should hate. 'You said we
needed to speak, Quy.

@Quy nodded, pushing aside his cup. He still stared off

into the distance. '|I have need of you.' He turned to face
Arutha. 'l have need of the Kingdom at |east, and that
means Lyam' Arutha notioned for Guy to continue. "it

makes little difference to nme personally if | possess your
good opinion or not. But it is clear | need your
acceptance as the | eader of these people.' He lapsed into
t hought ful ness. Then he said, 'l thought your brother
would marry Anita. It was the logical thing to do to

bol ster his claim But then, he was King before he knew
it. Rodric did us all a favour by having one lucid nonent
before he died.' He | ooked hard at Arutha. '"Anita is a
fine young wonman. | had no desire to wed her, only a
need at the time. | would have let her find her own .
satisfactions. It is better this way.' He sat back. '
drunk. My nmind wanders.' He closed his eye, and for a
moment Arut ha thought he night be drifting off to sleep
Then CQuy said, "Amps told you how we cane to

Armengar, so I'll not repeat that tale. But there are
other matters | think he did not touch upon.' Again he
was silent. Another long period w thout words was
followed by "Did your father ever tell you how there

cane to be so nuch bitterness between us?

Arutha kept his voice calm 'He said you were at the
heart of every conspiracy in court against the Wstern
Real m and you used your position with both Rodric and
his father to undernine Father's position.'

To Arutha's astoni shnment, Guy said, 'That's nostly

true. Adifferent interpretation of ny actions night give
a softer label to what | did, but nmy actions under the
reigns of Rodric and his father before himwere never in
the interest of your father or the West.

"No, | speak of . . . other things.

i'm

'He never spoke of you except to brand you as an
eneny.' Arutha considered, then went on, 'Dulanic said
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you and Father were friends once.'

GQuy again |ooked at the fire. Hi s manner was distant,

as if remenbering. Softly he said, 'Yes, very good
friends.' Again he fell into silence, then just as Arutha
was about to speak, he said, 'it started when we were
bot h young nmen at court, during the reign of Rodric the
Third. We were anong the very first squires sent to the
royal court - Caldric's innovation was to produce rulers
who know nore than their fathers.' Quy considered. 'Let
me tell you how it was. And when |'m done maybe

you'l'l understand why you and your brother were never

sent to court. 'l was three years younger than your father, who was

barely ei ghteen, but we were of a size and tenper. At
first we were thrown together, for he was a distant
cousin, and | was expected to teach manners to this son
of a rustic duke. In time we becane friends. Over the
years we ganbl ed, wenched, and fought together.

"Ch, we had differences, even then. Borric was a
frontier noble's son, nmore concerned with old concepts
of honour and duty than in understanding the true causes

of events around him |, well. ' He drew his hand down
over his face, as if stirring hinself awake. Hi s tone
became nore brisk. 'l was raised in the eastern courts,

and | was marked to conmand froman early age. My

famly is as old and honoured as any in the Kingdom

even yours. Had Bel ong and his brothers been slightly

less gifted generals and ny forebears slightly better ones
the Bas- Tyras woul d have been kings instead of the
Condoi ns. So | had been taught from boyhood how t he

game of politics is played in the realns. No, we were

very different in some ways, your father and I, but in ny life there has
never been a man |'ve |oved nore than

Borric.' He |ooked hard at Arutha. 'He was the brother |
never had.' Arutha was intrigued. He had no doubt Guy was

colouring things to suit his purpose. suspecting even the
drunkenness was a pose. but he was curious to hear of

his father's youth. 'Wat. then, caused the estrangenent
bet ween you?"

"W conpeted, as young nen do, in the hunt,

ganbling, and for the affection of the |ladies. Cur
political differences led to hot words fromtine to tine,
but we always found a way to gl oss over argunments and
reconcil e ourselves. Once we even came to bl ows over
sone thoughtless remarks | made. | had said your great-grandfather
had been nothing nmore than the disgruntled

third son of a king, seeking to gain by strength of arns
that which could not be found within the existing

Ki ngdom Borric saw hima great man who planted the
banner of the Kingdomin Bosani a.

"I held that the West was a sap upon the resources of

the Kingdom The di stances are too great for proper

adm nistration. You rule in Krondor. You know you

govern an i ndependent realm with only broad policy
coming fromRillanon. The Western Realmis al nost a
separate nation. Anyway, we argued about that, then
fought. Afterward we relented in our anger. But that was
the first sign of how deep were the differences we felt
over the policies of the realns. Still, even those
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differences did nothing to | essen the bond between us.
"You nmake it sound a reasonabl e di sagreenent between
honour abl e men over politics. But | knew Father

He hated you and his hate ran deep, there nust be
nore. '

Quy again studied the firelight for a tinme. Softly he
said, 'Your father and | were rivals in nmany things, but
nmost bitterly for your nother.'

Arut ha sat forward. 'Wat?

"When your uncle Mal com died of the fever, your

father was called hone. As ol der brother, Borric would

inherit, which is why he had been sent to court for an
education, but with Mal com dead your grandfather was

al one.

So your grandfather had the King nane your father Warden of the West and
send hi m back to Crydee.

Your grandfather was aging - your grandnother had

al ready died, and with Mal com s death he seened to

fade quickly. It was less than two years later that he died

and Borric became Duke of Crydee. By then Brucal had

returned to Yabon, and | was Senior Squire of the King's

court. | |looked forward to Borric's return - for he was to
present hinself to the King to swear fealty as all new

dukes are required to do during the first year of their

office." Arutha calcul ated and realized that had to be the tine

his father had visited Brucal at Yabon, on his way to the
capital. It was during that visit that Borric's fancy was
caught by a pretty serving maid, and fromthat union

came Martin, a fact not known to Borric until five years
|ater. GQuy continued speaking. 'The year before Borric's

return to Rillanon, your nother came to court, to be a

| ady-in-waiting to Queen Janica, the King's second

wife - Prince Rodric's nother. That's when Catherine

and | net. Until Gwnnath, she was the only wonan |'ve

ever loved. ' Quy lapsed into silence, and suddenly Arutha felt an

odd sense of shame, as if he had sonehow forced Guy to
reexam ne two painful |osses. 'Catherine was rare,
Arutha. | know you understand that, she was your

nmot her, but when | first saw her she was as fresh as a
spring morning, with a blush in her cheeks and a hint of
pl ayful ness in her shy smile. Her hair was golden, with a
shine toit. I fell in love with her the first nmoment | saw
her. And so did your father. Fromthat nonent on, our
competition for her attention becanme fierce

"For two nmonths we both courted her, and by the end

of the second, your father and | were not speaking, so
bitter was our rivalry for Catherine. Your father kept
putting off his return to Crydee, choosing to stay and
woo Cat herine. W vied desperately for her favour.

i was to have gone riding with Catherine one

mor ni ng, but when | reached her quarters, she was
readying to travel. She was first cousin to Queen Janica
and, as such, a prize in the ganme of court intrigue. The
| essons | had taught your father the years before had
pai d handsonely, for while | had been riding and

wal king in the garden with Catherine, he had been
speaking to the King. Rodric directed your nother to
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wed your father, as was his right as her guardian. It was a
politically expedient marriage, for even then the King

had doubts as to his son's ability and his brother's health.
Dam it, but Rodric was an unhappy man. H's three

sons fromhis first marriage had di ed before reaching
manhood, and he never got over their deaths or the

death of his bel oved Queen Beatrice. And his younger
brother, Erland, was a late child and sickly with the |ung
flux. He was but ten years older than Prince Rodric. The
court knew that the King wished to nane your father

Heir, but Janica had given hima son, a shy boy whom
Rodric despised. | think he forced your nother to marry
your father to strengthen the tie to the throne, so he

nm ght name himHeir, and heaven knows he spent the

next twelve years trying to either make the Prince a
better man or break himin the trying. But the King

never did name an Heir before he died, and we were |eft
with Rodric the Fourth, a sadder, nore broken man than

his father. '

Arut ha | ooked on, his cheeks flushed. 'Wat do you

mean, the King forced ny nother to marry ny father?

@Quy's one good eye blazed. 'it was a politica

marri age, Arutha.'

Arut ha's anger rose up. 'But ny nother |oved ny

father!"’

"By the time you were born, |I'msure she had | earned
to love him Your father was a

good enough man and she

a loving woman. But in those days, she loved ne.' Hs
voi ce became thick with old enotions. "She |oved ne. |
had known her a year before Borric's return. W had

al ready vowed to wed when ny tenure as a squire was
through, but it was a secret thing, a pledge between
children nade in a garden one night. | had witten to ny
father, asking himto intercede with the Queen, to gain
me Catherine's hand. | never thought to speak to the
King. |, the clever son of an eastern |lord, had been
bested by the country noble's boy in a court intrigue.
Dam, | had thought | was so wily. But | was then only
nineteen. It was so | ong ago.

"I fell into a rage. In those days ny tenper was a

mat ch for your father's. | dashed fromyour nother's
room and sought Borric out. W fought, in the King's
pal ace, we duelled and al nost killed each other. You
must have seen the | ong wound upon your father's side ,
fromunder the left armacross his ribs. | gave himthat
scar. | bear a sinmlar wound fromhim | alnost died.
When | recovered, your father was a week gone to
Crydee, taking Catherine with him | would have

foll owed, but the King forbade it on pain of death. He
was correct, for they were married. | took to wearing
black as a public mark of nmy shame. Then | was sent to
fight Kesh at Deep Taunton.' He | aughed a bitter |augh
"Much of ny reputation as a general cane fromthat
encounter. | owe ny success in part to your father. |
puni shed the Keshians for his having robbed me of
Catherine. | did things no general in his right mnd
shoul d do, leading attack after attack. | think now I
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hoped to die then.' His voice softened, and he chuckl ed.
"I was al nost disappointed when they asked for quarter
and terms of surrender.' Cuy sighed. 'So much of what happened in ny life

stems fromthat. | ceased holding ill will toward Borric.
eventually, but he . . . turned a bitter side up when she
died. He rejected the idea of sending his sons to the
King's court. | think he worried |I mght take revenge

upon you and Lyam'

"He | oved Mot her; he was never a happy man after her
death,' Arutha said, feeling somehow both unconfortable
and angry. He did not need to justify his father's

behavi our to his nost bitter eneny.

GQuy nodded. 'I know, but when we are young we

cannot entertain the idea another's feelings can be as
deep as our own. Qur love is so nuch loftier, our pain so
much nore intense. But as | grew older, | realized Borric
| oved Catherine as nuch as | did. And | think she did
love him' Quy's good eye fixed on a point in space. H's
"tone becane softer, reflective. "She was a wonderful,
generous woman with roomin her life for many | oves.

Yet, | think deep in his heart your father harboured
doubts.' Quy regarded Arutha with an expression of

m xed wonder and pity. 'Can you inagine that? How sad

it rmust have been? Perhaps, in a strange way, | was the
luckier, for I knew she loved ne. | had no doubt.

Arutha noticed a faint sheen of nobisture in Guy's good
eye. The Protector brushed away the gathering tear in an
unsel f consci ous gesture. He settled back, closing his eye,
his hand to his forehead, and quietly added, 'There

seens little justice inlife at tines.

Arut ha pondered. 'Why are you telling me this?

Quy sat up, shedding his nood. 'Because | need you

And there can be no doubts on your part. To you | ama
traitor who sought to take control of the Kingdomfor his
own aggrandi zenent. In part, you are correct.' Arutha

was again surprised at Guy's candour.

"But how can you justify what you did to Erl and?

"I amresponsible for his death. | cannot di savow t hat
"it was nmy captain who ordered his continued confinenent
after | had ordered his release. Radburn had his

uses, but tended to be overzeal ous. | can understand his
panic, for | would have punished himfor letting Anita
and you escape. | needed her to gain a foothold in the
successi on, and you woul d have been a useful bargaining
piece with your father.' Seeing surprise on Arutha's face,
he said, 'Ch yes, ny agents knew you were in

Krondor - or they reported to me when | returned - but
Radburn made the error of thinking you d lead himto
Anita. It never occurred to himyou m ght have not hing

to do with her escape. The fool should have cl apped you
in jail and kept the search on for her.’

Arutha felt a return of his distrust and a | esseni ng of
synmpat hy. Despite GQuy's forthright speech, his callous
ref erences to using people rankled. Guy continued, 'But

I never wished Erland dead. | already had the Viceroyalty
fromRodric, giving me full command over the

West. | didn't need Erland, only a link to the throne:
Anita. Rodric the Fourth was mad. | was one of the first

to know - as was Caldric - for in kings people overl ook
and forgive 'behaviour they would not tolerate in others.
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Rodric could not be allowed to rule nuch | onger. The
first eight years of the war were difficult enough in the
court, but in the last year of his reign, Rodric was al nost
totally without reason. Kesh always has an eye turned
nort hward, seeking signs of weakness. | did not wish the
burdens of kingship, but even with your father as heir
after Erland, | sinply felt | was better able to rule than
anyone in a position to inherit.

"But why all this intrigue? You had backing in the
congress. Caldric, Father, and Erland barely overrul ed
your attenpt to becone Prince Rodric's regent before he
reached mgjority. You could have found another way.

"The congress can ratify a King,' answered CQuy,

pointing a finger at Arutha. 'it cannot renove him |
needed a way to take the throne without civil war. The
war with the Tsurani dragged on, and Rodric woul d not
give your father the Arm es of the East. He woul dn't

even give themto ne, and | was the only nman he trusted.
Ni ne years of a losing war and a mad King, and the

nation was bl eeding to death. No, it had to end, but no
matt er how nmuch backing | had, there were those like
Brucal and your father who woul d have marched agai nst

ne.
"That's why | wanted Anita for my wife and you as a

bargai ning piece. | was ready to offer Borric a choice.
"What choice?'
"My preference was to let Borric rule in the Wst, to

di vide the Kingdomand |l et each realmfollowits own
destiny; but | knew none of the western |ords would have
permitted that. So nmy offer to Borric was to allow himto
name the Heir after me, even if it were Lyam or you.
woul d have naned whoever he chose Prince of Krondor

and | would have ensured | had no sons to contest for the
crown. But your father would have had to accept ne as
King of Rillanon and swear fealty.'

Suddenly Arutha understood this man. He had put

aside all questions of personal honour after he had | ost
Arutha's nmother to Borric, but he had kept one honour
above all others: his honour for the Kingdom He had

been willing to do anything, even comrit regicide - to

go down in history as a usurper and traitor - in exchange
for removing a mad king. It left a bad taste in Arutha's
nmout h.

"Wth Rodric's death and Lyam bei ng naned Heir, al

that became neaningl ess. Your brother is not known to
me, but | expect he shares sone of your father's nature
In any event, the Kingdom nust be in better hands than
when Rodric sat the throne.'

Arut ha sighed. 'You have given nme nuch to think

about, G@uy. | don't approve of your reasoning or your
met hods, but | understand some of it.'
"Your approval is inmaterial. | repent nothing of what

I have done, and will admit ny decision to claimthe
throne nyself, ignoring your father's place in succession,
was done in part fromspite. If | couldn't have your

nmot her, Borric couldn't have the crown. Beyond selfish
considerations, | also held the firmconviction | would
have nade a better king than your father. Wat | do best
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is rule. But it doesn't nmean | feel good about what |'ve
had to do.

'"No, what | want is your understanding. You don't

have to Iike ne, but you nust accept nme for who and

what | am | need your acceptance to secure the future of
Ar mengar .’

Arut ha becane silent, feeling disconforted. A nmenory

of a conversation two years previous flooded back

into his nind. After a long silence, he said, '|l amnot in a
position to judge. |'mrenenbering a conversation with
Lyamin our father's burial vault. | was ready to see
Martin dead rather than risk civil war. My own

brother. . .' he added softly.

"Such judgnents are a necessary consequence of

ruling.' He sat back, regarding Arutha. At |ast he said.
"How di d your decision about Martin make you feel ?
Arutha seenmed reluctant to share that with Guy. Then
after a long silence had passed, he | ooked directly at the
Protector. 'Dirty. It nmade ne feel dirty.'

GQuy extended his hand. "You do understand.

Slowy Arutha took the proffered hand and shook. 'Now, to the
heart of the matter.

.When we first came here, Anmos, Armand, and | were

sick, injured, and near-starved. These peopl e heal ed us,
strangers froman alien |land, w thout questions. Wen

we were fit, we volunteered to fight. then discovered it
was expected that all who are able serve without
question. So we took our place in the garrison of the city
and began to | earn of Arnengar.

'"The Protector before Gwnnath had been an able
commander, as was Gwnnath, but both knew little of
nmodern warfare. Neverthel ess, they kept the Brotherhood
and t he goblins under control, keeping a bl oody

bal ance of sorts.

' Then Murmandanmus cane and thi ngs changed. Wen

| arrived, the Brotherhood was victorious three out of
four encounters. The Arnmengarians were | osing, being
routinely defeated for the first tine in their history. |
taught them nodern warfare, and again we hold our

own. Now nothing cones within twenty mles of the city

wi t hout being seen by one of our scouts or patrols. But
even with that, it is too late.

"Wy too | ate?

"Even if Mirnmandanus weren't coming to crush us,

this nation couldn't |ast another two generations. This
city is dying. As best | can judge, two decades ago, there
were perhaps fifteen thousand souls living within the city
and in the surrounding countryside. Ten years ago, it was
el even or twelve thousand. Now it's nore |ike seven or

per haps even | ess. Constant warfare, wonen of chil dbearing
age being killed in battle, children dying when a

steading or kraal is overrun: it all adds up to a declining
popul ation, a decline that seens to be accelerating. And
there's nore. It's as if years of constant warfare have
sapped the strength fromthese people. For all their
willingness to fight, they seem sonehow indifferent to

the needs of daily I|iving.

"The culture is twisted, Arutha. Al they have is

struggle and, in the end, death. Their poetry is linmted to
sagas of heroes, and their nusic is sinple battle chants.
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Have you noticed there are no signs in the city?
Everyone knows where everyone el se |ives and works.
Why signs? Arutha, no one born in Arnengar can read

or wite. They don't have the time to learn. This is a
nation slipping inexorably into barbarism Even should
t here have been no Murmandanus, in another two

decades there would be no nation. They would be as the

nomads of the Thunderhell. No, it's the constant
fighting.'

‘"I can see how that could give one a sense of futility.
VWhat can | do to hel p?

"W need relief. | will gladly turn the governance of
this city over to Brucal -'
"Vandros. Brucal retired.' 'Vandros, then. Bring Arnengar into the Duchy of

Yabon. These people fled the Kingdom ages ago. Now

they would not hesitate to enbrace it, should | but order
it, so nmuch have they changed. But give ne two

t housand heavy foot fromthe garrison at Yabon and Tyr- Sog,

and 1'll hold this city agai nst Mirnmandanus for
anot her year. Add a thousand nore and two thousand
horse, and I'll rid the Plain of |Isbandia of every goblin

and Dark Brother. Gve nme the Armies of the West, and

1"l drive Murmandanus back to Sar-Sargoth and burn

the city down with himinside. Then we can have

comrerce and children can be children, not little

warriors. Poets will conpose and artists paint. W wll

have nusic and dancing. Then naybe this city will grow
again.' "And will you wish to remain as Protector, or as Earl

of Armengar?' asked Arutha, not fully rid of his distrust.
Dam it,' said Quy, slanmng his hand down on the

table. '"if Lyam has the brains of a bag of nails, yes.' Quy
sagged back into his chair. "I'mtired, Arutha. |'mdrunk
and tired.' His good eye brimred. 'i've lost the only

thing |1've cherished in ages, and all 1've left is the need
of these people. 1'll not fail them but once they're

saf e. " Arutha was stunned. Before him Guy bared his sou

and what he saw was a man wi thout nuch reason left to
live. It was sobering. 'l think | can persuade Lyamto
agree, if you understand what his attitude toward you

will be.'

‘"l don't care what he thinks of me, Arutha. He can

have ny head, for all of it.' H's voice again betrayed his
fatigue. 'l don't think | care at all anynore.

"I'"ll send nessages.'

@Quy | aughed, a bitter, frustrated | augh. 'That, you see,
is the problem dear cousin. You don't think |'ve been
sitting here for the last full year hoping a Prince of
Krondor night blunder into Arnmengar? |'ve sent a dozen
messages to Yabon, and toward Hi ghcastle, outlining in
detail what the situation here is and what |'ve proposed
to you. The difficulty is that while Mirnandanus lets
anyone cone north, no one - nothing - goes south. That
Beast hunter you found was one of the last to try for the
south. | don't know what happened to the nmessenger he
escorted , but | can imagine. . . ' He let the thought drift Of.
"You see, Arutha, we're cut off fromthe Ki ngdom
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Uterly, totally, and unless you've an idea we've not
t hought of, w thout a prayer.'

Martin awoke sputtering, spitting out a nouthful of
water. Briana's |aughter filled the roomas she tossed a
towel at himand replaced the now enpty water pitcher
"You're as difficult to wake as a bear in winter.

Blinking as he dried hinself off, Martin said, 'l nust
be." He fixed her with a black I ook, then found his anger
slip away as he regarded her snmiling face. After a

moment he smiled in return. "Qut in the woods |'m a

Iight sleeper. Indoors | relax.

She knelt upon the bed and kissed him She was

dressed in tunic and trousers. 'l nust ride out to one of
our steadings. Care to conme? It is only for the day.'
Martin grinned. 'Certainly."

She ki ssed himagain. 'Thank you.'

"For what?' he asked, clearly confused.

"lying here with ne.'

Martin stared at her. 'You' re thanking ne?

"OF course, | asked you.'

"You are of a strange people, Bree. Most nen | know
woul d happily slit ny throat to have had ny place here

| ast night.' She turned her head slightly, a puzzled | ook on her

face. "Truly? How odd. | could say the sane about nost
of the wonen here and you, Martin. Though no one

woul d fight over sonething |ike bed rights. You are free
to choose your partners, and they are free to answer yes
or no. That is why | thanked you, for saying yes.'
Martin grabbed her and kissed her, half-roughly. "
my land we do things differently.' He |let her go,
suddenly concerned he had been too rough. She seened

alittle uncertain but not frightened. '"i'msorry. It's just

that . . . it was not a favour, Bree.'

She | eaned cl ose and rested her head upon his

shoul der. "You speak of sonething beyond the conforts

of the bedchanber.'

"Yes.'

She was silent for a long tine. "Martin, here in

Armengar, we know t he wi sdom of not planning too far

into the future.' There was a catch in her speech and her

eyes gl eaned. "My nother was to have wed the

Protector. My father has been dead el even years. It

woul d have been a joyous union.' Martin could see the

wet ness spreadi ng down her cheeks. 'Once | was

betrothed. He rode to answer a goblin raid on a kraal

He never returned.' She studied his face. 'W do not

lightly make promises. A night shared is not a vow.'

‘I amnot a frivol ous man.'

She studied his face. 'l know,' she said softly. 'And

amnot a frivolous woman. | choose partners carefully.

"There is sonething here building quickly between us.

There is sonething Martin. | knowthat. It will . . . cone to us as tine
and g q circunstances pernit, and to worry what the outcone of these things
will be is wasted effort.' She bit her lower |ip as she struggled for her
next words. 'I ama commander, privy to know edge nost in the city are

i gnorant of. For the nonment | can only ask you not to expect nore than |
can freely give.'

Seei ng his nood darken, she smled and

in
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kissed him 'Cone, let us ride.'

Martin quickly dressed, uncertain of what had been
acconpl i shed, but certain it had been inmportant. He felt
both relieved and troubled: relieved he had stated hi S
feelings, then troubled he had not done so clearly and
her answer had been clouded. Still, he had been reared
by el ves, and as Briana had said, things would conme to
pass in their own good tine.

Arutha finished recounting the previous night's conversation
to Laurie, Baru, and Roal d. The boys had been

gone for a day. Martin had not returned to their
quarters, and Arutha thought he knew where he had

spent the night.

Laurie thought |ong on what Arutha had said. "So the
popul ation is falling.

"Or so CGuy says.'

"He's right,' said a voice fromthe door.

They | ooked and di scovered Ji my and Lockl ear

standing there, each with his arm about the waist of a
pretty girl. Locklear appeared unable to keep his face in
repose. No matter how hard he tried, his nouth seened
determned to set itself in a grin.

Jimy introduced Krinsta and Bronwnn, then said,

"The girls showed us the' city. Arutha there are entire
sections standing enpty, hone after hone with no one
living there.' Jimy | ooked about, discovering a

plate of fruit, attacked a pear. '| guess

onward of twenty thousand people |ived here once. Now | guess
hal f of that.'

"i've already agreed in principle to help Arnengar, but
the problemis getting nmessages back to Yabon. It seens
Mur mandanus may be lax in letting people in, but he's
rigorous in seeing no one gets out.

' Makes sense,' said Roald. 'Mst of those com ng

north are heading for his canp anyway, So what if a few
blunder into this city and help. He's nmassing his arny
and can probably drive past here if he chooses.'

Baru said, 'l think | can get through, if | go alone.'
Arutha | ooked interested and Baru said, 'Il ama hillman,
and while these people are kin they are also city people .
Only those in the few high steadings and kraals m ght

have ny skill. Myving at night. hiding during the day, |
shoul d be able to cross over into the Yabon Hills. Once
there, no noredhel or goblin would be able to keep pace
with ne. '

"CGetting into the Yabon Hills would be the problem'

said Laurie. 'Renmenber how those trolls had chased that
Beast hunter for what, days? | don't know.'

"i'll think onit, Baru,' said Arutha. 'it may be that
desperate ganble is all we have, but perhaps there's

anot her way. W might nount a raiding party to get

sonmeone up to the crest, then turn and fight our way

back, giving whoever goes south as nmuch of a head start

as possible. It my not be possible, but I'Il discuss it with
Guy. If we can't discover another choice, |I'll permt you
to try. Though | don't think alone is necessarily the best.
We nmanaged all right in a snmall conpany getting in and

out of Moraelin.' He rose. 'if any of you can conceive a
better plan, I'll welconme it. | amgoing to join Guy in
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i nspecting the battlenments. If we're stuck here when the
assault cones, we mght as well lend all the aid we may.'
He left the room

@Quy's hair blewwildly as they | ooked out over the plain
beyond the city. 'i've inspected every inch of this wall.
and | still don't believe the quality of engineering.'
Arutha could only agree. The stones used had been cut

to a precision undreaned of by the Masterbuil ders and
stonemasons of the Kingdom Running his hand over a
joint, he could barely feel where one stone ended and
anot her began. 'it is a wall that m ght have defied
Segersen's engi neers had they cone.

"W had sone good engineers in our armes, Arutha. |
can't see how this wall could be brought down short of a
mracle.' He took out his sword and struck hard enough
to nake the blade ring, then pointed to the nerlon

where he had struck. Arutha inspected the place and saw
only a slight lighter-colour scratch. 'it seems a blue
granite, like ironstone, but even harder. It's a stone
common enough to these mountains, but harder to work
than anything |I've seen. How it was worked i s unknown.
And the footings belowthe plinth are twenty feet into
the earth, thirty feet fromfront to back. | can't even
guess how the bl ocks were noved fromthe quarries in

the mountains. If you could tunnel under it, the best that
m ght happen is the entire wall section mght sink down
and crush you. And you can't even do that, because the
wal | sits atop bedrock.'

Arut ha | eaned back against the wall, |ooking at the

city and the citadel beyond. "This is easily the nost
defensible city | have ever heard of. You should be able
to handle up to twenty-to-one odds.

'Ten-to-one's the conventional figure for overrunning a
castle, but I'minclined to agree. Except for one thing:
Mur mandanus' s damm magi c. He may not be able to

bring these walls down, but I'll warrant he's got a neans
to get past them Sonmehow. El se he wouldn't be
com ng."'

"You're certain? Wiy not bottle you up with a snal
harrying force and nove his armnmy south?

'"He can't |l eave us at his back. He had his way with us
for a year before I took commuand, , and could have bl ed
us to death by nowif | hadn't changed the rules of the
game. Over the last two years |'ve taught our soldiers
everything I know. Wth Armand and Anos hel pi ng
them |l earn, they now have the advantages of nodern
warcraft. No, Mirmandamus knows he has an arny of

seven thousand Arnengarians ready to junp on his rear

if he turns his back. He can't |eave us behind his Iines.
We'd hanmstring him'

"So he nust rid hinmself of you first, then turn to the
Ki ngdom '

"Yes. And he nust do it soon, or he | oses another
season. It turns to winter quickly up here. W see snow
weeks before the Kingdom The passes becone bl ocked

in days, sometines in only hours. Once he has noved
south, he nust be victorious, for he cannot nove his
army north again until spring. He is on a timetable. He
must cone within the next two weeks.'

'So we nust get word out soon.
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@Quy nodded. ' Cone, |let ne show you sone nore.'

Arutha followed the man, feeling a strange sense of

di vided loyalties. He knew he nust help the Arnengari ans,
but he still was not confortable with Guy. Arutha

had conme to understand why Guy had done what he did

and in a strange way he even grudgingly admred him

but he didn't like him And he knew why he didn't like
him Guy had made himsee a sinilarity of nature

common to them a willingness to do what nust be done
regardl ess of cost. So far, Arutha had never gone to the
| engt hs Guy had, but he now understood he mi ght have
acted in much the same way had he been in Guy's place.

It was a discovery about hinmself he didn't particularly
l'ike.

They noved through the city, and Arutha asked

about those details observed when they had first entered

Ar mengar .
"Yes,' said Quy. 'There are no clear |lines of
fire, so that every turn can hide an anbush. |1've a city

map in the citadel, and the city is as it is by design rather
than chance. Once you see the pattern, it's easy to know
whi ch directions to choose to reach any given point in the
city, but w thout knowi ng what the pattern is, it's easy to
get turned about, to be | ed back toward the outer wall

He pointed at a building. 'Every house | acks wi ndows on
the street, and every roof is an archery platform This
city was built to cost any attackers dearly.'’

Soon they were inside the citadel, and saw t he boys

com ng across the courtyard. "Were are the girls?

Arut ha asked.

Lockl ear | ooked di sappointed. ' They had to go do

sonme things before they reported back for duty.'

Quy studied the two squires. 'Well then, cone with us

if you' ve nothing better to do.

They followed Guy into the first floor and down to the
lift. Guy rang the bell, giving the code to raise themto
the hi ghest roof. Reaching it, they |ooked down upon the
city and plain beyond. 'Arnengar.' H s hand swept

across the horizon. 'There,' he pointed, 'is the Plain of
I sbandi a, cut across by the Vale of Isbandia, the lint of
our holdings to the north and northwest. The plain

beyond that is Murmandanus's. To the east, the Edder
Forest, alnost as vast as the Bl ackwood or the G een
Heart. W don't know much about it, save we can safely

| unber at the edges. Anyone who goes nore than a few
mles deep tends not to be seen again.' He pointed to the
north. 'Beyond the vale is Sar-Sargoth. If' you're
especially bold, you can clinmb the hills at the north edge
of the vale and | ook across the plain to see the lights of
this city's twin.'

Jimy studied the war engi nes upon the roof. 'I don't
know a | ot about this, but can those catapults shoot
beyond the outer wall?

"No," was all Cuy said. 'Cone along."

They all noved back to the |ift and Guy pulled the

cord. Arutha noticed there was sone code to indicate up

or down, and, he supposed, the nunmber of floors.

They descended to the ground floor, then | ower yet.

They reached a subbasenent, several |evels below the
ground, and Guy led themfromthe platform They

passed a giant wi nch arrangenent with a team of four
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horses hitched to a | arge wheel, which Arutha supposed

was the power source for the lift. It certainly |ooked

i npressive, with |arge tongue and grooved wheels, and
strange multiple rope and pull ey arrangenents. But Guy

i gnored the horse team and drivers, wal ki ng past them

He pointed at a | arge door, barred fromthe inside.
"That's the bolt hole out of here. W keep it sealed, for
by some fluke or other, when the door's open a constant
breeze bl ows through here, sonething to be avoided."
Qpposite the | arge door stood anot her, which he opened,

| eading theminto a natural tunnel. He took a strange-| ooking
lantern from besi de the door, one that gl owed

with a lower level of |ight than expected. GQuy said, 'This

thing uses sone sort of alcheny to give off light. | don't
understand it fully, but it works. W risk no flanes here.
You'll see why.' Jimry had been examining the walls and pulled off a

white, flaky wax substance. He rubbed it between his
thunb and forefinger and sniffed. 'l understand,' he said,
maki ng a face. 'Naphtha.'

"Yes.' Quy looked at Arutha. 'He's a sharp one.'

"So he's quick to remind me. How did you know?'

'Renmenber at the bridge south of Sarth, |ast year?

The one | fired to keep Murad and the Bl ack Sl ayers
fromcrossing? That's what | used, distillation of

napht ha. '

'Cone,' said Quy, taking themthrough anot her door

The reek of tar assailed their noses as they entered the
chanmber. Strange-|ooking | arge buckets were hung from
chai ns. A dozen shirtless nen | aboured to nanoeuvre the
buckets down into a huge pool of black Iiquid. The odd

| ant erns burned about the cavern, but nostly the place
was shrouded in darkness. 'W' ve tunnel s honeyconbi ng
this entire mountain, and this stuff is found in

all of them There's some natural source of naphtha
bel ow and it constantly bubbles to the surface. W nust
keep taking it off, or it seeps upward into the basements
of the city, through cracks in the bedrock. |If work was
halted, the stuff would be pooling in the cellars of the
city within a few days. But as the Arnmengarians have
been doing this 'for years, it's under control.

"I can see why you don't want to risk a fire,' said
Lockl ear, in open wonder.

"Fires we can handle. W've had dozens, as recently as

| ast year, briefly. What we' ve di scovered, or rather what
the Arnengari ans have di scovered, is sone uses for this
stuff we don't have in the Kingdom' He notioned them

i nt o anot her chanber, where odd | ooking coils of tubing
ran between vats. "Here we do the distillation, and sone
of the other mxing. | understand a tenth of it, but the
al chem sts can explain. They make all manner of things
fromthis naphtha, even some odd salves that keep

wounds from festering, but one thing they' ve found is the
secret of mmking Quegan fire.'

.Quegan fire!' Arutha exclained.

"They don't call it that, but it's the same stuff. The

walls are linmestone, and it's |inestone dust that turns
naphtha into Quegan fire oil. Fling it froma catap'ult and
it burns and even water won't put it out. That's why we
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have to be so careful, for it doesn't just burn.' He | ooked
at Locklear. 'The funmes are heavy, huggi ng the ground,

but if you let the funmes build up, vent themwith a |ot of
art, then hit a spark, the funmes expl ode.' He pointed
toward a far cavern, |oaded up with wooden barrels.

that storage cave wasn't there ten years ago. Wen a

barrel is enptied, it is filled again, or put under water until used. Sone
dolt left three enpties standi ng about

and sonehow a spark hit one and. . . Just the amount of
that stuff which soaks into the wood, then evaporates,

can give off a tremendous explosion. That's why we keep

the doors cl osed. The breeze off the nountains through

the bolt hole can vent this entire conplex in a day or

two. And if all this went up at once. . .' He let their

i magi nati ons provide the picture. 'i've had the Arnmengarians
making this for two years now, to give Mirnandanus

a warm wel come when he cones.'

' How many barrel s?' asked Arut ha.

"Over twenty five thousand.'

Arut ha was staggered. When he had net Anpbs, the

pirate had had two hundred barrels in the hold of his

ship, a fact not known to the Tsurani raiders who had set
fire to his ship. Wien it had gone up, it had blown a
colum of flames hundreds of feet into the air, engulfing
the ship in an instant, incinerating it within mnutes. The
light of the flames had been seen for miles up and down

the coast. If half the town hadn't already been burned by
Tsurani raiders the fire would have devastated Crydee
"That's enough. '

"To fire the entire city,' finished GQuy.

"Why so nmuch?' asked Jinmy. "Sonething you nust understand, all of you. The

Armengari ans have never thought of |eaving here. In
their judgment, there's no other place to find refuge.
They came north to flee the Kingdom so they thought
they couldn't return south. On every side they saw

enem es. Should the worst occur, they'Il fire this city
rather than | et Miurmandanus capture it. |'ve devel oped

a plan beyond that, but in either case, a lot of fire could
prove useful.' He returned toward the tunnel leading to

the lift, the others follow ng behind.

Martin sat resting against a tree. He kissed Briana's hair
as she sank deeper into his arns. She stared off into
some unseen place. Before thema small brook wound its
way through a stand of woods, shrouding themin soft,

cool shadows. Her patrol had broken for a noontine

meal , whi ch was being provided by the |ocal farmers. She
and Martin had stolen away to spend the tinme al one. The
woodl and setting put Martin nore at ease than he had

been in months, but still he was troubled. They had

made | ove under the trees and now were sinply finding

pl easure in each other's conpany, but Martin still felt a
lack inside. In her ear he said, "Bree, | wish this could go

on forever.'

She sighed and wiggled a little. 'l also, Martin. You

are such a man as . . . another | knew. | think | could not
wi sh for nore.'

"When this is finished

She cut himoff. "Wien this is finished. Then we can

talk of things. Conme, we nust get back.' She dressed
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qui ckly, Martin openly adniring her. She had none of

the frail beauty of the wonen he had known at hone.
There was | eat her toughness to her nakeup, tenpered

by a deep fem nine quality. She was not a pretty wonan
by any standards, but she was striking and, with those
arresting qualities of self-confidence and self-reliance
Martin saw in her, she was stunning. even beautiful. In
all ways, he had becone captivated by her

He fini shed dressing and before she could nove away
reached out and took her by the arm turning her and
bringing her to him Wth a deep passion he kissed her,
then said, 'lI need not speak, but you know nmy need and
my desire. | have waited for you too |ong.

She | ooked up into his dark eyes. She reached up and
touched his face. "And | you.' She kissed himgently. 'W
nmust return.’

He let her lead himback to the village. A pair of
guardsnen were wal ki ng toward them when they |eft the
woods. They halted and one said, ' Commander, we were
about to cone fetch you.' She regarded the second man, not one of her

company. ‘Wiat is it?" 'The Protector commands all the patrols to ride out

and order the steadings and kraal s abandoned. Everyone

is to nove at once to the city. Murmandanus's arny is

on the march. They will stand outside the walls within

the week.' Briana said, 'Oders to ride. W shall split the patrol

Genlyn, you'll take half and head down to the | ow and
kraal and the river steadings. |I'll take the ones higher up
along the ridge. The noment you finish, ride back as

soon as possible. The Protector will need all the scouts

he can nuster. Now go.' She | ooked back at Martin.

' Cone, we have nuch to do.'

11
Di scovery

Gani na sat up, screaning.

Wthin nonents Katala was in the child' s room

hol di ng her. Ganmina sobbed for a short while, then

qui eted, as a sleepy WIlliamcanme into her room

foll owed by a grunpy-Ilooking firedrake. Fantus padded
past Wl liam and placed his head on the bed by Katal a.
"Was it a bad dream baby?' asked Katal a.

Gani na nodded. Softly she said, 'Yes, Mama.' She

was finally learning to speak, not always relying upon the
ment al speech that had narked her as a special talent
since birth. Wth her famly dead, Gamina had been reared by
Rogen the blind seer, before he brought her to Stardock
Rogen had ai ded Pug in discovering that the Eneny was
behind all the troubles besetting the Kingdom though he
had suffered injury in uncovering this secret. He and
Ganmi na had stayed with Pug's fam |y while he recovered,
and over the last year had cone to be as nenbers

Rogen had been as a grandfather to Wlliam while to
Gamina, Katala was a nother and WIliam a brother

The old man had died peacefully in his sleep three
nmont hs before, but at the |ast he had been happy his
ward had found ot hers besides hinmself whom she could

| ove and trust. Katala hugged and caressed the child
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whi | e she cal ned down.

Meecham the tall franklin, hurried into the room

| ooking for the source of any danger. He had returned
from Kel ewan wi th Hochopepa and El gahar of the

Assenbly shortly after Pug had departed in search of the
Wat chers. Their other conpanion, Brother Dom nic, had
returned to the Ishapi an abbey at Sarth. Meecham had
taken it upon hinself to act as protector of Pug's famly
whil e the magi ci an was upon Kel ewan. For all his fierce
appearance and stoi ¢ denmeanour, he was one of

Gamina's favourites. She called him Uncle Meecham He
stood behind Katala, smling one of his very rare sniles
at the tiny girl.

Hochopepa and Kul gan entered the room the two

magi ci ans of different worlds, alike in so many ways.
Both cane and fussed over the girl while Katal a said,
"Still up working?

Hochopepa said, 'Certainly, it's still early.' He | ooked
up. 'isn't it?

Meecham said, "No. unless you nean early in the

morning. It's an hour past mdnight.'

"Kul gan said, 'Wll, we were involved in sone

i nteresting discourse, and -'

"You lost track of time,' Katala said. Her tone was
slightly disapproving, slightly anmused. Pug was title
hol der to the property of Stardock and since he had | eft
she had assuned control of the comunity. Her calm
nature, intelligence, and ability to deal with people
tactfully had nade her the natural |eader of the diverse
community of magic users and their famlies, though
occasi onal |y Hochopepa was overheard calling her 'that
tyranni cal woman.' No one minded, for they knew he

spoke with respect and affection

Kul gan said, 'We were discussing sone reports sent by
Shi none at the Assenbly.' By agreenment, the rift

bet ween the worlds was opened for brief periods on a
regul ar schedul e so nessages coul d be exchanged between
the Academny at Stardock and the Assenbly of

Magi ci ans on Kel ewan. Katal a | ooked up expectantly, but Hochopepa sai d.

"Still no word of Pug.'

Kat al a si ghed and, suddenly irritated, said, 'Hocho.

Kul gan, you may do as you like in your research, but

poor El gahar seens al nost ready to drop. He does

al most all the training of the new Geater Path

magi ci ans, and he never conpl ains. You shoul d bend

some of your efforts to helping him'

Kul gan took out his pipe and said, "W stand properly
corrected.' He and Hochopepa exchanged gl ances. Both

knew Kat al a's brusque manner was born fromfrustration

over a husband absent a year.

Hochopepa said, 'indeed.' He also unlinbered a pipe,

a habit acquired in his year of working beside Kul gan. As
Meecham had once observed, the two magici ans were

two peas in a pod.

Katala said, '"And if you intend to light those foul -smelling
things, take them and yoursel ves out of here.

This is Gami na's bedchanmber, and I'Il not have her room

% e~ui nl gaonf wsmasokoen the verge of lighting his and hErlted
"Very well. How is the child?
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Gami na had ceased her crying and spoke softly. "i'm

all right.' Since she had | earned to speak, her voice had
never been rai sed above a soft, childish whisper, save for
her scream of a few nonents before. 'I . . . had a bad
dream'

"What sort of drean?' asked Katal a.

Ganmina's eyes began to brimwith tears. '|I heard Papa
calling nme. '

Kul gan and Hochopepa both | ooked down at the girl
intently. "What did he say, child?" asked Kulgan softly so
as not to frighten the girl.

Kat al a went ashen, but showed no other signs of fear.
She was born of a line of warriors and she could face
anyt hi ng, anything save this not know ng how her
husband fared. Gently she said, "What did he say,

Gami na?'

"He was -' As she did when under stress, she changed

to m nd-speech. He was in a strange place, far away. He
was Wi th sonebody. ? sonebodies. else. He said, he said Wat,
chil d?' sai d Hochopepa.

He said we nust wait for a nessage, then sonething changed.
He was - gone. in an enpty place. | becane

frightened. |I felt so al one.

Katala held the girl closely. She controlled her voice,

but she felt fear as she said, 'You' re not al one, Gam na.
But inwardly Katala echoed the girl's thoughts. Even

when Pug had been taken from her by the Assenbly to

become a Great One, she had not felt this al one.

Pug closed his eyes in fatigue. He let his head fal
forward until it rested upon Tomas's shoul der. Tomas

| ooked back. 'Did you get through?

Wth a heavy sigh, Pug said, 'Yes, but - it was nore
difficult than | had thought, and |I frightened the child."
"Still, you got through. Can you do it again?

"I think so. The

girl's mnd is unique and shoul d be

easier to reach next tine. | know nore about how this
process works. Before | only had the theory. Now |I've
done it."'

"Good. W& may need that skill.

They were speedi ng through the greyness they had

come to call 'rift-space', that place between the very
strands of tinme and the physical universe. Tomas had
instructed Ryath to go there the nonent Pug had
signall ed the end of his contact with those at Stardock
Now t he dragon sent a mind nessage. Were dost thou

wi sh, Val heru?

Tomas spoke aloud. 'To the City Forever.

Ryath seenmed to shudder as she took control of that

not hi ngness around her and bent it to her needs in travel
The featurel ess grey about them pul sed, and sonehow

they changed directions within this boundl ess di nension
this no place. Then the fabric of grey about themrippled
once nore and they were sonmewhere el se

An odd spot appeared before themin the grey, the first
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hint of any reality within rift-space. It grew as rapidly as
if Ryath were speeding through sone physical plane,
then they were above it. It was a city, a place of terrible
and alien beauty. It possessed towers of twi sted synetry,

m narets inpossibly slender, oddly designed

bui I di ngs that spraw ed bel ow the vaul ting arches between
the towers. Fountains of conplex fashion spewed
forth drops of liquid silver that turned to crystals, filling
the air with tinkling music as they shattered upon the
tiles of the fountain, beconing liquid again and running

i nto drains.

The dragon banked and sped downward, flying above

the centre of a magnificent boul evard, nearly a hundred
yards wide. The entire street was tiled, and the tiles
glowed with soft hues, each subtly different fromthe
next, so that over a distance it appeared a gradually
changi ng rai nbow. And as the dragon's shadow passed

over, the tiles blinked and gl owed, then shifted col our,
and nusic filled the air, a theme of majestic beauty,
bringing a stab of longing for green fields beside
sparkling brooks while soft pastel sunsets col oured
magni fi cent nountains. The inages were nearly overwhel m ng
and Pug shook his head to clear it, putting

asi de a soft sadness that such a wonderful place could
never be found. They flew under heroic arches, a

thousand feet above their heads, and tiny flower petals of
sparkling white and gold, glow ng rose and vernili on,
pastel s green and blue fell about them a softly caressing
rain scented of wild flowers, as they made for the heart
of the city.

.Who built this wonder?' asked Pug.

"No one knows,' said Tomas, "Some unknown race.

Per haps the dead gods.' Pug studied the city as they flew
over it. 'Or perhaps no one built it.'
"How coul d that be?' asked Pug.

‘inan infinite universe, all things are not only possible
but, no matter how i nprobable, certain to exist sonmewhere
at sonme tine. It may be this city sprang into

exi stence at the very nonment of creation. The Val heru

first found it ages ago, exactly as you see it. It is one of
the greatest nysteries of the many universes the Val heru
have travell ed. No one |ived here, or we Val heru never
found them Some have cone here to abide awhile, but

none stay long. This place is never changing, for it stands
where there is no true tinme. It is said the City Forever
may be the only truly inmortal thing in the universes.'
Wth a sad and rueful note he said, 'A few of the

Val heru attenpted to destroy it, out of pique. It also

may be the only thing inpervious to their rage.'

Then a flicker of notion arrested Pug's attention, and
suddenly a swarm of creatures |eaped fromatop a di stant
bui I di ng, took wi ng, and banked in their direction. He

poi nted toward them and Tonas said, 'it seens we are
expected.' The creatures cane speeding at them l|arger red

versions of the el enental beings that Pug had destroyed
on the shores of the Geat Star Lake the year before.
They were man-shaped, and their |arge crimnmson bat
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Wi ngs beat the wind as they sped toward the two dragon
riders. Calmy Pug said, "Should we |and?

"This is but the first test. It will anpunt to little.'
Ryath screamed a battle clarion and the denon host
recoiled, then dived at them On the first pass, Tomas's
gol den bl ade arced outward and two creatures fell in
screamni ng agony to the stones below as his sword severed
batli ke wi ngs. Pug cast blue energi es which danced from
creature to creature, causing themto contort in pain as
they fell, unable to fly. As each struck the ground, it
vani shed in green flane and silver sparks. Ryath

unl eashed a bl ast of fire, and all those within the bl ast
were withered to ash. In noments the creatures were gone.

Now t he dragon turned and flew toward a sinister
bui l di ng of bl ack stone, squatting |like some broodi ng
mal i gnancy in the mdst of beauty. Tomas said, "Someone
makes it painfully obvious where we nust flie to. It

will clearly be a trap.

Pug said, "WIIl we need to protect Ryath?

The dragon snorted, but Tomas said, 'Only against the
most powerful magi c and should that cone to pass, we
shal |l be dead and she may flee back to the real universe
Do you hear?

I hear and understand, answered the dragon

They swooped down over a brick courtyard aNd the

dragon circled. Tomas used his power to lift hinmself and
Pug from Ryath's back and | ower themto the stones.
"Return to the fountains and rest. The water is sweet and
the surroundi ngs soot hing. Shoul d anyt hing go am ss,

depart as you will. If we need you, here or upon
M dkem a, you'll hear ny call.’
I will answer, Tomas.

The dragon departed and Tomas turned to Pug.
"Come, we should find an interesting reception ahead.

Pug | ooked at his boyhood friend. 'Even as a child,
your view of the interesting was sonewhat broader than
mne. Still, there is no choice. WII we find Macros
wi t hi n?'

"Probably not, for this is where we have been brought.

| doubt the Eneny would nake it easy for us.'

They entered the only door to the vast black building,
and the nmonment they were both beyond the portal, a vast
stone door descended, blocking their retreat. Tonas

| ooked back with amusenent. 'So rmuch for an easy

retreat.’

Pug neasured the stone. 'l can deal with this if needs
be, but it will take tine.'

Tomas nodded. '| thought as nuch. Let us go on.'

They noved down a long corridor, and Pug created
l'ight, which glowed brightly in a circle about them The
wal | s were without features, snmooth and unmarked,
| eading only in one direction. The floor seenmed

fashi oned of the sane materi al
The end of the corridor produced a single door without
mar ki ngs or neans to open. Pug studied it and invoked a

spell. Wth a grinding note of protest the door rose
upward, permitting themto pass. They entered a vast
hall, with doors in a circle. As they entered, those doors

file:/l/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Feist/Riftwar%203%20-%20Darkness%20At%20Sethanon.txt (160 of 307) [8/27/03 9:32:40 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Fei st/Riftwar%203%20-%20D arkness%20A t%20Sethanon. txt

fl ew open and a horde of creatures cane tunbling out,
snarling and screeching. Apes with the heads of eagl es,
cats with turtle shells, serpents with arns and | egs,

% with extra arms - an arny of horrors canme pouring

forth. Tomas drew his sword, raised his shield, and

shout ed, ' Make ready, Pug.

Pug incanted and a ring of crinson flanmes expl oded

upward about them engulfing the first rank of creatures,

who expl oded in searing hot silver flashes. Many of the
creatures held back, but those that could leap or fly
cleared the top of the flanmes, to neet destruction from
Tomas's gol den sword. As he struck them they vani shed

in a shower of glowi ng silver sparkles, acconpanied by a
stench of rotting decay. The press of creatures continued,

with nore and nore coming fromthe doors. As they

pressed forward, those before them were pushed into

Pug's nmystic flames and exploded in brilliance for an

i nstant before vani shing. Pug said, "There seens no end

of them" tonmmas nodded as he cut down a giant rat with eagle's

Wi ngs. 'Can you cl ose the portal s?

Pug worked magic, and a | oud wail of grinding netal

and stone filled the chanber as the doors to the hall were
forced closed. Creatures seeking to push through were
crushed between door and wall, dying with | oud piteous
cries, shrieks, and hootings. Tomas di spatched all the
nmonsters that had cleared the flanmes, and for a nonent

he and ' Pug stood alone within the circle of fire.

Tomas panted slightly. "This is irritating.

Pug said, 'l can finish this.' The burning circle began to
expand outward, and each creature it touched died. Soon

it pressed to the very walls of the hall, and as the last creature died in
an expl osion and shriek, the flanes w nked out of existence.
Pug | ooked about. 'Each door

hol ds dozens of those beasts behind. Wich way do you

t hi nk?" Tomas said, '| think down.

Pug reached out and Tomas slung his shield over his

back. He took Pug's hand while still gripping his sword.
Anot her incantation was nouthed, and Tonmas saw his

friend becom ng transparent. He | ooked down and saw

he coul d view the fl oor through his own body. Pug spoke
and sounded distant. 'Do not release ny hand until | say,
or it will be difficult to get you back.

Then Tomas saw the floor rise, or rather they were

sinki ng. Darkness engul fed them as they passed down

into the rock. After along tine it was |light again as they
ent ered anot her chanber. Sonet hing sped through the

air, and Tomas felt pain erupt in his side. He | ooked
down and saw a warrior standing below, a thing of

power ful shoul ders with a boar's head, wearing gaudy

bl ue plate armour on back and chest. The creature
bel l owed, spittle dripping fromlong tusks, as he swing a
wi cked | ooki ng doubl e-bl aded axe at Tomms, who barely
managed to turn it with his own blade. Pug shouted, 'Let
go!' Tomms rel eased Pug's hand and instantly was solid

- again. He fell to the floor, landing lightly before the
man- boar as the creature brought his axe crashi ng down.
Tomas parried again, and retreated, seeking to free his
shield. Pug | anded upon his feet and began incanting a
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spell. The boar thing noved rapidly for sonmething so

| arge, and Tomas could only just defend. Then the
Val | heru countered a blowwith a parry and a thrust and
the thing was wounded. It backed away, bellowing in
anger. pug sent forth a slowy expanding rope of pulsing

snoke, which noved |like a snake. It travelled only a few

feet in the first several seconds, but began picking up

speed. Then, like a striking cobra, the snmoke | ashed out

and hit the boar thing in the legs. Instantly the snoke

becane solid, encasing the creature in boots as heavy as

led. The thing bellowed in rage as it tried to nmove

Wth no ability to retreat, the man-boar was quickly

di spat ched by Tomas. Tomas cl eaned off his bl ade.

thank you for the help. It was annoying ne.'

pug sm | ed, seeing that his boyhood friend still hadn't

changed in sonme ways. He knew Tomas woul d have

di spatched the creature eventually~ but there was no

%po~i not mi naswwasi nti cnegdt ai ms she exam ned his side. "That axe had
some unexpected nystic power to strike while we were

i ns~u~basrteant bi ault not unheard of,' agreed Pug. Tomas cl osed

his eyes and Pug saw t he wound begin to heal. FirSt

bl ood ceased flowi ng and then the skin gathered itself
together. A puckered red scar showed. That began to

fade, until unbroken skin was shown. Soon even the

gol den chain and white tabard were nended. Pug was

i npressed. He gl anced about, feeling disconforted. "This seens

too easy. for: all the fury and noise, these traps are
pittiful. Tomas patted his side. 'Not all that pitiful~ but in

general, | agree. | think we are supposed to becone

overbold and fall prey to incaution.'

"Then let us be wary.'

"now, where next?' Pug | ooked about. The chanber was carved from

stone, w thout any aPParent Purpose excePt to Provide a
meeting place for several tunnels. Were they | ed was
unknown. Pug sat upon a large rock. 'l will send out ny
sight.' He closed his eyes and another of the strange
whi ti sh spheres apPeared above his head, spinning

rapidly. Then suddenly it was off down one of the
tUNnels. In a few noments it was back, then down

anot her. After alnbst an hour Pug recalled the device,
and with a wave of his hand it vani shed. He opened his
eyes. 'The tunnels all |ead back upon thensel ves and
enpty out here.'

"This is an isolated place?

Pug got to his feet. "A labyrinth. Atrap for us. no

nmore. Again we nust go down.'

They gri pped hands and once nore Pug all owed them

to pass through the solid rock. For what seened a very
long tine they noved downward in darkness. Then they

were floating just below the roof of a vast cavern. Bel ow
and sone di stance away, a huge | ake was surrounded on

all sides by aring of fire, which Iit the cavern in a red-orange
glow. Beyond the fire, a boat rocked at the edge

of the shore, a clear invitation. In the centre of the |ake
they could see an island, upon the shores of which a host
of human-shaped beings waited, all in battle dress. They
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surrounded a single tower, with but one door on the
ground floor and a single wi ndow at the top

pug | owered themto the ground and made themsolid

again. Tonas | ooked at the burning circle and said, 'l
expect we're supposed to battle through the fire, take the
boat, and evade whatever |urks bel ow the water, then
defeat all those warriors just to reach the tower.'

"That | ooks |ike what we're supposed to do,' said Pug,
sounding tired. He wal ked to the edge of the fire, and
said, "But | think not.' Pug waved his hand in a circul ar
nmotion, then repeated the gesture a second tinme. The air
began to stir in the cavern, following the circle described
by pug's hand, noving along the curve of the vast stone
dome above their heads. At first it was a sinple gust, a
breeze with sone life, then quickly a zephyr. Again Pug
nmoti oned. Rapidly the wind picked up tenpo, and the

fire began to dance, illunminating the cavern in mad

~ and flickering shadows. Another gesture from Pug

and the wind blew faster and harsher until the fire was
bei ng . bl own backward. Tomas wat ched, able to stand

agai nst the pressure of the air without difficulty. The
fire began to sputter and lapse, as if it could not keep
burning before the press of wind. Pug nade a | arger
circular notion with his arm al nost spinning

about with the furious gesture. The water foaned

whi t %ecaps appeared upon the | ake. W nd-whi pped

~,.blew high into the air as spindrift |eaped in

er ran up the shores of the

capering dance and the wal e

island. Swelling waves rolled, and soon the boat was
overturned and sank below the surface, the fire hissing
into nothing as the surf swept over the banks. Pug

shouted a word, and a clear white light illum nated the
cavern in place of the red fire glow. now Pug spun his
arm about like a child playing a gane, imtating a galeriven
windmll. Wthin mnutes the warriors upon the

i sland were staggering back under the force of the wi nd,
unabl e to keep their footing. One's boot touched the

wat er and sonet hing green and | eathery rose up and

seized the warrior's leg. The scream ng fighter was
dragged bel ow the water. Again and again this scene was
repeated as nore and nore of the warriors were forced

into the water, to be taken by the denizens of the | ake.
Then, as the wi ndstormreached a crescendo of fury,
shrieking in their ears, Pug and Tonas saw the last figure
upon the island stagger backward into the water, to be

sei zed by whatever |ay below the frothy surface of the

| ake. Wth a clap of his hands, Pug halted the wi nd and
said, 'Cone.' Tomas used his ability to fly themover the water's

surface to the door of the tower. They pushed it open
and entered.

Pug and Tomas spent a full five m nutes discussing what
they were likely to discover at the top of the tower. The
stairway | eadi ng upward was narrow enough so that it

could be clinbed only single file as it wound al ong the
inside wall of the tower. At last Pug said, "Well, we are
as ready as we are ever likely to be. There's nothing to

do but go up.' He followed his friend as the white-and-gold
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clad warrior nmounted the steps. Near the top, Pug

gl anced down and di scovered it a fair fall to the stones
bel ow as Tonas reached the trapdoor at the top.

Tomas pushed open the door and vani shed upward

t hrough the opening. Pug followed. There was a single
roomatop the tower, a sinple setting of a bed, a chair,
and a window. Sitting on the chair was a man, wearing a
brown robe cinched at the waist by a whipcord belt. he
sat reading a book, which he closed as Pug joi ned

Tomas. Slowy he snil ed.

Pug said, 'Macros.'

Tomas said, 'W've cone to take you back

The sorcerer stood, weakly, as if injured or tired. he
faltered as he stepped toward the pair. He staggered.
Pug noved forward to catch him but Tormas was faster.

He got his arm about Macros's wai st.

Then the sorcerer bellowed an alien sound, as if a roar
were being heard through a distant windstorm H's arm
contracted, gripping Tomas in a rib shattering hug as the
trapdoor slammed shut. For a nonent Tonas threw

back his head and screaned in agony, then Macros threw
himw th stunning force against the wall. Pug froze an

i nstant and began to nmouth an incantation, but the
sorcerer was too quick in noving toward him The
brown-cl ad figure reached out, picked up Pug with ease,
and t hrew hi m agai nst the opposite wall. Pug hit with a
bone-jarring inpact, his head striking stone, and fel
hard to the floor. He slunped down, obviously dazed.
Tomas was up, his sword drawn when Macros spun

Then in an instant the sorcerer was gone and a creature
of nightmarish aspect stood poised for attack. In outline
only was it seen, seven feet high and easily twi ce Tomas's
weight, with large feathered wi ngs extendi ng outward.

As it noved, a vague hint of horns upon the head and

| arge upswept ears could be seen. A featurel ess charcoa
face regarded the Val heru with ruby glowi ng eyes. Fully
cl oaked in snoky darkness, it had only a red-orange gl ow
flowi ng through the eyes and nouth, as if revealing

sone inner fire. Oherwise it was a thing of ebon
shadow, each detail of face and formonly a suggestion
Tomas struck outward with his sword, and the bl ade
passed t hrough the creature w thout apparent harm

Tonmas retreated as the creature advanced.

"Puny thing,' came a whispering voice, a distant echo
caught upon nocki ng breezes. 'Did you think that which
opposes you did not prepare fully for your destruction?
Tomas crouched, sword at the ready. Narrowed eyes

under the golden hel mregarded the thing as he said,
"What manner of creature are you?

The whi spering voice said, "I, warrior? | ama child of
the void, brother to the waith and spectre. | ama
Master of the dread.' Wth startling quickness, it reached
out and seized Tomas's shield, crushing it with a single
twist and ripping it away fromhim Tomas swung in
answer, but it reached up and gripped his sword arm at
the wist. Tomas how ed in pain. "I am sumoned here

to end your existence,' said the shadowy thing. Then
with ease it yanked and tore Tomas's armfrom his

shoul der. Wth a shower of blood, Tormas fell to the
stones, screaming in agony.

The thing said, "I amdi sappointed. | was warned you
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were to be feared. But you are as nothing.'

Tomas's face was white and drenched in perspiration,

his eyes wide with pain and terror. 'Wwo. . .' he gasped

"Who war ned you?' "Those who know your nature, man-thing.' The dread

stood hol ding Tonmas's arm and sword. 'They even

under st ood how you woul d cone here, rather than seek

the sorcerer's true prison.'

"Where is he?' gasped Tonms, seeming on the verge O
fainting. Wth a whisper of evil the thing said, 'You have

failed.'

Evi dently near coll apse, Tomas forced hinsel f upright,

al most snarling when he spoke. ' Then you don't know.

For all your posturing you are nothing but a servant. You
know not hi ng but what the Eneny tells you.' Wth
contenpt, he spat, slave.'

Wth a muted how of glee, the dread spoke. 'l stand

hi gh. 1 know where the sorcerous one is hidden. He

abi des where you shoul d have expected: at that place

most unlikely to be a prison, therefore the nost likely
pl ace. He lives in the Garden.

Suddenly Tormas junped to his feet, grinning. The

thing faltered, for the armit was holding faded into
insubstantiality as it reappeared upon Tonas's body,
while the shield untwisted itself with netallic conplaint
and sped across the roomto rest again upon his left arm
The thing nmoved toward Tomas, but the warrior in white

sl ashed out with his sword with blinding quickness and
this time the blade bit with fury, exploding on contact
with a spray of golden sparks and a loud hiss. Bitter
'snmoke canme fromthe contact, and the creature shrieked
its nuted cry of pain. '"it seens | amnot the only one
given to arrogant presunption,' said Tomas as he drove
the thing back with a fury of blows. 'Nor are your
masters the only ones capable of casting illusions. Foolish
' thing, don't you know that it was | along with ny

bret hren who cast you and yours fromthis universe? Do you think that I,
Tomas cal | ed Ashen- Shugar, fear such

as you? |, who once vanqui shed the Dreadl ords?

The thing cowered in terror and anger, its cries distant
echoes. Then, with a nusical tinkling, glow ng clear
crystalline gens erupted in the air about the creature.
Each el ongated rapidly, formng a latticework O transparent
bars around the creature. Tomas grinned as Pug

finished the nystic cage about the night black being. The
dread | ashed out and sounded a nmuted how of agony as

it touched the transparent bars. Pug got up from where

he had feigned unconsci ousness and canme to stand next

to the creature, which attenpted to reach between the
~sllike bars, but recoiled instantly it touched one. It

shrieked and how ed, its alien voice an odd raucous

whi spering. "What is this thing? asked Pug.

"A Dreadnmaster, one of the Unliving. A thing whose

nature is alien even to the essence of our being. It cones
froma strange universe at the farthest reaches of tine
and space, one that only a few beings can breach and
survive. It eats the very substance of life, as do all its
ki nd when they enter this universe. It will wther grass
should it step upon it. It is a creature of aninated
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destruction, second in power only to the Dreadl ords,
who are beings even the Val heru are cautious of. That
this thing was even brought to the City Forever shows
that the Eneny and Murmandanus have cal | ous regard

for the potential destruction they m ght unleash.' He
paused, a | ook of concern on his face. "It al so makes ne
wonder what nore is involved with this Eneny than we
have understood so far.' He | ooked at Pug. 'How are

you?'
Pug stretched and said, "I think | broke a rib."'
Tomas nodded. "It was |lucky that was all you broke."

Sorry, but | expected to keep it busy.'

Pug shrugged and wi nced. "Wat do we do with it?" He

i ndi cated the softly howling creature.

"W could drive it back to its own universe , but that
woul d be tine consuning. How long will that cage

| ast?

pug said , "Nornally, centuries. Here, perhaps forever,
"good,' said Tomms, starting for the door

Aterrified cry erupted fromthe thing of blackness.

"No, master!' it shouted. "Don't |eave ne here | wll
pai n!

wi ther for ages before | die! It will be constant

agony, Even now | hunger! Release me and | will serve you
maSter. '

Pug said, 'Can we trust it?

Tomas said, ~OF course not.

Pug said, 'l hate to visit torment on anyt hing.

"You always did have a tender side to your nature,’

said Tomas, hurrying down the stairs. Pug came after as
shrieks and curses followed them 'Those beings are the
nost destructive in the universes,' said Tomas, 'anti-life.
Once set free, the common dread are difficult enough to
deal with, the Dreadmasters are inpossible to control.
They reached the door and went outside. Tomas said,

"Do you feel up to getting us back to the surface?

Pug stretched slowy, testing his tender side. "i'll
manage. '

He incanted his spell and, holding Tomas's hand, rose
into the air, insubstantial again as they passed the rock
ceiling of the cavern. Wth their departure the only
sound in the vast cave was the faint inhuman screans

that came fromthe top of the tower upon the island.

"What is the Garden?' asked Pug.

Tomas said, '"it is a place which is of the city, but apart
fromit.' He closed his eyes, and shortly after, Ryath
descended fromthe sky. They mounted and Tonas said,
'Ryath, the Garden.

The dragon beat into the sky and soon they were again
speedi ng over the odd | andscape of the City Forever
More alien buildings rolled by beneath them hinting at
functions but not revealing them In the distance, if
di stance could be judged in this inpossible place, Pug
saw seven pillars rising fromthe city. At first they
appear ed bl ack, but as they drew closer, Pug could see
ky flecks of light contained wthin.
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Noticing his interest, Tomas said, "The Star Towers,

Pug.' He sent a nmental command to Ryath, and the

dragon banked, coning very close to one of the pillars,
which were arranged in a circle around a mighty, open
space, easily niles across.

as they Passed, Pug was astoni shed to di scover that

the pillars were conposed of tiny stars, conets, and

pl anets, mniature galaxies swirling within the confines of
the pillar, locked in a void as black as true space. Tonas
| aughed at Pug's astonishnment. 'No, | don't know what
they are. No one does. It may be art. It may be a tool of
under st andi ng.' He paused and added, "It nay be the

true universe is contained within those pillars."'

As they flew away, Pug | ooked back at the Star

Towers. 'Another nystery of the Gty Forever?

Tomas said, 'Yes, and not even the npbst spectacul ar

Look there.' He pointed to the horizon, where a red

gl ow coul d be seen. As they raced toward it, it resol ved
into a wall of flames, topped by a heat shimrer that

di storted everything seen beyond. As they passed over

the flanmes, waves of scorching heat rose to neet them
"What was that ?'

Tomas said, 'A wall of flanes. It runs roughly a mile
along a straight line. It has no apparent purpose, no
reason, no use. It's sinply there.'

They continued their flight until they approached | and
free of buildings of any sort. The dragon descended
toward a green area. As they dropped in altitude, Pug
could see a dark circular shape outlined agai nst the grey
of rift-space, floating at the edge of the city. it is the
oddest feature of this very odd place,' said Tormas. 'Had
| your discerning nature, | mght have thought of the
Garden when we first cane here. It is a floating place of
pl ants. Assum ng Macros's powers coul d have been
neutralized, this is the last place fromwhich he could
escape. There are many unexpected treasures hidden
throughout the City Forever. Besides gold and other
obvious items of wealth, there are alien nachines of vast
power, arcane itens of mght, perhaps neans to return

to true space. But even should neans of return to

M dkemia exist in the city, Macros can't get there.

Pug | ooked down. They were a thousand feet above

the city and descending rapidly. Beyond the boundarieS

of the City Forever, the grey of rift-space could be seen
As they approached the border of the Garden, Pug could
see nisty falls of water descending from several points
al ong the edge. The garden was surrounded by what Pug
could think of only as a npat. But instead of water
flowi ng al ong the edges of the Garden, there was literally
nothing - the void of rift-space.

They passed above the edge of the Garden, and Pug

could see that sonehow a large circle of land floated
beside the city. Atop this circle of earth a garden of |ush
vegetation sat, fully covering every inch of the surfaCe. It
bri med with nmeandering streans, which spilled over

the edge. Fruit trees of every description could be seen
Pug said, 'This is indeed a nost inprobable place.'

Tomas indicated a stone artifact. 'A bridge should

stand there.' At once Pug could see that a span had

i ndeed once arched above the npat. It had been

shattered, |eaving a stone foundation on the ground.
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Across the nobat, the twin of that foundation squatted. "If
this place once existed upon sone real world, then

whoever or whatever brought it here neglected to include
the river that ran around the Garden. Wth the bridges
"destroyed, there's no way to | eave the Garden.

They began a search, skimrng over the trees. Not

only the varieties known to Pug from M dkem a, but al so
many he knew from Kel ewan were planted there, along

with a host of flowers fromother worlds, never seen
before. They flew past one stand of |arge tubular plants
that began a haunting trilling, alnobst a nusical sound, in
the wind fromthe dragon's w ngs. They sped above a

wi nt coloured stand of flowers that exploded in white, as
seed pods were thrown skyward to drift upon the breeze

of their passing. And as Tonmas had predicted, other

bRi dges al ong the perineter of the Garden were al so
shattered. Small animals could be seen scurrying bel ow the brush,

hiding fromthe potential predator that flew above. Then
anot her shape appeared in the heavens, heading toward
them faster than an arrow s flight, something hurtled

through the sky at them In the instant before it closed,
Ryath bell owed a bone wenching battle cry. It was
answered. A giant black dragon attacked, claws extended, head

craning forward with sheets of fire exploding fromits
maw. Tonas erected a barrier that prevented Pug and

hi nsel f from being harned by the flane.

Ryath answered the attack and the two creatures

joined in battle. They grappled with claw and fang as
they hovered above the garden. Tomas sl ashed out with

his bl ade, but could not reach the other dragon. 'This is
an anci ent beast,' shouted Tomas. "Hi s kind no | onger
exi st upon Mdkemi a. No greater black has lived there in
ages. "Wiere did it cone fron?' shouted Pug, but Tomas

seemed unabl e to hear the question. Pug felt the

buffeting of the black's wi ngs, but Tonas's spellcraft was
sufficient to keep themboth safely seated. They woul d

have difficulty only should Ryath not win the contest, for

whi | e Pug thought he had sone idea of how the beast

fl ew between worlds, he didn't wish to have to put those

theories into practice. If Ryath fell, they m ght be

stranded here. But the golden dragon was equal in mght to the black

and Tomas puni shed the bl ack every time it canme cl ose
enough to be struck. Pug incanted and | aunched an

attack of his own. As crackling energies struck the eneny
dragon, the beast screamed in rage and pain, throw ng
back its head. Ryath seized the opening and bit upon the
bl ack's neck, bringing claws up to rip at the |ess
protected belly. The golden dragon's fangs could only
dent the heavy scal es of the neck, not break them but

the cl aws were doi ng consi derabl e damage to the bl ack's
underside. The battle carried the two m ghty dragons

away fromthe heart of the Garden, until they hovered
near the noat.

Now t he bl ack sought to escape, but Ryath's jaws held
tight. Pug and Tomas felt the gold falter and begin to be
dragged down. Then suddenly they were novi ng upward
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again. The black had col | apsed, ceasing its hovering. The
sudden added wei ght had pull ed Ryath down, but she

had released in time to prevent themall from being

dragged downward

Pug wat ched as the black fell past the edge of the

Garden, to vanish into the noat between it and the city.

As he watched, the black dragon continued to fall, bel ow
the city, until at last it was sinply a spot of black agai nst
the grey, then at |ast gone fromsight. Pug heard Tonas
say, "You fought well, Ryath. | have never ridden one so
acconpl i shed, even the m ghty Shuruga.

Pug felt the beami ng pride the dragon projected as she
said, Thou art fairly spoken, Tomas. | thank thee for thy
words. But that one was an ancient nule, one |ess nighty
than I, so it was less a contest than it appeared. Had thou
and Pug not crouched upon ny back, | would have been

|l ess calti Qus. Still, thou aid and Pug's counted nuch.

They circled above the island in the sky and began

their search again. It was a |arge place, and the foliage
was dense, but at |ast Pug pointed and shouted, ' Tomas!'
Tomas followed his friend' s direction and there, in the
centre of a clearing, a figure junped up and down,

wavi ng his arns above his head. They waved back as

Tomas instructed the dragon to descend. The figure

St aggered back, covering his eyes fromthe wi nd the huge

Wi ngs caused. He was holding a staff and wore the

fam liar brown homespun. It was Macros. He continued

to wave at them as they cane to | and.

his face regi stered resignation as the dragon touched
ground. There was an odd, strangely quiet noment, and they could hear him
sigh. Then he said, "I wish you

hadn't done that.' The universe coll apsed and cane crashing down upon

t hem

It felt as if the ground had fallen out fromunder them
Pug staggered a nonent, then righted hinself and saw
Tomas doing the sane. Macros | eaned upon his staff,

| ooki ng about, then sat down upon a rock. The falling
sensation slowed, then ceased, but the sky above
changed, as the grey of rift-space was replaced by a
dazzling display of stars in an inky void. Macros said,
"You shoul d do sonething about the air above this

island, Pug. In a nonent we'll not have it.

Pug didn't hesitate, but incanted quickly and closed his
eyes. Above themthe others could see a faint gl ow ng
canopy cone into existence. Pug opened his eyes again.
Macros said, "Well, you couldn't have known.' Then

his eyes narrowed and his voice rose in anger. 'But you
shoul d have been cl ever enough to have anticipated this
trap.' Pug and Tomas suddenly both felt such guilt as they

had when boys, being reprimanded by Tomas's father for

some failing in the kitchen. Pug shrugged off the feeling
and said, "We thought it all right, seeing you waving to
US." Macros closed his eyes and | eaned his head agai nst the

staff a nmonent, then heaved a deep sigh. 'One of the
problenms with being ny age is you | ook at everyone who
i s younger as children, and when everyone el se around
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you i s younger, it neans you live in a universe of
children. So you tend to scold nore than is proper.' He
shook his head. '|Il amsorry to be so short with you, | was
trying to warn you off. If you'd thought to use one of the
abilities you learned fromthe eldar, we could have
spoken despite the noise of the dragon. Then Tonas

could have lifted nme up to the dragon, and we woul dn't

be in this ness.’

Pug and Tonas exchanged guilty gl ances again. Then

Macros said, "Still, there's nothing to be done, and no
gain fromrecrimnations. At |east you got here on tine.
Tomas' s eyes narrowed. "on tinme? You knew we were

com ng?'

Pug said, "Your nessage to Kulgan and ne said you

could no | onger read the future.

Macros sniled. "I lied.'

Pug and Tonas were both mute in astoni shnent.

Macros stood up and began to pace. "The truth is when |
penned ny |ast mssive to you, | could see the future, but
now | really can't anynore. | lost the ability to know
what was to happen when ny powers were stripped

away. '

' Your powers are gone?' said Pug, understanding at

once what a staggering | oss that would be to Mcros.
Above all others, Macros was the master of magic arts,
and Pug could only imagine what it would feel like to be
suddenly stripped of that which gave definition to your
bei ng, your existence and nature. A magician without
magi ¢ was a bird without wi ngs. Pug | ocked eyes with
Macros for a nonent, and they both knew there was a

bond of under st andi ng.

In a lighter tone, Macros said, 'Those that put me here
couldn't destroy ne - I'mstill a tough old wal nut - but
they could neutralize me. Now | am powerless.' He
pointed to his head. 'But |'ve my know edge and you've
the power. | can guide you like no other in the universe,
pug.' He took a deep breath. "I can gauge the situation
based on superior information to that which you
presently possess. | know nmore of what faces us than
anyone in the universe, save the gods. | can help.

"How did you cone to this place? asked Pug.

Macros notioned for themto sit and they did. To

Ryath the nmage said, 'Daughter of Rhuagh, there is

game, though scant, upon this island of plants. If you are
clever, you shall not starve.

The dragon said, 'l shall hunt.' "

"Ware the Iimt of the protective shell |'ve erected
about the Garden,' warned Pug. '

I shall," answered the dragon as she took w ng.

macros | ooked at the pair and said, "Wen you and

closed the rift, Pug, you directed shattering energies for
my use. As a by-product of that business, | was suddenly
a beacon in the black to that which strove to pierce the

barrier between worlds."'

' The Eneny,' said Pug.

Macros nodded. '| was seized and a battle ensued.
Fortunately, as powerful as what | face is, | am.
not without powers of ny own.

Pug said, 'l renenber watching you, in the vision
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upon the Tower of Testing, turning aside the warped rift
that threatened to allow the Eneny to regain that

world. "

Macros shrugged. 'You live |Iong enough, you learn a

few things. And | may be unkillable.' The |last was said
with a note of regret. "In any event, we battled for sone
time. How long | cannot judge, for, as you've no doubt
noticed, tine has little nmeani ng between worl ds.

"But at last | was forced to take a stand here in the

Garden, and ny powers were limted. | could not quite reach the city, for
there | have neans to augment sone

of my powers with clever devices. So, we battled to a

standstill, until my powers were stripped fromme and

the trap was set. Then the Enemy destroyed the bridges

and left. So | was forced to wait until you arrived.'

"Then why didn't you say sonething in your [ast

message?' asked Pug. 'We coul d have cone sooner.'

"I couldn't have you two coming after ne before it was

time. Tomas, you needed to cone to terms with yourself,

and, Pug, you needed the training only the eldar could

give. And |I've used the time to some purpose. |'ve

heal ed some wounds and' - he pointed to his staff - 'i
even taken up wood carving. Though I don't recomend
usi ng rocks as tools. No, everything had to nove at its
proper pace. Now you are fit weapons for the com ng

battle.' He | ooked about. '"if we can manage to escape

this trap.' Pug regarded the gl owi ng shell above their heads.

ve

Through it they could see the stars, but there was

sonet hing odd in the way they appeared, as if they
flickered in odd rhythns. "Wat sort of trap have we
encount er ed?’

'The nobst clever sort,' said Macros. 'Atine trap. The
monent you set foot upon the Garden, it was activated.
Those who set it are sending us backward in tinme, at the
rate of one day's novenent backward for each true day's
passi ng. Right about now, you two are sitting upon the

dragon | ooking for ne, | should think. In about five
m nutes, you'll be battling the black dragon. So on and
so forth.'

Tomas said, 'What nust we do?

Macros seened anused. "do? At present, we are

i sol ated and rendered hel pl ess, for those who oppose us
know we did not defeat themin the past, for nature puts
limts on such paradox, so our only hope is to break free
sonmehow and return to our proper tine . . . before it is
too late. '

."How do we do that?' asked Pug.

Sitting again upon the rock, Macros rubbed his beard.
That's the problem | don't know, Pug. | just don't
know. '

12
Messenger s

Arut ha wat ched the hori zon.
Conpani es of horsenmen gal | oped toward the gate,

whi | e behind themthe sky was thick with dust.
Mur mandanus' s armny was nmarching on Arnmengar. The

file:/l/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Feist/Riftwar%203%20-%20Darkness%20At%20Sethanon.txt (171 of 307) [8/27/03 9:32:41 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Fei st/Riftwar%203%20-%20D arkness%20A t%20Sethanon. txt

| ast of those conming fromthe kraals and steadi ngs were
reaching the gates, with herds of cattle and sheep,
wagons | oaded with crops, all lunbering into the city
Wth the decline in popul ation over the years' there was
anpl e housing for everyone, even space for |ivestock.

For three days Quy, Anps, Armand de Sevigny, and

the ot her commanders had been | eading skirm sh parties
to sl ow the advancing colums while those called to
Armengar reached the city. Arutha and the others had
ridden out with themfromtine to tine, lending aid

when possible. At Arutha's side, Baru and Roald watched as the | ast

conpany of horsenmen to quit the field before Mirmandnus's
host cane thundering out of the dust. Baru said,
"The Protector.' 'One-eye's cutting it close this time,' said Roald

Behi nd t he dashi ng horsenmen, goblins on foot and

mor edhel cavalry foll owed closely. The dark el ves
quickly left their goblin allies behind as they chased
Quy's company. But just as they overtook the last rider,
archers from anot her company wheel ed and began

shooting over Guy's nen, raining arrows down upon the
nmor edhel . They broke and retreated and both Arnen.

gari an conpani es were agai n dashing for the gate.

Arut ha spoke quietly. "Martin was with them'

Ji my and Lockl ear cane hurrying al ong, Amps a

short distance behind. The forner sea captain said. 'De
Sevigny says that if anyone is going to make the run to
Yabon, they have to | eave tonight. After that, all the
patrols in the hills will fall back to the redoubts upon the
cliff tops. By mdday tonorrow there will be only Dark
Brothers and goblins in the hills out there.'

Arutha had at | ast agreed with Baru's plan to carry
word south. "Al'l right, but I want sone |ast words with
Quy before we send anyone. '

.if I know One-eye.' said Ampbs, '"and | do, he'll be
standing by your side within mnutes of the gate's
closing. '

True to Anps's prediction, as soon as the |ast
stragglers were safely through the gates, GQuy was up on
the wall studying the approaching arny.

He signalled and the bridge across the npat was
retracted, slowy disappearing into the foundation of the
wal | . Looking down, Roald said, 'I was wondering how
that would be taken care of. '

Guy notioned toward the now unbroken noat. 'A
(drawbridge can be |l owered fromthe outside. This one
has a wi nch bel ow t he gat ehouse which can be operated
only fromthere.' He said to Arutha, 'W have

m scal cul ated. | thought we'd face only twenty-five
thousand or perhaps thirty.'

' How many do you judge?' asked Arutha.

Martin and Briana canme up the stairs as Guy said
"closer to fifty.'

.~Arut ha | ooked at his brother as Martin said, 'Yes, |'ve
~ .seen so many goblins and noredhel, Arutha.

they're coming down the sl opes and out of the woods

%-l 8ood. And that's not all. Muntain trolls, entire
s. And giants.'

| ockl ear's eyes wi dened. "G ants.' he threw Ji my

file:/l/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Feist/Riftwar%203%20-%20Darkness%20At%20Sethanon.txt (172 of 307) [8/27/03 9:32:41 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Fei st/Riftwar%203%20-%20D arkness%20A t%20Sethanon. txt

e k as the ol der boy el bowed him quiet.

many?' asked Anos.

said, 'it appears several hundred. They stand four

or five feet above the others. In any event, if they are scattered about in equa
t housand have come to Murnmandanus's banner. Even

now the bulk of his arnmy is still in canp north of the
Val e of Isbandia, at |east a week away. This comi ng
toward us is only the first elenment. By tonight ten
thousand will canp opposite our walls. Wthin ten days
there will be five tines as many.'

Arut ha | ooked out over the wall in silence for a while
then said, 'So what you're saying is you cannot hold unti
rei nforcenents arrive from Yabon.'

"if this were any norrmal arny, |'d say we coul d,

answered Guy. 'But past experience tells us Mirmandnus

will bring sone tricks to bear. By my best guess

he's allowed only four weeks for sacking the city

ot herwi se he won't have enough tine to cross the

mountains. He's got to flood a dozen | esser passes with
soldiers, reformhis army on the other side and nove
straight south to Tyr-Sog. He can't nove west to

Inclindel, for it would take too long to reach the city and
di spose of the garrisons before reinforcenments arrive
fromYabon City and Loriel. He needs to establish

hinself in the Kingdom quickly, to ready for a spring
campaign. If he tarries here even nore than a week

beyond that schedule, he risks the possibility of being caught in the
mountains with early snows. Tine is his biggest eneny now.'
Martin said, 'The dwarves!'

Arutha and Guy | ooked at the Duke of Crydee.

Martin said, 'Dolgan and Harthorn noot at Stone

Mountain with all their kin. There nust be two, three

t housand dwarves there.’

Quy said, 'Two thousand dwarven warriors could tip

the bal ance until Vandros's heavy foot can cross the
mount ai ns from Yabon. Even if we can only hold uP

Mur mandanus for an additional two weeks, | think his
campaign will have to be aborted. Otherwise it's likely
he' Il have an arny stuck in the Yabon Hills in winter.
Baru | ooked from Arutha to Guy. "We'll | eave an hour
after nightfall. '

Martin said, "I'mgoing with Baru and will travel to

St one Mountain. Dol gan knows me.' Wth a wy grin he

added, 'i've no doubt he'd be loath to miss this fight.

Then 1'Il go to Yabon.

"Can you reach Stone Mountain in two weeks?' asked

Quy.

"I't will be difficult but possible,' answered the Hadati

"A small band, noving quickly . . . yes, it is possible." No

one needed to add "barely.' Al knew it neant better
than thirty mles a day.

Roald said, 'i'd like to try as well. Just in case.' He
didn't say what, but everyone knew it was agai nst the
possibility that either Martin or Baru woul d not survive.
Arut ha had agreed to Martin going with Baru, for the
Duke of Crydee was only slightly less gifted travelling
through the hills than the Hadati, but the Prince didn't
know about Roal d. He was about to say no, when Laurie
said, 'i'd better go as well. Vandros and his commanders

nunbers,
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know me, and shoul d the nessages be lost, we'll need to
do sone convi nci ng. Renenber, everyone thinks you're
dead."'

Arut ha' s expression darkened. Laurie said, 'W al

made it to Morraelin and back, Arutha. W know what

it's like to travel in the nountains.'

At last the Prince said, '"i'mnot sure it's a good idea,
but | don't have a better one.' He | ooked out at the
approaching arny. "I don't know how much | believe in
prophecy, but if | amthe Bane of Darkness, then | nust
stay and confront Mirnmandanus.'

Ji my and Lockl ear exchanged gl ances, but Arutha
preenpted any volunteering. 'You two will stay. This
may not be the healthiest of places in a few days, but it's
a damm sight safer than scanpering across the mountain
ri dges through Murmandanus's arny at night.

Quy said to Martin, "i'll make sure you have sone

cover for a while. We'Il have enough activity until dawn

in the ridges behind the city to cover your escape Cur
redoubts above the city still control a good portion of the

hills behind Armengar. Miurnmandanmus's cutthroats won't
be behind us in strength for several days. Let us hope

they'll assunme everyone is heading toward the city and
won't be too careful in |ooking for those heading in the
other direction.” "W'll |eave on foot. Once we're free of
patrols, we'll appropriate sonme horses.'

9%ATr huat haW oeol kl ed aaktehiist brother and nodded. Martin took

Briana by the armand left. Arutha knew how nuch the
woman had come to nmean to Martin and realized his

brot her would want to spend his last hours in Armengar
with her. Wthout thinking, Arutha reached out and

pl aced a hand upon Jimy's shoul der. Jimy | ooked up

at the Prince then followed his gaze to the plain before
the city, where under clouds of rolling dust an arny
appr oached.

Martin held Briana closely. They had retired to her
quarters for the afternoon. She had |l eft word with her
second-i n-conmand she was to be disturbed only in case
of grave need. Their |ovenaki ng had been frenzied at
first, then gentle. At the last they sinply held each other,
wai ting as the nmonents slipped by. Martin at |ast spoke.
"I must go soon. The others wll

be gathering at the tunnel door into the hills.'
"MArtin,' she whispered.

" What ?'

"I jUSt Wanted tO Say your nane.' She studied his face,
"Martin.

He ki ssed her and

tasted the salt of tears upon her |ips.

She clung to himand said, "Tell ne about tonorrow.'
"Tonorrow?' Martin felt a sudden, unexpected confusion
He had | aboured to honour her request in not

speaking of the future. Hi s elver-tenpered nature

of fered patience, but his feelings for her demanded
conmitnent. He had put aside the conflict that resulted
fromthis contradiction and had lived for the present. He
softly said, 'You said we nust not think about

tonorrow. '

She shook her head. "I know, but now | want to.' She
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cl osed her eyes and spoke softly. "I told you once | was a
commander, privy to know edge nost of the city are

i gnorant of. Wat | knowis that we nmost likely will not
hold this city and nmust needs flee into the hills.' She was
silent for a noment, then said, 'Understand, Martin, we
know not hi ng save Armengar. The possibility of Iiving
sonmewhere el se never occurred to any here until the
Protector cane anong us. Now | have faint hope. Tel

me about tonorrow and the day after and the day after
that. Tell me of all the tonorrows. Tell ne how it wll
be.'

' He nestled down into the covers, gently cradling her
head' upon his chest, feeling a hot flush of |ove and

Joy rise up within hinself. "I will get through the
nmount ai ns, Bree. There is no one who can stop nme. | wll
bring Dol gan and his kin. That old dwarf would take it
stonily if he weren't invited to this battle. W'll hold
mer mandanmus at bay and ruin his canpaign for a second year
Hs army will desert and we'll hunt himdown |ike

the rabid animal he is and destroy him Vandros will

bring his army from Yabon to bol ster yours and you'll be
%rou' Il have time for your children to be children.

And what of us?

ignoring the tears that coursed down his cheeks, he

whi spered, "You'll |eave Arnmengar and cone to Crydee. You
will live there with ne and we will be happy."'
She cried, "I want to believe.

He gently pushed her away and lifted her chin. kissing

her he said, "Believe, Bree.' H s voice was hoarse with
emotion. Never in his life had he thought he could fee

such bittersweet happiness, for to discover that his | ove

was returned was a joy shrouded by the shadow of

com ng madness and destruction

She studied his face, then closed her eyes. "I want to
renenber you this way. Go, Martin. Don't say

anything. quickly he rose and dressed. He silently w ped away

the tears, turning his feelings inward in the elver fashion
as he Prepared to face the perils of the trail. Wth a | ong
| ast | ook at her, he quit her chanbers. \When she heard

the door close, she turned her face into the covers and
continued to cry softly.

The Patrol noved up toward a canyon. It had ridden out

as if making a final sweep of the area before retreating
behi nd the upper redoubts that protected the cliffs above
the city. Martin and his three conpani ons crouched

down in the shelter of a large rock formation waiting.
They had left the city by the secret passage fromthe
keep that cut through the nountain behind Armengar
Reaching a position along the patrol's route, they hid in
a narrow draw a short distance fromthe canyon. Blutark
lay silently, Baru's hand upon his head. The Hadati had
di scovered the source of Arnengarian indifference to his
possession of the dog. It was the first tinme a Beast hound
had survived its master in the nenory of those of
arnmengar, and as the dog seened to accePt Baru as his
master, no one obj ected.

Martin whispered, 'Vait.'

Long nonents dragged by, then the soft footfalls

com ng out of the darkness could be heard. a squad of
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goblins hurried by, noving with no light and little noise,
as they shadowed the route of the patrol. Martin waited
until they vani shed down the ravine, then signall ed.

At once Baru and Blutark were up, running across the
draw. The Hadati junped to the upper edge of the
shal | ow wash and reached down as Blutark | eaped. Wth

a hel ping hand fromthe hill man the huge Beasthound
cleared the rimof the small depression. Laurie and
Roal d sprang for the edge, followed a nonent |ater by
Martin. Then Baru was | eading them al ong a naked

ridge. For terrible |ong nonents they ran in a crouch,
exposed to the view of anyone who might | ook their way,
until they could junp down into a snmall crevice.

Baru | ooked one way and the other as his conpanions

| anded beside him Wth a curt nod he | ed them away,
toward the west and Stone Munt ain.

For three days they noved, making cold canp at first
light, hiding in a cave or in a blind draw, until nightfall
when they woul d be off again. Know ng the way hel ped,

for they avoi ded many of the false trails and other paths
whi ch woul d | ead them away fromthe true route. Al

about them was proof Mirmandanmus's armnmy was sweepi ng

the .hills, ensuring they were clear of Arnengarians.
five times in three days they had lain in hiding as
mount ed or foot patrols passed by. Each time the fact of
their hiding notionless, rather than fleeing for Armengar
saved them Arutha had been right. The patrols

were | ooking for stragglers heading for the city, not for
strangers on the way out. Martin was sure that was not

al ways going to be the case.

The next day Martin's fears were borne out, for a

narrow pass, inmpossible to get around, was guarded by a
party of noredhel. A half-dozen hill-clan noredhe

sat about a canpfire, while two nore were posted as
sentries near their horses. Baru had only narrowy

avoi ded being spotted, the warning from Bl utark the

only reason he had not blundered into view The Hadati |ay
back agai nst a boul der, holding up eight fingers. He

moti oned that two stood atop rocks, and pantomn nmed

| ooki ng. He then held up six fingers and squatted,
pantom mi ng eating. Martin nodded. He notioned

passi ng around the position. Baru shook his head.

Martin unlinbered his bow He took out two arrows,
putting one between his teeth as he nocked the other. He
held up two fingers and pointed to hinself, then pointed
to the others and nodded. Baru held up six fingers and
nmoti oned he under st ood.

Martin calmy stepped out into viewand let fly with his
first arrow. One of the dark elves flew backward fromthe
top of his stone perch, while the other started to junp
down. He had an arrow in his chest before he | anded.

Baru and the others were already past Martin,

weapons drawn. Baru's bl ade whistled through the air as
he sl ashed out, killing another noredhel before he could
close. Blutark had another down on the ground. Roald

and Laurie engaged two others, while Martin dropped

his bow and pulled his sword.

The fight was furious, as the noredhel quickly

recovered fromthe surprise. But as Martin engaged

anot her, the sound of hoof beats coul d be heard. One
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nmor edhel had been | eft wi thout an opponent and he had
chosen to leap to his saddle. He spurred his horse and
rode past the attackers before he could be prevented. In
short order, Martin and his conpani ons had di spatched
the ot her noredhel and the canpsite was silent. 'Dam!’
Martin swore.

Baru said, "It could not be hel ped.’

"If 1'd stayed with nmy bow, | could have brought him

down. | was inpatient,' he said, as if that was the worst
possible error. "Well, there's nothing for it now, as Anps
woul d say. Weive their horses, so let's use them | don't
know i f there are nore canps beyond, but we'll need
speed now, not stealth. That noredhel will be back here
shortly with friends.'

"His sort of friends,' Laurie added as he nount ed.

Roal d and Baru were al so quickly up and Martin cut

the cinches on the remaining three horses. 'They can
have the horses, but they'|ll have to ride them bareback.
The others said nothing, but this petty act of vandalism
i ndi cated nost clearly how angry Martin was with hinself
over the noredhel's escape. The Duke of Crydee signed
and Baru ordered Blutark out ahead. The dog ran down

the trail, and the riders followed quickly after.

ThE giant turned his head as Martin's arrow struck

bet ween the shoul ders. The ten-foot-tall creature staggered
back as another arrow took himin the neck. His

two conpani ons |unbered toward Martin while he fired a
third arrow into the stricken giant as he col |l apsed.

Baru had ordered Blutark to stand, for the huge

humanoi ds wi el ded swords the size of a human greatsword
easily sufficient to cleave the large dog in two

with a single blow. For all their shanbling novenent

the hairy creatures could |lash out with enough speed to
make them very dangerous. Baru ducked to a squat as

the sword passed over his head, then |ashed out with his
sword as he | eaped past his towering opponent. In a

single stroke he hanstrung the creature, causing it to fall.
Bet ween them Roal d and Laurie had the third giant on

the defensive, and they kept himbacking up until Martin
could kill himwith the bow.

When all three lay dead, Laurie and Roald fetched the
horses. Blutark sniffed at the corpses, growing lowin his
throat. The giants | ooked roughly manli ke, but averaged

ten ,to twelve feet tall. They bul ked heavi er than a human
in proportion and were all uniformwi th their black hair
and beards. The Hadati said, 'The giants are usually

9NX from nen. What power do you think Mirmandnus

hol ds over then?' Martin shook his head. "I don't know. |'ve heard of

them and there are sone in the nountai ns near the Free

Cities. But the Natal ese Rangers also say they avoid

contact with others and do not usually cause trouble.

Perhaps they are sinply no nore i mune to the

bl andi shnments of wealth and power than ot her

creatures . ' "Legend says they were once nen such as you or |, but

that something changed them' conmented Baru.
As they nounted, Roald said, "That | find diffiCult to
believe.' Martin signalled that the march should resunme, and
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they rode forward, the second encounter with Mirmandnus's
guards successful ly passed.

Blutark's | ow grow indicated sonmething up the trai

They were reaching that point above the Inclindel Gap
where they would be | eaving the ridge and headi ng down
into Yabon. They had covered ground as fast as possible
for three days. They were bone-weary, drifting off to
sleep in the saddle, but they kept on. The horses were

| osing weight, for the grain carried by the noredhel had
run out two days before, and there was no forage to
speak of. They would have to let the aninmals graze when
they reached sone grasses, but Martin knew that, with
the demands pl aced upon the animals, they would have

to have nore than grass if they were to finish out the
journey. Still, he was thankful for the horses, for the
three days of riding had turned their chances from
desperate to fair. Two nore days of riding and, even
shoul d the horses die, they would be certain to reach
Stone Mountain in tine. Baru notioned for the others to hold position. He

i nched forward along the narrow trail, disappearing
around a turn. Martin renmai ned notionless, his bow at
the ready, while Laurie and Roald held the nounts.
Baru reappeared and notioned them back down the
trail. "Trolls,' he whispered.

"How many?' asked Laurie. "A full dozen

Martin swore. 'Can we get around then?

"if we | eave the horses, and move along the ridges
there may be a way, but | don't know'

"Try surprise? asked Roald, knowi ng what the answer

woul d be.

"Too many,' said Martin. 'Three to one on a narrow
trail? Mouuntain trolls? Even without weapons, they can
bite your armoff. No, we'd better try to nove around
them Get what you need fromthe horses and |l et them

| oose back up the trail.' Martin silently cursed the change
in luck. Leaving the horses now severely reduced their
chances of reaching the dwarves in tine.

They stripped what gear they needed and Laurie and

Roald | ed the nounts away, while Baru and Martin kept

a keen watch for any signs that the trolls mght venture
up the trail. Suddenly Laurie and Roal d were com ng

back at a run. 'Dark Brothers,' said Roald.

' How cl ose?' asked Marti n.

"Too close to stand here and talk about it,' said Roald
as he began clinbing the ridges alongside the trail. They
scanpered up the rocks, the dog able to keep pace, and
nmoved toward the downsl ope side of the crest, keeping
the ridges between thenselves and the trail, hoping to
bypass the trolls.

They reached a point along the trail where it had
suddenly doubl ed back. Baru | ooked along its length. He
signall ed and they noved farther down the slope and

j unped back down to the trail. Suddenly they heard

di Stant shouting. 'The noredhel have reached the trolls
and nost |ikely have our nmounts.' He signalled and they
started to run down the trail
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They ran until their lungs ached, but behind they could
hear the sound of riders. Martin dodged around a tal
stand of rocks on one side, and shouted, 'Here!' When
the others had stopped, he said, "Can you get up there
and push those rocks down here?'

Baru | eaped and cl anbered up the side of the trai

until he crouched behind the precarious outcropping. He
nmotioned for Laurie and Roald to join him

Ri ders came into view and the first spurred his nount
when he saw Martin and the dog, the other riders
appeared an instant later. The Duke of Crydee quietly
drew a bead upon the charging lead rider. Martin let fly
as the horseman reached the narrowest part of the trail
and a broad-head shaft struck the charging horse in the
chest. The aninmal went down as if pol eaxed and the

nmor edhel rider flew forward over the animal's neck, to
hit the ground with back-breaking inpact. The second
horse struck the fallen one and threw another rider,
Martin saw that rider dead with another arrow. Behind,
confusion reigned as the horses were thrown into a
roadbl ock of dead aninmals and riders. Two ot her horses
appeared injured, but Martin couldn't be sure. Then

Baru shouted. At once Blutark sprang down the trail.
Martin ran after the dog as the sound of rocks com ng

| oose filled the air. Wth an al nost expl osive rel ease, the
rockslide cane down in a torrent. Martin could hear his
conpani ons swearing and yelling as a rain of small rocks
bounced down the trail beside him

Martin halted to observe the fall of rock. Dust filled
the air, clouding his vision. Then, as the dust began to
settle, he could hear Laurie calling his nane. He dashed
back and began to clinb the slide. At the top, hands
grabbed him and through watering eyes he saw Laurie.
"Roal d," he said, pointing.

The nmercenary had | ost his footing, sliding down the
hillside to land on the wong side of the rocks bl ocking
the road. He sat with his back to the fall, facing up the
trail to where the noredhel and trolls regrouped. 'W'l
cover for you,' shouted Martin.

Roal d turned and with a grimsmile shouted, "Can't.

My I egs are broken.' He pointed to where his |egs
stretched out before him and Martin and Laurie could
see the bl ood begi nning to pool. Bone was visible
through one trouser leg. He sat with his sword in his 'lap,
daggers held ready to throw. 'Get along. |I'Il hold them
up a few mnutes. CGet away.'

Baru canme up beside Laurie and Martin. 'We nust get
away,' said the Hadati

Laurie said, "W won't |eave you!'

Roal d shouted, but his eyes were fixed up the trai

wher e vague shapes noved through the dust. "I always
wanted to die a hero. Don't spoil it for nme, Laurie. Make
up a song. Make up a good one. Now get out of here!

Baru and Martin pulled Laurie down the rocks, and

after a nonment, he canme willingly. Wen they reached

the place where Blutark waited, Laurie was the first to
begin the run down the trail. His face was a gri m nmask,
but his eye's were now dry. Behind they could hear the
shouts of the trolls and noredhel, acconpanied by cries
of pain, and they knew Roal d was giving a good account
of hinself. Then the sounds of struggle ceased.
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13
First bl ood

Trunpets sounded

Armengari an bowren | ooked out upon the host that

stood ready to assault the city. For six days they had
waited for the attack, and now it was under way.

Again a goblin trunpeter sounded the call, answered up and
down the line by other horns. Druns beat and the order
for attack was given. The line of attackers rolled
forward, a living wave ready to beat against the walls of
Armengar. At first they noved slowy, then as those in
the van began to run, the host surged forward. Quy

rai sed his hand and signalled for the catapults to | oose
their deadly mssiles upon those beyond the walls. Stones
fl ew overhead in a high arc, to crash down upon the
attackers. Goblins sprang over the bodies of fallen
conrades. This was their third assault upon the city since
dawn. The first attack had broken before they had

reached the wall. The second had carried the attackers to
the noat, but there they had broken and run

They came forward until they were at the Iimt of the
archers' range. Quy ordered the bownen to fire. Arain

of arrows descended upon the goblins and noredhel

Hundreds fell, some dead, others wounded, but all were
tranpl ed under the boots of those who came behi nd.
And still they came forward. Orders were given, and

scaling | adders were brought up, to be placed upon heavy
platforns thrown across the noat. The | adders were

rai sed only to be pushed back by long poles. In futile
effort, the goblins were again and again seeking to clinb
the | adders, while death rai ned down from above. CQuy
signal |l ed and buckets and caul drons of scal di ng-hot oil
wer e poured down upon the attackers. The rain of

stones, arrows, oil, and flame became too intense for the
attackers to survive. Wthin mnutes, trunpets sounded
from behind the |lines and Murmandamus's forces were in
full retreat. GQuy ordered a cease-fire

He | ooked down at the litter of bodies bel ow the

castle, hundreds of dead and wounded. Turning to Anops
and Arutha, he said, 'Their commander is wthout

i magi nati on. He wastes |ives.

Anps pointed to where a conpany of noredhel sat

atop a hillock, observing the assault. 'Wat he does is
count our bownen.'

GQuy swore. 'I nust be slipping. | didn't see them'

Arut ha said, "You' ve gone without sleep for two days
You're tired."'

GQuy said, "And I'mnot as young as | used to be.’

Anos | aughed. "You never were.'

Armand de Sevigny cane up and reported, "There's no
activity along any sector and the redoubts al ong the back
of the cliff report nothing of note behind us.

Quy studied the setting sun. 'W'Il|l be done with them
for this day. Order the conpanies down in turn and get
themfed. I'Il want watches of one in five this night.
W're all tired.'

Guy wal ked along the wall to the stairs |eading
downward, the others follow ng. Jimy and Lockl ear
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cane hurrying up the stairs, wearing | eather arnour
provi ded by the Arnengarians. Arutha said, 'Pulling first
wat ch?'

"Yes,' said Jimy. 'W traded with a couple of fellows
we net.'

Lockl ear said, 'The girls are on first watch, too.

Arut ha roughly tousled the grinning Locklear's hair

and sent himafter Jimy. Reaching the bottom of the
stairs, he said, 'W've got a full-blown war raging around
us, and he thinks of girls.’

Anmos nodded. 'We were that young once, though I'd

be hard pressed to remenber that far back. Though, it
does remnd nme of this time | was sailing down the | ower
Keshi an delta, near the Dragonl ands. '

Arutha smled as they headed for the common kit chen.
Sone things had not changed and Anpbs's storytelling

was one of them and at this time that was a wel conme
fact

The second day the noredhel and goblin host attacked in
the norning and were beaten back without difficulty.
Each tinme only a single thrust was nade, then a retreat.
By late afternoon it was clear the besiegers were settling
down. Near sunset, Arutha and Guy watched fromthe

wal |, and Anbs cane running toward them ' The

| ookouts on the top of the citadel see nobvenent across
the plains behind these | ads. Looks |ike the bul k of

Mur mandanus's arny's' on the march. They shoul d be

here by m dday tonorrow. '

GQuy | ooked at his two conpanions. 'it'll take thema
full day to get into position. So we gain two nore days.
But the day after tonorrow, even as dawn cones, he'l

hit us with everything he's got.

The third day passed slowy, while the defenders watched

t housands of noredhel soldiers and their allies take
position in the canps about the city. After sunset noving
lines of torches showed that new conpani es were stil
arriving. Throughout the night the sound of marching
soldiers filled the dark, and Guy, Anmpbs, Arutha, and
Armand repeatedly canme to | ook out upon the sea of
campfires across the plain of Arnengar.

But the fourth day came and the besieging arny only
settled in, seemingly willing to bide their time. For the
entire day the full arny of defenders held to their places
upon the walls, waiting for the assault. Near sundown,
Arutha said to Anps, 'You don't think they're going to
try that Tsurani trick of attacking at night to divert our
attention from sappers?'

Anos shook his head. 'They're not that clever. They
want ed Segersen's boys because they don't have

engi neers. |If they've got sappers tunnelling under these

walls, 1'd like to neet those lads: they'd have to be rockating
gophers. No, they're up to sonething, but nothing
fancy. | just think his grand bastardhood has no sense

he's got trouble here. That arrogant sw ne-1over plans on
overrunning us in one attack. That's what | think.

Quy listened, but his good eye was fixed upon the nass

of enem es who canped upon the plain. At |ast he said,
"W gain another day for your brother to get to Stone
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Mountai n, Arutha.' Martin and the others had been gone

ten days now.

"There is that,' agreed Anps. They watched in silence

as the sun set behind the nountains. They remai ned

wat chi ng until darkness had conpletely taken hold, then
slowy they left the wall to eat and, if possible, to rest.

At dawn a thunderous cheer erupted fromthe besieging
host, a m xture of shouts, shrieks, the rattle of druns,
and the blowi ng of horns. But instead of the anticipated
attack, the van of the arnmy opened and a |large platform
rolled forward. It was noved by the strength of a dozen
giants, the tall hairy creatures pushing it effortlessly.
Upon the platformrested a gold encrusted throne, upon
whi ch sat a single noredhel dressed in a short white
robe. Behind himcrouched a figure whose .features were
hi dden by a bul ky robe and deep hood. The platform

canme toward the wall at a |leisurely pace.

Quy | eaned forward, his armresting upon the blue

stones of the wall, while Arutha stood at hi S Side, arns
crossed. Anps shaded his eyes with his hands agai nst the
rising sun. The seaman spat over the wall. 'I think we

finally neet the grand high royal bastard hinmsel f. '
Guy only nodded. A conpany subcomuander cane up

and said, 'Protector, the eneny takes position opposite
all sectors of the wall.'’

"Any attenpt to reach the nountain redoubts? Quy

i ndicated the section of cliff behind the citadel
"Armand reports only weak thrusts toward the outosts

in the rocks. They seemunwilling to clinmb and fight.
GQuy nodded and returned his attention to the field.

the platformhalted and the figure on the throne stood.
By sone act of magic his voice filled the air, heard by
everyone on the wall as if he were standing only a few
feet away. ~O ny children,' he said, 'hear ny words.
Arut ha | ooked at Anpbs and Quy in wonder, for this

Mur mandanus spoke nusic. The very sounds of his

words were etched with the warnth of a lute's nel ody.
"W share the destiny of tonorrow. Stand in opposition

to fate's will and you risk utter destruction. Cone, cone.

Let old differences be put aside.

He signalled and a conpany of human riders cane

trotting up to stand behind him 'Here, can you see'?

Wth nme already are those of your Kkindred who

under stand our destiny. | welcone all who will willingly

serve. Wth nme you shall find a place of greatness. Cone.

conme, let us put aside the past. You are but ny

m sgui ded children.' Anps snorted. 'My old pa was a scoundrel, but that's

an insult . " 'Cone, | welcome any who will join.' H's words were

sweet, seductive and those on the walls exchanged

gl ances, and unspoken questi ons.

Guy and Arutha | ooked about, and du Bas-Tyra said,
"There's art and power in his voice. Look, ny own

sol diers are thinking naybe they won't have to fight.'
Anps said, "Ready catapults.

Arut ha stepped beside him 'Wit!

"For what?' asked Guy. 'So he can sap the resolve of
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my arny?' .Stall for tine. Time is our ally, and his eneny.'

Mur mandanus shout ed, 'But those who oppose, those

who will not stand aside and who bl ock our march

toward destiny, those shall be crushed utterly.' Now, the tone of his voice carried a warning, a
not e of

menace, and those upon the walls were visited by a
feeling of utter futility. 'l give you a choice' He
stretched his arms away from his body, and his short
white robe fell away, revealing a body of incredible
power, with the purple dragon birthmark clearly seen

He wore only a white loincloth. 'You may have peace

and serve in the cause of destiny.' Servants ran forward
and quickly fitted his arnour to his body: iron plates and
greaves, chain and | eather, a black helm with the
upswept wi ngs of a dragon on either side. Then the

human riders noved away. and behind, a full conpany

of Black Slayers could be seen. They rode forward and
assuned positions about Mirnmandanus. Mirnmandanus

took up a sword and pointed it toward the wall. 'But if
you resist, you will be obliterated. Choose.'

Arut ha whispered in GQuy's ear. At |ast the Protector
shouted back, 'I nay not order any to quit the city. W
must nmeet in vol ksraad. W will decide tonight.'

Mur mandanus paused, as if the answer was unexpect ed.

He began to speak but was interrupted by the

serpent priest. Wth a curt gesture he silenced the priest.

Turni ng back toward the wall , Arutha imagi ned he could
see a smle below the eye guards of Mirnmandanus's
black helm "I will wait. At first light tonorrow, open the

gates of the city and cone forth. You will be enbraced
as returning brethren, o ny children.' He signalled and
the giants pulled back the platform In a few nonents he
had vani shed into the huge host.

@Quy shook his head. 'The vol ksraad will not do

anything. I will knock down any fool who thinks there is
a single shred of truth in that nonster's words.'

Anpbs said, 'Still we gain another day.'

Arut ha | eaned back against the wall. 'And Martin and

the others are one day closer to Stone Mountain.

GQuy remrmi ned silent, watching as the norning sun

' rose, and as the besieging arny stood down, returning to
canp, but still isolating the city. For hours the Protector
and his conmmanders just watched.

Torches burned brightly all along the wall. Soldiers kept
vigil on all fronts, under the command of Arnmand de

Sevi gny. The bul k of the popul ace assenbled in the great
mar ket. Ji nmy and Lockl ear noved through the crowd. They

found Krinsta and Bronwnn and noved al ongsi de the

girls. Jimy began to speak, but Krinsta notioned for
silence as Quy, Arutha, and Anps stepped onto the
platform Wth them stood an old man, dressed in a

brown robe that appeared as ancient as its wearer. He
hel d an ornate staff, incised with scrollwork and runic
synbols along its entire length, in the crook of his arm
"Who' s he?' asked Lockl ear

"The Lawkeeper,' whi spered Bronwynn. "Hush.'

The old man rai sed his free hand and the crowd
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becane silent. 'The vol ksraad neets. Hear, then, the
law. What is spoken is true. What is counselled is
heeded. What is decided is the will of the folk.

Quy raised his hands above his head. He spoke. "into

my care you have given this city. | am your Protector.
now counsel this: our foe awaits without and seeks to
gain with fine-sounding words what he will not gain by
strength of arns. Who will speak to his cause?

A voice fromthe crowm said, "Long have the noredhe
been the enem es of our blood. Wat service can we take
in their cause?" Another answered, 'Still, may we not hear again this

Mur mandanus? He speaks fairly.' Al eyes turned
toward the Lawkeeper. The Lawkeeper closed his eyes and was silent for a

time. Then he spoke. 'The Law says that the noredhe

are beyond the conventions of nen. They have no bond
with the folk. But in the Fifteenth Year the Protector
Beki nsmaan did nmeet with one called Turanal or, chiefain
of the C an Badger noredhel in the Vale of

I sbandia, and a truce during Banapis was established. It
| asted for three mdsumers. Wen Turanal or vani shed

in the Edder Forest, during the Nineteenth Year, his
brother, U nsl ascor, becane chieftain of C an Badger

He violated the truce, killing the entire popul ati on of
Dibria' s Kraal.' He seenmed to evaluate the traditions as
he knew them 'it is not unprecedented to listen to the
words of the noredhel, but caution is urged, for they are
treacherous."'

Guy notioned toward Arutha. "This man you have

seen. He is Arutha, a prince of the Kingdomthat once
you counted eneny. He is now our friend. He is a distant
ki nsman of mne. He has had dealings w th Mirmandnus
before. He is not of Armengar. WII he be given

voi ce in the vol ksraad?

The Lawkeeper raised his hand in question. A chorus

of affirmation sounded, and the Lawkeeper indicated the
Prince could speak. Arutha stepped forward. "I have
battl ed against this fiend's mnions before.'" In sinple
wor ds he spoke of the N ghthawks , the woundi ng of Anita,
and the journey to Miraelin. He spoke of the noredhe
chieftain, Mirad, who was slain by Baru. He spoke of the
terrors and evils seen, all fashioned by Mirmandanus.
When he was done, Anps raised his hands and spoke.

"I came to you sick and wounded. You cared for ne, a
stranger. Now | am one of you. | speak of this man
Arutha. | lived with him fought beside him and | earned
to count himfriend for four years. He is wi thout guile.
he has a generous heart and his words can be counted as
bond. What he has said can only be the truth.’

GQuy shouted, "What can our answer he?’

Swords were lifted and torches brandi shed as a chorus

of shouts echoed across the great nmarket. ' No.

GQuy waited while the host of Arnengar cried out their
%lefiance to Murmandanus. He stood w th hands dsteu,

bl ack gauntlets held high above his head while the sound
of Arnengar's thousands washed over him H's single

eye seened alight and his face was alive, as if the
courage of the city's popul ace was sweeping away hi S
fatigue and sorrows. To Jimy, he | ooked a man

renewed. The Lawkeeper waited until the din died, then said,
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' The vol ksraad has decreed the law. This is the law no
man will quit the city to serve this Mirmandanus. Let no
man violate the law' QGuy said, "Return to your places. Tonorrow the battle

begins in earnest.' The crowd began to disperse and Jinmy said, 'I didn't

doubt this would happen for a mnute,’

Lockl ear said, '"Still, that Dark Brother with the beauty
mark has a way with words.'

Bronwynn said, "True, but we have fought the

nmor edhel since the begi nning of Armengar. There can be
no peace between us.' She | ooked at Locklear, a serious
expression on her pretty face. "Wien are you to report?
He said, 'Jinmmy and | have duty at first light.'

She and Krinsta exchanged gl ances and nods. Bronwynn
took Lockl ear by the hand. "Conme with ne.'

"Wher e?'

‘"I have a house we may stay in tonight." Firmy she |ed
himaway fromhis friend, through the evaporating press
of the vol ksraad.

Jimy glanced at Krinsta. 'He's never -
She said, 'Neither has Bronwynn. She has decided if

she is to die tonorrow, she will at |east know one man.'
Jimy thought a nmonment. 'Well, at |east she's

pi cked a gentle lad. They'll be good to each other.

Ji my began to nove and was halted by Krinsta's

restraining hand. He | ooked back to find her studying his
face in the torchlight. 'l also have not known the

pl easures of the bedchanber,' she said.

Jimy suddenly felt the blood rise in his face. For al

the tine spent together, Jinmy had never been able to

get Krinsta off alone. The four had spent hours together,
with some nock passion in dark doorways, but the girls

had al ways managed to keep the two squires under

control. And always there had been a sense that it was al
sonmehow pl ay. Now, suddenly, Jimy knew there was

no nore play. There was a serious note of approaching

doom and a desire to live nore intensely, even if only for
one night. At last he said, '|I have, but only twce.'

She took his hand. '|I also have a house we may use.

gently she led Jimy away. As he foll owed he was

aware of a new feeling inside. He felt a sense of the
inevitability of death, for it had been etched in bold relief
against this desire to affirmlife. And with it cane fear

Ji my squeezed Krinsta's hand tightly as he wal ked with

her .

Couriers raced along the wall, carrying nessages. The
Armengarian tactic was sinple. They waited. As dawn
broke, they had seen Murmandanus ride forth, his white
horse prancing as it noved back and forth before his
assenbl ed host. It was clear he waited for an answer.

The only answer he received was sil ence.

Arut ha had convinced Guy to do nothing. Each hour

gai ned before the attack was another hour relief mght be
com ng. |f Mirnmandanus expected the gates to open, or

a defiant chall enge, he was di sappointed, for only the
sight of silent lines of Arnengarian defenders 'atop the
wal |l greeted him At |ast he rode forward, until he stood
at m dpoint between his arny and the walls. Again by
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arcane arts his voice could be clearly heard.

"Ony reluctant children, why do you hesitate? Have

you not taken counsel? Do you not see the folly in

opposi ng? What, then, is your answer?'

Silence was his only reply. Guy had given orders that

no one was to speak above a whisper, so that any who

were tenpted to shout taunts would be halted. There

woul d be no excuse for Murmandanus to order an attack

one nonent before necessary. Again the horse pranced
inacircle. "I must know' shrieked Murmandanus. "If an
answer is not forthcoming by the tine | return to the
lines of ny host, then shall death and fire be visited upon
you.' @uy slamrmed his gloved fist against the walls. "Damm

me if I'lIl wait five nmore mnutes. Catapults!’

By signal he ordered themfired. A hail of stones the

size of melons arced overhead and came crashi ng down

about Murmandanus. The white stallion was struck and

col l apsed in a bl oody shower. Mirmandanus rolled free

and was struck repeatedly by stones. A wild cheer went

up fromthe walls . Then it died as Murmandamus regai ned his feet

Unmar ked, he strode toward the walls, until he was

wi thin bow range. "Spurn ny |argess and ny bounty.

Ref use ny dom ni on. Then know destructi on.

Archers fired, but the arrows bounced away' fromthe
nmoredhel as if he were envel oped in sone sort of

protective shell. He pointed his sword and a strange, dul
expl osi ve sound cane fromit as blasts of scarlet fire shot
forth. The first blast erupted along the edge of the walls.
and three archers screaned in agony as their very bodies
expl oded in flames. O hers ducked bel ow the wall as

bl ast after blast struck. Wth the entire force of defenders
crouching, no further damage was sustained. Wth a

bel | ow of rage, Murmandanus turned to face his arny

and shrieked, 'Destroy them' Quy gl anced over a crenel and saw t he noredl hel

striding away while his arny poured across the plain past
him Like a calmisland in a sea of chaos he wal ked back
toward the waiting platformand throne.

Then Quy ordered the war engi nes | oosed, and a rain

of destruction began. The assaulting forces faltered, but
regai ned nonmentum as they approached the walls. The

nmoat had been cluttered with debris and platforns from
earlier assaults, and again nore platforns were thrown
across the water. Mre scaling |adders were lifted and
agai n attackers swarnmed upward

G ants ran forward, pushing odd-I ooking boxes, sone
twenty feet on a side and ten feet high. These rolled on
wheel ed platfornms, with | ong poles extending to the front
and rear, bunping over the rough terrain and fallen

bodi es. When they were near the wall, sonme mechani sm

was triggered, for the poles noved under the boxes,
lifting themupward to a level with the top of the wall
Suddenly the fronts of the boxes fell forward, forming a
pl atform and goblins came swarm ng out to stand upon
the walls of Arnmengar, while rope | adders were | owered
fromthe boxes so nore invaders might clinb up. At

dozens of points along the wall, this tactic was repeated
until hundreds of noredhel, goblins, and trolls fought in
bl oody hand-to-hand conbat with the defenders of the
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city.
Arut ha dodged a bl ow by a goblin and ran the greenskinned
creature through, causing it to fall screaming to
.the stones of the bailey below. Arnengarian children ran
forward with drawn daggers and ensured the creature
was dead. Everyone who could serve in the battle did so.
The Prince of Krondor ran past Anps, who struggled
with a noredhel, each holding the other's wist. Arutha
hit the noredhel in the head with his hilt and continued
to nove along the wall. The dark el f staggered and Anps
grabbed it by the throat and crotch. He lifted and tossed
the creature over the wall, knocking down several nore
attenpting to clinb a | adder. He and anot her defender
then pushed the | adder away fromthe wall

" Jimry and Lockl ear dashed al ong the wall, dealing
bl ows where needed to win past attackers who sought to
sl ow them Reaching the point where Guy had his comand, Jinmy said,
"Sir, Armand says there is a
second wave of those boxes coming forward.'
Quy turned to look at his defence. The walls were
bei ng swept clear of attackers and alnost all the | adders

had been overturned. 'Poles and burning oil!"' he shouted
and the conmand was passed al ong the wall
When the second wave of boxes rose to the wall, |ong

pol es, pole arms, and spears were used to hold the falling
front sections up, though several attenpts to do so failed.
But those that held were followed by | eather bags of oil
whi ch were tossed by strong-arnmed Arnmengari ans upon

the sides of the boxes. They were fired by burning arrows
and qui ckly the boxes were abl aze. Screaning attackers
junped to their death bel ow rather than burn inside the
boxes. those few conpani es of noredhel who gained the

wal | s were quickly disposed of, and within an hour of the
first assault the retreat sounded fromthe field.

Arut ha | ooked about and turned to Guy. The Protector

was breathing heavily, nmore fromtension than from

the fighting. H's command position had been heavily
defended so he could issue orders along the walls. He

| ooked back at the Prince. "W were lucky.' Rubbing his
face with his hands, he said, 'Had that fool sent both
waves at once, he could have cleared a section before we
knew what to do. We'd be retreating through the

streets.

arut ha said, "PerhaPs, but you've a good arny here,

and they fought well. '

@Quy sounded angry. 'Yes, they fought well, and they

die damm well, too. The problemis keeping themalive.'
Turning to Jimy and Lockl ear and several other

couriers, he said, '"Call officers to the forward comrand
post Ten mnutes.' He said to Arutha, 'i'd like you there too."
Arut ha washed his bloody arns in fresh water

provided by an old man pulling a cart full of buckets, and
said, 'O course.

They left the walls and descended the stairs to a home
that had been converted to Guy's forward conmmand

post. Wthin mnutes every conpany comander and

Amos and Arnmand were in his presence.

As soon as everyone was there, CGuy said, 'Two things.
First, | don't know how many such assaults we can safely
repel, or if they have the capacity for another like the
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last. Had they been a little nore intelligent in their use of
those damm boxes, we'd be fighting themin the streets
now. We might repul se a dozen nore such attacks, or the
next could finish us. | want the city evacuati on begun at
once. The first two stages are to be finished by mdnight.
Horses and provisions to the canyons, and the children
‘"made ready. And | want the final two stages ready at ny
command anytime after. Second, shoul d anything occur,

the order of command after nme will be Anpbs Trask,

Armand de Sevigny, and Prince Arutha.'

Arutha hal f expected the Arnengarian comanders to
protest, but without a word they left to begin the work
ordered. Quy interrupted Arutha before he could speak
"You're a better field commander than any of the city
men, Arutha. And if we nust quit the city, you may find
yourself in charge of one portion or another of the

popul ace. | want it known you are to be obeyed. This
‘"way, even if one of the |ocal commuanders be with you
your orders will be followed."'

" Wy 2"

"Moving toward the door, Quy said, 'So that perhaps a
few nore of ny people can get to Yabon alive. Cone

al ong, just in case, you should know what we're planning

her e.

the second nmjor assault began while Guy was show ng

Arut ha the deploynent of units in the citadel, against the
fall of the city proper. They rushed back to the walls,
while old men and wonen were rolling barrels through

the streets. As they reached the outer bailey, Arutha saw
dozens of barrels being placed at each corner

They reached the top of the wall, finding heavy

fighting along every foot. Blazing boxes teetered in the
breeze a short distance fromthe walls, but no conpany

of noredhel, goblin, or troll had safely passed the

%oar GRai ning his command post, Quy found Anbs supervi sing
the depl oynment of reserve conpanies. Wthout

waiting for Quy's request, Anpbs began relating the
situation. 'We've had two dozen nore of those box
contraptions rolled out. This tine we shot themfull of
fire arrows and heaved the oil after, so they went uP
farther away fromthe walls. Qur |ads are Peppering

them heavily and we should take their neasure this tine.
Hi s unholy bastardness is fit to be tied.' He pointed to
the distant hill where Murmandanus sat. It was difficult

to see, but there was a vague hint the noredhel | eader
was | ess than pleased with the assault. Arutha wi shed for
Martin's hunter's eye, for he couldn't quite see what

Mur mandanus was doi ng. Then Anpbs shouted, 'Down. all down.' Arutha

crouched bel ow the merlons on the wall as Anmps's
war ni ng was echoed by others, and again scarlet fire
expl oded over their heads. Another blast followed, then
a third. The distant sound of trunpets could be heard
and Arut ha chanced a glinpse over the wall. The
surrounding arny was in retreat, heading back for the
safety of their own lines. Guy got up and said, 'Look.'
Al'l below them incinerated corpses |lay, snoking from
the bl ast of Mirnmandanus's nystic flanes. Anps
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surveyed the damage and said. "He doesn't take too
kindly to defeat, does he?

Arutha studied the walls. "He's killed his own soldiers
and done little harmto ours. Wat manner of eneny is
this?

Anmos placed his hand upon Arutha's shoul der. ' The

worst sort. Insane.'’

Snmoke covered the field and the defenders al nost
col l apsed fromfatigue and | ack of clean air. Large
constructions of wood and brush, fashioned in such a
manner as to allow quick ignition, had been brought
forward on wagons and pl aced before the walls. They

had been set afire and had sent up a foul black snoke. ~
di fferent manner of scaling had been attenpted, |ong

| adders set atop platforms. Conpanies of goblins ran
forward carrying these. To the defenders it seened a wall
of bl ack snoke had obscured the air, then suddenly a

| adder woul d | oom out of the snoke before them While
they vainly tried to push aside the fixed | adders, attackers
swarned up them The attackers wore cloths over their
nmout hs and noses, treated with some mixture of oils and
herbs, which filtered out the snoke. Several positions
along the wall were overrun, but Arutha hel ped direct

rei nforcenents, which soon pushed the attackers back

GQuy had ordered naphtha poured down upon the fires,
causing themto expl ode beyond the ability of the
attackers to control. Soon an inferno blazed at the base
of the wall, and those upon the platformladders were
left to die in burning agony. When the fire had at | ast
di ed down, not a | adder was left intact.

The late afternoon sun sank behind the citadel and

GQuy notioned Arutha to his side. 'l think they're done
for the day.'
Arutha said, 'l don't know. Look how they stand.'

Quy saw that the attacking host had not retired to

canmps as they had before. Now they reforned in attack

positions, their comuanders noving before them directing

repl acenents into the line. ' They can't nean to

attack at night, can they?

Amos and Arnmand had approached. "Wy not?' said

Amps. "The way they're throwing their men at us. it

matters little who can see who. The silly swi ne-Iover

doesn't give spit for who lives and who dies. It'll be pure

but chery, but they may wear us down.' Armand surveyed the wall. The wounded and dead

were being carried down to infirnmaries set up within the
city. '"We've lost a total of three hundred twenty sol diers
today. We may find the nunber higher when all the

reports are re-checked. That |eaves us with a standing
force of six thousand two hundred and about twenty

guy swore. 'if Martin and the others reach Stone

Mountain in the fastest possible tinme and get back here
as fast, it will not be soon enough. And it seens our
friends out there have sonething planned for tonight.'
Arut ha | eaned agai nst the stones of the wall. ' They
don't seemto be readying for another assault.

@Quy | ooked back toward the citadel. The sun was now
behi nd the nountains, but the sky was still bright,
Banners and torches could both be seen on the plain
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before the city. 'They seemto be waiting . . . Quy said,
"Have the conpani es stand down, but feed

them at the forward positions.' He and de Sevigny |eft

wi t hout ordering a sharp watch. There was no need.
Arutha remained on the wall with Anms. He felt sone
strange sense of anticipation, as if the tinme for himto
play his part, whatever that would prove to be, was

rapi dly approaching. If the ancient prophecy told him by
the Ishapians at Sarth was true, he was the Bane of
Darkness and it would fall to himto defeat Mirmandanus.
He rested his chin on his arns, upon the cold

stones of the wall. Anmps took out a pipe and began
filling it with tabac, hunmi ng a sea charity. As they
%

"Locky, no,' said Bronwynn, pushing the boy away.

Looki ng confused, the squire said, "But we're off
duty.’
The tired girl said,

i 've been runni ng nmessages all day,

the sane as you. |I'mhot and sticky, covered with dirt
and snoke, and you want to lie with ne.'

Lockl ear's voice betrayed a note of hurt. "But . . . |last
ni ght.'

"Was last night,' said the girl gently. "That was

something | wanted, and | thank you for it. But now |'m
tired and dirty, and not in the nood.'

Stiffly the boy said, 'Thank you WAs that a

favour?' H's wounded pride showed and his voice was
thick with youthful enotion. 'l |ove you, Bronwynn

When this is over you must cone with ne to Krondor.
I"mgoing to be a rich man soneday. W can be

married.’

Hal f-i mpatiently, half-tenderly, the girl said, 'l ocky,
you speak of things | don't understand. The pl easures of
the bedchanber are . . . not prom ses. Now | nust rest
before we are called back to duty. Go. Maybe some

other tine. '

Feeling stung, the boy backed away,. his cheeks

burning. 'Wat do you nmean, sone other tine? Colour
rose in his face as he al nost shouted. 'You think this is
some game, don't you. You think I"'mjust a boy.' He
spoke defiantly.

Bronwynn | ooked at himwi th sadness in her eyes.

"yes, Locky. You're a boy. Now go.

Hi s temper rising, Locky shouted, 'i'm no dam boy,
Bronwynn. You'll see. You're not the only girl in
"Armengar. | don't need you.' Awkwardly he stepped
through the door, slanmming it behind him Tears of
hum | liation and anger ran down his cheeks. H s stomach
churned with cold fury and his heart raced. Never in his
life had he felt so nuch confusion and pain. Then he
heard Bronwynn shout his name. He hesitated a

monent, thinking the girl mght want to apol ogi ze, or
afraid she mght sinply want himfor some errand. Then
she screaned. Lockl ear pushed open the door and saw the girl

clutching her ribs while she awkwardly hel d a dagger in
her hand. Bl ood poured down her arm and al ong her

side and thigh. Before her crouched a nountain troll, his
sword upraised. Locklear's hand flew to his rapier as he
shouted, 'Bronwynn!' the troll faltered as the boy | eaPed
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toward him but even as Lockl ear raised his own

weapon, the troll's blade canme down.

In blind rage Lockl ear slashed out, cutting the trol

across the back of the neck. The creature staggered and
attenpted to turn, but the boy ran it through, the point

of the rapier finding a place under the arm where no

arnmour protected the creature. The troll shuddered and

its sword fell fromlinp fingers as it collapsed to the
floor. Locklear stabbed it one nore tinme, then was past it to

Bronwynn's side. The girl lay in a pool of blood and
instantly Lockl ear knew she was dead. Tears ran down
the boy's face as he cradled her in his arns, hugging her

close. "I'msorry, Bronwnn. I'msorry | was mad,' he
whi spered in the dead girl's ear. 'Don't be dead. 1'll be
your friend. | didn't nmean to shout. Dam!' he rocked

back and forth as Bronwynn's bl ood ran down his arnmns.
"Dam, damm, damm.' Lockl ear wept aloud, his pain a hot iron in his stonmach

and groin, his heart pounding and his nuscl es knotted.
His skin flushed, as if hatred and rage sought to |each
through the pores of his skin, and his eyes seened to
burn inside his head, suddenly too hot and dry for tears.
Then the sound of alarmbrought himfromhis private
grief. He rose and gently placed the girl upon the bed
they had shared the night before. Then he took his rapier
and opened the door. He took a deep breath, and
sonething froze inside him as if nmountain ice repl aced
the burning agony of the nonent before.

Before hima woman held a child as a goblin advanced,

his sword uprai sed. Locklear stepped calmy forward and
ran the goblin through the side of the neck, twisting his
sword savagely, so the creature's head fell fromhis
shoul ders. Lockl ear | ooked about and saw a bri ef

shimer in the night air, and suddenly a noredhe

warrior appeared before him Wthout hesitation Locklear
attacked. The noredhel took a wound in the side

but managed to avoid being killed by the boy. Still the
wound had been serious and Lockl ear was a swordsman
of above-average skill. And now he had come to

command a cold, controlled rage, a disregard for his own
safety that nmade himthe nost fearful of opponents, one
willing to take risks because he didn't care if he lived.
Wth astonishing fury the boy drove the noredhel back

to the wall of the building and ran himthrough

Lockl ear spun about, |ooking for another opponent,

and saw anot her form appear in the street a half block
down. The boy ran toward the goblin.

Everywhere in the city, the invaders suddenly appeared.
Once the al arm had been sounded, the defenders had

dealt with them but a few goblins and noredhel had

joined in force and were now fighting from' pockets

within the city. As the invasion of magically transported
warriors reached its peak, the arny outside' the walls
attacked. Suddenly there was the risk of enough soldiers
being pulled fromthe walls to deal with the teleported
soldiers to allow those without to find a point of defence
they coul d breach.

GQuy ordered one reinforcenent conpany to the point

of heavi est attack upon the wall, and another off the wall to aid those in
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the city. Hot oil and arrows quickly turned

back those at the wall, but the constant appearances
within the city continued. Arutha fought off numnbing
fatigue and watched his father's nost bitter rival,
wondering how the man found the reserve of strength to
carry on. He was a nuch ol der nan, yet Arutha found

hi nsel f envying Guy his energy. And the speed with

whi ch he nmade deci si ons showed a conpl et e under st andng
of where every unit at his disposal was at any tine.

Arutha still couldn't bring hinmself to like this man, but
he respected himand, nore than he cared to adnit, even
admired him Quy watched the distant hill, the place where Mirmnmandanus

oversaw his arny. There was a faint flicker of

light, after a nonent, another, then a third. Arutha

followed Guy's gaze and, after witnessing the lights for a

time, said, "That's where they're com ng fronf'

'i'd bet onit. That witch-king or his snake priest iS

behind this.' Arutha said, 'He's too far for even Martin's bow, and

I"1'l wager none of your archers can reach him Nor can

your catapults.’

' The bastard's just out of range.'

Ampos cane along the wall to say, 'Things seemto be

under control, but they keep Popping up everywhere.

I"ve a report of three in the citadel, and one appeared in
the mpat and sank like a stone, now What are you

| ooking at?' Arutha indicated the hill and Anbs watched for a

while. 'Qur catapults can't reach it. Damm.' Then the old
seaman's face split in a grin. '"i've an idea.

Guy waved toward the bailey, where an astoni shed

| ooking troll had suddenly appeared, to be overwhel ned
by three soldiers. But while he died, another cane into
exi stence and dashed away down a street. 'Anything.
Sooner or later, they're going to gather into a |large
enough conpany to cause serious trouble.

Anos hurried away, toward a catapult platform He

i ssued instructions and soon a caul dron was heating. He
oversaw the preparations and returned. Leaning upon

the wall, he said, "Anytinme now.'

"What ?' said CQuy

"The wind will change. Al ways does this tinme of night."
Arut ha shook his head. He was tired and suddenly was
visited with a funny inmage. 'Are we going to sail closer,
Capt ai n?'

Abruptly a troll was upon the ranpart, blinking in
confusion. Quy struck it with the back of his fist
knocking it to the cobbles far below. It |anded with a
thunp of finality. 'it seens they have a nonment or two

of disorientation, which is a dam good thing,' said the
Protector. 'O herw se that one m ght have had your |eg
for lunch, Anps.'

Anpbs stuck a finger in his nouth, then raised it. Wth

a satisfied ' Ah' he shouted, 'Catapult, Fire!'

The mighty war engine uncoiled, throwing its mssile
with such force as to make it | eap upon the wall. Into the
dark the missile silently sped.

For a | ong nonent no effect was visible, then shrieks
filled the night fromthe distance. Anbs let out a satisfied
how of glee. Arutha watched for a nonent and saw no
nmore flashes of light. 'Anpbs, what did you do?' asked
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Quy.
"Wll, One-eye, it's atrick | learned fromyour old
frrends the Keshians. | was in Durbin when a tribe of

desertnen had an uprising and decided to take the city.

The governor-general, that old fox Hazara-Khan, found

the walls being swept with bow fire, so he ordered up hot

sand and threw it at them'

"Hot sand?' said Arutha

"Yes, you just heat it until it glows red and toss it at

them The wind carries it a fair piece, and if it hasn't cooled too nmuch
when it hits - it burns |ike unholy

bl azes. Gets in your arnour, under your tunic, in your

boots, your hair, everywhere. |f Mrnandanus was

| ooking this way, we night have blinded the inpotent

son of a poxy rat. Anyway, it'll take his mind off spells

for an hour or two.' Arutha laughed. 'I think only for a time, however.

Amos took a pipe fromhis tunic and a taper which he

lit froma torch. 'Yes, there's that.' H s tone turned

serious. 'There is that.' The three | ooked out again into the dark, seeking
some sign of what would be next. 14

Destruction

The wi nd bl ew dust across the wall

Arut ha squinted as he watched riders nove al ong the
lines of the assenbl ed host, heading for Mirnmandanus's
banner. The attacks had continued unabated for three
days before ceasing. Sone sort of war council was being
hel d in Murmandamus's canp, or so it seened to

Arut ha. For an hour the conference had been taking place.

Arutha considered the situation. The last assaults had
been intense, as nuch as any before. But they had | acked
the di squieting el enent of the sudden appearance by
those warriors transported by magic inside the walls. The
| ack of magic assaults had Arutha puzzled. He specul ated
there was some compel ling reason for Mirnmandanus not
to use his arts again, or sonme limt on what he was able
to do for any length of tinme. Still, Arutha suspected
somet hi ng was about to break for Mirmandamus to be
calling all his chieftains together.
Amos wandered along the wall, inspecting the soldiers
on duty. It was late in the day, and al ready nmen were
relaxing, for it was apparent there would be little chance
of attack before norning. The eneny's canp was not
standing ready, and it would take hours for themto
muster. Anmps reached Arutha's side and said, 'So, then
if this was your comand, what woul d you be doi ng?
"Had | the nmen, 1'd roll out the bridge, sally forth, and
hit them before they could marshal their forces. Mirnandanus
pitches his command post far too close to the
front, and without apparent thought a company of
' gobl i ns has been noved down the |line, |eaving an al npst
clear path to his pavilion. Lead with nmounted archers
and with luck you could have several of his captains dead
"before they could organi ze resistance. By the tine they
were roused, |'d be back inside the city.
Amos grinned. 'Well, what a bright |ad you are,
hi ghness. If you want, you can conme play with us.

Arut ha regarded Anps questioningly, and the seanan
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inclined his head. Arutha | ooked past himto the bail ey
and saw horsenen riding into position before the inner
edge of the barbican. "Cone along. |'ve an extra horse
for you.'

Arutha foll owed Anbs down the stairs to the waiting
horses. ' And what if Murnmandanmus has anot her magic

trick to toss at us?

-..~"then we will all die and Guy will be sad for having
| ost the best company he's had in the |last twenty years."
Anos nounted. 'You worry too nuch, lad. Have | ever told you that?
Arutha smiled his crooked half-snile as he nounted.

Quy, waiting by the gates, said, 'Be doubly careful. If you
hurt them fine, but no heroic suicide assaults just on the
chance to get at Mirmandanus. W need you back.'

Amos | aughed. "one-eye, I'mthe | ast candi date for

hero you're ever likely to nmeet.' He signalled and the

i nner gate was opened. The runble of the bridge being

run out could be heard as the inner gate cl osed. Suddenly

the outer gate swung open and Anps was | eadi ng the

company out. Quickly outriders took their position on

the flanks as the main el ement of Anps's force advanced
upon the besieging army. At first it was as if the eneny
didn't understand that a sally was being undertaken, for

no al armwas given. They were al nost upon the first

el ements of Murmandanus's armnmy when a trunpet

sounded. By the time the goblins and trolls were

scranbling for weapons, Anps and his raiders were

racing by them Arutha rode straight for the hill where Mirmandanus's
commanders were in conference, three Armengarian

archers at his side. He didn't know what drove

him but suddenly he was filled with a need to neet

this dark lord. A squad of riders, those closest to the
raiders, galloped to intercept the Arnmengarians with

Arut ha. Arutha found hinmself facing a human renegade,

who grinned as he slashed at Arutha. Arutha killed

hi m qui ckly and efficiently. Then the fight was fully

joined. Arutha | ooked toward the 'command pavilion and saw

mur mandanus standing in plain view, his snake conpani on

at his side. The noredhel |eader seened indifferent to the carnage being visited upon his forces.
k

I

%sevel ri oal n, Abrunt ent hgeayri awnesreattinet mer Pct eepdt et do bcyl or seeneugPadne atnhid | pavi

mor edhel horsenmen. One archer pulled up his mount and
coolly sent bow shafts at the pavilion. Having | earned the
| esson of Murmandamus's invul nerability, he chose other
targets. He was quickly joined by anot her bowran and
suddenly two of Mirmandanus's chieftains were down,

one clearly dead froman arrow in the eye. Another

company of foot soldiers ran toward the spot where

Arutha laid about with his sword, cutting down gobli ns,
trolls, and noredhel, attenpting to protect the archers
whil e they attacked the chieftains. For sone endless tine
the ringing of steel and the pounding of blood in his ears
were all Arutha heard. Then Anps shouted, "Begin the

wi thdrawal !'* The cry was taken up by other horsenen

until every raider had heard the call

Arut ha cast a gl ance past where Anps sat his horse
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and saw anot her conpany of riders was headed toward
them Arutha slashed out with his sword, unseating

anot her renegade, and headed toward Trask. The newly
arriving renegades struck Amps's raiders, halting their
nmovenent. Then the rai ders wheeled as a body and
attacked Murmandanus's cavalry. Slowy the raiders
began to fight their way out of the canp, killing everyone
who stood between them and escape. A break appeared

in the nmass around them a clear path back to the gates.
Arutha spurred his nount forward and joined with the
others in headlong flighT back to the city. He gl anced
over his shoulder. A conpany of black-clad riders sped
past Murmandanus' ~ pavilion, following in hot pursuit.
To Anps he shouted, "Bl ack Slayers!

Anps signalled and several riders peeled off to turn
and engage the Black Sl ayers. They charged and net

with a ringing clash of steel, and several riders fromboth
groups were unhorsed. Then the nel ee dissolved as the
Armengari ans di sengaged, whil e another conpany of

Mor edhel advanced upon the conflict. Mst of the
Armengari ans who fell regained their saddl es, but not

all. Afull dozen soldiers |ay upon the sandy soil of the
pl ane.

The gates were open when Anps's conpany reached

the wall, and they spun in place once inside the barbican

~, the rear guard was hurrying, engaged in a

running fight with the Black Sl ayers and ot her noredhel

A dozen Arnengarians sought to escape fromnore than

t hi AYnoPsurssautenresxt to Arutha as the Black Slayers cut down
a pair of riders. 'Ten,' said Anpbs, counting the

remaining riders. As they rode for the gate, Anps said,
"Nine, eight,' then, 'seven.' Upon the dusty plain a wave
of bl ack-arnoured riders overwhel med a hal f-dozen

fleeing soldiers and Amos said, "Six, five, four.' Then
with a note of anger in his voice, he shouted, 'C ose the
gates.! the gate began to swing shut, Arutha continued his

count. "Three, two.

The last two riders fromthe raiding party were cut down. Then from above
canme the sound of catapults

| aunching. A nonent |ater the screans of dying

nor edhel and horses filled the air. As the inner gates

opened, Anps spurred his horse forward and said, 'At

| east the bastards paid. | saw at | east four chieftains

down, two clearly dead.' Anpbs gl anced back, as if he

coul d see through the nassive gates. "But why didn't the

bastard use magic? That's what | don't fathom He could

have had us, you know?' Arutha could only nod. He al so wondered. He gave

his horse to a boy detailed to care for the nounts and
hurried up the stairs to GQuy's comand | ocation. 'Dam
me!' greeted himas he joined the Protector

Several prostrate figures in black arnmour were rising,
in jerky awkward notion, noving back toward their own
lines. Quickly their nmovenent snoothed out and they
were soon running as fast as if they had been uninjured.
.Wien you told ne of those. . .'began CQuy.

"you couldn't believe,' finished Arutha. '

You have to see it to understand.'

' How do you kill then?'
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"Fire, magic, or by cutting their hearts out. O herwi se,
even the pieces find a way to rejoin and they grow
stronger by the minute. They are inpossible to stop by
ot her neans.'

Quy | ooked out at the retreating Black Slayers. "I
never had your father's fascination for things magic,
Arutha, but now I'd give half my duchy - my former
duchy - for a single talented magician.'

Arut ha consi dered. "Sonething here has nme concer ned.
I know little of these things, but it seens that,

for all his powers, Mirmandanus does little to truly

trouble us. | renenber Pug - a magician | know - telling
me of some things he has done . well, they far
outstripped what we've seen so far. | think Pug could

pull the gates fromthe city walls if he'd a mind to do so.
"l don't understand such things,' admitted Guy.

Anpbs was st andi ng behind them having approached

at the last. 'Maybe the king of pigs doesn't want his arny
relying too heavily upon him ' Quy and Arutha both
regarded Anbs with open curiosity. '"it mght be a matter
of ' norale.
@Quy shook his head. "Sonehow | think it nore
conplicated. '

Arut ha wat ched the confusion in the eneny canp.
whatever it is, we'll nost |ikely know soon.'

Anos | eaned on the wall. "it's been two weeks since
your brother and the others left. If all has gone as

pl anned, Martin's at Stone Muntain today."'
Arut ha nodded, "If all has gone as planned.’

Martin crouched down in the depression, his back tight
against wet granite. The scraping sound of boots on the
rocks above told himhis pursuers were | ooking for signs
of him He held his bow before him regarding the

string. He had another in his pack, but no tine to

use it. If discovered, he woul d drop the weapon and

draw his sword.

Martin breathed slowy, attenpting to stay calm He
wondered if fate had been kind to Baru and Laurie. Two
days before, they had reached what appeared to be the
Yabon Hills proper. They had seen no sign of pursuit

until today, when, a little after sunrise, they had been
overtaken by a patrol of Mirmandanus's riders. They

had avoi ded being run down by clinmbing up into the

rocks alongside the trail, but the noredhel had di smounted
and foll owed. By poor chance, Martin and the

others were on opposite sides of the trail and Laurie and
Baru were forced southward, while Martin ran to the

west. He hoped they had enough sense to continue south
toward Yabon, and not to attenpt to rejoin him The

chase had | asted throughout the day. Martin gl anced
upward, noting the sun noving behind the nountai ns.

He judged only two nmore hours of light left. If he could
avoid capture until dark, he would be safe.

The sound of boots grew faint and Martin moved. He

left the shelter of the rock overhead and scanpered

along at a half-crouch, half-run, following a rill upward.
He judged he was close to Stone Muntain, though he
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had never conme there fromthe northeast before. But

sonme of the | andmarks | ooked vaguely familiar, and had

he not had other concerns to occupy his attentions at this
time, he was sure he could easily find the dwarves.

Martin rounded a curve and suddenly a noredhe

warrior |ooned up before him Wthout hesitation

Martin lashed out with his 'bow, striking the dark elf in
the head with the heavy yew weapon. The surprised

nmor edhel staggered, and before he could recover, Martin
had his sword in hand and the noredhel |ay dead.

Martin spun about, seeking signs of the noredhel's
conpanions. |In the distance he thought he saw novenent

but couldn't be sure. He quickly hurried upward then di scovered another
bend. Peering around the bend,

Martin found a hal f-dozen horses tied. He had sonmehow
managed to doubl e behind the pursuers and stunble

across their mounts. Martin ran forward and gained the
saddl e of one of the horses. He used his sword to cut the
reins of the others and sl apped them across the flanks
with the flat of his blade to drive them off

He spun his horse and spurred it forward. He could

race down the wash and reach the trail. Then he could
outrun the noredhel to Stone Muntain.

A dark shape launched itself fromatop a rock as

Martin rode past, dragging himfromthe saddle. Martin
rolled and canme up in a fighter's crouch, his sword out as
a noredhel did the same. The two conmbatants faced each
other as the noredhel cried out in his harsh elver dialect
to his companions. Martin attacked, but the noredhe

was a skilled swordsman and kept Martin at sword's

I ength. Martin knew if he turned to flee, he'd get a bl ade
inthe ribs for his troubles, but if he stayed, he'd soon be
facing five noredhel. Martin kicked rocks and pebbl es at
the noredhel, but the warrior was an experienced fighter
who noved sideways, avoiding dust in the eyes.

Then the sound of boots poundi ng over the rocks

could be heard fromboth directions. The noredhe

shout ed again and was answered from Martin's left, to

the south. Fromthe right the sound of arnmour and boots
grew |l ouder. The noredhel's eyes flickered in that
direction, and Martin |aunched his attack. The dark el f
barely avoided the blow, getting a slight cut in the arm
for his troubles. Martin pushed his slight advantage, and
whil e the noredhel was off bal ance, he struck out with a
risky thrust that left himopen for a riposte if he 'mssed.
He didn't. The noredhel stiffened and col | apsed as

he pulled his blade free.

Martin didn't hesitate. He | eaped for the rocks,

reachi ng hi gh ground before he was overrun from both
sides. Moredhel warriors came rushing into view from

the southern end of the wash, and one had his sword

out to slash at Martin.

Martin kicked out unexpectedly and the warri or

ducked, causing himto mistinme his blow Then, equally
unexpectedly, a hand reached down and gripped Martin's
tunic. a Powerful Pair of arns lifted the Duke of Crydee and

dragged himover the lip of the wash. Martin | ooked up
to discover a grinning face, with a thick red beard
regarding him 'Sorry for the rough handling, but things
are about to get nasty down there.
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The dwarf pointed past Martin, who turned to see a
dozen dwarves dashi ng down the ravine fromthe north.
The noredhel saw the superior nunber of dwarven
warriors and turned to flee, but the dwarves were upon
them before they noved ten yards. The fight was quickly
over.

Anot her dwarf joined the one at Martin's side. The

first handed Martin a waterskin. martin stood and took a
drink. He | ooked down at the pair of dwarves, their
being barely five 'feet, and said, 'Thanks to you.

"No bother. The Dark Brothers have been poking

about here of late, so we keep this area heavily patrolled
As we have guests' - he indicated sone dwarves who

were clinbing up to join them- we have no shortage of
lads willing to go out and have a bash at them Usually
the cowards run, knowing they're too close to our hone,
but this time they were a mte slow. Now, if you don't

m nd me asking, who m ght you be and what are you

doi ng at Stone Mountai n?

Martin said, 'This is Stone Muntain?'

The dwarf pointed behind Martin and the Duke

spun about. Behind him above the edge of the wash he had
crouched in, a stand of trees reared up. Follow ng the
woods, he saw they bl anketed the sides of a great peak
that rose high into the clouds. He had been so intent on
the pursuit of the last day, so intent on hiding, that he
had seen only the rocks and the gullies. Now he

recogni zed the peak. He was standing within a half day's
wal k of Stone Mountain.

Martin regarded the assenbling dwarves. He renoved

his right glove and displayed his signet. 'I am Martin,
Duke of Crydee. | need to speak with Dol gan.'

The dwarves | ooked sceptical, as if it was inprobable

for a lord of the Kingdomto cone in this fashion to their
halls, but they sinply |ooked to their |eader. "I'm Paxton
My father is Harthorn, Warleader of the Stone Muntain
clans, and Chieftain of village Delnoria. Cone al ong,

Lord Martin, we'll take you to see the King.'
Martin |aughed. 'So he did take the crown.'
Paxton grinned. 'in a manner of speaking. He said

he'd take the job of King, after we nagged at hima
coupl e of years, but he won't wear a crown. So it sits in a

chest in the long hall. Cone along, Your Grace. W can
be there by nightfall.
The dwarves set off, and Martin fell in beside them

He felt safe for the first time in weeks, but now his mnd
returned to thoughts of his brother and the others at
Armengar. How | ong could they hol d? he wonder ed.

The canp reverberated with a cacophony of druns,

trunpets and shouts. From every quarter cane the

response to the order to marshal. Guy watched the

di splay as the false dawn gave way to the |ight of

nmorni ng. He said to Arutha, 'Before the gl obe of the sun
is at noon, they'll hit us with everything they have.

mer mandanmus nmay have felt the need to hold back sone
troops agai nst the invasion of Yabon, but he can't afford
even anot her day's delay. Today they will cone in
strength.'
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Arut ha nodded as he watched every conpany on the

pl ane before the city marshal for battle. He had never felt

so bone tired. The killing of Mirmandanus's captains

had thrown the eneny canp into turnoil for two days

bef ore order had been restored.

Arut ha had no i dea what bargains had been struck or what prom ses nade,
but finally they had cone again, three days |ater

For a week after, the assaults had continued, and each

time nore attackers had gained the walls. The | ast
assault of the day before had required the entire force of
reserves being thrown into a potential breach to keep the
integrity of the wall intact. Another few m nutes, and the
attackers woul d have had a position upon the walls to
hol d, so that nore warriors could have scaled | adders in
safety, unleashing a potential fatal flood of invaders into
the city. Arutha thought, it has been twenty-seven days
since Martin had left. Even if help was coming, it would
be too late.
Jimy and Lockl ear waited cl ose by, ready for
messenger duty. Jimmy regarded his young friend. Since
Bronwynn's death Lockl ear had becone possessed. He
sought out the fighting at every turn, often ignoring
instructions to stay behind for courier duty. Three tines
Jimy had seen the boy involve hinself in conmbat where

he shoul d have avoided it. His skills with the sword and
hi s speed had counted for nuch, and he had survived,
but Jimy wasn't sure how | ong Lockl ear coul d keep
surviving, or even if he really wished to. He had tried to
speak to Lockl ear about the girl, but the younger squire
had refused. Jimry had seen too much death and
destruction by the time he had reached sixteen. He had
grown callous in many ways. Even when he thought
Anita or Arutha dead, he had not w thdrawn the way

Lockl ear had. Ji mry wi shed he understood nore of such
things, and worried for his friend.
Quy gauged the strength of the arny before him and at
last, in a quiet voice, said, 'W can't hold themat the
wal | . '
Arutha said, "I thought as nmuch.' In the four weeks
since Martin's departure, the city had held, the soldiers
of Armengar perform ng beyond even Arutha's nost
optinmistic assessnent. They had given all they had, but
attrition was at | ast sapping the army's reserve. Another
t housand sol diers had been killed or rendered unable to
fight in the | ast week. Now the defenders were spread out
too thinly to deal with the full force of the attackers, and
it was clear fromthe careful way Mirmandamus was
stagi ng that he indeed planned to throw the full strength
of his arny at themtoday in one final, all-out assault.
@Quy nodded to Anpbs. The seaman said to Jinmmy, "Carry
word to the conmpany commanders: begin the third stage
of evacuation now. '
Ji my nudged Lockl ear, who seenmed alnost in a
trance, and led his friend off. They ran along the wall,
seeki ng out the conpany commanders. Arutha watched
as a few chosen soldiers left the wall once word was
passed. They hurried down the steps to the bailey and
began to sprint toward the citadel

Arutha said, 'Wat nix did you deci de upon?'

Quy said, 'One able-bodied fighter, two armed ol d
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men or wonen, three ol der children, also arnmed, and

five little ones.' Arutha knew that within mnutes dozens
of such groups woul d begin slipping out into the
nmount ai ns through the long tunnel fromthe cavern

beneath the city. They were to work southward, seeking
refuge in Yabon. It was hoped that this way at | east sone
of the children of Arnmengar m ght survive. The single

! "soldier would be in command of the party and each

woul d carry orders to protect the children. And the
soldiers also had orders to kill themrather than let them
be captured by the noredhel

Slowmy the sun rose, moving at a steady pace,

unconcerned with the conflict bel ow Wen it reached

the noon position, still no signal was forthcom ng. CQuy
%ered al oud, 'Wiy do they wait?

nearly a full two hours later, a faint thudding sound carried over the
quiet arnmy on the Plain, to be barely heard by the defenders. It continued
for almost a full half

hour, then trunpets sounded along the line of attackers.

Then from behind the lines odd figures |ooned up

agai nst the bright blue sky. They appeared gi ant bl ack

spi ders, or sonething akin. They began novi ng through

the host, slowy, stately. Finally, they cleared the |ine of

attackers, and approached the city. As they canme cl oser,

Arut ha studied them Questioning shouts cane from

along the wall, and Guy said, 'Gods, what are they?

"Some manner of engine,' replied Arutha. 'Mbving

siege towers.' They appeared to be gigantic boxes, three

or four tines the size of the ones raised against the wall
the previous week. They rolled on huge wheels, without

any apparent notive source, for no giant, slave, or beast

of burden pulled or pushed them They noved under

their own power, by some nmagi c neans. Their inmense

wheel s thudded | oudly when rolling over irregularities in
the terrain. 'Catapults!' shouted Guy, and his hand dropped.

Stones hurl ed overhead, and crashed agai nst the

boxes. One was struck in a support, which shattered,
causing the thing to teeter, and fall, striking the earth
with a resounding crash. At |east a hundred dead

gobl i ns, noredhel, and humans were thrown cl ear of the

t ower .

Arut ha said, "Each one of those things nust hold two,
three hundred soldiers.’

Quy counted quickly. "There are nineteen nore coming. If one in three gains
the walls, that's fifteen hundred attackers on the wall at once. G| and
fire arrows!' he shouted.

The defenders sought to ignite the approachi ng boxes

as they lunbered toward the wall, but sonething had

been applied to the wood, and while the oil burned upon

a few of the things, it only scorched and bl ackened the
wood. Screans fromwithin told of some damage done to

the attackers by the flanes, but the boxes were not
hal t ed.

"Al'l reserves to the wall. archers to the roofs beyond
the bailey! Horse conpanies to their stations!’

Quy's orders were quickly carried out as the defenders
awai t ed t he approachi ng boxes. The nagi c siege towers
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filled the norning air with a |oud grinding sound as the
heavy wheel s turned ponderously. The host of Murmandanous's
army wal ked sl oWy behind the noving towers,

keepi ng a discreet distance, for all defensive fire was
directed at the rolling boxes.

Then the first of the boxes reached the wall. The side

of the box facing the wall fell forward, as had happened
with the smaller ones, and dozens of goblins and

nmor edhel cane | eaping forward to engage the defenders.

Soon there was frenzi ed conbat al ong every foot of the

wal | . The attackers came floodi ng across the plain,
behind their nmagic siege towers. The rear of the box
opened as well, with long rope | adders being tossed out,

and attackers in the field behind ran forward to cl anber
up the suddenly accessible entrances to the city. Long

| eat her aprons were |owered fromthe centre of the

boxes, only a foot in front of the |adders, confounding
the bow fire directed at those clinbing into the boxes.
The catapult commanders continued to fire, and many of

Mur mandanus' s sol di ers di ed beneath the rocks, but

with the archers ordered to the first row of houses and

' the other defenders engaged with the attackers' fromthe
towers there was no bow fire to harass the host bel ow as
they raised scaling | adders agai nst the walls.

Arut ha engaged a noredhel who had | eaped over the

body of a fallen Arnmengarian soldier, and slashed out,
causing the dark elf to stunble backward. The noredhe

flU off the parapet to the stones bel ow

"' The Prince spun about and saw Guy kill another. The
Protector |ooked about and shouted, 'We can't hold them here. pass the
word to fall back to the citadel!’

Wird was passed and suddenly defenders were scranblling
away fromthose gaining the wall from outside. A

sel ect conpany of soldiers held each stairway while their
conmpanions fled toward the city. They were all volunteers
and all were prepared to die. Arutha ran across the bailey and saw the | ast of the

defenders on the wall overwhel ned. As he reached the

m dway point across the |arge open area, attackers

| eaped fromthe stairs and headed for the gate. Suddenly

a rain of arrows cane fromthe roofs of the buildings
opposite the gate and to the last the attackers died. Then
GQuy was at Arutha's side, with Armos runni ng past.

"W can hold them off the gatehouse until they'

establish their own bowren on the wall. Then our nen

will have to pull back.' Arutha | ooked up and saw t hat

pl anks were bei ng extended across the streets fromthe
roofs of the buildings facing the bailey. Wen the archer's
quit the first line of buildings, they would pull the planks
after them The goblin host would have to use rans to

break in doors, clinb the stairs, and then engage the
bowren in a duel. By then the bownen woul d hav

retreated to another |line of houses. They woul d' constantly
fire dowmn into the streets, forcing the invaders to

pay for every foot gained. Over the | ast nonth, hundreds

of quivers of arrows had been left under oilcloth upon
those rooftops, along with replacenent strings and

addi tional bows. By Arutha's best judgnent. it would

cost Murmandamus no fewer than an additional two

thousand casualties to travel fromthe first bailey to the
second. Running toward the bailey came a squad of men with
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| arge wooden mallets. They waited before heavy barrels

pl aced at the corners, listening for the command. For a
monent it appeared they woul d be overwhel ned, for a

sea of goblins and their allies came swarm ng off the
wal | s. Then a conpany of horsemen swept out of a side
street, rolling back the invaders

Arrows came flying past Guy and Arutha, and the

Protector said, 'Their archers are in place. Sound
retreat!’

A trunpet blast sounded fromthe squad of bownen

who were positioned hal fway up the street, and the men
with mallets struck the barrels, knocking small stoppers
frombungs. Quickly the smell of oil mixed with the rusty
odour of bl ood hanging in the air as the oil began slowy
to leak out. The mallet-w el ding soldiers at once began to
race up the streets, where barrels waited at every corner.
Quy tugged at Arutha's sleeve. to the citadel. W

begi n the next phase.’

Arutha followed after GQuy as the bl oody house to

house fighting began.

For two hours the terrible struggle continued, while Guy
and Arutha watched fromthe first command post atop

the wall of the citadel. In the city the shouts of fighting
men coul d be heard, and the curses and screans

conti nued unabated. At every turn in the city a conpany

of archers waited, so that each bl ock gained by the

i nvaders was over the bodies of their conrades. Mirnmandanus
woul d take the outer city, but he would pay a

terrible price for it. Arutha revised his estinmate of

Mur mandanus' s~ casualties upward to three or four

thousand soldiers to reach the inner bailey and the noat
about the citadel. And he would still have to deal with

the .inner fortifications of Arnengar

Arutha watched in fascination. It was beginning to

becone difficult to see clearly, as the sun had fallen
behi nd the nmountains and the city was in shadow. Ni ght

was only an hour or so away, still; he could nake out
nost of what occurred. The unarnoured, ninble archers
were moving fromrooftop to rooftop, , by means of long planks which they

pul l ed after thenselves. A few goblins

attenpted to clinb the outside of buildings but were shot
down by bow fire from other buildings. Guy studied the
continuing battle with a keen eye. Arutha said, "This city
was built for this sort of battle.'

GQuy nodded. 'Had | to design one to bleed an

opposing arny, | couldn't have done better.' He | ooked
hard at Arutha. "Armengar will fall, unless aid arrives
within the next few hours. W have until tonorrow
nmorning at the longest. But we'll cut the bastard, we'll

hurt himbadly. Wen he marches agai nst Tyr-Sog, he'l

have lost a third of his arny.’

Arutha said, "Athird? | wuld have said a tenth.'

Wth a grin devoid of hunour, Guy said, 'Watch and

you'll see.'

The Protector of Arnengar shouted to a signal man, 'How nuch | onger?' The
man waved a white and blue cloth toward the top

of the citadel. Arutha | ooked up and saw an answeri ng

wave with a pair of yellow cloths. The soldier said, 'No

nmore than ten minutes, Protector.

file:/l/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Feist/Riftwar%203%20-%20Darkness%20At%20Sethanon.txt (202 of 307) [8/27/03 9:32:41 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Fei st/Riftwar%203%20-%20D arkness%20A t%20Sethanon. txt

@Quy thought, then said, "Launch another catapult

strike at the outer bailey.' Orders were given and a

shower of heavy stones was | aunched at the far end of

the city. Softly, alnost to hinself, he said, "Let them

thi nk we' ve overextended our range, and naybe they'l

hurry to get inside.' Tine Passed slowy, and Arutha watched as the

archers retreated fromroof to roof. As day faded to
twilight, a conpany of anbushers was dashing al ong the
street, heading for the drawbridge and outer gate of the
citadel's barbican. As the first conpany made for the

| owered bridge, another, then a third conpany cane into
view Quy watched as the gate comrander ordered it

retracted. The last soldier had just set foot upon it as it
began to nove across the nobat. Fromthe rooftops of the
city nore Arnmengarian archers fired down upon the

i nvaders.

Arutha said, "They are brave, to stay behind."'

Quy said, "Brave, yes, but they're not planning to die.
Even as he spoke the archers on the rooftops were
reaching the last Iine of houses. They | owered ropes to
the street level and quickly slid down. They ran toward
the citadel, tossing aside weapons as they ran. From
behind, attackers swarned after them As the attackers
were hal fway across the open area used as a nmarket,
bownen upon the wall of the citadel |aunched a flight of
arrows. The Arnengarians who were fleeing ran to the
edge of the npat and dove in.

Arutha said, 'They'll be shot down if they try to clinb

,the wall.' Then he saw they didn't surface.
Quy smled. 'There are underwater tunnels into the
gat ehouse and other roons contained in the wall. Qur

boys and girls will cone up, then the entrances will be
seiled.' A particular bold group of goblins came running
after and |l eaped into the water. 'Even if those scumfind

the tunnels, they'll not be able to open the trapdoors.
They' d better be part fish.'

Anps canme fromw thin the citadel. "W've everything
ready. ,'

"Good,' answered Quy, regarding the top of the citade
where Armand observed the fighting in the city.
A'yel | ow banner was waved. "Ready catapults!’

shouted CQuy. For a long tinme nothing happened, at | ast
guy said, 'Wat is de Sevigny waiting for?

Anos | aughed. "He's wat chi ng Murnmandanus | eadi ng

his army through the gates, if we're lucky, or at |east
"waiting for another thousand or so to cone inside.'
Arut ha was studying the nearest catapult, a giant
mangonal , now | oaded with a strange-|ooki ng assort nent
of barels lashed | oosely together. The barrels were
simlar to the small brandy casks used in inns and

al ehouses, holding no nore than a gallon. Each bundle
was conposed of twenty or thirty such casks.

Anpos said, "The signal.' Arutha watched as a red banner was waved and Quy

shouted, 'Catapults! Fire!' along the wall a dozen of the
gi ant catapults heaved their cargo of barrels which

arched high over the roofs of the city. As they travell ed,
the casks spread out, so that they struck the outer bailey
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in a shower of wood. The crew rel oaded with a speed

Arut ha found astonishing for in less than a mnute

anot her |aunch was ordered and another flight of casks

was sent. While a third flight of casks was prepared,

Arut ha noticed snpoke com ng fromone quarter of the

city. Amos saw it, too, and said, "The little darlings are

doi ng sonme of our work for us. They must have started a
tidy fire to punish us for not staying around to die. It
must be sonething of a shock to be standing next to it
when it starts raining naphtha.’

Arut ha understood. As he watched, the snoke increased

rapi dly and began spreading along a |ine

indicating that the entire outer bailey area was catching.
"Those barrels at every corner?

Amos nodded. 'Fifty gallons in each. The first block

we broke the barrels, so it's all over the ground fromthe
buildings to the wall. A lot of those nurderers have been
traipsing about in it and will likely find their feet and | egs
are covered. We have barrels in every building and one

on every roof. At the tine the horses were taken out of
the city, during the second phase of evacuation, we al so
halted controlling the flow of oil upward. Every basenent
inthe city is now ready to explode. The city's going

to provide a warmreception for nurmandanus.'’

Quy signalled and the third flight of casks was sent.

But the centre pair of catapults heaved stones wapped in burning
oi | -soaked rags, which coursed across the sky in

a fiery arc. Suddenly an entire area near the barbican in
the outer wall exploded with bright light. A tower of
flanes rose upward, clinmbing higher and higher. Arutha

wat ched. A nonent |later he heard a dull thump,

foll owed quickly by a hot breeze. The flames kept rising
and for the longest tine seened likely never to stop.

Then they began to subside, but a tower of black snoke
.continued to rise, flattening out in an unbrella over the
city, reflecting the orange gl ow of the inferno bel ow.

' The barbican is gone,' said Anbs. "W stored a few
hundred barrels under the gate conplex, with vents to |et
the flame in. They go with a bang. If we were half the

di stance closer to the wall, our ears would be ringing.
Shouts and curses sounded fromthe city, as the flanes
began to spread. The catapults continued to | aunch their
expl osive cargo into the flames. "Shorten the range,' Quy
" order ed.

Anps said, "W'll drive themtoward the citadel, so

our bowren can have sone target practice with those

that don't get roasted. '

' Arutha observed the intensifying light. Another expl osion
came, followed quickly by another series, each

folloed by a dull thud a noment |ater. Hot w nds bl ew
toward the citadel as spiralling towers of flames began to
race in the outer city. Again nore expl osions cane,

and fromthe dazzling display, it was evident a great store
of barrels had' been left in strategic |ocations.

% ,hNrduig at the ears, the dull runbles of explosion after
expl osion indicated that flam ng death marched 'rapidly
through the outer baileY toward the citadel. Soon Arutha
could tell the difference between a bunch of barrels

and a cellar explosion sinply by the sound. It

was as @Quy had said, a warmreception for
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mer mandanus. .

"Look," said a soldier, and Guy | ooked up. Two red
flags were being waved, now clearly seen in the bl aze
fromthe city despite the sun's having set.

"Armand's signalling that the entire outer city is in

flanes,' said Anmbs to Arutha. 'inpassable. Even those
Bl ack Slayers will be crisped if they're caught inside.' He
grinned evilly as he stroked his chin. 'l just hope the

grand hi gh bil ge-sucker hinself was in a hurry to enter at
the head of his arny.'

Fromthe city came shouts of terror and anger and the
sound of running feet. The flanmes were marching in a
steady course toward the inner bailey, their progress

mar ked by dull expl osions every few nminutes as barrels

at each corner ignited. The heat could now be felt, even
upon the wall of the citadel. Arutha said, 'This fire storm
will suck the air right out of their lungs.'

Anpbs nodded. "We hope so.

GQuy | ooked down a mnute, revealing the depth of his
fatigue. "Armand designed this final plan. He's a bl oody
geni us, maybe the best field commander |'ve ever had.

He was to wait until it appeared as many had entered as
possible. We're going to have to attenpt an escape
through the nountains, so we nust hurt themas nmuch as

we can." Arutha saw, behind his matter-of-fact words, the
defeated | ook of a commander whose position is about to
be lost. Arutha said, "You ve conducted a masterfu
defence. ' Quy only nodded, and both Arutha and Anbs knew

he was silently saying, it, wasn't enough

Now the first of the fleeing invaders cane running

toward the citadel, halting when they realized they were

exposed to the view of those upon the wall. They

crouched in the lee of the last building, as if waiting for

sone miracle to deliver them The nunber of Mirmandanus's

soldiers fleeing the flanes increased as the fire

continued its advance through the city. The catapults

continued to feed the casks of naphtha to the fire,

shortening their range every second |l aunch so as to bring

the flames closer and closer to the inner bailey. Now

those upon the wall of the citadel could see flanes

expl odi ng upon the rooftops only a hal f-dozen houses

away fromthe nmarket, then five houses, then four.
Shouti ng noredhel, goblins, and humans, with a scattering
of trolls and giants, began to fight anbng thensel ves,

for as the press of those fleeing the inpossible heat
conti nued, nmore were being pushed into the open. Cuy

said to Anpbs, 'Order the archers to open fire.

- Anos shouted the conmand, and Arnmengari an

archers began to fire. Arutha watched in stunned
amazement. 'This isn't warfare,' he said softly. "it's

sl aughter.' The invaders were so crowded together at the
edge of the market that any arrow that reached them
"Stuck soneone. They were falling over the dead as they

were continuously pushed from behind. Mre casks of oi

were thrown and the flames continued their inexorable
march toward the citadel

-, "Arutha held up his hand, for the light of the

connfl agrati on was now near-blinding to | ook at and the
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heat was beconi ng unconfortable. He realized how

devastating it must be for those creatures at the edge of

the mar ket who were standing a hundred yards cl oser

-""Then nore barrels exploded, and with shrieks and

cries there was a general break for the citadel. Mny of

those who raced across the bail ey were shot down, but

a nunber of them dove in the noat. Those wearing

~ mail sank as they vainly tried to renove the

arnour underwater, and even sone in |eather sank. But

many 'cleared the surface. paddling about |ike dogs.
Arutha judged a full two thousand |ay dead in clear

%' O f. Another four or five thousand nust have perished

in the city. The Arnengarian bowren were beginning to

Bo much they could hardly hit the targets clearly

cd against the flanes.

have stunbled 'across 'any or all of them But we

Quy said, 'Open the pipes.' An odd ' wheezing noi se was heard as oil was
di scharged across the water in the npat. Cries of terror
filled the air as those in the water canme to understand ~ '-'
at last, what was occurring. As flames spread out across the ,
bail ey fromthe now conpletely burned out city, flamng

bal es were pushed over the walls, to fall to the npat.

The surface of the water exploded in blue-white flames, which
danced across the churning surface. Qickly the shrieks

di m ni shed, until at last it was over.

Arutha and the others were forced to pull back from

the wall as waves of heat rose fromthe noat. Wen the

fl anes burned out, he glanced down and saw bl ack husks

floating in the nobat. He felt ill and saw his feelings were
reflected in GQuy's expression. Anps only | ooked on

grimy. Wiile the city burned out of control, Guy said, 'l
feel the need of a drink. Cone along. W only have a

few nore hours.' Wthout words, Anps and Arutha foll owed the
Protector of a dying city toward the inner building of the

ci t adel

Quy drained his flaggon, then pointed to the map on the
table. Arutha | ooked on beside a soot-stained Briana,
who, along with the other comuanders, was awaiting
Quy's final orders. Jimy and Lockl ear had come from
their last duty station and were standing at Arutha's side
Even inside the council chamber they could feel the heat
fromthe continuing fire as the catapults poured nore
naphtha into the blaze. Watever part of' Mirmandamnmus's
army that had escaped the trap was being forced
to wait outside the outer wall by an inferno.
"Here,' said the Protector, indicating one of severa
green spots on the map, "are where the horses are
hi dden.' He said to Arutha, 'They were noved out of the
city during the second phase of evacuation. "several have remai ned safe.
think they assumed we had pul | ed back behind our redoubts up there and felt
no need to stay vigilant behind us. The secret tunnel out of the city is

still secure, only one patrol of The Dark Brothers has cone renotely near
it, and they were observed to have wal ked away wi thout investigating the
area. The general order is as follows: 'Each conpany will quit the city in

turn, fromFirst to Twelfth, with whatever auxiliaries were assigned to
that conpany. They are to quit the tunnel only after it is clear 'the
area around is secured. | want First Conpany to act as a perinmeter unit,
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until the Second begins to replace it. Wen the Twelfth begins to | eave

the tunnel, the Eleventh will nove out as well. Only those soldiers
designated to remain here as the rear guard will be pernmtted to stay.
I"l'l have no last-m nute heroi CS jeopardizing this evacuation. | don't
want any m sunderstandings. |s everyone clear upon what they are to do?

No one made any conment, so Quy said, "Good. Now
make sure it is understood by everyone that once outside
the' city it is every man for himself. | want as nany to
reach Yabon as possible.' Wth cold anger in his voice
he said, "Someday we shall rebuild Armengar.' He
' ~paused, as if the words were difficult. 'Begin the fina
phai se of evacuation.'
The commanders | eft the room and Arutha said,
when do you | eave?
"Quy said, 'Last, of course.' Arutha | ooked at Anvps,
"who nodded.

"Do you mind if | stay with you?

guy | ooked surprised. "I was going to suggest you go
with the Second Conpany. First may find surprises,

the later ones may run into reinforcenents called

% he nountains. The last to | eave stand the biggest
chance of being overtaken.

Arutha said, 'l don't knowif | believe I'm some sort of
chanpi on destined to destroy Mirmandanmus, but if |

am | think perhaps | should stay.

GQuy pondered for a nmoment. "Wy not? You can't do

more than you've done. Help is on the way or it isn't.
Either way, it will come too late to save the city.'
Arut ha gl anced at Jimy and Lockl ear. Jimy seened

upon the verge of sone quip, but Locklear sinply said,
"W'll stay.' Arutha was about to say sonething, then saw a strange

expression on the face of the squire fromLand' s End.
There was no | onger the boyish uncertainty that had

al ways | urked behind Locklear's ready smile. Now the

eyes were ol der, sonehow | ess forgiving, and, wthout

any doubt, sadder. Arutha nodded.

They waited for sone tine, drinking a little ale to

wash away the stench of the fire and to cool them from
the heat. Cccasionally a nessenger woul d report back

that another conpany had | eft the citadel. The hours
dragged on, as ni ght deepened, punctuated only by an
OCCasi onal dull explosion as another basenent was at | ast
ignited. Arutha wondered how any could have | asted so

| ong, but each tine he thought the entire city burned out
anot her expl osi on woul d announce the destruction still in
progress. Wen the Seventh Conpany had been reported safely

away, a soldier entered the room He was dressed in

| eather, but it was clear he was an auxiliary, one of the
herders or farnmers. His red hair was tied back, falling
past his shoul ders, and his face was covered by a full red
beard. 'Protector! Come, see this!'

@Quy and the others hurried out after the warrior to a

wi ndow in the Iong hall, overlooking the burning city.

The insane inferno had subsided, but fires still burned
out of control throughout the city. It was supposed that it
woul d be anot her hour before Mirnmandanus coul d send

more soldiers in to nake their way along the gutted
streets. But now it seened they had nisjudged. Between
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the still burning buildings near the narket, figures could
be seen noving toward the citadel

GQuy quit the balcony, hurrying toward the wall. Wen

he reached it, he could see a conpany of soldiers in black
sil houette against the flanmes. They noved at sl ow pace,

as if they were being careful to stay within a clearly
defined area. Wiile they watched, another courier

reported that the Ei ghth Conpany was beginning to

move out of the citadel. The approaching figures cane to
the edge of the outer bailey, and Guy swore. Large
conpani es of goblins stood within protective fields,

i nvisible except for an occasional glint of reflected Iight
upon the surface. Mirmandanus came riding into view.

Jimy said, (Wat is he?

Wt hout any apparent difficulty, the noredhel |eader

rode unprotected, ignhoring the still-intense heat, and the
beast upon which he rode was terrifying to behol d.

Shaped |ike a horse, it was covered in red gl ow ng scal es,
as if some serpent skin of steel had been heated to near
melting. The creature's mane and tail were dancing

flanes and its eyes were glowing coals. Its breath seened
expl osive steam 'Daenonsteed,' said Anps. "it's a

|l egend. It's a nount that only a denon may ride.

The creature reared and Murnmandanus pulled out his

sword. He waved it, and before the first conpanies of his
army a black sonmething canme into existence. 'it was an

i nky darkness that obliterated light. It forned a pool on
the stones of the bailey, flowi ng |ike quicksilver, then it
possessed novenent, fornming a rectangle. After a nonent

it was apparent to those on the citadel wall that it had
becone a ten-foot-w de platformof jet blackness. Then
"ot it slowy rose, foot by foot, form ng an ebon ranp above
the nmoat. A piece of blackness broke away fromthe base

of the ranmp and ttowed a short distance fromthe rising
bridge' . It stabilized into another block and began to
grow. Another bridge began to formfromit. After

another wait, a third, then a fourth span began to form
Quy said, 'Damm! He fashions sone sort of bridges to

the wall.' He shouted, 'Pass word to hurry the
evacuation. '

When the ebon bridges were near the mdpoint of the

moat, the first conpani es of goblins nounted them and
began 'to nove slowy toward the | eading edge. Foot by
foot the black bridges advanced toward the defenders.

Quy ordered the archers to fire.

The arrows sped across the gap but were defl ected

away, as if hitting a wall. Watever protected the
attackers fromthe heat also protected themfrom bow

fire. Lookouts atop the citadel reported that the fires in
the outer city were dying and nore invaders were

entering Arnengar.

@Quy shouted, "to the wall! Rear guard to the first

bal cony. Al other units to evacuate at once. no one is to
wait!'

The now orderly evacuati on would soon turn into a

headl ong flight. The invaders were going to breach the

| ast defence an hour or nore before Guy had thought

possi ble. Arutha knew it possible there would be room
to-roomfighting within the citadel, and he nmade a

mental pronmise to hinself that if it came to that he'd wait
to face Murmandanus.
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They dashed across the courtyard and hurried up the

inner stairway to the first of the three balconies, to the
sound of wi ndows and doors being shuttered and barred.

As they left the long front hallway, Arutha noticed a
stack of barrels placed before the |ift opening. Mre
barrels were placed at each doorway, and everything that
could burn had been left in doorways, all blocked open
Arut ha knew that the last act of Guy du Bas-Tyra woul d

be to fire the citadel in the hope that nore of

Mur mandanus' s arnmy woul d be taken. For the sake of

the Kingdom Arutha hoped there was sone linmt on

Mur mandanus's ability to shield his soldiers fromfire
Sol di ers cane running down the hall, smashing odd

| ooking panels in the wall, covered by sinple boards
painted to match the white stones. Behind, black holes
could be seen. The faint odour of naphtha could be
detected as the breeze fromthe open bolt-hol e pushed

the pungent fumes up the vents. As they wal ked out

upon the bal cony, Anpbs noticed Arutha | ooking back

"They run fromthe basenent to the roof. Mre air to

feed the flanes.'

Arut ha nodded and watched as Murmandanus's first

wave breasted the wall to the citadel. As soon as they

st epped upon the wall, the field about them vani shed and
they spread out, ducking for cover as the archers upon
the bal cony opened fire. The catapults were usel ess, for
the range was too short, but a dozen ballistae, |ooking
Iike giant crosshows, hurled huge spearlike nmissiles at the
foenmen. Quy ordered the ballista crews to quit the

bal cony.

GQuy watched as his bowren held the invaders at bay.

Arut ha knew he counted every mnute, for as each

passed, another dozen of his people were | eaving the
city.

Behi nd t he advancing goblins, nore could be heard

scaling the walls. Mirmandanus's sol diers overran the

gat ehouse, extended the bridge, and opened the gate and
an arny cane flooding in. The fires in the city were

dyi ng, so nore conpani es of invaders were rapidly
approaching the citadel. At the |ast, Guy shouted,
over, everyone to the tunnel!

Each bowman took one | ast shot, then all turned and
fled inside. At his word, Quy waited until everyone was

i nside before he cane in, bolting the | ast door behind

the bal cony. The Shutters covered every w ndow. A sound of poundi ng cane
from bel ow as the invaders

struggled with the bolted doors to the courtyard.

"The I'ift is rigged,' shouted Anbs. 'We'll have to take

the stairs." They rounded a corner into another corridor, slanmred

and boltTed a door, then ran down a narrow flight of

stairs. At the bottomthey reached the huge cavern

Every one of the special lanterns had been lit, illum nating

the cavern with ghostly light. Arutha's eyes snarted

fromthe sting of funes, stirred up by the breeze from

the bolt-hole tunnel, where the |ast of the reserve

conpany was entering. Guy and the others ran toward

the door and had to halt, for the tunnel could

acconmodat e only two abreast. From above cane the

sound of shouting and pounding on the door at the top of

the stairs. Again Quy insisted on being the last to enter, and he

it's
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cl osed the door behind, placing a huge iron bar across it.
"This should take thema few minutes to get ~past.' As he

turned to flee up the tunnel, he said to Arutha, 'Pray"
none of those bastards brings a torch into that cavern
before we clear the tunnel.'

They hurried al ong, closing several intervening doors,
each being |l ocked by the Protector. At |ast they reached
the end of the tunnel, and Arutha entered a | arge cavern
A short way off, the yawning nouth of the cave reveal ed
night. As GQuy bolted this door a dozen bowren of the
rear guard remained ready against the possibility of the
Protector's having been overtaken. Another three or

four dozen soldiers were nmoving off, attenpting to wait a
m nute or so before | eaving, so that each group of nen
m ght not stumbl e upon the heels of those before. From
the odd noises in the night, it was clear that a few of
those fl eeing had encountered units of the eneny.

Arutha knew it was |likely that nost of those |eaving the
city would be spread throughout the hills by sundown

t onor r ow.

GQuy waved the bownen out of the cave, and soon the

| ast of those not with the rear guard were off, and only
they, Locklear, Jimy, Arutha, and Amps stood with

@Quy. @iy then ordered the rear guard away, and soon

only the five were in the cave. Another figure came out
of the gloom and Arutha could see it was the red

headed warri or who had brought news of Mirnmandanus's
approach through the flanes. "Get away!' ordered

Quy.

The sol di er shrugged, seening unconcerned with the
order. "You said every man for hinself, Protector,

m ght as well stay.'

GQuy nodded. ' Your nane?

" Shi gga.’

Anpbs said, "l've heard of you, Shigga the Spear. Won
the M dsumrer's ganes | ast year.' The man shrugged.
Quy said, "Did you see de Sevigny?

Shigga pointed toward the cave entrance with his chin.
he and sone others left just before you cane out, as

you ordered. They should be well past the highest

redoubt, about a hundred yards down from here.'

The sound of wood tearing canme faintly through the

t unnel

Quy said, "They have reached the | ast door.' He

grabbed a chain that ran fromunder the footing bel ow

the door, saying, 'Help ne with this.' They all picked up
' the chain and helped himpull it taut, until he could
attach it to a ballista pointing away fromthe door. The
bal lista had been fastened to the rock floor of the cavern
. There was no bolt set in the war engine, but as soon as
the chain was attached, Arutha saw its purpose.

"You fire the ballista and col | apse the tunnel behind?
"Anps said, "The chain runs under the supports of the

wal | all the way back to the cavern, connecting them

It should all come down with several hundred

scum covered rats inside. But there's nore.'

Quy nodded. 'Start running fromthe cave, and when
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you reach the mouth, I'mgoing to pull this.'

A rhythnmi c poundi ng sounded on the |ast door; sone

sort of ram was being brought to bear. Arutha and the
others hurried outside the cave nouth and halted to
watch. Quy triggered the ballista and it seened to
hesitate, then with a jerk it snapped the chain forward
only a fewinches. It was enough. Abruptly the door
erupted outward as Quy sprinted for the cavern nouth, a
rolling cloud of dust behind. A few bl oodi ed and pul ped
goblin bodies fell out as rocks cane rushing out of the
tunnel. They all ran with Guy away fromthe cavern. He

poi nted up, where a path | ed above the cave. 'i want to

go up there and watch. [If you want to head out now, go, but
I"mgoing to see this.

Anps said, 'i wouldn't miss it,' and followed after.
Arutha | ooked at them then foll owed.

VWil e they were clinbing above the cave nouth, a

runbl i ng beneath their feet could be felt as a series of
dul | expl osi ons sounded. Anos said, 'The lifts were bilt
to fall when the tunnel was coll apsed. They shoul d have
ignited the barrels on each Boor of the citadel, all the
way down to the cavern.' ~Another series of explosions
could be heard. 'Seenms the damm contrapti on worked. "
%suddenly the ground heaved. A sound like the hedvi~il~
opening rang in their ears as they were slammed to the
earth, and a concussi on of enornous power stunned

themall for a nmoment. From beyond the edge of the

prom nence they were clinbing, an astonishing, roiling
bal | of orange and yellow fl ames rushed heavenward. It
rose at rapid rate,' expanding as it went, and in the
terrible beauty of its glow they could see trailing debris
being lifted upward. Dull thuds rang through the ground
beneath them as the | ast reservoirs of naphtha began to
ignite, ripping the keep apart. Stones, charred fragnents
of wood, and bodi es were being sucked skyward as if

some gi ant wind bl ew straight up

Arutha |lay upon the ground, staggered by the display.

A shrieking wind passed him then there cane an

i mrense bl ast of heat. For a nonent the air burned

their noses and stung their faces, as if they stood within
feet of the mouth of a giant furnace. Anps had to yel

over the noise. 'The storage bel ow the citadel blew W
were venting it all day and night, so it would become
expl osi ve. '

H s words were faint, as ears rang, then were drowned

out by another titanic explosion as the ground bucked

and heaved under them followed instantly by a series of

| esser detonations, the concussion of the reports hamering
at themlike physical blows. They were still two

hundred yards fromthe cliff overlooking the city, but the
heat was nearly unbearabl e where they |ay.

@y shook his head to clear it and said, "it's . . . so
much nore than we had thought.

"Lockl ear said, 'if we had reached the edge of the cliff
we' d have been cooked.

Jimy cast a glance backward. "it's a good thing we

got out of the cave, as well.’

" " They all craned their heads around to | ook back to
"where he pointed. The ground continued to heave and
mor e expl osi ons sounded as rocks and debris rolled down
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the sl opes past them Below, the hillside had changed.
the entire contents of the tunnel had been bl own cl ear
by the first massive explosion, covering the hillside
%te the cavern with a litter of body parts and
debris. Then the ground heaved and pitched as another
we expl osi on sounded. Again a fireball rose high

over head, though not as massive as the |ast.

there was a surging, rolling notion of the ground and
a third trenendous expl osi on cane, then sone m nor

trenbling. They all lay still, lest they be tossed down
again by the shaking earth. After a time the ground only
echoed with dull thuds, and they stood. Still two hundred

yards or nore fromthe edge of the cliff, they gathered
and watched as the utter destruction of Arnengar was
acconplished. In only a fewterrible nonents the hone

of a people, the centre of their culture, had been swept
away. It was an obliteration unmatched in the annals of

M dkem an warfare. Guy watched the angry, gl ow ng

sky. He attenpted to walk closer to the edge of the cliff,
but the heat, an alnpost visible curtain of superheated air
rising before the cliff face, forced himback. For a
monent he stood, as if resolving to brave the inferno and
glinpse the remains of his city, then he rel ented.

' Not hi ng coul d have survived that explosion,' said

Arutha. 'Every goblin and Dark Brother between the

citadel and the city wall nust have been kill ed.

Anps said, ' Maybe his bastardness got caught with his
pants down. I'd love to think he had a Iimt on how nuch
his magi ¢ could handle."'

Arutha said, "His soldiers may have died, but | think

he wi |l sonehow escape. | don't think that beast he rode
m nded the fire.' Jimmy said, 'Look!' and pointed skyward.

The cl oud of snoke that hung above them was gl owi ng

red fromthe reflected light of the fire below as a gi ant

colum of flames still rose toward the heavens. Agai nst

that angry backdrop a single figure could be seen riding

in the air upon the back of a glowing red steed. It

seenmed to be descending, as if running downhill in a

circle, and it was clearly naking its way back to the heart

of Murmandanus's canp. "Son of a mangy bitch!' swore Anps. 'Can't anyt hing

kill that dungeater?' Cuy |ooked about. 'I don't know, but now we have
other worries.' He began to clinb down, and they

di scovered that the entire cavern had col |l apsed beneath
them Where the cave nouth had been, only a mass of
rubbl e extending out into the gully could be seen. They
pi cked their way through the debris, passing beyond
several coll apsed stone redoubts that had protected the
city fromattack from above, and at |ast reached the wash
headi ng down into a canyon where horses were hidden

Quy said, '"The first four or five canyons will have been
pi cked cl ean by those first to flee. If we're to find
mounts, we nust | ook farther out.

Arutha nodded. "Still, we have a choice: west toward
Yabon, or east toward Hi ghcastle.’
"Toward Yabon,' answered Guy. "if help's com ng, we

have a' chance of neeting it along the road.' He scanned
the area, |ooking for sone sign of which was the nost
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likely direction to travel. 'Watever units Mrnmandanus
had up here will likely be disorgani zed now. W may yet
get free of them'

Anos chuckl ed., "Even his | arger conpanies will be

reluctant to stand in the way of a rout arny. It isn't
sadly heal thy."'

Quy said, "Still, if they find thensel ves cornered,
they' Il fight like the rats they are. And at first |ight
their'll be thousands of reinforcenents up here. W have

only a few hours at best to get away.'

The sound of novenent fromthe canyon caused all to

grab weapons and nove back into what little shelter was
af forded by the fallen rocks. Quy signalled for everyone
to be ready.

they waited silently, and fromaround the corner a
figure energed. Quy sprang forward, halting his blowin
air.

"brianal'’

conmmander of the Third Conpany | ooked slightly

% , blood flowing froma cut upon her tenple. Seeing
@Quy she relaxed. 'Protector, she said with relief. "W
were forced to turn back. There was a patrol of trolls at
the | ower end of the canyon who were attenpting to flee
back to their own lines. W seened to be fighting to get
past each other. Then the expl osion.

we were showered with rocks. | don't know what happened to the
trolls. | think they fled. . .' She pointed to her bl eeding
forehead. "Sone of us were hurt.'

"Who is with you?' he asked.

Arut ha stepped forward as Briana shook her head to

clear it, then motioned, and into the glow fromthe
conflagration in the city came two nore guards, one

obvi ously wounded, and a dozen or nore children. Wth

wi de, startled eyes they regarded Arutha, CQuy, and the
others. briana said, "They had been trapped in a draw by

some Dark Brothers. Sone of my soldiers killed the

Brot hers, but we were separated. W' ve been finding
stragglers for the | ast hour.

Quy counted. 'Sixteen.' He turned to Arutha. 'What

do we do now?'

Arutha said, 'Every man for hinmself or not, we can't

% eTnt ohsem turned, alerted by some approachi ng sound.

. What ever we do, we'd best do it sonewhere el se. Cone
along." guy pointed over the rimof the draw and he and the

ot hers began hel ping the children clinb. Soon they were
all above the canyon rimand noving off toward the
west. Arutha was the last to reach the rim and as the others

vani shed out of sight he dropped to his knees behind an

out croppi ng of rock. Into view cane a conpany

of goblins, nmoving cautiously as if expecting attack at every
turn while they attenpted to return safely fromtheir

lines. Fromtheir bl oodied appearance, it was clear they

had al ready encountered sone el ements of the Arnengarian
rout. Arutha waited until he was sure the children

were safely along, then took a rock and heaved it as far

past the goblins as possible. The stone sped unobserved
through the dark and clattered behind them The goblins
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spun around and hurried along, as if fearing attack from
behi nd. Arutha ducked along the ridge, running in a
crouch, then junped down to the next trail. Soon he
overtook the last of their party, the man call ed Shigga,
acting as rear guard.

Shigga notioned with his head. Arutha whispered,

' Goblins.'

The spearnan nodded and they noved down the trai
followi ng the band of tiny fugitives.

15
Fl i ght

Arutha notioned for a halt.

Everyone, including the children, noved agai nst the

rocks, hiding from possible observation. The entire party
crouched down in a gully, one they had been follow ng
for nmoSt of the night. Dawn was approaching, and after the fiery
di struction of Arnengar, the hills behind the city had becone a no-nan's
| and.
the fall of the city had been a victory for Mrnmandanus

but a vastly nore costly one than he had expected.
The hills behind Arnengar had been thrown into chaos.

units already in place there had been overrun by the
arnmy fleeing the city. A large nunber of goblins and noredhe
had quit the hills and fled back toward Mirnmandanus's

canp.
for the first few hours after the fall of the city, Arutha's
party had seen few goblins or Dark Brothers, but it waS
obvi ous that Murmandanmus had ordered a | arge numnber
of his units back into the hills. At first Mirnmandamnus's
forces had no clear advantage once in the rocks. There
was no coordi nati on anbng commanders and not enough
sol diers had come into the hills to put the fleeing
Arnengarians at a clear nunerical disadvantage. Bands
of goblins and noredhel ventured into the gullies and
washes behind the city in the darkness, seeking to
overtake the fugitives, but many never returned. Now,
the bal ance was shifting; soon the area would be entirely

in the eneny's control
Arut ha gl anced back at the huddling children. Severa
of the little ones were close to exhaustion froma
sl eepl ess night and constant terror. The probl em of
finding a safe passage south was confounded by the

inability of the youngest children to nove quickly. And
at each turn they ran the chance of encountering the
eneny. Twice they had blundered into elenents fromthe
city, and Guy had ordered them al ong on their own,

refusing to let this group becone |arger. Twice nore they
had di scovered corpses, from both sides.
The sound of boots grew | ouder, and fromthe nunber
and the lack of any attenpt to hide their approach,
Arutha judged this likely to be the eneny. He signalled
and everyone faded back along the gully, until Arutha,

Quy, Anps, Briana, and Shigga crouched down in the
shadows before the huddling children. Jinmy and

Lockl ear stayed in the mdst of the children, keeping
them quiet. The patrol, |led by a noredhel, consisted of trolls and

goblins. The trolls were sniffing the air, but the heavy
reek of snoke confounded their senses. They marched
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past the gully and down a |arge defile. When they were
past, Arutha notioned and the conpany noved

cautiously forward, travelling toward the west, away
%irc patrl,'8 ""bc"'" of" "' ~

Suddenly a child yelled in fright, and arutha and the

others whirled around. Jimy was | eapi ng past the ~~'.

children, Locklear at his side, weapons drawn as the

trolls attacked. Wether they had di scovered the fugitives
or had sinply decided to doubl e back al ong the

defile, Arutha did not know, but he knew they nust

di spose of this patrol quickly or they would alert others.

Arut ha |l unged over Locklear's shoulder and killed a

troll forcing the boy back. Anbs and Guy passed them

and soon the entire conpany was engaged. Shigga thrust

with his spear, killing another troll, while the noredhel
faced Guy. The dark elf recogni zed the Protector of
Armengar, for he shouted, "one-eye!' he attacked with
savage fury, pushing GQuy backward, but Lockl ear

duplicated Arutha's trick, striking past Guy, killing the
nor edhel

Abruptly it was over, with five trolls, an equal numnber

of goblins, and the noredhel dead. Arutha was breathing
heavily when he said, 'it's a good thing this is a narrow
"gully. If they'd got around us, we'd never have survived.'

GQuy regarded the greying sky and said, 'W have to

find sonme place to hide. The children are ready to drop,

and there's no place close where we can nove over the
nmount ai ns. '

Shigga said, 'My kraal is not far, so |'ve travelled here,
protector. There's a trail a mle nore to the west, not

often used. It leads to a shallow cave. Perhaps 'we can
reach it. It's adifficult clinb. . .’

‘"But we've no choice,' said Anps.

Quy said, "Show us.'

Shigga set out at a trot, only slowing to glance around
bends in the trail. Wwen he at last clinbed up on the
rocks next to the defile, they began lifting the children

the last child had been handed up and Bri ana had

clinmbed up after, when a shout came fromthe west. A

hal f-dozen Arnengarian soldiers were fighting a rearward
action as a |l arger nunber of goblins pursued them

toward Arutha and his conpanions. 'Get the children out of here!
Guy shouted to Briana,

Shigga crouched with his spear at the ready, while Briana
hurried the children along toward the cave.

arutha and the others joined with the Arnengarians

and bl ocked the defile, refusing to yield to the goblins.

the goblins fought with a frantic quality, and suddenly

Arut ha shouted, 'They're fleeing from soneone behind."

the Pressure increased as goblins began to |l eap at the

Arnengarians. Quy ordered a slow w thdrawal, and step

by step they I et the goblins push them back al ong the
defile. Shigga crouched above the defile, guarding the
slight trail to the cave fromany goblin or troll who night
attenpt to clinb toward the children, while Briana
continued to usher the children upward. But the goblins
chose to ignore them seeking frantically to get past.

Then a shout fromthe other side, beyond Arutha's
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vi sion, sounded, and several of the rearnost goblins
began battling some other foe. The goblins ceased
movi ng, as they were trapped between two groups of
%ft ~ yerl~ from behind caused Arutha to sPin about.

Ji my and Lockl ear had been watching the rear, and

anot her conpany of goblins was appearing at the far end

of the defile. Wthout hesitation, Arutha shouted

Ceba! nCGdetthoeubt! the boys | eaped for the rocks, then stabbed

downward at the goblins to allow Anmbs and Guy a chance to clinb upward. Now Arutha could see what
had

caused the first band of goblins to flee back toward them

A conPany of dwarves was battling furiously against the

goblins. Behind the dwarves, two elves could al so be
Seen, who drew bows and fired over the heads of their

shorter conpani ons. Arutha recogni zed one of the elves

and shouted, 'Galain!'

The el f | ooked up and waved. He shoul dered his bow

and | eaped up on the ridge, skirting the fighting in the

gully below. Wth a long running | eap he cl eared anot her

wash and | anded on the side of the defile where Arutha

stood. 'Martin has gone on to Yabon. are you all right?

Arut ha nodded as he drew a deep breath. 'Yes, but

the city's gone.

The el f said, 'We know. Even niles away the

expl osi on was seen. We've been encountering refugees

all night.. Mst of the dwarves under Dol gan have forned
a rough corridor along the high trail.' He pointed back
at the main trail they had used in comng to

arnmengar. "Most of those fleeing will get through.

Quy said, "There are children in that cave up there.

He waved to where Shigga crouched on the other side of

the defile.

Galain called out, 'Arian! There are children up

there.' He pointed toward the cave. The second detachMent
of goblins joined the fray and further conversation

was halted. Several goblins attenpted to clinmb up after
% n the rocks, but Anps kicked one in the face and

ran anot her through, and the others thought better of it.
a nonentary pause in the fight allowed Arian, the

other elf, to yell, "W'Il get themout.' The elf continued
at the goblins while two dwarves scranbl ed up

the trail, to aid Shigga, Briana, and the two

Armengarian soldiers in getting the children

"Calin sent a conpany of us to Stone Mountain to

honour Dol gan's accepting the crown.

when Martin arrived and told of what was going on up
here, Dol gan set off at once. Arian and | decided to
conme along while the rest returned to El vandar with

word of Murmandanus's march. Calin can't |eave our
forests unprotected with Tomas gone, but | suspect he'l
send a conpany of archers to help the dwarves get the
survivors over the mountain. The dwarves' corridor is
well held, fromthe Inclindel Gap to about a nile west of
here. Dolgan's warriors are all through the hills, so it'll
be lively up here for a while.'

The dwarves fought a hol ding action frombehind a
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shield wall while those above handed the chil dren down
to two dwarves at the rear, who quickly led themto
safety. Jimmy tugged at Quy's sleeve and pointed to
where a company of trolls was clinbing up from bel ow.
@Quy gl anced about, seeing better than a dozen goblins
Still between hinself and the dwarves, then pointed
toward the east. He waved to Briana and Shi gga,

i ndicating they should flee with the children. Quickly
GQuy and the others scranbl ed behind the goblins, and

| eaped down. They ran back to the | ast intersection they
had used, and noved down the shallow gully. Ducking

into the sanme covering they had avail ed thensel ves of
moments before, Guy said, "Those trolls coming up from
below will nmake it inpossible to reach the dwarves,

Per haps we can drop | ower and nove along until we've
%it(ladlainrosuait ste'smpretty chaotic up here. 1 was with the

most forward el ements of Dol gan's arny and they've

come as far as they can. Now they'll begin w thdraw ng,
If we don't overtake them quickly, we'll be |left behind.
Furt her conversation was interrupted by shouts from
above as nore of Miurmandanus's forces ran along the ridges toward the
i nvadi ng dwarves. @iy signalled and

they nmoved off at a crouched wal k, deeper into the wash,
headi ng down. After they had gone a few hundred nore
yards, Quy said, "Where are we?

They all exchanged | ooks and realized they had taken a
different way fromthe one they had come, and now t hey
were somewhere to the west of the cavern that had
enptied out behind the city. Jimy glanced up and

began to rise, then ducked down again. He pointed.
"There's a glow in the sky still, over there, so that nust
be where the city is.'

GQuy swore softly. "We're not as far east as | thought. |
don't know where this gully enpties out.

Arut ha | ooked at the |lightening sky. "We' d better keep
moving.' They hurried off, not certain where they were
headi ng, but knowi ng that to be caught would be to die.

'"Riders,' whispered Galain, who had been scouting
ahead.

Arut ha and Guy both pointed, and the elf said,
"Renegades. A half dozen. The louts are taking their

ease about a campfire. You'd think it was a picnic.'
"Any signs of others?' asked Quy.
"Not hing. | saw sonme novenent farther to the west,
but | think we've noved behind Mirnmandanus's lines. |f
those | azing about the fire are any indication, things are pretty calm
her eabout s. '
Quy gestured with his thunb across his throat. Arutha
'nodded. Anps pulled a belt knife and notioned for the
"boys to circle the canp. In a crouch they all noved
along, until Jimmy signalled and he and Lockl ear
" clinbed up above the trail. The two squires noved
qui ckly and silently, while Arutha, Anmps, Gl ain, and
guy waited. They heard a startled shout and dashed
%)) knwar d
The two squires had junped a guard at the far end of
the canp, and the five other nen had their backs

Three di ed without knowi ng sonmeone was
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standi ng behind them and the other two quickly followed.
gl anced about. "Take their cloaks. If we're questioned,
we'll likely be found out, but if we keep to the

ridges, perhaps their sentries will think us only another
band out | ooking for stragglers.'

The boys put cl oaks of blue over their Armengarian

brown | eather. Arutha kept his own cloak of blue, while
Anps donned one of green. Quy retained his black one.

To a man the Arnengarians wore brown, so the col ours

m ght disguise the fugitives for a while. Arutha tossed a
grey cloak to Galain and said, 'Here, try to look like a
Dark Brother.'

Dryly the elf said, 'Arutha, you do not know what a

test of friendship that remark is. | nust have Martin
expl ain such things to you.

Arutha said, "Aadly, if it's back hone over wine in the
conpany of our famlies.'

The bodies were rolled down into a gully. Jimy

| eaped atop the ridge above the canmp and clinbed uP

anot her ridge "above that, standing so that he m ght get
some sense of where they were. 'Dam!' he swore as he

j unped back down.

Arut ha said, 'Wat?

"A patrol, about a half-nile back along the trail. It's
not in any hurry, but it's coming this way. Thirty or nore
riders.'

Quy said, 'We have now,' and they nounted the

renegades' horses.

As they noved out, Arutha said, 'Galain, |'ve not had

a nonment to ask of the others who travelled with
Martin.' He left the question unasked.

Gal ain said, "Martin was the only one to reach Stone
Mount ai n. He shrugged. 'We know Laurie's boyhood

friend is dead,' he said of Roald, not using the dead
man's nanme in elver fashion. 'OF Laurie and Baru

Ser pent sl ayer, we know nothing.' Arutha could only

nod. He felt regret at the death of Roald. The nercenary
had proved a | oyal conpanion. But he was nore

di sturbed at Laurie's unknown fate, he thought of
Carline. He hoped for her sake Laurie was well. He put

asi de that worry for nore i nmedi ate concerns and
nmotioned for Galain to | ead the way.

They noved eastward, taking the higher trail whenever
possible. galain rode in the van, and they did

resenbl e a conpany of renegades |ed by a noredhel

At a point where two trails nmet, they could again see

the city. It squatted agai nst the nountain, snoking
rubbl e. The crater where the keep had stood still spewed

forth black snoke. The rocks of the cliff face seemed to

glowred in the early norning gloom "is there nothing

| eft of the keep?' Quy asked in quiet wonder.

Anos | ooked down, his face a stony mask. (it was

there,' he answered, pointing to a spot at the base of the

cliff. Now only the raging inferno could be seen as the
pool of naphtha burned unabated in the deep pit bl own

out of the rocks. Nothing which resenbled the keep, the
inner wall, noat, or the first dozen blocks of the city

coul d be seen. Those buil dings nearest the citadel stil

di scernible were little nore than piles of rubble. Only the

outer wall renmined intact, except where the barbican
had been expl oded. Everything was gutted, charred
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bl ack, or glowing red. Anpbs said, "it's all gone.

Armengar is gone.' No building renmained intact, and the
entire nountainside was shrouded by a blue bl ack haze

of snoke. Even outside the walls, the litter of bodies was

appal l'i ng.
It was clear that Murnandanus had taken a terrible
beating in sacking the city, but still his host dom nated

the plain outside the walls. Banners flew and conpani es
nmoved, as the noredhel warlord ordered his arny to
march. Anpbs spat. 'Look, he still has a larger arny in
reserve than he threw at us.'

Arutha said with fatigue in his voice, "You cost him
cloSe to fifteen thousand dead

Quy interrupted. 'And he can still march nore than
thirty-five thousand agai nst Tyr- Sog. ' Elements were
nmovi ng, and the scouts and outriders were already
gal l oping toward their assigned places along the |ine of
march. Quy studied it for a nonent, then said, 'Dam

me! He's not noving south! He's nmoving his arny
eastward!’

Arut ha | ooked at Anps, then at CQuy. 'But that nmkes

no sense. He can hold the dwarves to the west, pushing

t hem back until he's in Yabon.'

Jimy said, "To the east. '

lies Hi ghcastle,' finished Arutha.

GQuy nodded. "He's going to march his arnmy down

Cutter's Gp, right into H ghcastle's garrison.

Arut ha said, 'But why? He can overrun Highcastle in
days, but he'll be left standing in the mddle of the High
Wol d, unprotected on either flank. He's got no obvious
goal .' Q@uy said, 'if he strikes dead south, he can be in the

Di mwod i nside a nonth.'
' Set hanon,' said Arutha.

Quy said, "I don't understand it. He can take
Set hanon. Its garrison is little nore than an honour
conpany. But once there, what? He can winter, living on

forage fromthe Di mwod and whatever city stores he

captures, but conme spring, Lyamcan hit himfromthe

east and your forces fromthe west. He'll be between the

hamrer and the anvil, with a five-hundred-nile retreat

back into the mountains. It would mean his destruction.'

Anps spat. 'Let's not underestinmate the nose-picke.

He's up to something.' Galain | ooked about. "We'd best be going along. If

he's noving east for certain, we'll never be able to
doubl e back and reach Inclindel. That patrol we saw wl|
be a conpany of outriders. They'll stay up here along the

entire line of march, follow ng behind us.

GQuy nodded. "Then we must reach Cutter's Gap
before his advanced el enents.’

Arut ha spurred his horse and they began the ride
east war d.

For the bal ance of the day they nmanaged to keep ahead
of any of Murmandanus's sol diers. COccasionally they
woul d see flankers riding off fromthe main arny, far
bel ow on the plain, and there were signs of nobvenent
behind them But the trail began novi ng downward, and
near sundown Arutha said, 'W're going to be riding
smack into their outer pickets if we keep noving toward
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the plain.'

Quy said, "If we continue riding past dark, we nmnight

slip into the woods at the bottomof the hills. If we hug
the foot of the mountains and ride all night, we'll enter
the forest proper. | doubt even Murmandamus will be
sendi ng | arge nunbers of soldiers into the Edder Forest.
He can circle it easily enough. The Edder is no place |I'd

.like to be, but we'll have cover. If we ride all night, we
m ght stay enough ahead of themto be safe . . . at |east
fromthem'

Jimy and Lockl ear exchanged questi oni ng | ooks,

then Jimy said, "Anps, what's he nean?

Amos gl anced at Guy, who nodded. "The Edder's a

bad place, boy. W can - could forest for about three
mles or so into the woods along its edge. A little farther
in a man could hunt. But farther than that, well - we
don't know what's in there. Even the goblins and dark
Brothers skirt the place. Woever goes deep into the
forest just doesn't come back. W don't know what's in
there. The Edder's pretty dam big, so just about
anything could hide in there.'

Arutha said, 'We leap fromthe cauldron to the fire,
then '

"Perhaps,' answered Guy. "Still, we know what we face
if we ride the plain.'
Jimy said, "Maybe we could slip by, keeping our
di sgui ses. '
It was CGal ain who answered. 'There is no chance,
Jimy. One | ook and any noredhel knows an el edhe
instantly. It is something we do not speak of, but sinply
believe me. There is an instinctive recognition.’
Amos spurred his mount forward. 'Then there's
nothing else for it. Into the forest, |ads.'

They rode as quietly as they could through woodl ands

dark and forebodi ng. Distant calls echoed from nmurnmandanus's
army, canped for the night on the plains to

the north. By noving throughout the night, Arutha

j udged they would be well ahead of Murmandanus's

army by sun-up. By mdday they would be out of the

forest, back upon the plain, able to pick up speed. Then

if they could reach Cutter's Gp and Brian, Lord

Hi ghcastl e, there was a chance of sl ow ng Mirnmandanus

all the way down the Hi gh Wl d and through the

D mwod. Jimmy spurred his horse forward and overtook Gl ain.

"I've got this funny itch.'

Softly the elf said, "I feel it, too. |I also sense sonething
fam liar about these woods. | can't put a nanme to it
Then with el vish hunour he added, 'But then, I'monlY

a youngster, barely forty years of age.'

Returni ng the dryness, Jimy said, 'An infant.

Quy, who rode next to Arutha, said, 'We mght just

get to Highcastle.' He was quiet for a while, then at |ast

said, '"Arutha, returning to the Kingdom poses sone

probl ems for me.' Arutha nodded in understandi ng, though the gesture

was lost in the dark. "i'll speak with Lyam | assume once
at Highcastle I'll have your parole. Until we sort this
mess out, you'll be under my protection.
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Quy said, '"i'mnot worried over iy fate. Look, 1've

what's left of a small nation streaning down into Yabon

| just just want to ensure they're well cared for.' His
voi ce reveal ed a deep sense of despair. "I vowed to

rebuild Arnengar. We both know that will never be.

Arutha said, 'W'l
people into the Kingdom Guy.'

wor k out sonething to bring your
He studied the formthat

rode slowy beside himin the darkness. "But what of
yoursel f?'

"I have no concern for nyself. But | ook, consider
interceding with Lyam on Arnand's behal f if he got

out. He's a fine general and able leader. |f |
the crown, he would have been the next Duke of

had t aken
Bas- Tyr a.

Wth no son of ny own, | couldn't imagine a better
choice. You'll need his sort, Arutha, if we're to weather
all that's coming. His only fault is an overbl own sense of
personal |oyalty and honour.'

Arut ha promi sed to consider the request and they
| apsed into silence. They continued riding unti

m dni ght, when Arutha and Guy agreed upon a halt.
"Quy approached Galain while they rested the horses and

said, "We're now farther into these woods than any

Armengari an has travelled and returned.’

Galain said, "I'Il keep alert.' He studied Guy's face. '

have heard of you, Guy du Bas-Tyra. At |ast recounting,

you were sonething of an object of distrust,' he said with

el ver understatenent. "It seens the situation has

changed.' He nodded toward Arutha

Quy smled a grimsnile. "For the nonent. 'Fate and

circunstance occasionally forge unexpected alliances.'

The elf grinned. "That is true. You have an el f-like
appreciation. | would like to hear the tal e sonmeday.'

@Quy nodded. Anmpbs approached and said, 'I thought |

heard sonething that way.' Quy | ooked where he

i ndi cated. Then both di scovered Gal ai n gone.

Arutha cane over. 'l heard it also, as did Galain. He'l

return soon. Guy hunkered down, resting while alert. 'Let's hope

wel |l after

he's able.’

Jimy and Lockl ear tended the horses in silence.

Jimy studied his friend. In the gloomhe could only see
alittle of the boy's expression, but he knew that

Lockl ear still hadn't recovered from Bronwynn's deat h.
Then Jimy was visited by a strange sense of guilt. He
hadn't thought of Krinsta since the retreat fromthe wall.
Jimy tried to shrug aside the irritation. Hadn't they
been lovers fromdesire and entered freely into the

rel ati onshi p? Had any prom ses been nade? Yes and no,

but Jimy felt nettled at his own | ack of concern. He
didn't wish any harmto Krinsta but he didn't see nuch
sense in worrying about her. She was as able to take care
of herself as any woman Jimy had net, a soldier by
training since childhood. No, what troubled Ji my was

the absence of concern. He vaguely sensed sonet hi ng

was | acking. He becane irritated. He'd had enough

concern with others in his life, with Anita's injury and
Arutha's nmock death. Becomi ng involved with other

peopl e was a bl oody inconvenience. Finally he felt his

irritation grow to anger. He moved up to Lockl ear and grabbed his friend
roughl y, he hi ssed.

swi nging himabout. 'Stop it!
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Lockl ear's eyes wi dened in surprise. 'Stop what?'
" This bl oody damm - silence. Bronwnn's dead and it
wasn't your fault.' Locklear's expression remai ned unchanged, but slowy

moi sture gathered in his eyes, then tears began to run

down his face. Pulling his shoul der out from under

Jimy's hand with a shrug, he quietly said, (The horses.
He noved away, his face still streaked with tears.

Jimy sighed. He didn't know what had possessed him

to act that way, but suddenly he felt stupid and

t houghtl ess. And he wondered how Krinsta was faring, if

she was still alive. He turned to the horses and struggl ed

to push away strong enotions.

Galain returned at a silent run. "Alight of some sort,

far into the woods. | ventured cl ose, but heard
movenent. They were stealthy, al nost passing unnoticed,
but | did hear signs of their comng this way.'

@Quy noved toward his horse, as did the others. Galain
mount ed, and when the others were ready, he pointed.

He whi spered, "W nust nove to the edge of the forest,

as far fromthe light as we can wi thout being seen by
Mur mandanus' s scouts. '

He spurred his horse and began to ride forward. He

had noved about a dozen paces when a figure dropped

out of the trees from above, knocking himfromthe

saddl e.

More attackers | eaped down fromthe trees and all the
riders were dragged fromtheir horses. Arutha hit the
ground and rolled, coming to his feet with his sword in
hand. He regarded his opponent, |ooking into an elf-1like

face set in a mask of hatred. Then he saw t he bownen
behi nd, drawi ng a bead upon him and with a strange
sense of finality, he thought, is this howit will end at the
| ast ? The prophecy was wrong.

Then the one sitting atop Galain pulled himup by the

tunic, his other hand drawn back with a knife ready to
kill him He faltered, exclaimng,

El edhel!" followed by a sentence in a | anguage unknown to Arut ha.
Suddenly the attackers ran forward, but no attenpt

was made to kill Arutha's party. Hands restrained them

while Galain's attacker helped himto his feet. They
spoke rapidly in the other |anguage, and Gal ain
nmotioned to Arutha, then the rest. The others, dressed
in grey hooded cl oaks, nodded and pointed toward the
east .

Gal ain said, 'W nust go with them'

In soft tones Arutha said, 'Do they think us renegades
and you

one of then?

The normal el ver nask was dropped and Gal ain

reveal ed confusion in the gloom "I don't know what
wonder we have stumbled into, Arutha, but these aren't
nor edhel . They're elves.' He glanced about the clearing
"And |'ve never seen any of thembefore in ny life.

They were brought before an old elf, who sat upon a

wooden seat, elevated by a platform The clearing was
seventy or so feet wide, and on all sides elves squatted or
stood. The surrounding area was their honme, a village of
huts and small buildings of wood, but totally |acking the
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beauty and grace found in El vandar. Arutha gl anced

about. The elves stood arrayed in unexpected garb. Gey
cl oaks, much like those worn by the noredhel, were
common, and the warriors wore an assortnent of |eather
armour and furs. Odd decorative jewellery of copper and
brass, set with unpolished stones, or necklaces of aninal
teeth hung about many of the warrior's necks. The
weapons were rude but efficient-1looking, I|acking the fine
craftsmanshi p conmon to those el ver weapons Arut ha

had seen before. That these were elves was certain, but
they possessed a barbaric aspect that caused Arutha no
smal | disconfort. The Prince listened as the | eader of
those who had captured them spoke to the elf upon the
seat. "Aron Earanorn,' whispered Galain to Arutha. 'That

means King Redtree. They call that one their king.'

The King notioned for the prisoners to be brought

forward and spoke to Galain. Arutha said, 'Wat did he
say?' The King said, 'Wat | said was that had your friend

not been recogni zed, you'd all nost |ikely be dead now.'
Arut ha said, 'You speak the King's Tongue.'

The old elf nodded. "As well as Arnengarian. W

speak the tongues of nen, though we have nothing to do
with men. W have learned it over the years fromthose
we have captured.'’

GQuy seened angered. "It has been you who have been
killing my peopl e!

"And who are you?' asked the King.

"I am Quy du Bas-Tyra, Protector of Arnengar.'’

The Ki ng nodded. ' One-eye, we have heard of you

We kill any who invade our forest, whether nen,

goblins, trolls, or even our dark kin. W have only

enem es without the Tauredder. But this' - he pointed at
Galain - "is sonething newto us.' He studied the elf. "I

woul d know you and your |ine.'

‘I am Gal ain, son of one who was brother to one who
ruled,’ he said, not using the nanes of the dead in elver
fashion. 'My father was descended from he who drove

the noredhel fromour hones. | amcousin to Prince
Calin and nephew to Queen Agl aranna.'

The old elfs eyes narrowed as he studied Galain. 'You
speak of princes, yet ny son was slain by the trolls
seventy winters ago. You speak of queens, yet ny son's
mot her died in the battle for Neldarl od, when our dark
brothers | ast sought to destroy us. You speak of things
do not understand. '

Gal ain said, 'As do you, King Earanorn. | do not know
where lies this Neldarl od you spoke of, nor have | heard
of our people living north of the great nountains. | speak

of those of our kin who live in our hone, in El vandar.'
Several elves said, 'Barmalindar!’

Arutha said, 'Wat is that word?

Gal ain said, 'it neans "gol den hone - place - |and"
it's a place of wonder. They think of it as a fable.
The King said, 'Elvandar! Barmalindar! You speak of

| egends. Qur ancient hone was destroyed in the Days of
the Mad Gods' Rage.'

Galain was silent for a long while, as if deeply

" considering sonething. Finally he turned to Arutha and
GQuy. 'l amgoing to ask that you be taken from here. |
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must speak of things, things which | lack the wisdomto
know if it is proper to share with you. | nust speak of

t hose who have gone to the Bl essed Isle, and speak of

the shanme of our race. | hope you understand.' To the

King he said, "i would speak of these things, but they are
for the el edhel only to hear. WIIl you take ny friends to
a place of safety while |I speak?

The King nodded and waved for a pair of guards, who
escorted the five humans to another clearing. There was

no place to sit, except upon the ground, so they

hunkered down upon the danp soil. They coul d not hear

Gal ai n speak, but they caught the faint sound of his voice
on the night wind. For hours the elves held council and
Arutha drifted off into a doze.

Suddenly Galain was there, notioning for themto rise.

"l have spoken of things |I'd thought | had forgotten, old
| ore taught to ne by the Spellweavers. | think they
bel i eve now, though they are deeply shaken.'

Arut ha | ooked at the two guards who waited sone

di stance away, respecting Galain's privacy. "Wwo are

these elves?' Galain said, "I understand that when you and Martin

passed t hrough El vandar on your way to Moraelin,
Tathar told you of the shanme of our race, the genocida
war conducted by the noredhel against the gl anredhel.
think these are the surviving descendants of the gl anredhel
They seem proper elves' and are certainly not
mor edhel , but they have no Spel |l weavers or keepers of
| ore. They have becone nore prinmtive, little nore than
savages. They have | ost many arts of our people. | don't
know. Perhaps those who survived the last battle, when
the first Murmandamus | ed the noredhel, came here and
found refuge. The King spoke of their having lived for a
long tine in Neldarlod, which neans "Pl ace of the Beech
Trees", so they are but recently cone to Edder Forest.
' They' ve been here | ong enough to make it inpossible
for the Armengarians to hunt or |unber deeply,' said
Quy. "At least three generations.'
"i'mspeaking of elver things, an elver sense of 'years,'
answered Gal ain. "They' ve been here over two hundred
years.' He regarded the two guards. 'And | don't think
they're entirely free of the glanredhel heritage. They're
much nore warli ke and aggressive than we of El vandar,
al most as much as the noredhel. | don't know. This King
seenms unsure of what should be done. He's taking
counsel now with his elders, and | expect we'll hear what
they wish in a day or two.'
Arut ha | ooked alarmed. "in a day or two, Mirmandanus
wi |l again be between us and Cutter's Gap. W
must be away this day.'
Galain said, "i'll return to council. Perhaps | can
explain a few things to them about the way the world
works outside this forest.' He left themand they sat,
again resigned to having nothing to do but wait.

Nearly half the day had passed when Gal ai n returned.

"The King will let us go. He'll even provide escort to the
val ley that leads to Cutter's Gap, along a clear trail, so
we will reach it before Mirmandanus's arny. They'l

"have to go around the forest, while we'll go straight

t hrough. "
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Arutha said, 'l was worried we m ght have trouble.

"W did. You were going to be killed, and they were
still deciding what to do with ne.'

"What changed their mnds?' said Anps.

"Murmandanus. | just nentioned that nane and you

woul d have t hought soneone had stuck a branch in a
hornets' nest. They have |lost nmuch lore. but that is one
nane they renenber. There is no doubt we have found

the descendants of the glanmredhel here. | judge about
three or four hundred in the i mediate area fromthe
nunber

of those in council. There are nore living in

di stant communities, enough that it doesn't pay for
anyone to bother themin any event.'
"WIIl they help with the fight?' asked CQuy.

Gal ai n shook his head. | don't know. Earanorn is a sly

one. |If he should bring his people to Elvandar they'd be

wel comed but not entirely trusted. There's too nmuch of

the savage about them It would be years before anyone

was confortable. He al so knows that in the council of the

true EIf Queen, he would be only a mnor nenber, as he

is not even a Spellweaver. He woul d be included, as a

gesture to his people and al so because he is anobng the

ol dest of the elves living in the Edder Forest. But, here

he is a king, a poor king, but still a king. No, this will not

be an easy or sinple problem But, that is the sort of

guestion we elves are willing to spend years in ponder'ing.
|'ve given Earanorn clear instructions on the way to

El vandar, so that should his people wish to return to our

nmot her forest, they may. They will conme or not as

pl eases them while for now we nust make for Hi ghcastle.
Arutha rose and said, 'Good, at |east we have one |ess

problem' Jimry followed Arutha toward the horses and said to

Locklear, "As if the one's we have left are such piddly
little things.' Anps | aughed and cl apped the boys on the shoul ders.

The horses were at their Iimt, for Arutha and his

conpani ons had been riding themhard for alnbst a

week. The tired aninals were footsore and sl ow, and

Arut ha knew they had only just managed to stay ahead

of the invaders. The day before, they had spotted snoke

behind them as Miurnandamnus's advanced scouts had

made canp at day's end. This lack of caution at being

spotted showed their contenpt for the garrison between

them and the Ki ngdom

Cutter's Gap was at the south end of a wide vall ey,

runni ng through the Teeth of the Wrld, rock-strewn and

densely grown with brush for nost of its Iength. Then it

cleared, with no vestige of cover. Only scorched ground

could be seen. Jinmy and Lockl ear gl anced about, and
Quy observed, 'W have reached the linmt of Highcastle's
patrols. He probably has a burn here every year,

to keep the area uncovered so no one can approach
undetected. '

As the sixth day since their |eaving the Edder Forests

was drawing to a close, the valley began to narrow and

they entered the gap. Arutha slowed his horse as he
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| ooked about, softly observing, 'Renenber Roal d saying
that thirty nercenaries held back two hundred goblins
her e?'

Ji my nodded, thinking of the fun-1loving mercenary.
They rode into the gap in silence.

"Halt and identify yourselves!' came the cry fromthe
rocks above.

Arutha and the others reined in and waited while the
speaker reveal ed hinself. A man stepped out from
behind a rock above on the rimof the gap, a man
wearing a white tabard with a red stone tor depicted
upon it, still clear in the twlight of evening. A conpany
of riders appeared from down the narrow canyon while
bowren rose up on all sides above.

Arutha slowy raised his hands. "I am Arutha, Prince
of Krondor."

There were several |aughs and the officer in charge

said, "And |I'myour brother, the King. N ce and bol d,
renegade, but the Prince of Krondor' lies dead in his
famly's vault in Rillanon. If you'd not been running
weapons to the goblins you' d have heard.

Arut ha shouted back, 'Get nme to Brian Hi ghcastle.’

The | eader of the horsemen rode up next to the Prince

and said, 'Put your hands behind you, there's a good
lad.' Arutha renoved his right gauntlet, and held out his

signet. The man studied it, then shouted, "Captain, Have
you seen the Royal Seal of Krondor?

"An eagle flying over a nountain peak.

"Wel |, whether he's the Prince or not, he's wearing the

ring.' Then the man | ooked at the others. "And he's got

an elf with him too.'

"An el f? You nmean a Dark Brother.'

The sol di er | ooked confused. 'You'd better cone down

here, sir.' He said to Arutha, "We'll get this straight in a
mnute . . . Your Highness,' he added in a soft voice, just

in case. The captain took several minutes to reach the floor of

the gap, then cane to stand next to Arutha. He studied

the Prince's face. "it's a good likeness, I'll warrant, but
the Prince never wore no beard.

Then Quy said, "As thick-headed as you are, it's no

wonder Armand sent you to Highcastle, Walter of

Gyl denhol t.
The man regarded Guy for a |ong nonment, then said
"Bl oody hell. it's the Duke of Bas-Tyra!'

"And this is the Prince of Krondor.

The man called Walter kept |ooking back and forth, he
said, 'But you're dead, or at least that's what the roya
procl amation said.' He turned to Guy. "And it's your
head to return to the Kingdom Your G ace.'

Arutha said, 'Get us to Brian and we'll straighten this
out. His Grace is under ny protection, as are these
others. Now, can we stop this foolishness and ride on
There's an arny of Dark Brothers and goblins a day or

so behind us, and we think Brian would appreciate
hearing about it.' Walter of Gyldenholt notioned for the man who | ed
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the conpany to turn around. 'Take themto Lord
H ghcastle. And when it's all sorted out, cone back and
tell ne just what the bloody hell is going on.'

Arut ha put down the razor. He ran his hand over his

again clean face and said, "So we |left the elves and rode
straight here.'

Brian, Lord Hi ghcastle, conmander of the detachnent

at Cutter's Gap, said, 'An incredible tale, H ghness.

Were | not seeing you here with ny own eyes, with du
Bas-Tyra sitting there, 1'd not have believed a word. The
Ki ngdom t hi nks you dead. W had a day of nenorial in

your honour at the King's request.' He sat observing the

weary travellers as they cleaned up and ate, in the
barracks room he had given over to Arutha and his

compani ons. The old conmander was still in posture, as

if he were constantly at attention. He | ooked nore a
parade ground sol dier than a frontier comuander.

Ampos, who was busy gul ping a flagon of wine,

| aughed. (if you're going to have one of those, it's best to
do it before you' re dead so you can enjoy it. Shame you
mssed it, Arutha.'

Quy said, "Have you nmany of ny nmen with you?

H ghcastl e said, 'Mst of your officers were sent to

I ronpass and Northwarden, but we've two of your better

ones here: Baldwin de la Troville, and Anthony du

Masi gny. And a few remain at Bas-Tyra. Cuiles MarlineRoomns
rules in your city now, as Baron du Corvis.'

Quy said, "He'd like to be Duke, no doubt.’

Arutha said, 'Brian, 1'd like to evacuate back to

Set hanon. That's Mirnmandanus's obvi ous target and the

city could benefit fromyour soldiers here. This position
is untenable. '

Hi ghcastl e said nothing for a |l ong noment, then said,

"No, Highness.'

Anps said, "Say no to the Prince? Ha!'

The Baron cast a sidelong gl ance toward Amps, then

said to Arutha, 'You know ny charter and charge. | am
vassal to your brother, no one else. | amgiven the
security of this pass. | will not abandon it.

"My gods, man!' said Guy. "WII| you not take our
word? An arny of more than thirty thousand i s marching
here and you' ve what, one, two thousand sol diers spread over
the hills fromhal fway to Northwarden to halfway to Tyr- Sog
He' Il overrun you in a half day.
"So you say, @uy. | have no firsthand know edge that
what you say is true.' Arutha was stunned, while Anps said, 'Now you're

calling the Prince a liar!"’

Brian ignored Anpbs. 'I have no doubt you've seen

sonme heavy concentration of Dark Brothers up north,

but thirty thousand seens unlikely. W' ve been dealing
with themfor years and our best intelligence is that there
couldn't be any force of themlarger than two thousand
in the field under one commander. W can easily handl e
that many fromthis position.'

Guy spoke in controlled fury. 'Have you been

daydream ng while Arutha's been speaking, Brian'?

Didn't he tell you we lost a city with a sixty-foot-high
wal | , approachable fromonly one side, defended by

seven thousand battl e-tested sol di ers under ny'
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command?' ' And who has | ong been recogni zed as the finest

mlitary mind in the Kingdon?' asked Arutha.

H ghcastle said, '|I know of your reputation, Guy, and
agai nst Kesh you' ve performed well. But we Border
Lords face unusual situations as a matter of course,~ |I'm

sure we can deal with these Dark Brothers.' The Baron
pushed hinmsel f away fromthe table and noved toward

the door. '"Now, if you'll excuse me, | have ny duties to
see to. You may continue to rest here as long as you

W sh, but remenber, here | amthe suprene comrmander

until the King decides otherwise. Now | judge you all
need rest. Please feel free to dine with ny officers and
myself, in two hours. I'lIl send a guard to wake you.'

Arut ha sat down at the table. After Highcastle had

| eft, Anps said, 'The man's an idiot."'

Quy | eaned forward, chin in hand. 'No, Brian's just
doing his duty as he sees fit. Unfortunately, he's no
general. H's patent cane from Rodric, as sonething of a
.joke. He's a southerner, a court noble with no prior
battle training. And he's had little trouble’ with the
goblins up here.’

"He came to Crydee once when | was a boy,' said

Arutha. "I thought hima dashing fell ow. The Border
Lords.' The last was said with bitter hunour.

"He'll do as he wi shes,' said Guy. "And he's had nostly
troubl e-makers like Walter of Gyldenholt sent to his
service. Armand sent himhere five years ago for stealing
fromthe conpany treasury. He had been a senior

Kni ght - Li eut enant before that.

"But,' added Guy, 'because of politics, some good mnen

are here as well. Baldwin de la Troville and Anthony du
Masi gny are both first-rate officers. They had the

m sfortune to be loyal to me. I"'msure it was Caldric who
suggested to Lyamthey be sent to the border."

Amos said, "Still, what good? Do you propose we

incite a nmutiny?

Quy said, 'No, but at |east when the butchering begins,
the garrison will die under some competent officers al ong
with the fools.'

Arut ha | eaned back in a chair, feeling fatigue course
through his body. He knew t hey rmust do somet hi ng

soon, but what? His mnd spun with confusion, and he
knew it was dulled by lack of sleep and by tension. No

one in the room spoke. After a noment Lockl ear rose

and made his way to one of the bunks and | ay down.

wi thout words to the others, he was quickly asleep.

Anps said, 'That's the best idea |I've heard in weeks.

He made his way to another bunk and, with a deep groan

of satisfaction, settled into the soft enbrace of the down
conforter. "I will see you at supper.' The others foll owed
hi s exanple. Soon all were asleep except Arutha, who tossed and

turned, his mnd visited by visions of hosts of goblins and
nmor edhel overrunning his nation, killing and burning.

Hi s eyes refused to stay closed, and at |last he sat up, a
col d sweat upon his body. He gl anced about and saw the
others were all slunbering. He lay back and waited for
sleep to cone, , but he was still awake when the, call for
supper cane.
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16
Creation

Macr os opened his eyes.

The' sorcerer had entered a trance within m nutes of

di scovering they were in the tinme trap, and had been
nmoti onl ess since. After watching himfor several hours,
Pug and Tomas had grown bored and turned their

attentions to other matters. They had tried to discover al
they coul d about the Garden, but as it was a m xture of
alien plant and animal life, nmuch of what they saw was
difficult to understand. After what seened days of

expl oration, the sorcerer hadn't stirred and they had

resi gned thensel ves to waiting.

"I think I've thought of a solution,' Mcros said,
stretching. 'How | ong have | been in trance!

Tomas, who sat nearby on a |arge rock, said, 'l

estimate about a week.' Pug noved from where he had been observing, at
Ryath's side, and said, 'O it could be nore. It's hard to

tell.’
Macros blinked and stood up. 'Moving through tine
backwar ds does make it sonewhat academic, |'ll admt.

But | had no idea |I'd been contenplating so |ong."'

Pug said, "You haven't given us nmuch idea of what is
going on here. | tried several things to discover what is
occurring about us, and have only gained a little notion
of howthis tine trap works.

"What have you | earned about the trap?

Pug's brow furrowed. 'it appears the spell was

designed to reverse tine in a field about us. As |long as
we're in that field, we are subject to its effect and cannot
change it. W're carried along with the Garden, noving

at a leisurely pace backward through the tinmestream'
Frustration showed clearly in his tone. "Macros, we've
plenty of fruit and nuts, but Ryath is hungry. She has
managed to get by on sone of the small gane around

here, and even has namnaged to eat sone nuts, but she
can't go on this way much longer. Wthin a short tine

she' Il have hunted out the ganme, and then she'll begin to
starve. '

Macr os | ooked over to where the golden dragon lay in

a doze, to conserve energy. 'Well, we nust get out of

here, then, by all neans.'

" How?' said Tonms.

it will be difficult, but I expect you two will be up to
it." He managed to snmile, returning to sonething of the
confidence he had exuded when both had known him

before. 'Any trap has sone weakness. Even sonething as
sinmple as a rock dropped from above has a design flaw it
can miss. | think I've found the flawin this trap.

Pug said, it would prove refreshing. |I've thought of a
dozen things to do, if | were outside the field of this trap.
Ryath has tried to take me outside and we've failed. And

I can't think of a thing to do fromthe inside to fight our
flight back through tine. '

"The trick, dear Pug, is not to fight the flight backward
through tinme but to accelerate it. W nust travel faster
and faster, noving at rates undreaned of.'

Tomas said, 'To what ends? We nove back further

fromthe conflict. What do we gain?
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"Think, Ml anber of the Assenbly,' Mcros said, using

Pug's Tsurani nanme. 'if we go back far enough.
Pug said nothing for a while, then understandi ng began
to dawn. 'We go back to the beginning of time.'

"And before . . . when tine had no neani ng.

Pug said, "lIs this possible?

Macros shrugged. 'I don't know, but as |I can't think of
anything else to try, I'mwlling. I'll need your help. |

have the know edge but not the power.'

Pug said, 'Tell me what to do.'

Macros notioned for himto sit, and sat opposite him
Tomas stood behind his friend, observing with interest.
Macros reached out and pl aced his hands upon Pug's
head. 'Let my know edge cone into you.

Pug felt his mind fill with inages.

bef ore has he known this sense of panoram c awareness, . and the universe
as he knows it shudders. Only once

that time he stood upon the Tower of Testing when he
entered the ranks of the Geat Ones. A nore mature,

nmor e know edgeabl e observer watches this tine and

under stands so nuch nore of what he sees: the

symmetry, the order, the stunning magnificence that spin
about him all tied together in sone plan beyond his
ability to perceive. He stands in awe.

He casts his awareness about and again is astonished at

the wonders of the universe about him Now he again

swi ms between the stars, again perceiving the nystiC

lines of force that bind together all things in the universe.
He detects a tugging on those lines, and sees sonething
striving to enter this universe fromanother. It is foul, a
cancerous thing that threatens the order of all that is. It
is a darkness, a blotting out. It is the Enemy. But it is
weak and cautious. He ponders its nature as it falls away
% s understanding. He is noving backward in tine.

He observes the Garden. He can see himself sitting

before the sorcerer, his boyhood friend behind. He

knows what he must do. The flow of time about the

Garden is stately, noving at rhythnms nmatching the

normal rhythm of space and time about him but

reciprocal in flow, for each passing second, a second in
the Garden fl ows backward.

He reaches out, his mnd finding the key to the

timeflow, as real to the touch of his spirit being as a stone
to his hand. He caresses it and feels the beat of the

uni verse, the secret of the illusory dinmension. He sees
and he knows. He understands and mani pul ates that

flow, and now for each second of passing tinme in the

uni verse, two seconds pass in the Garden. He feels a
calmjoy, for he has just acconplished sonething that

only recently he woul d have judged beyond the ability of
any nortal nmagician. He puts aside his pride and
concentrates on the task at hand. Again he mani pul at es,

and for each true second, four now fl ow about Tomas,
Macros, and hinsel f. Again, and again, and again he
duplic'ates his feat, and now for each hour that the

uni verse ages, they flee backward nore than a day.

Again, and it is two days, then four, then nore than a
week. Thrice nore, and they nove at better' than a
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month for each true hour. Again, again, and again, and
soon they pass a year for each hour. He pauses and sends
forth his awareness.

Hi s mnd soars across the cosnpbs |ike an eagl e upon

the wi ng, speeding between stars like the m ghty bird of
prey gliding past the peaks of the Grey Towers. He spies
the hot and green-tinted star that is so famliar to him
and for a brief instant understands. He is upon Kel ewan,
di scovering the lost lore of the eldar. A year and nore
back in tinme have they noved. As fast as the tinme to
think, he returns his consciousness to his personal here
and now. Again he manipulates the tinme flow, and nowit is two

years per hour, then four, eight, sixteen. Again he

pauses and regards the universe.

The stars revolve in orderly fashion, hurtling through a
cosnmps so vast that their blinding speed appears little
more than a crawl. But they nove in odd pattern, their
nmotions inverted, their travels reversed. He considers

and again works upon the tine frame. He i s now master

of this practice, possessing abilities to dwarf the w | dest
anbitions of even the nost arogant nenber of the

Assenmbly. He is now certain of his own nature, so nuch
more than he had thought, and he manipul ates the tine
flowwith ease. A wild thought passes through him this is
to be like a god, then years of training surge uP with the
war ni ng: beware pride! Remenber, you are but a

mortal, and the first duty is to serve the Enpire. H's
teachers at the Assenbly did their job well. He ignores
the intoxication of his power, rediscovering his wal, the
perfect centre of his being, and again mani pul ates the
time flow A year passes in reverse for each second in the
true universe. Again and again he works his skills upon
the tinme trap of the eneny, accelerating it beyond the
expectations of those who fashioned it. Now a decade
passes each second and he knows he lives before the tine
of his birth. In the time it takes to draw breath, he has
passed back before the tine when Duke Borric's

gr andf at her invaded Crydee. He wor ks anot her pass of

time, and now the Kingdomis only half its future size,
Wth the hol dings of Baron von Darkmoor marking its
western boundary. Twice nore he accelerates the tine
factor, and the nations of his lifetine are little nore than
vill ages, peopled by sinmpler folks than those who wll
give rise to nations. Again and again he works his magic.
Then the universe rocks. The very fabric of reality is
rent. Energies inmpossible to fathom expl ode about him

vi ol ent beyond his ability to apprehend, and he

Pug opened his eyes. He felt a strange dislocation about
himand for a nonent his vision blurred. Tomas cane to
stand beside himand said, 'Are you all right?

Pug blinked and said, "Something out there

changed.'

Tomas | ooked skyward. 'There's sonething

happeni ng. '

Macros regarded the heavens. Odd patterns of energy's
whirled madly across the firmanment while stars

wobbl ed in the course. '"if we watch, we'll see things calm
down in tinme. W're seeing this fromback to front,
remenber .’
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' Seei ng what?' asked Pug.

Tomas answered, "The Chaos Wars.' There was a
haunted ook in his eyes, as if sonmething in what
occurred touched himdeeply in a place he had not
expected. But his face renmained a mask while he
wat ched the nmad ski es above.

% See, even now we are passing into an epoch before the
Macr os nodded. Standi ng up, he pointed heavenward.

Chaos Wars, the Days of the Mad Gods' Rage, the Tine

of Star Death, and whatever other col ourful names nyth
and | ore have conjured up for that period.

Pug closed his eyes and felt his mnd cold and nunb,

his head throbbing with a dull ache.

Macros said, 'it appears we are noving at the rate of
three, four hundred years a second in reverse tinme.' Pug
nodded. 'So for every three seconds, about a m !l enni um
passes.' He calculated. 'That's a good start.'

"Start?' questioned Pug. 'How fast need we nove!

"By ny best calculation, billions of years. At a

t housand years per second, we'll get back to the
beginning in our lifetine. But just barely. W need
better.'

Pug nodded, clearly fatigued, but he closed his eyes.
Tomas | ooked skyward. The stars could now be seen to
nmove, though, given their vast distances, it was still a
sl ow novenent. But even seeing this much notion was

di squieting. then their novenment seenmed to accel erate,
and soon it was noticeably faster. Then Pug was again
with them

"i've created a second spell within the structure of the
trap. Each mnute the rate will double without ny
intervention. W're now noving at a rate in excess of
two thousand years per second. In a mnute it will be
four. Then eight, sixteen, and so forth.'

Macr os' s expressi on was one of approval. "Good. That
gives us a few hours.' Tomas said, | think it's time for sone questions,

then.' Macros smiled, his dark eyes piercing, as he said,

"What you mean is you think it's tine for some answers.'
Tomas said, 'Yes, that is exactly what | mean. Years
ago you coerced nme into betraying the Tsurani peace
treaty and on that night you told ne you were the author
of my current existence. You said you gave ne all.
Everywhere | | ook, | see signs of your handi worKk.

| woul d know nore, Macros.'

Macros sat again. 'Well then, as we have sonme tine to

spend, why not? W are reaching a point in this
unfol di ng drama where know edge will no |onger hurt
you. What woul d you know?' He | ooked from Tonmas to

Pug. Pug gl anced at his friend, then | ooked hard at the

sorcerer. "Who are you?'

"I?" Macros seened anused by the question. 'i'm. .
who am | ?" The question seened al nost rhetorical. "i've
had so many nanes | can't recall every one.' He sighed
in remenbrance. 'But the one given at ny birth
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translates into the King's Tongue sinply as Hawk.' Wth

a smle he said, "My nother's people were a little
primtive.' He pondered. 'i'mnot sure where to begin.
Perhaps with the place and tine where | was born

.On a distant world, a vast enpire once ruled, at its

hei ght a match for Great Kesh and even Tsuranuanni

Thi s enpire was undi stingui shed in nbst ways - no

artists, philosophers, or |eaders of genius, save one or

two who popped up at odd nonents over the centuries.

"But it endured. And the one noteworthy thing it did was
inflict peace upon its doninion

"My father was a nmerchant, undistinguished in al

ways, save he was thrifty, and held | oan papers on many

of the most powerful men in his conunity. This | tel

you so you'll wunderstand: ny father was not soneone

about whom great sagas are conposed. He was a npst

unr emar kabl e, comon nan.

"Then, in the land of ny father's birth, another

.comon nman appeared, but one with the ability of spell’binding
oratory and an irritating habit of naking people

think. He raised questions that nade those in power
nervous, for while he was a peaceful man, he gathered

foll owers, and sone of themtended toward the radica

and violent. So those who ruled levelled a fal se charge
agai nst him He was brought to closed trial, where no

one could raise a voice on his behalf. In the nost

% anhnme and harsh verdict, it was accounted he spoke
treason - which was patently false - and he was ordered
executed. H s execution was to be public, in the fashion of that tinmne.
~', so many of the popul ace were there, including ny

father. That poor nmerchant of few gifts was there with
sonme of his highly placed countrynmen, and to please his
rulers - who owed himnmoney -. he participated, in nocking
and ridiculing the condermed man upon his way to

his death. 'For whatever reason, fate's whimor the gods' dry

sense of humour, the condemmed man paused in his walk

to the place of execution and faced ny father. O al

those about who were tornenting and berating him he

cast his eyes upon this one sinple nerchant. It may have

been this man was a nmagician, or it could sinply have

been a dying man's curse. But out of all there upon the

boul evard, he cursed my father. It was a strange curse,

whi ch ny father disnissed as the ravings of a man gone

mad with terror. 'But after the man had died and the years passed, ny

father noticed he wasn't getting any ol der. Hi s nei ghbours
and busi ness associ ates were showi ng the ravages

of the years, but ny father' |ooked nuch as he al ways
did, a nmerchant of about forty years.

(When the differences becanme pronounced, ny father

fled his honel and, |est he be branded a conpani on of
dark powers. He travelled for years. At first he put hiS

time to good purpose, becoming a fair scholar. Then he

| earned the curse for what it really was. A serious

acci dent occurred, |eaving himbedridden for nost of a

year. He di scovered death was deni ed him Should he be

wounded unto death, he would heal eventually.

"He began to long for the rel ease of death, an end to

the endl ess days. He returned to his honeland, to seek
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know edge of this man who had cursed him
he di scovered that myth now shrouded the truth and
that the man now stood at the centre of religious debate.

He was seen by some as a charlatan, by others as a
messenger of the gods

by a few as a god hinself, and bY

still others a herald of damation. That debates
conspired sone strife within the enpire,

Rel i gi ous wars are never pretty. But one story kept
surfacing: that three nagic artifacts associated with the
dead nman had the power to cure, to bring peace, and
finally, renove curses. As | understand it, they were a
wand, a cloak, and a cup. My father began at once
seeking those artifacts.

.Centuries passed, and at last ny father cane to a tiny
nation at the frontier of this enpire, where it was
supposed the last of the three artifacts could be

found - the other two being counted | ost beyond recovery.
The enpire was at |ast dissolving, as all such

things do, and this land was a wild place. Upon reaching
that nation, ny father was beset by brigands, who
wounded hi m severely, |eaving himfor dead. But of
course ny father sinply lay in nute agony, waiting to
heal .

"A worman found him Her husband had died in a

fishing mshap, |eaving her w thout resources. My father
was of an ancient race, steeped in culture and history,
but ny nother's people, called the People of the Lizard,
were barely nore than savages. A wi dow was to be
shunned, for any who gave to her assuned responsibility
for her. So this wonan of nearly nonexistent neans
nursed ny father to health, then lay with him for she
was without a man of her own and ny father was, by

then, an obviously well |earned nan, and possibly an
i mportant one. The long and short of it was | was
concei ved

"My father nmade his intent known to ny nother, who

prof essed no know edge of the artifact nmy father sought,
though it was a comon enough | egend even in that far

|l and. | suspect she sinply wished to keep her second
husband cl ose to hone.

"So, for atime, ny father stayed with nmy nother. In
the canon of ny father's people, it is said that the child
will inherit the sins of the father, but whatever the cause,
it is fromthis |egacy
that | sprang. My father remained | ong

enough to teach nme his |anguage

and his history, and the

rudi ments of reading and witing. A runour nade its
way to our land, a hint of the lost artifact, and ny father
resuned his quest, heading westward across a vast ocean

I never saw himagain. For all | know, he quests still. So,
my not her packed ne up and returned to the vill age of

her birth. "My nother was left with a son and no reasonabl e

expl anation fromwhere he sprang, as far as her people
were concerned, so she concocted sonme nonsense about
mating with a denon. Because of ny father's teachings, |
was far nore educated than the w sest el der anong
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them so my know edge gave sone credibility to these
stories. 'in short, Mother gained significant influence in the

community. She becane a seer, though her abilities were
more in the area of theatrics than divination. But 1, well
| began seeing visions as a child.

"I left my nother when | was fourteen, wandering to

where an ancient order of priests abided, in a |and that
seened distant frommny hone at the tinme - a nere hop

step, and junp conpared to the travelling |'ve done

since. They trained me, vesting in ne a dying |ore. Wen

I took ny place within that brotherhood, | was
transported in spirit. taken somewhere, and some agency,
per haps the gods thensel ves, spoke to ne. | was judged

one anong nultitudes, a special vessel for rare powers

But there would be a price in taking that power for ny
own. | was given a choice. | mght remain a sinple

munbl er of prayers, wi thout nuch inportance in the

order of things, but i would have a safe and confortable
life, or I mght truly learn nmagic arts. But it was clear
there woul d be pain and danger along that path. |
hesitated, but nuch as | wi shed for the peacefu

exi stence of the nonastic life, the lure of know edge was
too strong to resist. | chose the power, and the price was
twofold. | was dooned, like ny father, to live without
hope of death, and was also given the gift - or curse - of
foreknow edge. As | needed to know things, in order to

act ny part, that know edge cane to ne. And fromthat

day forward, | have lived ny life in concert with that
foreknow edge. | amdestined to serve forces that work

to bring sanity into the universes, and they are opposed
by equally powerful agencies of destruction.'

Macros sat back. 'in short, | ama nman who inherited a
curse and gai ned sone gifts.'
Pug said, "I think | understand what you're saying. W

have consi dered you the master behind sone dark gane,
but the truth is you are the biggest pawn in the contest.

Macros nodded. "I al one have not had free will, or at
| east | acked the courage to challenge ny foreknow edge.
I have known fromthe day | left that priesthood that I

would live for centuries and that many tines | would be
required to manipulate the lives of others, toward what
ends | amonly now begi nning to under st and.

"What do you nean?' said Tonms.

Macros | ooked about. 'if things proceed as | suspect,
we shall bear witness to that which no other nortal being
in the universe, or even the gods thensel ves, have seen

"if we survive, we will spend some tinme returning home. |
think we can learn all we need during that tine. For

now, | amtired, as is Pug. | think I will sleep. Wake ne.'
"When?' asked Tomas.

Macros smiled enigmatically. 'You'll know when.'

"macros! '

Macros's eyes opened and he | ooked to where Tonas
poi nted. He stretched and rose, saying, "Yes, it's tine.'

Pug al so awoke and his eyes wi dened. Above themthe stars raced backward in flight as tine ran
counter to its
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normal course at furious speed. The skies were abl aze
with fiery beauty, as ranpaging energies were released in
colours of splendid intensity. And |ight was nore
concentrated, as if everything seened to be draw ng
together. At the centre of this loomed an utter void. It
appeared they were rushing down a long, glittering,
brightly streaked tunnel toward the darkest hole

i magi nabl e.

"This should prove interesting,' observed the sorcerer
"I know you'll think this odd, but | find it strangely
exhilarating not knowi ng what's coming next. | nean, |
know what's likely to happen, but | haven't seen it.'
Pug said, 'That's fine, but what is this?

"The begi nning, Pug.' Even as he spoke, it appeared

the matter about them was rushing faster and faster

toward that total blackness. Now the col ours were

bl endi ng together to a pure white light alnmost painful to

observe.

"Look behind!' said Tonas. They did so, and where real space had been, now the

utter grey of rift-space was seen. Macros appl auded in
obvi ous delight. '"Wonderful. It is as | thought. W shal
elude this trap, ny friends. W are approachi ng that

pl ace where tinme has no neaning. Watch!'

In a final rush of stunning majesty, all about them
col | apsed’ downward, as if being sucked into the maw of
that bl ack nothing. Macros said, "Pug, halt our flight
before we are pulled into all that.' Pug closed his eyes
and did as he was bid. Faster and faster the |last stuff of
the universe was devoured by the giant thing before

them until the |ast vestige, the |ast note of matter

vani shed into the hole. Then Pug clutched at his tenples
and cried out in pain. Macros and Tonmas noved toward himas his |egs

buckl ed, and helped himto sit. After a nonent he said
"i'mall right.' H's face was ashen and his brow

covered in sweat. 'it's just when the tinme trap ended, the
spel |l of acceleration ended, it was painful.’

Macros said, 'Sorry. | should have anticipated that.

Almost to hinmself he added, 'But little of what we know
will have any validity here and now. '

Macros poi nted upward, where a vast and utter

darkness could be seen. It seened to curve, along a
limtless Iine that noved off beyond the ability of the eye
to apprehend. And the Garden and the City Forever

hovered at the edge of that boundary.

Macros said, "Fascinating. Now we know the City does

exi st outside of the normal order of the universe.

Macros regarded the massive thing above, counting

silently to hinself. "I think it's about time, given how
'-long ago Pug's spels were cancell ed.

.What is this?'" asked Tomas, pointing to the inpossible

bl ack orb against the grey.

"The sum of the universes, Tonas,' answered the

sorcerer. 'The primal stuff everything else stens from It
is everything - except this little jot of land we stand on
and the City itself. There is so nmuch there that size and
di stance have no neaning. W are nillions of tinmes nore
distant fromthe surface of that matter than Mdkemia is
fRomits sun, but look how large it |oons before us,
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"blotting out nore than half the sky. It's staggering to
contenpl ate. Even |ight cannot escape it, for light has
not been created. W are back before tine. before the
begi nning. W are witnesses to the start of all things.
Ryath, attend this!' the dragon woke from her' torPor
stretched. She approached to stand behind the three.
~. Macros said, "Keep watching.
he turned to regard the utter darkness. For severa
m nutes nothing occurred. As if no air noved in the
Garden, there was a profound silence. The observers were
accutely aware of their own being, feeling each
sensation down to the rhythm of the bl ood coursing
through their bodies. But no sound save their own
breat hing coul d they apprehend. Then cane the note.
Each was transported, though they noved not a step
A filling joy, a profound sense of perfect rightness,
washed over them beauty too terrible to conprehend. It
was as if nmusic, a single flaw ess note, sounded and was
felt rather than heard. Colours nore vivid than any
pi gnment were seen, yet only the dark void hung before
their eyes. They felt crushed under the weight of
i ndescri babl e wonder and terror. They were rendered so
insignificant in an instant that each of them despaired
and felt alone, yet in that crystalline instant each
experienced exaltation, touched by sonething so wonderfu
it brought tears of joy flow ng without stint.
It was inpossible to conprehend. There was only a
flickering, as if a million lines of force sprang across the
surface of the void, but they were gone so quickly the
wat chers coul d not apprehend their passage. One instant
all was black and formess, ' then a latticework of
countless glowing lines spread across the magnificent
void, and light filled the skies, staggering in its purity and
strength. Al were forced to avert their eyes fromthat
bl i nding display for a nonent. A blaze of stunning
energi es poured forth, as seen before, but now flow ng
outward. A strange enption swept through Pug and his
conpani ons, one of conpl eteness, as if what they had
experienced was now at an end. All continued to weep in
joy at the perfect beauty of the display.
' Macros, what was that?' asked Tonmas softly, in awe,
' The Hand of God,' he whispered, his eyes wide with
wonder. 'The Prine Urge. The First Cause. The

Utimte. | don't know what to call it. | know only this:
one nonent, there was nothing, the next, all existed. It
is the First Mystery, and even now that |'ve seen it, | do

not pretend to understand it.' The sorcerer |aughed, a
| oud joyous sound, and did a little dance.

Pug and Tonas exchanged questioni ng | ooks, and

Macros saw he was the object of their scrutiny. Wth an
expression of genuine mrth, he said, "It just occurred to
me that there's nmore than one reason we're here.' Wen
their expressions betrayed i nconprehension, he said, '
cannot imagi ne even a god to be without vanity, and
were | the Utimate, |I'd want an audience for a show Iike
that.'

Bot h Pug and Tonas began to | augh. Macros conti nued

his little caper while he hunmed a nerry tune.
"CGods, | love a question | can't answer. |t keeps things
interesting, even after so many years.' Macros paused in
hi s dance and his face clouded in concentration. After a
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monent, he said, "Sone of nmy powers return.'
pug ceased his laughter. "Sone?'
"Enough so that | may nore effectively manipul ate

your power when needed.' He gave a sly nod. 'And even
add sonething to the total.'

Pug | ooked upward and regarded the spl endour of a

new y born universe spreadi ng across the sky. "Conpared

to that, all our troubles seempitiful.’

"Wll, they may be,' answered the sorcerer, regaining
his usual manner. "But there are a few people upon your
homewor | d who rmay feel different watching Murmandanus's
army pouring down into the Kingdom It nay be

a small' planet, but it is the only one they have.

" Wthout knowi ng how, Pug felt them noving forward

t hrough ti ne.

"W are free of the tinme trap,' confirned Macros.

pug sat in silent wonder. He had felt sonething spring
i nto being when he had' w tnessed the Begi nning. Now he
gave voice to certainty. Looking at Macros, he said,' "I
amlike you . '

Macros nodded, an expression of warm affection upon

his face. "Yes, Pug, you are like nme. | don't know what

fate awaits you, but you are not like others. You are of
neither the Lesser nor the Greater Path. You are a
sorcerer, one who knows there are no paths, only magi C

And magic may be linited only by the linmts of one's
gifts.'

Tomas said, "Can you see your future?

Pug said, '"No, | amspared that.'

Macros said, 'See, it's not an entirely unlucky thing,
bei ng a power. Conpared to others, a mnor power, but

still one to be reckoned with. Now we nust escape.' He
scanned the nmadness above as the stuff of creation shot
outward, filling the heavens with a staggering beauty.

Green and blue swirls of gases, red orbs of fiery

spl endour, white and yell ow streaks of light, sped by,
obliterating the grey of rift-space, pushing back the
boundari es of nothi ngness. Then Macros suddenly

poi nted. ' There!

Fol I owi ng his hand, they saw what appeared to be a
tiny ribbon stretching away fromthem sonme vast

di stance off in the heavens. 'That is where we nust go,
and quickly. Hurry, nmount Ryath and she will take us.
Hurry, hurry.' They nmounted upon the dragon's back,
and whil e she was weakened by the neagre food, she

was equal to the task. She took to the skies and they
wer e suddenly speeding through the grey of rift-space.
Then they again entered normal space and hung over the
narrow strip of matter.

Macros ordered the dragon to hover and Tomas to

| ower themto the pathway. They stood upon a yell owmnhite
roadway, marked by shimering silver rectangles

every fifty feet or so. Pug | ooked at the twenty-foot-w de

strip and said, 'Macros, we may stand here, but there's

the probl em of Ryath.

The sorcerer |ooked up and spoke rapidly. (Ryath.

there is little time. The Hi dden Lore. You may either
reveal it and trust Pug and Tomas, or perish to hide your
race's secret. | argue for trust. You nust decide, but
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qui ckly."'

The dragon's great ruby eyes narrowed as she regarded
the sorcerer while she hovered. "Was, then, ny father so
giving to thee, that the forbidden know edge was shared
with a human?'

"I know all, for I was one he counted friend."'

The dragon's eyes focused on Tomas and Pug. ' From

thee and thy conpani on, Val heru, an oath: never to
reveal that which you are about to wi tness.'

Tomas said, "on ny life.'

Pug nodded. 'l swear.'

A gol den shi mering enconpassed t he dragon, faint

at first, but growing nore pronounced. Soon it was

pai nful to look at. The light grew nore intense, until it
obscured all details of Ryath's form Then the outlines
began to nove, to nelt and flow, and contract down as
she descended to the roadway. Rapidly the outlines grew
smal ler and smaller, until they were man-sized. The gl ow
faded. Where the dragon had been there was a stunning
worman ~with red-gold hair and blue eyes. Her figure was
perfection as she stood before them uncl ot hed.

Pug said, "A shapeshifter!’

Ryath cane toward them and her voice was mnusical

it is not known to nen, that we may cone and go in
their society at will. And only the greater dragons have
the art. That is why thy people count our Kkind

di m ni shed, for' we know it is better to look like this
when confronting nen.

Tomas said, "While |I can appreciate such beauty, she'l
cause quite a stir when we return home unless we find
her some cl ot hing."'

Ryath raised a lovely white arm and suddenly was

attired in a yellow and gold travelling gown. 'I may
accoutre nyself as | wish, Valheru. My arts are far

m ghtier than thou suspectest.

"This is true,' agreed Macros. "Wien | lived with

Rhuagh he taught me magi cs unknown to any other nortal race.
Never underestimte the scope of Ryath's

skills. She has nore than fang, flane, and talon to neet
opposition. '

Pug regarded the lovely woman and found it difficult

to believe that nonents before she had bul ked | arger
than the rooftops of buildings. He | ooked hard at

Macros. 'Gathis once said you were al ways conpl ai ni ng
about so nuch to learn and so little time to learn it. |
think 1'm begi nning to understand.

Macros sniled. 'Then you are truly begi nning your

education, Pug.' Macros glanced about them an al nost
triunphant expression upon his face, a fiery spark in his
eyes.

Pug said, "Wat is it?

"W were trapped, and we had no hope of victory. W

still face the possibility of failure, Pug, but now at |east
we may take a hand - and we have a small chance of

victory. Cone, we have a |l ong journey ahead.'

The sorcerer |ed them down the pathway, passing the shimering rectangl es.
Bet ween t he rectangl es were the

rapidly receding stars of the new creation. Slowy the

grey of rift-space was creeping about them "Macros,'
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said Pug, "what is this place?

' The strangest place of all, even conpared to the Cty
Forever. It is called the Universe Hall, the Star Walk,
the Gateway Path, or, nost often, the Hall of Worlds,

To the majority who pass through it, it is sinply the way.
We have plenty of time to discuss nmany things as we

wal k. We shall return to Mdkenmia. But there are a few
things | need to tell you first.

'Such as?' asked Tonms.

"Such as the true nature of the Eneny,' said Pug.

"Yes, there is that,' agreed Macros. 'i've spared you
sone things until the last, for if we couldn't get free' of
that trap, why burden you? But now we mnust ready
ourselves for the final confrontation, so you nust have
the rest of the truth.'

Both sorcerers | ooked at Tonmas, who said, '| don't
under st and your meani ng.
"Much of your past life is still hidden fromyou, Tonas.

It is tinme for those veils to be lifted.

He halted their wal king and reached out his hand,
speaking a strange word as he covered Tonas's eyes.
Tomas stiffened as he felt nmenories returning.

A world spun through the void, orbiting a warm

nurturing star. Upon it life flourished in abundance and
variety. Two beings straddl ed the world, each with an
assigned task. Rathar took the multitudes of the fibres of
life and power, and with care she wove each into the
complex latticework of Order, formng a mghty single

brai ded cord. Opposite Rathar stood another, Mthar,

who gri pped upon the cord, and with terrible wanton

frenzy he tore apart the strands, letting themfly about in
Chaos, until Rathar seized the strands and agai n wove

them together. Each followed the dictates of his or her
nature and to all others was indifferent. They were the

two Blind Gods of the Beginning. Such was the nature

,of the universe when it was in its infancy. In the endl ess
process of the two deities' work, tiny strands of the fibres
had el uded Rathar, falling to the soil of the world bel ow.
From these had come the npst wondrous of creation's

life.

, ' ashen- Shugar was pulled fromhis nother's wonb by

the ungentl e hands of the noredhel nmidw fe. Hall"

. Nannora drew her sword and sl ashed the unbilical that

tied her son to her. Her face was drawn with the pain of
birth as she snarled, "That is the last you'll have from ne
wi t hout a struggle.' The nmoredhel ran with the newborn

val heru and handed it over to an elf who waited without

the mountain hall.

The el f knew his duty. No Val heru lived w thout

struggle. It was the way of things. The elf carried the
silent baby, who had not uttered a sound since birth. The

i nfant had been born aware, a tiny thing, but not one

wi t hout power. The elf reached the place he had selected and left the

baby exposed atop the rocks, facing the setting sun,
uncl ot hed and uncovered. The infant Ashen-Shugar regarded his surroundings,

nanes and concepts growi ng with each passing minute. A
scavenger cane sniffing toward the infant, and with a
mental scream of rage the tiny Val heru sent it scurrying.
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Toward evening a creature flew high above, soaring on
broad wings. It regarded the thing upon the rocks and
wondered if it was food. Crcling lower, it was suddenly
call ed upon by the infant.

Ashen- Shugar saw the giant eagle as it circled and

knew it, that it was his creature to conmand. In
primtive inmages he ordered the giant bird to | and, then
to hunt. Wthin minutes the bird returned with a Popping
river fish, twice the baby's size, which it shredded with
beak and talon, giving the scraps to the baby. As it was
for all his kind, Ashen-Shugar's first neal was raw,

bl oody flesh. For the first night the great eagle covered the infant

with her wi ngs, as she would her own young. Wthin days

a dozen birds cared for the baby.

The Val heru grew quickly, far faster than the children

of other races. Wthin a sunmer's span the child could

run down a deer, killing it with a stunning blast of the

m nd, and eating its flesh after tearing it fromthe carcass

wi th bare hands. Ot her mnds occasionally touched the infant's, who

woul d pull back. Instinctively he knew his own kind were

the beings to be feared nost, until he had sufficient

power to carve his own place in their society.

Hs first conflict cane as he ended his first year with

the gi ant eagles. Another youth, Lowis-Tahara, the so-called

King of the Bats, arrived in the dead of night,
using his servants to |locate the yout hful Ashen- Shugar
They struggl ed, each seeking to absorb the power of the
ot her, but Ashen-Shugar finally prevailed. Wth the
powers of Lowis-Tahara added to his own, Ashen- Shugar

began seeking out fit opponents. He hunted other
yout hs, as Lowis-'Tahara had hunted him and seven
others fell before him He grew in strength and power,
taking the title Ruler of the Eagles' Reaches, and flew
upon the back of a giant bird in the hunt. He taned the
first of the mghty dragons he would ride, and after
destroying his nother in battle, he took her hall as his
own. For years he grew in stature, and soon he was
acknow edged one of the mightiest of his race.

He hunted and took sport with his noredhel wonen',

and occasionally nated with one of his own kind when

the heat cane upon her and powerful |usts overrode the
battle urge he felt toward his own kind. O those unions
only two offspring survived. His first child was Al naLodaka,
whom he fathered in his early days, and the

"second was Draken-Korin, who resulted fromhis nmating

with Al nma-Lodaka. Matters of relationship neant nothing

to the Val heru, save as points of reference.

He rai ded across the heavens with his brethren when
the need for plunder rose up within themlike a thing of
boundl ess want. He took his el dar servants with him
, riding behind himon the backs of his dragons, to
mai ntain and care for his plunder. He knew t he
universe, and it trenbled at the thunder of the Dragon
.-Host when they roared into the skies. O her stargaining
races chal l enged the Val heru, but none survived.

The Contenplators of Per, with their powers to
mani pul ate the stuff of life, were cast down and their
skills lost with them The Tyrant of the Cornoran
Enpire sent forth the might of a thousand worlds. Ships
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the size of cities sped through the void to unleash m ghty
engi nes of war upon the invaders. The Dragon Lords
obliterated them wi thout hesitation, and the Tyrant died
screaming in the | owest basenent of his palace while his
wor |l d was destroyed above him The Masters of Msjinor

and their dark magi c were swept away by the Dragon

Host. The Grand Alliance, the Marshals of Dawn, the

Star Brotherhood, all attenpted to resist. Al were
destroyed. O all who stood before the Val heru, only the
Lorekeepers of the Aal, the supposed first race, managed
to avoid destruction, but even the Aal could not oppose
the Dragon Host. In the multitudes of universes, the

Val heru were suprene. For ages Ashen-Shugar lived as his peopl e had al ways

lived, fearing none, and worshipping only Rathar, She

who was called Order, and Mythar, He who was call ed

Chaos, the Two Blind Gods of the Beginning.

Then came the call, and Ashen- Shugar went to neet

with his brethren. It was an odd call, one unlike any
before, for there was no bloodlust rising in his breast to
take them beyond the stars to raid other worlds. I|nstead
it was a call to neeting, where the Val heru woul d gat her,
to speak to one another. It was a strange concept.

Upon the plain, south of the mountains and the great
forest, they stood in a circle, the hundreds who were the
race. In the centre stood Draken-Korin, who called

hi nsel f Lord of Tigers. Two of his creatures waited one

at each hand, powerful arns crossed, their tiger faces set
in hence snarls. They were as nothing to the Vall heru
only posing as a rem nder that Draken-Korin was, by
commonly hel d opinion, the strangest of their kind. He
had i deas of new things.

' The order of the universe is changing,' he said,

poi nting to the heavens. 'Rathar and Mythar have fled,

or have been deposed, but for whatever cause,

order and Chaos have no nore meaning. Mythar |let |oose the
strands of power and fromthemthe new gods ari se.

Wthout Rathar to knit the strands of power together,
these beings will seize that power and establish an order.
It is an order we nust oppose. These gods are know ng,

are aware, and are chall engi ng us.

.When one appears, kill it,' answered Ashen- Shugar
unconcer ned by Draken-Korin's words.

'They are our match in power. For the nonment they
struggl e among t hensel ves, seeking each dom ni on over

the others as they strive to gain mastery of that power
left by the Two Blind Gods of the Beginning. But that
struggle will end and then shall our existence be
threatened. They will turn their mght upon us.'

Ashen- Shugar said, "Wat cause for concern? W fight

as we have before. That is the answer.'

"No, there needs be nore. W mnust fight in harnony,

‘not each al one, |est they overwhel mus.

O late, an odd voice had cone to Ashen- Shugar, a

, voice with a name. The name was | ost upon hi m now,

but the voice spoke. You nust be apart.

'..-.~The Ruler of the Eagles' Reaches said, 'Do what you
will I will have none of it.' He ordered his nighty gol den
dragon Shuruga into the sky and fl ew hore.

ti me passed, and Ashen- Shugar woul d occasional |y

%'1Sm to the site of his brethren working. A strange
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"Hg, like the cities on other worlds, was fashi oned by
arts and the work of slaves. In it the Val heru

, even as it was being fashi oned. As never before
in history, they becane for a tinme a cooperative
of beings, their conbative nature stemmed by a
et, atruce. It was alien to Ashen-Shugar

Iy before the city was conpl eted, Ashen- Shugar

n his dragon's back, regarding the work. It was a
day, bitter' cold as w nter approached.

from above caused Shuruga to trunpet a reply.

Do we fight? asked the gold dragon

"No. W wait.'

Ashen- Shugar ignored the di sappoi ntment he sensed in
Shuruga. Another dragon, black as coal, |anded and
cautiously approached Ashen- Shugar.

"Has the Ruler of the Eagles' Reaches finally cone to
join us?" asked Draken-Korin, his black and orange
striped armour glinting in the harsh light as he di smount ed.
"No. | sinply watch,' answered Ashen- Shugar, disnounting
al so.

"You al one have not agreed.'

"Joining to plunder across the cosnos is one thing,
Draken-Korin. This . . . this plan of yours is madness.'
"What is this nadness? | know not oF what you speak

W are. W do. What nore is there?

"This is not our way.'

it is not our way to let others stand agai nst our will
These new bei ngs, they contest with us.

Ashen- Shugar | ooked skyward, regarding those signs

that indicated Draken-Korin was correct about the
struggl e for power between the newl y aborni ng gods.

"Yes, that is so.' He renmenbered those other star-faring
races they had faced, the nortal beings who had fallen
before the Dragon Host. "But they are not |ike others.
They al so are forned fromthe very stuff of this world, as
are we. '

"VWhat does that matter? How many of our kin have

you killed? How much bl ood has passed your |ips?
Whoever stands agai nst you nust be killed, or kill you
That is all.’

"What of those | eft behind, the noredhel and the

el ves?' He used the terns that had cone to differentiate
bet ween the sl aves of the household and the slaves of the
fields and woods.

"What of then? They are nothing.

'"They are ours.' Ashen-Shugar felt a strange presence
within hinmself and knew the other, the one whose nane
often el uded him was causing himto be filled with alien
cares.

'You have grown strange under your nountains

Ashen- Shugar. They are our servants. It is not as if they
possessed true power. They exist for our pleasure

not hi ng nore. \What concerns you?

"l do not know. There is sonething' - he paused, as if
hearing a call to sone other place - "sonething wong in
the ordering of these events. | think we risk not only

oursel ves, but the very fabric of the universe.'
Dr aken- Korin shrugged and began returning to his
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dragon. "Wat nmatter? If we fail, then we are dead

What matter if the universe ceases with us?" Draken-Korin
returned to his dragon. Munting, he said, 'You

ponder issues that are neaningl ess.

Draken-Korin flew off and Ashen-Shugar was left to

face these odd, new feelings w thin hinself.

Ti me passed, and the Ruler of the Eagles' Reaches

wat ched the final work upon Draken-Korin's city. \Wen

it was done, Ashen-Shugar cane and found his people

once nore in council. He wal ked al ong a broad avenue

one lined with tall pillars, each adorned with a tiger's
head carving. He was nildly anmused by Draken-Korin's

vanity.

Wal ki ng down a |l ong ramp, he reached the chanber

within the earth. He found the vast hall filled with the

Val heru. Al ma-Lodaka, she who called herself Enerald
Lady of Serpents, said, 'Have you cone to join us,

Fat her - Husband?' She was flanked by two of her

servants, created in open imtation of Draken-Korin's,

They were snakes given arns and | egs, grown as |large as

the noredhel. Anber eyes flickered with nictitating
menbranes as they fixed upon Ashen- Shugar

"I have cone to witness folly.

draken-Korin drew his black bl ade, but another,

Alrin-Stol da, Monarch of the Black Lake, cried, 'Spil

Val heru bl ood and the conpact is void!'

The Lord of Tigers resheathed his sword. "it i S Wl

you cone | ate, or we should have seen an end to your
nmockery.' Ashen-Shugar said, "i have no fear of you. | only w sh

to see what you have fashioned. This is ny world, and

that which is mne is not to be threatened.’

The others regarded himwith cold eyes and AlrinStol da
said, do what you will, but know our purpose

cannot be bal ked. As mighty as you are, Ruler of the
Eagl es' Reaches, you cannot oppose us all. Watch as we
do what we nust.'

In concert, under Draken-Korin's direction, a great

magi ¢ was forged. For an instant Ashen-Shugar felt a

gut -wrenchi ng pai n, which passed al nbst instantly,

| eaving only a faint nmenory. A giant stone appeared

upon the floor of the hall, a flat-topped, circular green

thing with facets, glowing like an enerald Iit with inner

fire. Draken-Korin cane to stand over it, and placed his
hand upon it. It pulsed with energy as he said, "Behold

the final tool. The Lifestone.'

Wt hout comment, Ashen-Shugar withdrew fromthe

hal I, marchi ng back toward the waiting Shuruga. A voice

from behind caused himto turn and he saw Al naLodaka
hurrying after.

' Fat her-Husband. WII| you not join us?

He felt a strange urgency toward her, al nbst as when

the heat cane upon her, but different. He did not

understand the odd feeling. It is affection, came the voice

of the other. He ignored that voice and said, 'Daughter-Wfe,

our Brother-Son has begun that which spells fina

destruction. He is mad.'

She | ooked at himstrangely. 'l don't know what you

mean. | do not know that word. W& do what we nust.

had wi shed to have you at ny side, for you stand as
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m ghty as any of us, but do what you will. Oppose us at

your risk.' Wth no further words, she |left him and
returned to the hall where the next great nmagi c woul d be
undert aken.

Ashen- Shugar nounted his dragon and returned to the

Eagl es' Reaches.

As Ashen- Shugar entered the hall of his nountain

domicile, the skies above reverberated with the sound of

di stant thunder. And he knew the Dragon Host flew

bet ween worl ds.

For weeks the skies were angry and w thout substance,

as the stuff of creation flowed fromhorizon to horizon.
Madness was without linmit in the universe, as the

Val heru rose up to challenge the new gods. Tine was

wi t hout neani ng, and the very fabric of reality rippled

and flowed, and in the centre of his hall, Ashen-Shugar
br ooded.

Then he summoned Shuruga and flew to that odd place

on the plain, that city of Draken-Korin's making. And he

wai t ed.

Mad vortices of energy crashed across the heavens.

Ashen- Shugar coul d see the very fabric of tinme and space
rent and folding in upon itself. He knew it was al npst

time. He sat quietly upon the back of Shuruga and

wat ed.

A clarion sounded, that alarmhe had erected in

~" concert with the world, which told himthe nonent he
"had awaited was upon him Urging Shuruga upward,

,, Ashen- Shugar searched for what he knew rmust appear
'-before the mad display in the skies. The dragon stiffened
under him and he saw his prey. The figure of Draken-corin
grew discernible as he slowed his black dragon. An

odd sonet hi ng appeared in Draken-Korin's eyes, sonething
alien. The other voice said, It is horror.

Shuruga sped forward. The great dragon roared his chall enge,
answered by Draken-Korin's black. There the

two clashed in the sky.

Quickly it was over, for Draken-Korin had surrendered

so much of his essence to create the nadness

which filled the skies.

Ashen- Shugar | anded lightly near the tw sted body of

his foeman and canme to stand over him The fallen

Val heru | ooked up at his attacker and whi spered, 'Wy?
Poi nting upward, Ashen-Shugar said, "This obscenity
shoul d never have been allowed. You bring an end to al

we knew.'

Dr aken- Korin | ooked heavenward, where his brethren

battl ed the gods. 'They were so strong. W could never
have dreaned.' His face revealed his terror and hate as
Ashen- Shugar raised his golden blade to end it. "But |
had the right!' he screaned.

Ashen- Shugar severed Draken-Korin's head fromhis

shoul ders, and suddenly both body and head vani shed in

a hiss of snmoke. Leaving not a trace, the fallen Val heru's
essence returned skyward, to mx with that m ndl ess
thing of anger which battled the gods. Wth bitterness
Ashen- Shugar said, 'There is no right. There is only
power.' Al one of his kind, he could understand the
nmocking irony in his words. He retired to his cavern to
await the final outcome of the Chaos Wrs.

Time was without neaning as tine itself was a weapon
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in battle, but in sone sense it passed while the new gods

warred with what had been the Dragon Host. Then the

gods noved in concert, those who had survived the

i nterneci ne warfare whereby each had established his

place in the hierarchy of things, and they focused their
unified attention upon the Val heru. They noved as a

force of power beyond the maddest dream of draken-Korin,
and as a body they cast the Val heru fromthe

uni verse. They cast theminto another dinension of

space and time and noved to deny the Val heru a way

back. In near-mndless rage the Val heru sought to return
honme, to reach that thing | eft against this day, that thing
denied to them by one of their own. Ashen-Shugar had
prevented their victory, and now t hey were being

bl ocked fromtheir homeworld. In their anger and

angui sh they turned their mght upon the | esser races of

the new universe. Fromworld to world they ranpaged,
destroyi ng anything and everything in their path. From

world after world they tore the essence of life, the secrets
of magics, and the powers of suns. Before themlay

warm verdant worlds circling living suns, behind them
lay frigid, lifeless orbs spinning about burned out stars.
In their frantic attenpt to return to the world of their
nurturance, they delivered utter ruination to all they

touched. Lesser races banded together, attenpting to
oppose this raging thing. At first they were swept away,

then they slowed it, then at last they found a way to
escape. One lesser race, called human, turned its ful
attention to escape, and ways were found to flee.

manki nd and other races discovered a haven. Gates were
opened to other worlds, and the races fled, scattering

t hensel ves through tine and space.

Great holes in the fabric of the universe were opened
Dwarves and nmen, goblins and trolls, all cane through

the cracks in reality, the rifts between one universe and
anot her. New races, new creatures, cane to M dkemn a

and upon this world they sought a pl ace.

Then the gods noved to close off the world of

m dkem a to the Dragon Lords for eternity. They' turned
%)"*r the rifts they had allowed to form and they seal ed
, ~. Suddenly the |ast route between the stars was

seiled off. A barrier was erected. The Dragon Host tried
invain to penetrate this curtain, but to no avail. They
were denied return to Mdkem a's universe and they

in frowustration, vowing to find neans of entrance.

then it was over. The Chaos Wars, the Days of the

Mad Gods' Rage, the Tine of Star Death: by whatever nane it would come to
be called, the clash between that

whi ch was and that which followed was finished. Wen it
was over, and the skies had again been cl eansed of

i nsanity, Ashen-Shugar left his cavern. Returning to the
plain before the city of Draken-Korin, he observed the
aftermath of the mightiest struggle recorded. He | anded
Shuruga, then allowed the dragon to hunt. For a |ong

time he silently waited for sonething, he couldn't be sure
what. Hours passed, then at |last the other voice spoke. Wat

is this place? ' The Desol ati on of the Chaos Wars. Draken-Korin's
monunent, the lifeless tundra that was once great

grasslands. Few living things abide here. Mst creatures
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flee to the south and nore hospitable clines.'
Wio are you? Ashen-Shugar felt amusenment. Laughing, he said, '

am what you are becom ng. W are as one. So you have

said many tinmes.' His |aughter ceased. He was the first of
his race to laugh. There was a sadness underlying the
humour, for to understand humour marked Ashen- Shugar

as sonet hing beyond any Val heru, and he knew

he was witness to the begi nning of a new era.

| had forgotten.

Ashen- Shugar, |ast of the Val heru, called Shuruga

back fromhis hunt. Munting his steed, he gl anced at

the spot where Draken-Korin had been defeated,

mar ked only by ash. Shuruga took to the skies, high

above. the aftermath of destruction.

It is worthy of sorrow

‘I think not,' said the Valheru. "There is a' |esson,

though | cannot bring nyself to knowit. Yet | sense you

do.' Ashen-Shugar closed his eyes a nonent as his head

t hr obbed. The other voice had again vani shed fromhis
m nd. Ignoring the wonder of this odd personality who
had conme to influence himover the years, he turned his

attention to his last task. Over mountains the Val heru
rode, seeking those things enslaved by his kind. Wthin

the forests of the southern continent, Ashen-Shugar
raced over the stronghold of the tiger-nmen. In a voice
| oud enough to be heard, he cried, "Let it be known that

fromthis day you are a free people.’

The | eader of the tiger-nen called back, 'Wat of our
mast er ?'

"He is gone. Your destiny is in your own hands. By ny

word |, Ashen-Shugar, say this is so.'

Then to the south, to where the serpent race created

by Al ma- Lodaka resided, he went. And theire his words

were greeted with hisses of terror and anger. "How may

we survive without our mstress, she who is our goddessnot her?

"That is for you to decide. You are a free people.

The serpents were not pleased and set 'about to

di scover neans how their nistress could again be
recalled. As a race they nade a vow, that until the end of
time they would work to bring back her who was their

not her and their goddess, Al nma-Lodaka. Fromthat day
forward, the priesthood becane the ultimte power

within the society of the Pantathian serpent people.
Around the world he flew, and everywhere he passed,

the words were spoken. "Your destiny is your own. Al

are a free people.' At last he reached the strange place
fashi oned by Draken-Korin and the others. There
,gathered were the elves. Landing upon the plain, the
Val | heru said, 'Let the word go forth'. Fromthis nonent
.you are free.'

The el ves | ooked anong thensel ves, and one said,

what does this nean?

"You are free to do as you wish. No one will care for or direct your lives.'
The spokesman bowed and said, 'But, master, those

who are wi sest anbng us have gone with your brethren

and with them goes the lore, the know edge, and the
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power. W are weak without the eldar. How, then, will

we survive?'

"Your destiny is now your own to forge as best you

may. Should you be weak you will perish. Should you be
strong, you will survive. And nark you well, there are
new forces |let |oose upon the |and. Creatures of alien
nature are cone here, and with themshall you strive or
make peace, as you will, for they also seek their destiny.
But there will be a new order, and in it nust you find a
place. It may be you shall need raise yourself above
others and exercise doninion, or it may be they wll
destroy you. O perhaps peace is possible between you
That is for you to decide. | amdone with you all, save
this one | ast command. This place is forbidden, upon
pain of my wath. Let none enter it again.' Wth a wave
of his hand he fashioned mghty magic and the small city
of the Val heru slowy sank under the ground. "Let the
dusts of tine bury it and let none renenber it. This is
ny will.'

The el ves bowed and said, "As it is willed, master, so
you wi Il be obeyed.' The el dest of the elves turned to his

brethren and said, 'None may enter this place: |let none

approach. It is vanished fromnortal eye, it is not

remenbered. '

Ashen- Shugar said, "Now you are a free people.’

The el ves, those who had |ived nost renoved from

their masters, said, "W shall go, then, to a place where

we may live at peace.' They noved to the west, seeking a

pl ace where they could Iive in harnony.

O hers said, 'we shall be wary of these new beings, for

we are those who have the right to inherit the mantles of

power .’

Ashen- Shugar turned and said, 'Pitiful creatures,

Have you not observed how power means not hi ng?"

But the noredhel were already |eaving,

hi s words unheard, as they began to dreamthe dreans of

power. They had set foot upon the Dark Path even as

they began to follow their brothers to the west. In time

their brothers would drive themoff, but for now they
were as one.

O hers noved silently away, ready to destroy any who

opposed them not content to seek out their master's

power, certain of their own ability to take by force of

arms what ever they wi shed. Those el ves had been

twisted by the forces let |oose during the Chaos Wars and

were already drawi ng away fromtheir brethren. They

woul d be called the gl anredhel, the mad el ves, and as

they set out for the north, they turned suspicious eyes

upon those novi ng westward. They woul d hi de t hensel ves

away, using science and sorcery plundered fromalien

worlds to build giant cities in imtation of their masters,

to protect thensel Ves fromtheir kindred, while plotting

to nmake war upon them

Di sgusted by their behavi our, Ashen-Shugar returned

to his hall, to reside until that time when he was to | eave

this life, preparing the way for the other. The universe

was changed, and within his hall Ashen-Shugar felt

hinself alien to the newy-forged order. As if reality

itself rejected his nature, he fell into torpor, a coma-like
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sl eep, where his being grew and diffused and began to
suffuse his arnour, the power being passed into artifact
to await another who would cone to wear his mantle.

At the last he stirred and said, 'Have | erred?

kNow you know doubt .

"This strange quietness within, what is it?

It is death approaching.

Closing his eyes, the last Valheru said, 'l thought as

much. So few of nmy kind lived beyond battle. It was a

rare thing. | amthe last. Still, | would like to fly Shuruga
once nore. '

He is gone. Dead ages past.

Ashen- Shugar struggled with vague nenories. Wakly
he said, "But | flew himthis norning.

It was a dream As is this

"Am |1 then also mad?' The thought of what was seen

in Draken-Korin's eyes haunted Ashen- Shugar.
You are but a nenory, said the other. This is but a
dream 'Then | will do what is planned. | accept the inevitable.

Another will conme to take ny place.

So it has happened already, for | amthe one who cane,

and | have taken up your sword and put upon your

mantle,' your cause is now mne. | stand agai nst those who
woul d plunder this world, said the other

The one called Tonas.'

Tomas opened his eyes and then closed them agai n. He

shook his head, as if clearing it. To Pug he had been

silent for only a nonment, but the nagician suspected that

many things had passed through Tonas's mind. At |ast

Tomas said, '|I have the nenories now. Now | understand

what is occurring.' Macros nodded. He said to Pug, "in all ny dealings

wi th the Ashen- Shugar-Tomas paradox, that nost difficult
of all was how much know edge to permt Tomnas.
Now he is ready to deal with the greatest challenge of his
exi stence, and now he nust know the truth. And you as
wel |, though | suspect you have al ready deduced what he
has | earned.' Softly Pug replied, 'At first | was nmisled by the

eneny's use of ancient Tsurani when it spoke in Rogen's

vision. But now | realize that was sinply because that

was the | anguage of humans it knew at the tinme of the

Escape across the golden bridge. Once | discarded the

i dea that the Eneny was sonehow |inked to the Tsurani

when | considered the presence of the eldar upon

Kel ewan, then | understood. | know what we face, and

why the truth was hidden from Tonas. It is the worst

possi ble nightmare cone to life.

Macros | ooked to Tomams. Tonmas | ooked | ong at Pug

and there was pain in his eyes. Quietly, he said, "Wen I

first renmenbered the tinme of Ashen-Shugar | thought ny heritage had been
| eft agai nst the Tsurani invasion. But that was only a small part of it.
"Yes,' said Macros. "There is nore. You now know

how a dragon thought extinct for generations - an

anci ent black - could guard ne. '

Tomas' s expressi on was openly one of doubt and

worry. Wth an al nost resigned note, he added, "And i

now know t he purpose of Mirmandanus's nmasters.' He
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waved his hand around them "The trap was less to
prevent Macros fromreaching Mdkema than it was to
bring us here, keeping us away fromthe Kingdom'
"Why?' asked Pug.

" Macros said, "For in our own tinme Mirmandanus
commands an arny and strikes into your homel and.

Even as you searched for me in the City Forever, | wager
he was overrunning the garrison at H ghcastle. And

know hi's purpose in invading the Kingdom He needs to
reach Sethanon.'

"Why Set hanon?' asked Pug.

' Because by chance that city is built over the ruins of
an ancient city of Draken-Korin,' answered Tonas.

"And within that city lies the Lifestone.'

"' The sorcerer said, "We'd best continue wal king while
we di scuss these problens, Pug, for we've got to return
to M dkem a and our own era. Tomas and | can tell you

of the city of Draken-Korin and the Lifestone. That part
you are ignorant of, though you know the rest, the
eneny, that thing you | earned of upon Kelewan, is not a
single being. It is the conbined nmght and m nd of the
val hheru. The Dragon Lords are returning to M dkem a,
and they want their world back.' Wth a humourless grin
he said, "And we've got to keep themfromtaking it.'

17
W t hdr awal

Arut ha studied the canyon.

He had ridden out before first light with Guy and

Baron Hi ghcastle to observe the advancing el ements of

Mur mandanus' s forces. Fromthe spot where he and his
compani ons had been intercepted by H ghcastle's nen,

they could see campfires in the distance.

Arut ha pointed. "Do you see, Brian? There nust be a
thousand fires, which neans, five, six thousand sol diers.
And that is only the first elements. By this tinme
tomorrow there will be twice that nunber. Wthin three
days Murmandarmus will be throwing thirty thousand or
more at you.' Highcastle, ignoring Arutha's tone, |eaned forward

over his horse's neck, as if straining to see nore clearly.
"i only see fires, Hi ghness. You knowit is a common

trick to build extra fires, so the enemy can't gauge your
strength or disposition.

GQuy swore under his breath and turned his horse

around. 'I'll not wait to explain the obvious to idiots."'
"And |I'Il not sit and be insulted by a traitor!’

Hi ghcastl e shot back

, Arutha rode between them saying, "Guy, you swore

no oath of fealty to me, but you're alive this mnute
because |'ve accepted your parole. Don't let this becone
an issue of honour. | don't need duels now. | need you.'
Quy's one good eye narrowed and he seened ready for

more hot words, but at last he said, 'l apologize , . . ny
lord. The rigours of a long journey. |'m sure you
understand.' At the last, he spurred his horse back

toward the garrison.

file:/l/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Feist/Riftwar%203%20-%20Darkness%20At%20Sethanon.txt (250 of 307) [8/27/03 9:32:42 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Fei st/Riftwar%203%20-%20D arkness%20A t%20Sethanon. txt

Brian Hi ghcastle said, "The man was an insufferably
arrogant sw ne when he was Duke, and it seens two

years wanderi ng about the Northlands hasn't changed
himin the |least.'

Arut ha spun his horse around and faced Lord

H ghcastle. H's words showed he was at the limt of his
patience. 'He's also the finest general |'ve ever known,
Brian. He just watched his command overrun, his city
utterly destroyed. He has thousands of his people
scattered throughout the nountains and he doesn't know
how many survived. |'m sure you can appreciate his
shortness of temper. ' The sarcasm of the last remark
reveal ed his own frustration.

Lord Highcastle was silent. He turned and regarded

the canp of the eneny as the dawn cane.

Arutha tended his horse, the one taken fromthe

" brigands in the mountains. A bay mare, she was resting

and regai ning | ost weight, Arutha had used one | oaned
hi m by Baron Hi ghcastle that norning. |In another day

the mare would be fit to ride south. Arutha had expected

the Baron at |east to offer himan exchange of aninals,

but,Brian, Lord Highcastle, seened to be taking delight

in ''pointing out at every opportunity that as a vassal to
Lyam he had no obligation to Arutha, save being barely

civil.

Arutha was not sure if Brian would even offer to

give himan escort. The man was an insufferable egotist. not

very perceptive, and stubborn - qualities not unexpected
in a man shunted off to the frontier to hold

it against small bands of badly organized goblins, but

not those of the conmander one would w sh to

face a battle-hardened, well-Iled invading arny.

The stabl e door opened and Lockl ear and Ji my

wal ked in. They halted when they saw Arutha, then

Ji my approached. , 'We were coming to check the

horses.' Arutha said, '|I cast no blane on your stewardship,

Jimmy. | sinply like to see to such things for nyself

when | can afford the tine. And it gives ne a chance to

t hink. '

Lockl ear sat down on a hay bale, between Arutha's

mount and the wall. He reached out and patted the

mare' s nose. "Highness, why is this happeni ng?

"You mean why the war?' "No, | think |I can understand sonmeone wanting to

conquer, or at least |'ve heard enough about such wars in

the histories. No, | nean the place. Wy here? Anps

was show ng us some Ki ngdom nmaps upstairs and . . . it

doesn't nmake any sense.' Arutha paused in conbing his nobunt. "You' ve just

touched upon the single biggest cause for concern | have.
@Quy and | have discussed it. W just don't know. But
one thing to be sure of is, if your eneny is doing
somet hi ng unexpected, it's for a reason. And you had
best be quick in understanding what that is, Squire, for if
you don't, it's likely to be the means of your defeat.' his
eyes narrowed. "No, there is a reason Murmandamus i S
heading this way. Gven the tinmetable for what he is able to do before
wi nter, he nust be making for Sethanon,
' But why? There is no apparent notive for himto go
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there, and once there, he can only hold until spring.
Once spring conmes, Lyamand | will crush him'
Jimy pulled an apple fromhis tunic and cut it in two,
giving half to the horse. 'Unless he figures to have this
busi ness over and done with before spring.
Arut ha | ooked at Jimmy. "Wat do you nean?'
Ji my shrugged and wi ped his nouth. 'I don't know
exactly, except what you said. You have to guess what
the eneny is up to. Gven the indefensibility of the city
he m ght be counting on everyone pulling out. Like you
sai d, come spring you can crush him So, | guess he
knows that, too. Now, if | was making straight for sone
place | could get snmashed the next spring, it'd be because
I didn't plan on being there in the spring. O maybe
there was sonething there that gave nme an edge - either
made nme so powerful that | didn't have to worry about
bei ng caught between two armies, or kept the arnmies
fromconing at all. Something like that.'
Arutha rested his chin upon his armon the back of the
horse as he thought. 'But what?

Lockl ear said, "Sonething nmagic?
Jimy | aughed. "We've had no shortage of that since
thi s whol e nmess began.'
Arutha ran his finger along the chain holding the
talisman given himby the Ishapian nonks at Sarth.
"Sonmet hing magic.' he nuttered. "But what?'

Quietly Jinmy said, "It'lIl be something big, |I'd guess.'
Arutha fought rising irritation. In his belly he knew
Jimy was right. And he felt frustration close to rage in
not understandi ng the secret behind Murmandanus' s

i nsane i nvasi on.
Abruptly trunpets sounded, and were answered al npst

i medi ately by the poundi ng of boot heels upon

"the cobbles as soldiers rushed to their posts. Arutha was
out of the stables in an instant, the boys just behind.

Gal ai n pointed. "There.'

Guy and Arutha | ooked down fromthe highest tower of the keep, overl ooking
the barbican of the fortification

beyond, in the deep canyon called Cutter's Gap, the first

el ements of Murmandanus's armny coul d be seen

"Where's Highcastl e?" asked Arutha.

down on the wall with his nen,' answered Anps. 'He

came in a short tinme ago, all bl oodied and battered.

says the Dark Brothers were up in the hills above his

advance position and swarned down over him He had

to cut his way out. Looks |ike he |ost nobst of the

detachnent out there.' Guy swore. 'The idiot. That was where he coul d have

bottl ed up Murmandanus's arny for a few days. Here,

on the walls, it'll be a bloody damed farce.

The elf said, "it was foolish to underestimate the ability
of the mountain noredhel once they get into the rocks.
These are not sinple goblins he's facing.

Arutha said, 'i'mgoing to see if | can talk to him' The
Prince hurried down through the keep and within a few

m nutes was standi ng beside Lord highcastle. The Baron
was bl oodi ed froma scal p wound, received when his
hel m had been knocked of f his head. He had not put

anot her on, and his hair was matted with dried bl ood,
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The nman was pal e and shaky, but he still supervised his
command wi thout hesitation. Arutha said, 'Brian, can
you see what | was tal king about?

"We'll bottle themup here,' he answered, pointing to

where t he narrow canyon canme together before the wall
"There's no roomto stage, so his men will be stopped
before the wall. We'll cut themdown |ike wheat before a
scythe.' 'Brian, he's bringing an army of thirty thousand

agai nst you. What have you here? Two? He doesn't care
about |osses, He'll pile his soldiers against your walls,
then wal k over their' corpses to reach you. They'll cone
and cone and come again and wear you down. You can't

hold out for nore than a day or two at the |ongest.'

The Baron's eyes | ocked upon Arutha's. "My charter is

to defend this position. | may not quit it save by | eave of
the King. | amcharged to hold at all costs. Now, you are
not part of ny command; please |eave the wall."'

Arut ha renmai ned notionless for a nonent, his face
flushed. He left the wall and hurried back to the tower,
When he had rejoined those upon the tower, he said to
Jimmy, "Go saddle the horses and get all we need for a
long ride. Steal what you must fromthe kitchen. W may
have to nake a quick exit.

Ji my nodded and t ook Lockl ear by the sleeve

| eadi ng the other boy away. Arutha, @iy, Galain, and

Anps wat ched as the | eading edge of the invading arny
nmoved cl oser, coming down the canyon |ike a sl owmving

fl ood.

It began as Arutha had predicted, a wave of soldiers
attacki ng down the narrow draw. The fortress had been
built as a staging point for the garrison, with little
thought that it would need to withstand a nassive attack
froman organi zed army. Now just such an armny
advanced upon it.
Arut ha joined his conpanions atop the tower, watching
as Hi ghcastle's bownren began sl aughtering Mirnmandanus's
advance el enents. Then the front ranks of
the attackers opened, and goblins with heavy shields
hurried forward at a crouch, formng a shield wall
Mor edhel bowren ran and t ook refuge behind them
then rose and began answering the archers upon the wall
The first flight of arrows took a dozen of Highcastle's
bowren off the wall, and the attackers streaned
forward. Again and again the two sides exchanged
mssile fire and the defenders stood firm But the
attackers continued to advance toward the wall

but Step by bl oody step they canme, noving past the bodies O those who had fallen

and fell,

nmoved closer to the walls than the last. An archer woul d
di e and another would run forward to take his place.
tHen, as the sun breasted the high wall of the canyon,

"the attackers had hal ved the distance to the wall. By the

time the sun had nade the narrow transit fromwall to
%over head, the distance was narrowed to | ess than

yards. The next wave was unl eashed.

Scaling | adders were carried forward, and the defenders
exacted a heavy toll on those who carried them but

Each wave cane
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as each goblin or troll fell, another took his place
carrying the ladder. At last they rested agai nst the wall
Pol e arnms were enployed to topple them but others

were put in place, and goblins scranbled up to be

greeted by steel and flane. Then the battle of Highcastle
was truly joined.

Arut ha wat ched as the ragged defenders held again. The

final wave had breasted the wall to the south of the

bar bi can, but the reinforcement conmpany had filled the

breach and driven them back. Wth sunset, the trunpets

sounded wit hdraw, and Murmandanus's host pulled

back up the canyon. Guy swore. "i've never seen such carnage and waste in

the nanme of duty.' Arutha was forced to agree. Anpbs said, "Bloody hell
These border |ads might be the dregs and outcasts of

your armes, Arutha, but they're a tough and salty crew.

I've never seen nen give better account of thensel ves.

Arut ha agreed. 'You don't serve on the border for

| ong and not get toughened. Few big battles, but

constant fighting. Still, they're dooned if Brian keeps

this up. '

Gal ain said, "W should | eave before dawn if we are to

get away, Arutha.' The Prince nodded. 'i'mgoing to speak one last tine

with Brian. If he still refuses to listen to reason, |I'll ask
permi ssion to quit the garrison.

"And if he doesn't?" asked Anps.

Arutha said, "Jimmy's already got us provisions and

a way out. We'll leave on foot if we nust.'

The Prince left the tower and hurried back to where he

had | ast seen Hi ghcastle. Looking about, he saw no sight

of the Baron. Inquiring of a guard, he was told, 'Last |

saw of the Baron was an hour ago. He might be down in

the courtyard with the dead and wounded, Hi ghness.

The soldier's words were prophetic, for Arutha found

Brian, Lord Hi ghcastle, with the dead and wounded. The
chirurgeon was kneeling over him and when the Prince
approached, he | ooked up, shaking his head. 'He's dead.

Arut ha spoke to an officer standing by the body.
.Who' s second?’

The nman said, 'Walter of Gyldenholt, but | think he
fell during the overrunning of the forward position
" Then who?'

"Baldwin de la Troville and |, Highness, are both

ranked behind Walter. We arrived upon the same dayY, so
who is senior | do not know. '
"Who are you?'

"Ant hony 'du Masigny, fornerly Baron of Cairy,

Hi ghness.'

Arut ha recogni zed the man from Lyam s coronati on

after hearing the name. He had been one of Quy's
supporters. He still affected a trimappearance. but two
years on the frontier had rid himof nuch of the manner
of the court dandy he had displayed at Rillanon

"if you've no objections, send for de la Troville and
GQuy du Bas-Tyra. Have themneet with us in the

Baron's chanbers.'

"i've no objections,' said du Masigny. He surveyed the
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carnage along the walls and in the courtyard. '"in fact |
woul d welcone a little sanity and order about now.'

Baldwin de la Troville was a sl ender, hawkish man, in
"‘contrast to du Masigny's neatly trimed, softer aPPearance
As soon as both officers were present, Arutha said,

if either of you has any notion of that nonsense about

bei ng vassals only to the King and defending this fortress
to the death, say so now.'

bot h exchanged gl ances, and du Masi gny si ghed.

"H ghness, we were sent here by order of your brother

for' - he cast a glance at guy - "certain forner politica
i ndiscretions. We are in no hurry to throw our |ives away
in futile gesture.' De la Troville said, "Hi ghcastle was an idiot. A brave,

al rost heroic man, but still an idiot.

"You'l | accept ny orders?

"dadly," they both said.

"Then from now forward, du Bas-Tyra is ny second in

command. You'll accept himas your superior.'

Du Masigny grinned. 'That is hardly new to either of

us, Highness.' GQuy nodded and returned the snile. "They're good

sol diers, Arutha. They'll do what needs to be done.
Arutha ripped a map off the wall and laid it upon the
table. 'I want half the garrison in saddle wthin an hour,
but all orders are to be by whisper, no trunpets, no
drums, no shouts. As soon as possible, | want squads of a
dozen nen each slipped out the postern gates at oneninute
intervals. They're to ride for Sethanon. | think
even as we speak Murmandamus is slipping his soldiers
through the rocks on either side of the pass to cut off
retreat. | don't think we have nore than a few hours
certainly not past dawn.' Quy's finger touched the map. "If we send a snal

patrol to this point, then this point, just for show, it would slow down
any infiltrators and cover sonme of the noise.

Arut ha nodded. "De la Troville, lead that patrol, but

don't engage any eneny forces. Run like a rahbit if

needs be, and be sure to be back by two hours before

dawn. By sunrise this garrison is to be evacuated. not a

living man | eft behind.

Now, the first squads leaving will consist of six able

bodi es and six wounded. Tie the wounded to their horses

if you nust. After today's slaughter, there should be

enough mounts for each squad to take two or three

extra, and | want each to carry as nuch grain as possible.
Not all the horses will make Sethanon, but between the
grain and rotating the mounts, nost shoul d.'

" Many of the wounded won't survive, Hi ghness,' said

du Masi gny.

"The ride to Sethanon will be a killer, but | want

everyone safely away. | don't care how badly hurt they
are, we're not |eaving one man behind for the butchers.
Du Masigny, | want every dead soldier to be put back on
the wall, propped up in the crenels. Wen dawn cones,
want Miurmandanmus to think he faces a full garrison.' he
turned to Guy. 'That m ght slow himdown a little. Now
prepare messages for Northwarden, telling himof what is
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occurring here. |If nenory serves, Mchael, Lord Northwarden,
is far brighter than the |late Baron Highcastle.

. Perhaps he'll agree to send sonme soldiers to harass

Mur mandanus' s flanks along his |ine of nmarch. | want
messages to Set hanon -'

"W have no birds for Sethanon, Hi ghness,' said de IaTroville.

We are expecting sone to be coning by

caravan within the nonth.' He | ooked enbarrassed for

his former conmmander. ' An oversight.

'How many birds do you have |left in the coops?

"A dozen. Three for Northwarden. Two each for Tyr-sog

% and Lon61, and five for Romey.'

Arut ha said, "Then at | east we can spread the word
Tell Duke Tal wn of Rommey to send word to Lyamin
rillanon. | want the Arm es of the East to nmarch on
sethanon. Martin will already be in the field with
vandros's army. As soon as he encounters the survivors
of Arnmengar and | earns Miurnmandanus's route, he'l
turn his forces around and send the army from Yabon to
Hawk' s Hol | ow, where they can cut through the
mountai ns and march this way. W'll send word to Tyr- Sog

to get gallopers out to tell himexactly where we are.
The garrison fromkrondor will march as soon as Cardan
receives word frommartin. He'll pick up troops al ong
the way at Darknoor.' He seenmed vaguely hopeful. 'We
may yet survive at Sethanon.'

%N hoecr ekl seaSri nsmai d, "He said he had something to do and
w~r dut bhea | oghoke~ckabout. 'What nonsense is he aboi:t

now?' It was nearly first light and the |ast detachnent of
sol diers was ready to ride out of the garrison. Arutha's
party, the last fifty soldiers, and two dozen extra horses
were poised at the gate, and Jimy was off sonewhere

Then the boy dashed into sight, waving for themto be

of f. He junped into the saddle, and Arutha signalled for
the postern gates to be opened. They were pushed wi de

and Arutha | ed the colum out. As Jinmmy overtook him

Arut ha said, "Wat kept you?

"A surprise for Mirmandanus.'

Just a candle on top of a small barrel of oil | found,
It's on a bunch of straw and rags and things. Should go
up in a half hour or so. Wn't do much but make a | ot of
smoke, but it will burn for a few hours.

"And after Arnmengar

Anmos | aughed in appreciation.

they won't be so quick to rush toward a fire.'

Quy said, 'That's a bright one, Arutha.’

Jimy | ooked pleased at the praise. Arutha said dr)'l~)
% 7menti nmy' ss teoxopJdbersisgi holn turned dark, while Lockl ear
gri nned.

They gained a day. Fromthe tine they left the first
nmorning until sundown, they saw no sign of pursuers.

Arut ha deci ded Murmandanus nust have ordered a

t horough search of the enpty fortress and woul d then
have to reorder his arny for the trek across the High
Wol d. No, they had stolen the march on the invaders,

and they were likely to stay ahead of all but his fastest
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caval ry.

They coul d push the horses, rotating the renounts

they |l ed, and nake between thirty-five and forty nmiles a
day. Some horses were sure to go lane but with |uck

they woul d be across the vast, hilly Hgh Wld in a week
Once in the Dimwod, they woul d have to slow, but the
chances of being overtaken would al so be less, for those
behi nd woul d have to be cautious of anmbush from anong
the thick trees

On the second day they began passing the bodies of

t hose wounded who coul d not withstand the puni shnent

of the hard ride. Their conrades had foll owed orders and
cut the dead | oose fromtheir saddles, not wasting tine to
bury them not even stripping them of weapons and

ar nour .

On the third day they saw the first signs of pursuit,
vague shapes on the horizon near sundown. Arutha
ordered an extra hour's ride, and there were no signs of
% behi nd at dawn.

" On the fourth day they saw the first village. The
sol diers riding past before themhad al erted everyone of
the danger, and it was now deserted. Snoke cane from
one chimey and Arutha sent a soldier to investigate. A
.-banked fire still smoul dered, but no one was left. A
bag of seed grain was found and brought al ong, but all
foodstuffs were gone. There was little to confort
my, so Arutha ordered the village |left alone. Had
the villagers not picked the place clean, he would have
~oced it burned. He expected Miurmandanus's sol diers
to see to that, but he still felt better for |eaving the
es he had found it.
the end of the fifth day, they saw a conpany of
"approachi ng from behind, and Arutha ordered his
company to halt and make ready. The riders cane cl ose
enough to be clearly marked as a dozen noredhel sCOU S,
but they veered off and noved back toward their main
army rather than accept the offer to fight the |arger
force. On the sixth day they overtook a caravan, heading
sout h, already warned of the approachi ng danger by the

first units of the garrison to ride past. The caravan
drivers were noving at a slow, steady pace, but it was
certain they'd be overtaken by Mirnmandanus's adVanced
units within another day, two at the nost. Arutha
rode to where the nerchant who owned the wagons sat
and, riding alongside, shouted, "Cut your horses |oose
and ride them. O herw se you cannot escape the Dark
Brothers who follow' 'But nmy grain!' conplained the nerchant. '"i'll |ose

everything.' Arutha signalled a halt. Wen the wagons were

stopped, he shouted to his command. "Each man take a
sack of this merchant's grain. We'll 'need it for the

D mwod. Burn the rest!’

The protesting merchant ordered his bravos to defend

his cargo, but the mercenaries took a single | ook at the
fifty soldiers from H ghcastle and noved away, allow ng
themto take the grain.

"Cut the horses | oose!' ordered Cuy.

The soldiers cut the horses fromtheir traces, and | ed
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them away. Wthin nminutes the sacks of grain had been
renoved fromthe first wagon and passed anobng the
sol di ers~ including an extra sack for each of the
merchant's horses. The rest of the wagons and grain were
fired. Arutha said to the nerchant, 'There are thirty

t housand goblins, Dark Brothers, and trolls on the march

this way, master merchant. If you think |I've done you an

i njustice, consider what you would face trundling these

wagons along the trails of the Dimwod in the mdst of

such company. Now take the grain for your nounts and

ride for the south. W shall stand at Sethanon, but if you

val ue your skin, 1'd ride past the city and make for

Mal ac's Cross. Now, if you want to be paid for this grain,

stay in Sethanon, and if we all nanage somehow to

survive the invasion, I'll reconmpense you. That's your
risk to decide. I've no nore tine to waste on you.

Arutha ordered his colum forward and, minutes |ater

was not surprised to find the merchant and his nercenaries
riding after them staying as close to the colum as

their tired mounts would allow. After a short while,

Arutha yelled to Anps, "Wen we halt, get them sone

fresh horses fromthe renpunts. | don't want to | eave

t hem behind."’

Amos grinned. "They're just about scared enough to
behave. Let's let themfall just alittle farther behind,

then when they catch up with us tonight they' Il be bright
"and cooperative |ads.'

Arut ha shook his head. Even in the face of this
backbreaki ng ride, Anps appreciated the humour of the

, noment .

.On the seventh day they entered the D mmod.

The sounds of fighting caused Arutha to order a halt. He
nmotioned for Galain and a soldier to ride toward the
direction of the sound. They returned mnutes |later, the elf
%It's over.

they rode to the east to find soldiers fromHi ghcastle
earing. A dozen noredhel bodies |ay about. The

nt in charge sal uted when he saw Arutha aPing. 'W

e were resting our nounts when they hit

ghness. Luckily. another squad was just west of

and cane running.'

tb | ooked at GQuy and Galain. 'How the hell did

head of us!'

Gal ain said. "They didn't. These have been here all
sunmer, waiting.' He | ooked about. 'Over there,

think.'" He led Arutha to a deadfall, which hid the
entrance to a |low hut, cleverly conceal ed by brush
Wthin the hut were stores: grain, weapons, dried neats,
saddl es, and ot her supplies.

Arut ha inspected everything quickly, then said, 'This
canpai gn has been long in planning. W can now be
certain that Sethanon has al ways been Mirmandanus's

obj ective. '

"But we still don't know why,' observed CQuy.

"Well, we'll have to proceed without regard to why.
Take anything here that we can use, then destroy the
rest. '

He said to the sergeant, 'Have you sighted other
conpani es?’
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"Yes, Hi ghness. De la Troville had a canp a nmile's ride
to the northeast last night. W encountered one of his
pi ckets and were ordered to continue on, so as not to
concentrate too many nmen in one place.

Quy said, "Dark Brothers?

The sergeant nodded. "The woods are swarmng with

them Your Grace. If we ride past, they give us little
trouble. If we stop, we've snipers to deal with. Luckily
they don't usually cone in bands as large as this one.
Still, it might do well for us to stay on the nove.
Arutha said, 'Take five nen frommy col unmm and

begin to head east. | want word passed that everyone is
to keep a watchful eye for these stores of Mirmandanus.

I expect you'll find them guarded, so | ook for places
where the Dark Brothers begin to object to your
trespassing. Anything that can help himis to be
destroyed. Now you' d better ride.'

Arutha then ordered another dozen men to ride a

hal fday to the west, then turn south, so that word of the
caches of arnms could be spread. He said to Guy, 'Let's

get on the march. | can al nost feel his vanguard stepping
on our heels.'

Du Bas- Tyra nodded and said, 'Still, we mght be able

to slow hima bit along the way.'

Arut ha | ooked about. 'i've been waiting for a place for

an anbush. Or a bridge to burn behind us. O a

narrowing in the trail where we can fell a tree. But there
hasn't been a single likely place.'

Amos agreed. 'This is the nost bl oody damm acconmopdati ng
forest |I've seen. You can march a parade

through here and not one man in twenty would miss a

step for having to dodge a tree.

Quy said, "Well, we take what we can get. Let's be

of f. '

The Di mwod was a series of interconnecting woodl ands
rather than a single forest such as the Edder or the
Green Heart. After the first three days' travel, they
passed a series of neadows, then entered sone truly
dark and forebodi ng woods. Several tinmes they waited
while Gal ain m smarked noredhel trail signs. The elf

t hought sone of the noredhel scouts mght wander a bit
bef ore di scovering they were being msled. Three nore
times they cane across caches of Mirnmandanus's stores.
Dead noredhel and soldiers showed their |ocations. The
swords had been tossed into fires to rob them of tenper,
while the arrows and spears were burned. The saddl es
and bridles had been cut up and the grain was scattered
about the ground or burned. Bl ankets, clothing, and
even foodstuffs had gone to feed the fires.

Late in the second week in the forest, they snelled
smoke and had to flee a forest fire. Some overzeal ous

pi l agi ng of one of Mirmandanus's caches had resulted

in the fire breaking | cose in the woods, now dry fromthe
summer. As they rode away fromthe advancing

fire, Anmps shouted, "That's what we should do. Wait until his
magni fi cent bastardness gets into the woods and

burn it down around him Ha!'
Arutha had lost six horses by the tinme they left the
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D mwod, entering cultivated | ands, but not one man,
i ncluding the merchant and his nercenaries. They
crossed twenty miles of farm and, then made canp.
After sunset a faint glow on the southern horizon
appear ed.

Anps pointed it out to the boys. "Sethanon

They reached the city and were halted at the gate by

sol diers of the local garrison. "W're |ooking for

whoever's in comuand!' shouted the sergeant in charge

his chevrons clearly shown in gold upon the finely

tailored green and white tabard of the Barony of

Set hanon. Arutha signalled, and the sergeant said, 'W've had

soldiers fromH ghcastle drifting in for the last half day.
They' re being given conpound in the marshalling yard.

The Baron wants to see whoever's in charge of this |ot.
"Tell himl'mon ny way as soon as these nen are
quartered. '

"And who should | tell himthat is?

" Arut ha of Krondor.'

The man's nouth opened. 'But. . .'

"I know, |'mdead. Still, tell Baron Humphry I'Il be up

to his keep within the hour. And tell himl've Guy du

Bas-Tyra with me. Then send a runner to the nmarshalling

yard and find out if Baldwin de la Troville and Anthony

du Masigny are safely here. If so, have themjoin ne.' The sergeant was notionless for a nonent,
t hen

saluted. 'Yes, Hi ghness!

Arutha signalled for his colum to enter the city, and
for the first tine in months saw the normal sights of the
Kingdom a city busy with the business of citizens who

t hought they were safely kept from harm by a benevol ent
monar ch. The streets thronged with people busy with the
concerns of the market, conmerce, and celebration. In
every direction Arutha could seee only the conmmonpl ace,
the expected, the mundane. How soon that woul d

change.

Arut ha ordered the gates closed. For the |ast week those

who had chosen to take their chances and fl ee sout hward
had been allowed to |l eave. Now the city was to be

seal ed. More nessages had been sent, by pigeon and
riders, to the garrisons at Malac's Cross, Silden. and
Dar knmoor, agai nst the possibility of the other nessages
not reaching those commanders. Everything that could

be done had been done, and all theY could do was wait.
The scouts who had been positioned to the north

had reported that Mirnmandanus's arny was how

conpletely in control of the D mwod. Every farm

bet ween the woodl ands and the city had been evacuated

and all the inhabitants brought inside the walls. The
Prince had instructed everyone to follow a strict schedul e.
Al'l food was brought to Sethanon, but when tine

ran out, Arutha had ordered every farmput to the torch.
The fall crops not yet harvested were fired, and unpicked
gardens were dug up or poisoned and all herds too

distant to be brought to the city were ordered scattered
to the south and east. Nothing was | eft behind to aid the
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advanci ng host. Reports fromthe soldiers who had
reached Sethanon indicated that at least thirty of
mur mandanmus' s caches of stores had been di scovered
and | ooted or destroyed. Arutha harboured no ill usions.

At best he had stung the invaders, but no real damage had been
acconpl i shed save i nconveni ence.

Arutha sat in council with Anmos, Quy, the officers

from Hi ghcastl e, and Baron Hunphry. Hunphry sat in

his arnmour - unconfortably, for it was a gaudy contraption
of fluted scrollwork, designed for show and not for
conbat .

his gol den pluned hel m held before him He

had readily acknow edged Arutha's preenption of his
command, for given its |location, the garrison of sethanon
| acked any real battlefield commanders. Arutha

had installed Guy, Anmpbs, de la Troville, and du Masi gny

in key positions. They sat review ng the disposition of

troops and stores. Arutha concluded reading the list and
spoke. "We could withstand an arny of Mirmandanus's

size up to two nonths, under normal circunstances.

Wth what we saw at Arnmengar and Highcastle, |1'msure

the circunstances will not be normal. Mirnmandanus

must be within the city by two weeks, three at |ongest,
otherw se he faces the possibility of an early freeze. The
rainy fall weather is beginning, which will slow his
assaults, and once winter cones, he'll find a starving
armmy under his conmand. No, he nust quickly enter

Set hanon, and prevent us fromusing up or destroying

our stores. "if the very best of situations cones to pass, Martin

will be now leaving the foothills of the CalastiUS

Mount ai ns bel ow Hawk's Hol l ow with the army from

Yabon, upward of six thousand soldiers. But he'll be at

| east two weeks away. We m ght see soldiers from

Nort hwarden or from Sil den about the sane tine, but at

best we must hold for no | ess than two weeks and

perhaps as long as four. Any longer, and help will be too

slowin comng." He rose. "Gentlenen, all we nay do nowis wait for

the eneny to come. | suggest we rest and pray.'

Arut ha wal ked out of the conference room Guy and

Amos cane after. Al paused, as if considering what they
had been through so far, then drifted off their separate
ways, to wait for the attackers.

18
Homewar d

They wal ked the Hall .

It seemed a straight thoroughfare, a yellow sh white
roadway with nmore glow ng silver doors at about fiftyfoot
intervals. Macros made a sweeping nmotion with his

arm 'You walk in the mdst of a nystery to match the
City Forever, the Hall of Worlds. Here you may wal k

fromworld to world, if you but know the way.' He
indicated a silver rectangle. 'A portal, giving passage to

and froma world. Only a select few anong the

mul titudes may di scern them Sone |earn the knack

through study, others stumble upon them by chance. By
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altering your perceptions, you nmay see them wherever
they lie. Here' - he waved at a door as they passed -
a burned-out world circling a forgotten sun.' Then he
poi nted to the door on the other side of the Hall."But
There is a world teening with life, a hodgepodge of
cultures and societies. but with only one intelligent race.'
He halted a nonent. "At least, that is what they will be

in our own time.' He continued wal king. 'At present,

expect these doors enpty into swirls of hot gases only
slightly nore dense than not hing.

"in the futures a conplete society exists who travel the
Hal I, conducting comrerce between worlds, yet there

are worl ds whose entire popul ati ons have no know edge

of this place.'

Tomas said, '| knew nothing of this place.

' The Val heru had other neans to travel,' Macros

answered, inclining his head in Ryath's direction. "Wthout
the need, they never paused to apprehend the

exi stence of the Hall, for surely they had the ability.
Luck? | don't know, but nuch destruction was avoi ded

by their remaining ignorant.'

'How far does the Hall extend?' said Pug.

"Endl essly. No one knows. The Hall appears straight,

but it curves, and should | walk a short distance, | would
vani sh fromyour sight. Distances and tine have little
meani ng between the worlds.'

He began | eading them down the hall.

is

Fol I owi ng Macros's instructions, Pug had managed to
bring themforward in time, to what Macros judged was
near their own era. After having accel erated the Dragon
Lord time trap, Pug had no difficulty foll owi ng Macros's
direction. The mechanics of the spells used were but

| ogi cal extensions of what Pug had used to speed up the
trap. Pug could only guess if the proper anount of tine
had passed, but Macros had reassured himthat when

they started to approach M dkem a, he woul d know how
much adj ust ment Pug woul d have to make

They had been wal ki ng and Pug had studi ed each door

in passing. After a while he discovered there was a faint
di fference between each door, a slight spectral oddity in
the shimering silver light, which provided the clue to
whi ch world the door led to. 'Macros, what woul d occur
if one were to step off between doors?" asked Pug.

The sorcerer said, "l suspect you' d be quickly dead if
You did so unprepared. You would float in rift-space

wi t hout the benefit of Ryath's ability to navigate.'

He halted before a door. "This is a necessary shortcut,
across a planet, which will nore than hal ve our trave
time to Mdkem a. The distance between here and the

next gate is less than a hundred yards, but be advised
this world's atnosphere is deadly. Hold your breath for
here nmagi ¢ has no neani ng and you nay not protect
yourself with arts.' He breathed heavily for a nonent,
then with a great intake of breath, dashed through the
door. Tomas cane next, then Pug, then Ryath. Pug squinted
and al nost exhal ed as burning funes assaulted his eyes
and sudden, unexpected wei ght seemed to pull him

down. They were sprinting across a barren plain of
purple and red rocks, while overhead the air hung heavy
with grey haze in orange skies. The earth trenbled, and
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gi ant clouds of black snoke and gases were spewed
heavenward by the bl eedi ng nountains, glowing with
reflecting orange Iight fromvol canoes. The stuff of the
world flowed down the sides of those peaks and the air
hung heavy with oppressive heat. Macros pointed and

they ran .into a rock face, which returned themto the
hal |

Macros had been silent for hours, lost in thought. He
pul l ed up short, coming out of his reverie, as he halted
before a portal. 'W must cut across this world. It should
be pl easant.'

He led themthrough a gate into a | ovely green gl ade.
Through trees they could hear the poundi ng of waves on
the rocks and snell the tang of sea salt. Macros led them
along a bluff overl ooking a magnificent view of an ocean
Pug studied the trees about them finding themsimlar

to those upon Mdkenmia. 'This is much like Crydee.
"Warner,' said Macros, inhaling the fragrance of the

ocean. 'it's a lovely world, though no one lives upon it.'
Wth a sad ook in his eyes, he said, 'Perhaps soneday
I"lI'l retire here.' He shook off the reflective nood. 'Pug,
we are close to our own era, but still slightly out of
phase.' He gl anced about. 'l think it a year or so before
your birth. We need a short burst of tenpora

accel eration. '

Pug cl osed his eyes and began a | ong spell, which had

no discernible effect, save that shadows began noving
rapidly across the ground as the sun hurried its course
across the sky. They were quickly plunged into darkness
as night descended, then dawn fol |l owed. The pace of

time's passage increased, as day and night flickered, then

blurred into an odd grey light.

Pug paused and said, 'W nmust wait.' They all settled

in, for the first time apprehending the | oveliness of the
wor | d about them The mundane beauty provided a
benchmar k agai nst which to neasure all the strange and
mar vel | ous places they had visited. Tomas seened deeply
troubled. "All that | have w tnessed nakes nme wonder at
the scope of what we are confronting.' He was silent for
a tine. 'The universes are such inponderabl e,

i mmense things.' He studied Macros. 'Wiat fate befalls
this universe, if one little planet succunbs to the

Val heru? Did ny brethren not rule there before?

Macros regarded Tonmas with an expression of deep

concorD. "True, but you've grown either fearful or nore
cynical. Neither will serve us.' He |ooked hard at Tomas,
seeing the deep doubt in the eyes of the human turned

Val heru. At |ast he nodded and said, 'The nature of the
uni verse changed after the Chaos Wars, the coning of

the gods heral ded a new system of things - a conplex,
ordered system - where before only the prine rul es of

O der and Chaos had existed. The Val heru have no

place in the present schenme of things. It would have been
easier to bring Ashen-Shugar forward in tinme than to
undertake what was required. | needed his power, but |

al so needed a m nd behind that power that would serve
our cause. Wthout the tine |link between him and

Tomas, Ashen- Shugar woul d have been one with his
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brethren. Even with that |ink, Ashen-Shugar woul d have
been beyond anyone's control.
Tomas renmenbered. "no one can imagi ne the depth of

the madness | battled during the war with the Tsurani. It
was a close thing.' His voice renmained calm but there
was a note of pain in it as he spoke. "I becane a
murderer. | slaughtered the hel pless. Martin was driven
to the brink of killing me, so savage had | becone.' Then
he added, 'And | had come to but a tenth part of ny

power then. On the day | regained my . . . sanity, Mrtin

coul d have sent his cloth-yard shaft through ny heart.'
He pointed at a rock a few feet away and made a

gripping notion with his hand. The rock crunbled to

dust as if Tomas had squeezed it. 'Had nmy powers then
been as they are now | could have killed Martin before
he coul d have rel eased the arrow - by an act of wll.'
Macros nodded. 'You can see what the risks were,

Pug. Even one Val heru al one woul d be al nbst as great a
danger as the Dragon Host; he would be a power
unrestrained in the cosnps.' His tone held no reassurance.
"There is no single being, save the gods, who could
oppose him' Macros smiled slightly. "Except nyself, of
course, but even at ny full powers, | could only survive a
battle with them not vanqui sh them Wthout ny

power s. ' He let the rest go unsaid

'Then,' said Pug, (why haven't the gods acted?

Macros | aughed, a bitter sound, and waved at all four

of them "They are. Wat do you think we're doing here?
That is the gane. And we are the pieces.

Pug cl osed his eyes and suddenly the odd grey |ight

was replaced by nornal daylight. 'I think we're back.
Macros reached out and gripped Pug's hand, closing

his eyes as he felt the flow of tine through the younger
sorcerer's perceptions. After a nonent Macros said,

'Pug, we are close enough to M dkem a that you may be
abl e to send nessages back honme. | suggest you try.' Pug
had told Macros of the child and his previously
unsuccessful attenpts at reaching her

Pug shut his eyes and attenpted to contact Gani na.

Katal a | ooked up from her needl ework. Gamina sat with

eyes fixed, as if seeing sonething in the distance. Then

her head tilted, as if listening. WIIliam had been reading

an old, rmusty tome Kulgan had given him and he put it

assi de and | ooked hard at his foster sister.

Then softly the boy said, "Mna. '

Cal My Katala put down her sewi ng and said, 'What,

Wl lian?' The boy | ooked at his nother with eyes wi de and said

in a whisper, "It's . . . Papa.'

Katal a cane to kneel beside her son and put her arm
around his shoul ders. "Wat about your father?
"He's talking to Gam na.'

Katal a | ooked hard at the girl, who sat as if

enraptured, all around her forgotten. Slowy Katala rose
and crossed to the door to the famly's dining roomand

softly she pulled it open. Then she was through it at a

run. Kul gan and El gahar sat over a chessboard, while

Hochopepa observed, offering unsolicited advice to both
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pl ayers. The roomwas thick with snoke, for both the
stout nmgi ci ans were sucking on | arge, after-dinner

pi pes, enjoying their effects fully, oblivious to the
reactions of the others. Meecham sat nearby putting an
edge on his hunting knife with a whetstone.

Kat al a pushed open the door and said, "Al of you,

come! '

Her tone and the urgency of her manner caused all
questions to be put aside as they followed her back down
the corridor to where WIlliam sat studying Gam na.
Katal a knelt before the girl and slowy passed her hand
before the glassy eyes. Gamina didn't respond. She was
in some sort of trance. Kul gan whispered, "Wat is this?
Kat al a whi spered back, 'WIIliam says she's talking to
Pug.' Elgahar, the usually reserved G eater Path magician,

moved past Kul gan. "Perhaps | may | earn sonmething.' He
crossed to kneel before WIlliam 'Wuld you do

somet hing with me?

W1 liam shrugged noncommittally. The nmagician said,

"l know you can sonetines hear Gam na, Just as she can

hear you when you speak to animals. Could you let ne
hear what she's sayi ng?

WIliam said, 'How?

"I've been studyi ng how Gam na does what she does,

and | think I mght be able to do the sane. There's no
risk,' he said, |ooking at Katal a.

Kat al a nodded while Wlliamsaid, "Sure. | don't

m nd. '

El gahar closed his eyes and put his hand upon
WIlliam s shoul der, and then after a ninute he said, "I

can only hear . . . sonething.' He opened his eyes. "She's
speaking to soneone. | think it is Mlanber,' he said,
usi ng Pug's Tsurani nane.

Hochopepa said, '|I wish Dominic hadn't returned to

hi s abbey. He might be able to listen in.

Kul gan held up his hand for silence. The girl let out a
I ong sigh and cl osed her eyes. Katal a reached for her
afraid she mght faint, but instead the girl opened her
eyes wide, then gave a broad snile and | eaped up

Gani na nearly danced around the room so excited

were her novenents as she shouted in mind-speech, It

was Papa. He talked to me. He's comi ng back.'

Katal a put her hand upon the girl's shoul der and said,
"Cently, daughter. Now, stop junping about and tell us
what you said, and speak, Ganina, speak.

For the first time ever, the girl spoke above a whisper,
in excited shrieks punctuated with laughter. "I spoke to
Papa. he called ne from sonePl ace!"’

"Wher e?' asked Kul gan.

The child paused in her excited dance and tilted her
head, as if thinking. "it was . . . just soneplace. It had a
beach and was pretty. | don't know He didn't say where
it was. It was just soneplace.' She jiggled up and down
again and started to push on Kulgan's leg. 'W have to

go!"

. Wher e?'

' Papa wants us to neet himAt a place.
"What place, little one?' asked Katal a.
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Ganmina junped a little. 'Sethanon.'

Meecham said, "That's a city near the Di mwod, in the
centre of the Kingdom'

Kul gan shot hima black | ook. 'W know that."'

Unabashed, the franklin indicated the two Tsuran
magi ci ans, and said, (They didn't . . . Master Kulgan.'
Kul gan's bushy eyebrows nmet over the bridge of his nose
as he cleared his throat, a sign his old friend was right. It
was the only sign Meecham woul d get.

Katala attenpted to calmthe girl. '"Now, slowy, who is
to neet Pug at Sethanon?

"Everyone. He wants us all to go there. Now.

"Why?' asked WIliam feeling neglected.

Suddenly the girl's nood shifted and she cal ned. Her
eyes wi dened and she said, 'The bad thing, Uncle

Kul gan! The bad thing from Rogen's vision! It's there.
She cl utched Kul gan's | eg.

Kul gan | ooked at the others in the room and finally
Hochopepa said, ' The Enemy?

Kul gan nodded and hugged the child to him "Wen
chi | d?'

"Now, Kulgan. He said we nust go now.'

Kat al a spoke to Meecham "Pass word through the

community. Al the magicians nmust ready to travel. W

must | eave for Landreth. W'Il get horses there and ride
north.' Kulgan said. "No daughter of nmmgic woul d depend on

such mundane transportation.' H's nood was light in an
attenpt to relieve the tension. 'Pug shoul d have married
anot her magi ci an."'

Katal a's eyes narrowed, for she was in no nood to

banter. "Wat do you propose?’

"I can use ny line-of-sight travel to nove nyself and

Hocho to locations in junps, up to three miles or nore.

It will take tine, but far less than by horse. In the end we
can establish a portal, near Sethanon, and you and the

others can wal k through fromhere. ' He turned to
El gahar. 'That will give all of you time to prepare.
Meecham said, '"i'll conme, too, in case you pop into an

outl aw canp or sone other trouble.’

Gamina said, "Papa said to bring others.

"Who?' asked Hochopepa, placing his hand on the
child' s delicate shoul der

"ot her magi ci ans, Uncle Hocho.'

El gahar said, "The Assenbly. He would ask for such a
thing only if the Eneny was indeed upon us.'
"And the arny.'

Kul gan | ooked down at the little face. ' The arny?

Wi ch arny?

.Just the arny.' The girl seened at the end of her
young patience, standing with small fists upon her hips.
Kul gan said, 'We'll send a nessage to the garrison at
Landreth, and another to Shamata.' He | ooked at
Katal a. "G ven your rank as Princess of the royal house
by marriage, it might be time to go dig out that roya
signet you routinely msplace. ~we'll need it to enboss
t hose nessages.'
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Kat al a nodded. She hugged Gami na, who was quieting

down, and said, sStay here with your brother,' child," and
hurried out of the room

Kul gan | ooked to his Tsurani coll eagues. Hochopepa

said, "now, at |ast. The Darkness cones.'

Kul gan nodded. "To Set hanon.

Pug opened his eyes. Again he felt fatigue, but nothing

as severe as the first time he had spoken to the girl.

Tomas, Macros, and Ryath observed the younger

sorcerer and waited. "I think I got through enough that

she'll be able to give instructions to the others.

Macr os nodded, pleased. "The Assenbly will prove

little match for the Dragon Lords should they nanage to

break into this space-tinme, but they may aid in keeping

Mur mandanus at bay. so we can gain the Lifestone

before him' "if they reach Sethanon in time,' conmrented Pug. '

don't know how we stand with tine.'

"That,' agreed Macros, "is a problem | know we are

in our owm era, and |l ogic says we nust be there

sonetinme after you last left, to avoid one of the knottier
par adoxes possi ble. But how nuch tine has passed since

you left? A nonth? A week? An hour? Well, we'll know
when we reach there.’
Tomas added, 'if we're in tine.'

"Ryath,' said Macros, 'we need to travel sone distance
to the next gate. There are no nortal eyes upon this
worl d to apprehend the transformation. WIIl you carry
Us?" Wthout comrent, the woman gl owed brightly and

returned to her dragon form The three nmounted and she
took to the sky. "Fly to the northeast,' shouted Macros as
t he dragon banked and headed in the indicated direction
For a while they were silent as they flew, no one
feeling the need to speak. They sped away fromthe

bl uffs and beach, over rolling plateaus covered with
chaparral -1i ke grom h. Above, a warm sun beat down.

Pug wei ghed everything Macros had said in the | ast

hour. He quickly incanted, so they coul d speak without
shouting. "Macros, you said even one Val heru would be a
force unleashed in ,the universe. | don't think
under st and what you neant.

Macros said, 'There is nore at stake here than one

worl d.' He | ooked down as they sped over a river
energing froma canyon of staggering proportions.
running to the southwest to join the sea. He said, 'This
wonder ful planet stands at risk equal to Mdkenia. As
does Kel ewan, and all other worlds, sooner or |ater
"Shoul d the Val heru's servants win this war, their

masters will return, and chaos will again be loose in the
cosnmos. Every world will stand open for the Dragon

Host to plunder, for not only will they be unmatched in
their wanton destruction, they will be unmatched in

m ght. The very act of returning to this space-tine wll
provide themw th a source of nystical power heretofore
unt hought of, a source of power that woul d nake just
one Dragon Lord an object of fear for even the gods.'
"How i s such a thing possible? said Pug.

Tomas spoke. 'The Lifestone. It was |eft against the
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final battle with the gods. If it is used. . ." He left the
t hought unfi ni shed.

They were now flying high above nountains, entering

a land of lakes, to the north of rolling plains, as the sun
sank in the west. Pug found it difficult to contenplate
concepts of utter destruction while flying above this

spl endid world. Macros pointed and said, 'Ryath! That

large island, with the twin bays facing us.'

The dragon descended and | anded where Macros

instructed. They | eaped off her back and waited while

she transformed hersel f back to human form Then

Macros was of f, leading themtoward a |arge upthrusting

of rock near a stand of pinelike trees. They were before
anot her door, upon the face of the | arge boul der. Macros

st epped through. Tonas foll owed, then Pug. As Pug

returned to the Hall, a dread shrieked its haunting

whi sper of rage and struck out at Macros, knocking him

to the floor

Tomas junped forward, drawing his blade as the life

stealer attenpted to finish Macros. He ducked as anot her

of the dread attenpted to grapple himfrom behind. Pug

was knocked to one side by Ryath as she cane through

the door. A third dread |unged at the human form

dragon and seized' her arm above the el bow. Ryath

screanmed in pain. Then Tomas's bl ade | ashed out and the dread who

sought to close upon Macros was rest and cried in

whi spering rage, spinning to face his adversary. He

how ed and ripped out with his talons. Gol den sparks
rippled along the front of Tomas's shield as he bl ocked
the strike.

Ryath's blue eyes gl owed, turning angry red, and
suddenly the dread that was hol di ng her arm shri eked.
Foul grey snoke rose fromthe unliving's hand, but he
seened unable to rel ease his hold. The dragon wonan's
eyes continued to glow and she stood notionless, with
only a slight trenbling in her body. The dread seened to
be shrinking, its whispering cries reduced to a reedy
fluting. Pug finished an incantation and the third dread was

sei zed by sonme sort of fit. He arched backward and his

bl ack wi ngs quivered as he fell to the stones of the Hall
Then he rose upward, Pug's slight hand notion the only
sign he was using his arts upon the creature. Pug
gestured and the creature was noved to a place between
wor | ds, vanishing into the grey void.

Tomas struck out again and again and the dread he

faced fell back. Each tine the golden sword bit into the
bl ack not hi ngness, hissing energies were rel eased. Now
the thing appeared weakened and it sought to escape.
Tomas thrust with his blade, inpaling the dread as it
tried to flee, holding it notionless.

Wi | e Pug wat ched, Ryath and Tonas di sposed of the

two remai ni ng dread, sonmehow draining themof their

life essences, as the dread suck out the life of others.
Pug noved to where Macros |ay stunned. He hel ped

the sorcerer to his feet and asked, 'Are you injured?
Macros cleared his head with a shake and said, 'Not to
any degree. Those creatures can be difficult for a nortal,
but I've dealt with them before. That they were stationed
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before this door shows that the Val heru fear what aid we
may bring to Mdkem a. |If Mirnmandanus reaches

Set hanon and finds the Lifestone . . . well, the dread are
but a faint shadow of the destruction that will be
unl eashed. '

Tomas said, "how far to M dkem a?'
' That door.' Macros pointed to the one opposite the
one they entered. "Through it and we are hone.'

They entered a vast hall, cold and enpty. It was
fashi oned from massive stones, fitted together by naster
crafters. A single throne reared above the hall upon a

dais, ' and along both walls deep recesses were set, as if
ready to receive statuary.
The four wal ked forward, and Pug said, '"it is chilly

here. Where upon M dkemi a are we?'

Macros seened mildly amused. "W are in the fortress
city Sar-Sargoth.

Tomas spun about to face the sorcerer. 'Are you nad?
This is the ancient capital of the original Mirmandanus.
I know that nuch of the noredhel |ore.

Macros said, 'Calmyourself. They are all down

i nvadi ng the Ki ngdom Shoul d any noredhel or goblins

be hangi ng about, they'll certainly be deserters. No, we
can di spose of any obstacles here. It is at Sethanon we
must be ready to deal with the ultimte chall enge.

He I ed them outside, and Pug faltered. Arrived in

every direction were stakes of a uniformten feet in
hei ght. Atop each was a human head. Perhaps as many

as a thousand stretched away in every direction. Pug
whi spered, 'Heaven's pity, but how can such evil exist?
"This, then, conpletes your understandi ng, answered
macros. Looking at his three conpani ons, he said,

there was a tinme Ashen- Shugar woul d have thought this
not hi ng nmore than an object |esson

Tomas gl anced about, and nodded absent agreenent.

' Tomas, as Ashen- Shugar, can renmenber a time when

no noral issues existed in the universe. There was no
thoughts of right or wong, only of mght. And in that
uni verse all other races were of simlar mnd, save the
Aal, and their view of things was odd even by the

st andards of those days. Murmandanus is a tool, and he
resembl es his nasters.

"And beings far less evil than Miurmandamus have

done far worse than this one wanton act. But they do so
with some know edge of their deeds relative to a higher
moral principle. The Val heru don't understand good and

evil, they are totally anoral, but they are so destructive
we must count thema near-ultimate evil. And Mirnmandamnus
is their servant, so he is also evil. And he i S

but the pal est shadow to their darkness.' Macros sighed.
"It may be only ny vanity, but the thought | fight such

evil . . . it lightens ny burdens.’

Pug took a deep breath as he gained further insight

into the tornented soul who sought to preserve all Pug
hel d dear. At |ast he said, 'Were to? Sethanon?

Macros said, 'Yes. W nust go and di scover what has

cone to pass, and with luck we shall be able to help. No
matter what, Mirmandanus nust not be allowed to

reach the Lifestone. Ryath!’

file:/l/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Feist/Riftwar%203%20-%20Darkness%20At%20Sethanon.txt (269 of 307) [8/27/03 9:32:42 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Fei st/Riftwar%203%20-%20D arkness%20A t%20Sethanon. txt

The dragon shi mrered and soon was again her true

form They nounted and she took to the skies. Myving

hi gh above the Plain of |sbandia, she circled. She banked
and flew to the southwest, and Macros bid her pause as
they inspected the destruction of Arnmengar. Bl ack

smoke still issued fromthe pit where the keep had once
stood. 'What is that place?" asked Pug.

"Once called Sar-lsbandia, it was |last called Arnengar.

It was built by the glanredhel, as was Sar-Sargoth, |ong
before they fell into barbarism Both were made in

imtation of the city of Draken-Korin, using sciences

pl undered from other worlds. They were vain constructions,
won by the noredhel in battle at great cost: first

Sar - Sargot h, whi ch becane Murmandamus's capit al

then Sar-1sbandia. But Murmandanus was killed in the
Battl e of Sar-Isbandia, when the gl anredhel were
reputedly obliterated. Both cities were abandoned by the
mor edhel after his death. Only recently have the

mor edhel returned to Sar-Sargoth. Men lived in

Ar mengar .’

"There is nothing left," comented Tomnes.

' The present incarnation of Mirmandanus paid a price

to take it, it seems,' agreed Macros. "The peopl e who
lived here were tougher and nore clever than | had

t hought. Perhaps they have hurt hi m enough that

Set hanon still stands, for he nust have passed beyond
the mountains by now. Ryath! South, to Sethanon.'

the mountains by now. Ryath! South, to Sethanon.'

19

Set hanon

Suddenly the city was under siege.

Not hi ng had happened for a week after Arutha had

secured the city, then the eighth day after the gates had
been cl osed, guards reported Murmandanus's army on

the march. By nidday the city was surrounded by

el ements of his advance cavalry. and by nightfall picket

fires burned along every quarter of the horizon

Anmpos, Quy, and Arutha observed the invaders from

their command post upon the southern barbican, the

main entrance to the city. After a while Guy said, "it'll
be nothing fancy. He'll hit us fromall sides at once.
These piddling little walls will not hold. He'll be inside
after the first or second wave unl ess we can think

of sonething to sl ow himdown.

"The defensive barriers we built will help, but only a

little. We nust depend upon the nmen,' said Arutha.
"Well, those we brought south with us are a solid
crew,' observed Anps. "Maybe these parade sol diers
here will pick up a thing or two.'

"That's why | spread the nen from H ghcastl e out

anong the city garrison. Just nmaybe they' Il prove the
difference.' Arutha didn't sound hopef ul

@Quy shook his head, then rested it on his arns, against
the wall. ' Twel ve hundred seasoned nen, including the
wal ki ng wounded returned to duty. Three thousand
garrison, sonme local mlitia, and city watch - nost of
whom have never seen anything nmore extrene than a
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tavern brawl . If seven thousand Arnengarians coul dn't

hol d from behi nd sixty-foot-high walls, what can this |ot
do here?

Arut ha said, 'Watever they nmust.' He said no nore

as he returned his attention to the fires across the plain.

The next day passed into night, and still Mirnmandanus
staged his arny. Jinmrmy sat with Lockl ear upon a bal e of
hay near a catapult position. They, and the squires of
Lord Hunphry's court, had been carrying buckets of

sand and water to every siege engine along the city walls
all day, against the need to douse fires. They were al
bone-tired.

Lockl ear watched the sea of torches and campfires

outside the walls. '"it sonehow | ooks bigger than at
Armengar. It's like we never hurt themat all.’

Jimy nodded. 'We hurt them It's just they're closer,
that's all. | overheard du Bas-Tyra saying they'll cone in
a rush.' He was silent for a while, then said, 'Locky
you' ve not said anythi ng about Bronwynn.

Lockl ear | ooked at the fires on the plains. "Wat's to
say? She's dead and |1've cried. It's behind. There's no use in dwelling on
it. In a fewdays | m ght be dead, too.'

Jimy sighed, as he | eaned back agai nst the inner

wal |, glinpsing the host around the city through the
crenellation in the stones. Sonething joyous had died in
his friend, something young and i nnocent, and Ji my
mourned its |l oss. And he wondered if he had ever had

that young and innocent thing in hinself.

Wth dawn, the defenders were ready, poised to answer

the attackers when they cane. But as he did at

Armengar, Mirmandanus approached the city. Lines of

sol diers carrying the banners of the confederations and
cl ans marched out, then opened their line to let their
suprene conmmander conme to the fore. He rode a huge

bl ack stallion, equal in beauty to the white steed he had
ridden the last time. His hel mwas silver trinmred bl ack
and he held a black sword. Little in his appearance

of fered a reassuring inage, yet his words were soft. They
carried to everyone in the city, projected by Murnmandanus's
arts. "o ny children, though sone of you have

al ready opposed nme, yet am| ever ready to forgive.

Qpen your gates and | will offer solem vow any who

wi shes may quit and ride away, untroubled and unbarti ed.
Take whatever you desire, food, |ivestock, riches,

and 1'Il offer no obstacle.' He waved behind himand a
dozen noredhel warriors rode forward to sit behind. "I

will even offer hostages. These are anbng ny nost |oya
chieftains. They will ride unarnmed and unarnoured with

you until you are safe within the walls of whatever other
city you wish. Only this | ask. You nust open your gates

to me. Sethanon rmust be mne!’

Upon the walls the conmanders observed this and

Anmpbs nuttered, 'The royal pig-lover is certainly anxious

to get within the city. Damm ne if | don't al nbst believe
him | alnost think we could all ride away if we would
only giv

hi m t he bl oody pl ace.
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Arut ha | ooked at Guy. "I al nbst believe himtoo. |'ve

never heard of any Dark Brother offering hostages.

@Quy ran his hand over his face, his expression one of

worry and fatigue, a tiredness born of |ong suffering and

not sinply lack of sleep. 'There's sonething here he

wants badly.' Lord Hunphry said, 'H ghness, can we deal with the

creature?" Arutha said, "It is your city, nmy lord Baron, but it is

my brother's Kingdom |'msure he'd be quite short with
us if we went about giving portions of it away. No, we'll
not deal with him As sweet as his words are, there's
not hi ng about himthat nakes ne believe he'd honour

his vows. | think he'd willingly sacrifice those chieftains
of his without a thought. He's never been bothered by
his | osses before. |'ve even cone to think he wel cones

the bl ood and slaughter. No, Guy's right. He sinply
wants inside the walls as quickly as possible. And | woul d
give a year's taxes to know what it is he's after.
Anps said, "And | don't think those chieftains | ook
happy with the offer either.' Several noredhel |eaders
wer e exchangi ng hurried words with one another behind
Mur mandanus' s back. '1 think things are rapidly becom ng
| ess than harnoni ous anong the Dark Brothers.
"Let us hope,' said GQuy flatly.
Mur mandanus' s horse spun and danced nervously as
he shouted, 'Wat, then, is your answer?'
Arut ha stepped up on a box, so he might better be
seen above the wall. 'I say return to the north,' he
shouted. ' You have invaded | ands that hold no bounty
for you. Even now arm es are narching agai nst you
Return to the north before the passes are choked with
snow and you die a cold and | onely death, far from your
hone.' Miurmandanus's voice rose as he said, "Wo speaks for

the city?'
There was a nonent's silence, then Arutha shouted,
"I, Arutha Condoin, Prince of Krondor, Heir to the

throne of Rillanon,' and then he added a title not
officially his, 'Lord of the West.

Mur mandanus shri eked an i nhuman cry of rage and
somet hi ng el se, perhaps fear, and Ji my nudged Anos.

The former thief said. "That's torn it. He's definitely not
anused . '

Amos only grinned and patted the young man on the

shoul der. Fromthe ranks of Miurmandamus's army there
arose a murnuring as Anps said, "It sounds as if his
army doesn't like it either. Onens that turn out false can
underm ne a superstitious lot |ike these . '

Mur mandanus cried, "Liar! False Prince! It is known

the Prince of Krondor was slain! Wiy do you prevaricate?
What is your purpose?

Arut ha stood higher, his features clear to see. The
chieftains rode about in nmilling circles, engaged in

ani mat ed di scussion. He renoved his talisman, given by
the Abbot at Sarth, and held it forth. "By this talisman
am| protected fromyour arts.' He handed it down to
Jimy., " Now you know the truth.

Mur mandanus' s constant conpani on, the' Pantathian
serpent priest, Cathos canme forward at a shanbling run

file:/l/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Feist/Riftwar%203%20-%20Darkness%20At%20Sethanon.txt (272 of 307) [8/27/03 9:32:42 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Fei st/Riftwar%203%20-%20D arkness%20A t%20Sethanon. txt

He tugged upon the stirrup of his naster's saddle,
pointing at Arutha and speaking at a furious rate in the
hi ssing | anguage of his people. Wth a shriek of rage,
Mur mandanus ki cked hi m away, knocking him to the
ground. Anps spat over the wall. 'I think that convinced
them'

The chi eftains | ooked angry and noved as a group
toward Miurmandanmus. He seened to recogni ze the
monent was slipping away fromhim He spun his nount
ina full circle, the warhorse's hooves striking the fallen
serpent priest in the head, rendering himsensel ess.
Mur mandanus ignored his fallen ally and the approaching
chieftains. "Then, foul opposer,' he cried toward the
wal |, "death comes to enbrace you!' he spun to face his
army, and pointed back at the city'. 'Attack!’
The arny was poised for the assault and noved
forward. The chieftains could not counternand the
order. Al they could do was ride at once to take charge
of their clans. Slowy the horsenmen noved up behind the
advancing el ements of infantry, ready to rush the gates.
Mur mandanus rode to his conmand position as the
first rank of goblins wal ked over the unconscious body of
the serpent priest. It was not clear if the Pantathian had
died fromthe horse's kick or not, but by the tine the |ast
rank had passed over, only a bloody carcass lay in a
r obe.
Arutha raised his hand and held it poised, dropping it
when the first rank came within catapult range. 'Here,'
sai d Ji my, handing back the talisman. 'it nmight cone in
handy. '
M ssiles struck the advanci ng host and they faltered,
then continued forward. Soon they were running toward
the walls. while bowren offered covering fire from
behind shield walls. Then the first rank hit trenches
hi dden by canvas and dirt and fell upon the buried, firehardened
stakes. Qthers threw shields upon their writhing
conrades and ran over their inpaled bodies. The
second and third ranks were deci mated, but others cane
forward, and scaling | adders were placed agai nst the
wal | s, and the battle for Sethanon was joi ned.

The first wave swarned up the | adders and were net

with fire and steel by the defenders. The nen of

Hi ghcastl e provided the | eadership and exanpl e that

kept the inexperienced defenders of the city from being
swept away. Anos, de la Troville, du Masigny, and Quy
were linchpins for the defence of the city, always
appeari ng where needed.

For nearly an hour the battle teetered as if poised

upon the point of a dagger, with the attackers only barely
able to gain a foothold upon the battlenents before they
were thrown back. Still as one rush was repul sed,

anot her woul d be nounted froma different quarter and
soon it was apparent that all would hinge upon sone
chance of fate, for the two opposing forces were in

equi librium

Then a giant ram fashioned within the dark gl ades of
the Di mwod, was rolled forward, toward the southern
gate of the city. Wthout a npat, there were only the
traps and trenches to slow its advance and those were
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qui ckly covered wi th wooden planking | aid over the

bodies of the dead. It was a tree bole, easily ten feet in
dianmeter. It rolled on six giant wheels and was pul |l ed by
a dozen horsenen. A dozen giants pushed from behi nd

using long poles. The thing gathered speed as it runbled

toward the gate. Soon the horses were cantering and the
riders peeled off, turning away fromthe answering hai

of arrows. The sluggish giants were replaced by faster
goblins, whose primary task was to keep the thing on
course and noving. It rolled toward the outer gates of the
barbi can , and nothing the defenders could do would stop it
It struck the gates with a thunderous crash, the
shattering of wood and protests of netal hinges torn

fromthe walls heralding a breach in the city's defences
The gates were flung back into the barbican, twisting as

they fell under the wheels of the ram The front end of

the ramlifted as it bounced off the tilting gates,
monentum carrying it upward as it struck against the
right wall of the barbican. Suddenly the invaders were
provided with a clear entrance to the city. Up the

tottering ramand | eani ng gates the goblins swarned,
gaining the top of the barbican. Suddenly the bal ance

was tipped.

Atop the barbican the defenders were forced back

The invaders reached a point above the inner gate as

nmore goblins and noredhel swarned up the accidenta

ranps. Arutha called the reinforcement conpany forward
They hurried to where the first goblins were

dropping into the courtyard before the nassive bar that
held the inner gates in place. The fighting before the
gates was fierce, but soon goblin bowren were driving

the defenders away, despite the fire directed at them

fromother parts of the wall. The bar was being hoisted

when shrieks and cries went up fromoutside. The

fighting slowed, as those engaged sensed sonet hi ng odd

was occurring. Then all eyes | ooked heavenward.
Descending fromthe sky was a dragon, its scal es

glinting in the sun. Upon its back three figures could be
seen. The giant ani mal swooped downward with an
astonishing roar, as if about to pounce upon the attackers
before the gates and the goblins began to flee.

Ryat h spread her w ngs and swooped into a | ow glide
above the heads of the attackers, as Tomas waved his
gol den sword al oft. She trunpeted her battle cry and the
gobl i ns beneath her broke and ran.
Tomas | ooked about, seeking signs of this Mirmandanus,

but could see only a sea of horsenen and infantry

in all directions. Then arrows began to speed past. Most
were harm essly bouncing off the dragon's scales, but the
Prince Consort of Elvandar knew a well -placed shot
could strike between the overlapping plates or in the eye
and the dragon could be injured. He ordered Ryath to
enter the city.
The dragon | anded in the market, sone distance
fromthe gate, but Arutha was already running toward
them with Galain behind. Pug and Tormas both | eaped
lightly down, while Macros was nore sedate in his disnmunt.

Arutha gripped Pug's hand. 'it is good to see you
again, and naking so tinely an entrance.
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Pug said, 'We hurried, but we had sone del ays upon

the way.'

Tomas had been greeted by Galain, and Arutha in

turn clasped his hand, both of them obviously pleased to
see each other alive. Then Arutha saw Macros. "So you
didn't die, then?

Macros said, "Apparently not. It is good to see you
again, Prince Arutha. Mre pleasant than you can

i magi ne. '

Arut ha | ooked at the signs of battle about himand
considered the relative quiet. Fromdistant quarters the
sounds of battle carried, signifying only that the assault
upon the gate had ceased. "I don't know how | ong they'l
wait before they rush the barbican again.' He gl anced
down the street toward the gate. 'You gave thema start,"
and | think Murmandamus is having trouble with some of

his chieftains, but not enough to benefit us, |I'm afraid.
And | don't think I can hold them here. Wen they cone
again, they'll swarmover that ram'

"W can help,' said Pug.

"No,"' said Macros.

Al'l eyes turned toward the sorcerer. Arutha said,
"Pug's magi c could counter Mirnandanus's.'

'Has he used any spellcraft against you so far?

Arut ha thought. 'Wiy no, not since Arnengar.'’

"He won't. He nmust harbour it against the nonent he

has won into the city. And the bl ocodshed and ' terror
benefit his cause. There is sonething here he wants, and
we nust keep himfromgetting it.

Arut ha | ooked at Pug. "What is happening here?

A messenger came running toward them "H ghness

The eneny nmasses for another attack on the gate.'

Macros said, 'Wio is your second?

'Quy du Bas-Tyra.'

Pug | ooked startled at the news but said nothing.

Macros said, 'Murmandanus will not use nagic, except
perhaps to destroy you if he can, Arutha, so you nust
turn command of the city over to du Bas-Tyra and cone
with us.'

"Where are we goi ng?'

"Sonme place near here. If all else fails, it will be our

cause to prevent the conplete destruction of your nation
W nust keep Murmandanus from his final goal.'

Arut ha considered a nonment. He said to Gal ain,

"Orders to du Bas-Tyra. He is to take comand. Anops
Trask is to assunme his role as second-in-conmmand. '
"Where will Your Highness be?' asked the sol di er next

to the el f.

Macros took Arutha by the arm "He'll be sonepl ace
where' no one can reach him If we are victorious, we
shall all neet again.' He didn't bother saying what woul d
happen if they were defeated.

They hurried down the street, past shuttered doors

as the citizens huddled safely within their hones. One
bol d boy | ooked out a second floor wi ndow just as Ryath
| unbered past, and with w de eyes slammed the w ndow.
The sounds of battle came fromthe walls as they

rounded a corner into an alley. Macros spun to face the
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Prince. 'Wiat you see, what you hear, what you learn
must always remain a trust. Besides yourself, only the
Ki ng and your brother Martin may know the secrets

you'll learn today - and your heirs,' he added with a dry
note, "if any. Swear.' It was not a request.
Arutha said, 'l swear.'

Macros said, ' Tomas, you rnust discover where the
Li festone lies, and, Pug, you nust take us there.'

Tomas | ooked about. "it was ages ago. Nothing

resenbles. . .' He closed his eyes. He appeared to the
others to be in sone trance state. Then he said, "I feel it.'
Wt hout opening his eyes, he said, "Pug, can you take

us . . . there?" He pointed down and to the centre of the
city. He opened his eyes. "It is below the entrance to

t he keep.'

Pug said, "Cone, join hands.

Tomas | ooked toward the dragon, saying, "You have
done all you can. | thank you.

Ryath said, 'Wth thee |I shall cone, one nore tine.'
She regarded the sorcerer and then Tormas. 'Wth
certainty do | know ny fate. | nust not seek to avoid it.'
Pug | ooked at his conpani ons and said, 'Wat does
she nmean?' Arutha's expression nirrored Pug's.
Macros did not speak. Tomas said, 'You have not told
us before.'

"There was no need, friend Tomas.'

Macros interrupted. "We can speak of this once we've
reached our destination. Ryath, once we have ceased
movi ng, cone to us.'

Tomas said, 'The chamber will be | arge enough.’

"I shall.’

Pug pushed his confusion aside and took Arutha's

hand. The other was joined with Tomas's, and Macros
completed the circle. They all becane insubstantial and
began to nove

They sank, and light was denied themfor a tine.

Tomas directed Pug, using mnd-speech, until after |ong
m nutes in the dark, Tomas spoke aloud. 'W are in an

open area.'
Wth returning solidity, they all felt cold stone beneath
their feet and Pug created |ight about hinself. ' Arutha

| ooked up. They were in a gigantic chanber, easily a
hundred feet in every direction, with a ceiling tw ce that
hi gh. About them rose columms and next to them stood

an uprai sed (dais.

Then suddenly, with a booni ng di spl acenent of air,

the dragon bul ked above them Ryath said, 'it is near
time.'

Arutha said, 'Wat is the dragon speaking of ?* He had

seen so many wonders over the last two years the sight of
a tal king dragon was maki ng no inpression on him

Tomas said, "Ryath, like all the greater dragons,

knows the time of her death. It is soon.

The dragon spoke. 'VWhile we fared between worlds, it

was possible | would die of causes renpved fromthee

and thy friends. Now it is clear | nust continue to play a
part in this, for our destiny as a race is always tied with
t hi ne, Val heru.’

Tomas only nodded. Pug | ooked about the chanber,

saying, "Were is this Lifestone?
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Macros pointed to the dais. "There.'
Pug said, 'There is nothing there.'
"To ordi nary appearances,' said Tomas. He asked

Macros, "Were shall we wait?

Macros was silent for a nonment, then said, 'Each to

his place. Pug, Arutha, and | nust wait here. You and
Ryath must go to anot her place."'

Tomas i ndi cated understanding and used his arts to lift
hi nsel f upon the dragon's back. Then, with a thunderous
crash, they vani shed.

Arutha said, 'Were did he go?'

"He is still here,' answered Macros. (But he is slightly
out of phase with us intime - as is the Lifestone. He
guards it, the |l ast bastion of defence for this planet, for
should we fail, then he alone will stand between

M dkemi a and her utter destruction.'

Arut ha | ooked at Macros, then Pug. He noved toward

the dais and sat. "I think you had better tell ne sone
things.'

Quy signalled and a shower of mssiles cane down upon
the heads of the goblins rushing the gate. A hundred
died in an instant. But the flood was unl eashed and du
Bas- Tyra shouted to Anbs, "Ready to quit the walls! |
want skirm sh order back to the keep, no rout. Any man
who tries torun is to be killed by the sergeant in charge.'
Anpbs said, "Harsh,' but he didn't argue the order. The
garrison was on the verge of breaking, the untested
soldiers close to panic. Only by frightening them nore
than the eneny could was there a shred of hope of

mai ntaining an orderly retreat back to the keep. Anps
gl anced back as the population of the city fled toward the
keep. They had been kept out of the streets so that
conpani es could nove fromsection to section without

i mpedi ment, but now they had been ordered to | eave
their hones. Anpbs hoped they woul d be safely out of the
Way before the retreat fromthe walls began

Ji my cane running through the nelee evolving to the
west of where Gal ain, Anpbs, and GQuy stood, and

shouted, "De la Troville wants reinforcenents. He's hard
pressed upon the right flank.

Quy said, "He'll have none. If | pull anyone fromtheir
own sections, it will open a flood gate.' He pointed to
where the goblins had cleared the breach through the
outer gate of the barbican once nore and were now
clinmbing up the inner gate. The covering fire from

nor edhel archers was mnurderous. Jimy began to | eave
and Guy grabbed him ' Anot her nessenger is passing the
word to quit the walls on signal. You'll not be able to
reach himin tinme. Stay here.’

Jimy signall ed understanding, his sword at the ready,
then suddenly a goblin appeared before him He slashed
out, and the blue skinned creature fell, only to be
repl aced by anot her.

Tomas | ooked down. Hi s friends had vani shed, though

he knew they were still in the same place, but slightly out

of phase with himin tinme. part of Ashen-Shugar's

attenpt to hide the gem had been to put the ancient city

of Draken-Korin into a different frame of tinme. He | ooked across
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the vast hall where the Val heru had held

their last council, then regarded the giant gl ow ng green
gem He altered his perceptions and saw the |ines of

power spreadi ng outward, touching, he knew, every

living thing on the planet. He considered the inportance
of what he was to do, and calnmed hinmself. He felt the
dragon's nood and acknow edged it. It was a wllingness

to accept whatever fate brought, but w thout a resignation
to defeat. Death might come, but with it mght also

come victory. Tomas was sonmehow reassured by this

t hought .

"You have told me it is inportant. Now tell ne why.

"it was left against the day of the Val heru's returning.
Arut ha nodded.

They understood that the gods were fashioned of the

stuff of the world, a part of m dkem a. Draken-Korin

was a genius anong his race. He knew that the power of

the gods depended upon the rel ationship they had with

all other living things. The Lifestone is the npbst powerful
artifact upon this world. If it is taken and used, it wll
drain all power fromall creatures down to the tiniest
being, giving that power to the user. It can be used to
bring the Valheru into this space and tine. It does so by
providing a surge of energy so vast it cannot be equall ed,
and at the sane tine it drains away the source of power

for the gods. Unfortunately, it will also destroy all life
upon this planet. In one instant, everything that wal ks,
flies, swinms, or crawls across Mdkemia will die, insects,
fish, the plants that grow, even living things too small to
see. '

Arut ha was astoni shed. ' Then what will the Val heru

have with a dead pl anet?’

'Once back in this universe, they can war upon ot her
wor | ds, bringing slaves, livestock, and plants, life in all
forns, to reseed. They have no concern for the other

bei ngs here, just their own needs. It is truly a Val heru
view of things, that all nmay be destroyed to protect their
interests. '

"Then Murnmandanus and the invadi ng noredhel wll

die as well,' said Arutha, horrified at the scope of the
%

Macros considered. 'That is the one thing about this

that puzzles ne, for to utilize the Lifestone, the Val heru
must have entrusted much lore to Murmandanus. It

seens inpossible that he doesn't know he will die when

he opens the portal. The Pantathian serpent priests | can
under stand. They have worked since the tine of the

Chaos Wars to bring back their |ost nistress, the

Eneral d Lady of Serpents, whomthey regard as a

goddess. They have becone a death cult and believe that
with her return, they will achieve sone sort of dem godhead
for thensel ves. They enbrace death. But this

attitude is unlikely for a noredhel. So |I don't understand
Mur mandanus' s notives, unless guarantees have been

made. | don't know what they could be, as | don't know
what this use of the dread can herald, for they will not
perish with the others. And if the Val heru no | onger w sh
themupon this world as they reseed the planet, it will be
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difficult for the Valheru to rid thenselves of the dread.
The Dreadl ords are powerful beings, and this makes ne
wonder at the possibility of a conpact.' Mcros sighed.

"There is still so much we don't know. And any one thing
coul d prove our undoi ng.
Arutha said, '"in all this there's one other thing | don't

understand. This Murnmandanus is an archnmage of sone

sort. If he needs to conme here, why not shape-change,
sneak into Sethanon | ooking |ike any human and cone

here unnoticed? Way this marching of armes and

whol esal e destruction!’

Macros said, 'it is the nature of the Lifestone. To

reach its proper frane of reference in tine and to open
the gate to adnmit the Val heru require an enornous

mystic power. Mirnmandanus feeds off death.' Arutha
nodded, renenbering a comment Mirnmandanus had

made when he had first confronted Arutha through the

dead body of one of his N ghthawks, back in Krondor

'He sucks energy from each death near him Thousands

have died in his service and opposing him Had he no

need to harbour those energies to open the gateway, he
coul d have bl own down the walls of this city like a thing
of sticks. Even such a snmall matter as keeping his barrier
up agai nst personal injury costs himval uable energies.
No, he needs this war to bring back the Val heru. He

woul d gladly see his entire arnmy to the last soldier die
just so long as he can reach this chanber. Now we nust
seek to block his masters' entrance back into this

uni verse.' He stood up. "Arutha, you nust renain

vigil ant agai nst nundane attack.' He came to Pug and
said, "We nust aid him his foe will prove nighty: nobst
surely, Mirmandarmus will cone to this room'

Pug took Macros's hand and wat ched as the sorcerer
reached out and gripped the Ishapian talisman. Arutha
nodded, and Macros took it fromthe Prince. Macros

closed his eyes and Pug felt powers within hinself being
mani pul ated by another, a feat again new and startling to
him Whatever skills he had, were still as nothing to
those lost to Macros. Then Arutha and Pug watched as

the talisman began to glow. Softly, Macros said, "There is
power here.' He opened his eyes and said, "Hold out

your sword.'

Arutha did so, hilt first. Macros rel eased Pug's hand

and carefully placed the talisnman below the hilt, so the
tiny hammer lay next to the forte of the blade. He then
gently closed his hand around the bl ade and hanmer.

"Pug, | have the skill, but | need your strength.' Pug took
Macros's hand and the sorcerer again used the younger
mage' s magi ¢ to augnent his own dim ni shed powers.
Macros's hand began to glow with a warm yel | ow or ange
light, and all heard a sizzling sound while snoke canme off
the sorcerer's hand. Arutha could feel the blade warmto
t he touch.

After a few nonents the gl ow vani shed and Macros's

hand opened. Arutha | ooked at the blade. The talisman

had been sonehow enbedded into the steel, now

appearing only as a hanmer-shaped etching in the forte.
The Prince | ooked up at Macros and Pug.

' That bl ade now hol ds the power of the talisnman. It

will guard you fromall attacks fromnystic sources. It
will also wound and kill creatures of dark sunmoning,
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pi erci ng even Miurmandanus's protective spells. But its

power is limted to the strength of will within the man
who holds it. Falter in your resolve and you will fall.
Remai n st eadfast and you shall prevail. Al ways renenber
t hat .

"Conme, Pug, we nust ready ourselves.'

Arut ha watched as the two sorcerers, one ancient and
robed in brown and one young and wearing the bl ack

robes of a Tsurani Great One, stood facing each other,
next to the dais. They joined hands and cl osed their eyes.

A disquieting silence fell over the chanber. After a
mnute, Arutha pulled his attention fromthe two magic
users and began inspecting his surroundi ngs. The chanber
seened enpty of any artifact or decoration. One

smal | door, waist-high in the wall, seemed the only

means of entrance. He pulled it open, and gl anced in,
seeing a hoard of gold and gens lying in the next

chanber. He laughed to hinself. Ancient treasure, riches
of the Val heru, and he'd 'trade it all to have Lyam s arny
on the horizon. After a nonent of poking about the

treasure, he settled in to wait. He absently tossed and
caught a ruby the size of a plum w shing he knew how

hi s conrades above were faring in the battle for Sethanon

"Now ' shouted Guy, and the conpany directly under his conmand began to

fall back fromthe barbican, while

behi nd them trunpeters sounded the call to withdraw. In

every quarter of the city the call was answered and, in as

coordinated a -retreat as possible, the walls were

surrendered to the attackers. Rapidly the defenders fel
back, gaining the cover of the first block of houses
beyond the bailey, for the noredhel archers upon the

wal | began taking a heavy toll.

Conpani es of Sethanon archers waited to offer

answering fire over the heads of the retreating skirm shers,
but it was only through exceptional bravery that

a total rout was avoi ded

GQuy pulled Jimy and Anps al ong, watching over his

shoul der while his squad fell back to new positions.

Gal ain and three other archers offered covering fire. As

the front rank of attackers reached the first major
intersection, a conpany of riders erupted fromthe side

street. Sethanon cavalry, under the conmand of Lord
Hunphry, rode anong the goblins and trolls, tranpling

them underfoot. In a few mnutes the attackers were

bei ng sl aughtered and began wi t hdrawi ng the way they

had cone.

GQuy waved to Hunphry, who rode over. "Shall we

harry them Guy?'

"No, they'll regroup shortly. Order your men to ride

the perineter, covering where necessary, but everyone is
to fall back to the keep as quickly as possible. Don't do
anything too heroic.'

The Baron acknow edged his orders, and Guy said,

"Hunphry, tell your nen they did well. Very well.' The
stout little Baron seened to perk up and saluted smartly,
riding off to take command of his cavalry.

Anpbs said, "That little squirrel's got teeth.'

'"He's a braver nan than he | ooks,' answered Guy. He
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qui ckly surveyed his position and signalled his nen
back. In a nonment they were all running toward the

keep.

When they reached the inner bailey of the city, they
ran toward the keep. The outer fence was a decorative
thing of iron bars, which would be torn down in

moments, but the inner, ancient fortress wall still |ooked
difficult to attack. GQuy hoped so. They gained the first
par apet overl ooking the battle and GQuy sent Galain to
see if his other commanders had reached the keep. \Wen
the elf had gone, he said, "Now, if | could only know
where Arutha has vani shed to?

Ji my wondered as well. And he al so wondered where

Lockl ear was.

Lockl ear hugged the wall, waiting until the troll turned
his back to himat the sound of the scream The girl was
no nore than sixteen and the other two children

consi derably younger. The troll reached for the girl, and
Lockl ear | eaped out and ran himthrough from behi nd.

Wt hout saying anything, he reached out and grabbed the
girl's wist. He tugged and she foll owed, |eading the
other two children

They hurried toward the keep, but the squire halted

when a squad of horsenen was driven backward across

their path. Locklear saw that Baron Hunphry was the

last man to quit the fray. The Baron's horse stunbled
and goblin hands reached up and pul | ed Hunphry from

his saddle. The stout little ruler of Sethanon |ashed out
with his sword, cutting down two of his assailants before
finally being overwhel med by the goblins he faced.

Lockl ear pulled the frightened girl and her comnpanions
into an abandoned inn. Once inside, he searched until he
spied the trapdoor to the cellar. He opened it and said,
.Quickly. and be silent!’

The chil dren obeyed and he followed after. He felt

about in the dark and found a lanp, with steel and flint
next toit. In a short nonent he had a |ight burning. He
gl anced around whil e sounds of fighting filtered down
fromthe street above. He pointed toward a | arge pair of
barrels and the children hurried over to crouch between
them He pushed on another barrel and rolled it slowy
before the others, creating a snmall place to hide. He took
his sword and the |anp and clinbed over to sit with the
ot hers.

"What were you doing running down the street?' he

asked in a harsh whisper. 'The order for nonconbatants
to | eave cane a half hour ago.'

The girl |ooked frightened but spoke calmy. "My

mot her hid us in the cellar.'

Lockl ear | ooked incredul ous. 'Wy?

The girl regarded himw th m xed expression and said,
"Soldiers. '

Lockl ear swore. A nother's concern over her daughter's
virtue could cost all three of her children their I|ives.
He said, 'Wll, | hope she prefers you dead to

di shonoured. '

The girl stiffened. "She's dead. The trolls killed her.
She fought them while we ran.
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Lockl ear shook his head, wi ping his dripping forehead
with the back of his hand. 'Sorry.' He studied her for a

nmoment, then recognized she was indeed pretty. "I really
amsorry.' He was silent, then added, "I've |ost soneone,
too."'

A thunp on the floor above, and the girl stiffened
nmore, fear making her eyes enornmpbus as she bit the back
of her hand to keep from screaning. The two snaller
children clung to each other and Lockl ear whi spered,
"Don't nmake a sound.' He put his armabout the girl and
bl ew out the lanp and the cellar was plunged into

dar kness.

Quy ordered the inner gate to the keep cl osed, and

wat ched as those too slow to reach it safely were cut
down by the advancing horde. Archers fired fromthe
battl ements, and anything that could be hurled at the
attackers was thrown - boiling water and oil, stones,
heavy furniture - as the last, desperate attenpt to resist
t he onsl aught began.

Then a shout went up fromthe rear of the invading

army and Murmandanus came riding forward, tranpling

his own soldiers as often as not. Anmps waited beside GQuy
and Jimry, ready for the first scaling |ladders to be
brought forward. He | ooked at the frantically hurrying
mor edhel | eader and said, "The dung-eater still seens in
a hurry, doesn't he? He's a bit rough on the | ads who
happen to be in his way.'

@Quy shouted, "Archers, there's your target!' and a
storm of arrows descended about the broad-shoul dered
nmoredhel . Wth a screamthe horse was down and the

rider fell and rolled. He | eaped to his feet, unharned,
and pointed toward the keep doors. A dozen goblins and
nor edhel raced forward, to die under bow fire. Mst
bowren concentrated upon the noredhel |eader, but

none could harm him The arrows woul d harnl essly

stri ke sonme invisible barrier and bounce off.

Then a ramwas carried forward, and while dozens of
invaders died, it at |last reached the doors and was
brought to bear. Mredhel archers kept the defenders
down, while the rhythm c poundi ng began

Quy sat with his back to the stones, as flight after flight
of nmoredhel arrows sped overhead. 'Squire,' he said to
Jimy, "hurry downstairs and see if de la Troville has his
company together. Order himto be ready at the inner

door. | think we have less than ten mnutes before

they're inside.' Jimmy hurried off, and GQuy said to

Amos, "Well, you pirate . . . it looks like we gave thema
good run.'

Hunkeri ng down besi de Guy, Amps nodded. ' The

best. Al things considered, we did all right. Alittle nore
luck here or there, and we'd have had his guts on a

stick.' Anps sighed. "Still, there's no use dwelling on the
past, | always say. Cone along, let's go bl eed sone of
those nmiserable land rats.' He leaped to his feet and
grabbed the throat of a goblin who had just cleared the
wal | . The creature had not seen any defenders, and

suddenly there was Anps, seising himby the throat.

Wth a jerk he crushed the creature's w ndpi pe, and cast

hi m back down the | adder, dislodging three nore who

were right behind him Anpbs pushed the | adder away as
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@Quy slashed with his sword at anot her who cli nbed

through a crenel beside Anos.

Anos stiffened and gasped and, | ooki ng down,

di scovered an arrow in his side. 'Damm me!' he said,
apparently astoni shed by the fact. Then a goblin breasted
the wall, and struck out with his sword, the inpact nearly
spi nning Anbs around. The fornmer sea captain's knees

buckl ed, and he fell hard to the stones. CGuy cut the
goblin's head fromhis shoulders with a savage bl ow.

He knelt next to Anpbs and said, "I've told you to keep
your damm head down.

Amos sniled up at him "Next tinme I'Il listen,' he said
weakly, then his eyes cl osed.

GQuy whirled as another goblin came over the wall, and

with an upward thrust he gutted the creature. The
Protector of Armengar, former Duke of Bas-Tyra,

sl ashed right and left, bringing death to any goblin, troll
or noredhel who cane close to him But the outer wall

of the keep was breached, and nore invaders swarned

over, and Guy saw hinself being slowy surrounded.

O hers on the wall heard the call for retreat and hurried

down the stairs to stand within the great hall, but Cuy
stood over his fallen friend with sword ready, not
novi ng.

Mur mandanus wal ked over the bodies of his own

soldiers, ignoring the cries of the dying and wounded
around him He entered the barbican of the keep,

passing the shattered outer doors. Wth a curt notion of
his hand he ordered his soldiers forward with the ramto
begin the assault upon the inner door. He noved to one
side while they began beating on the door, their
conrades seeking to rid the walls of Sethanon archers.
For an instant all within the killing ground of the
bar bi can were intent upon the splintering door, and

Mur mandanus st epped back into the shadows, silently

| aughing at the folly of other creatures. Wth each death
he had gai ned power and now he was ready.

A noredhel chieftain ran into the killing ground

seeking his master. He brought word of the battle in the
city. Fighting over spoils had broken out between two
rival clans, and while they had been distracted, a pocket
of defenders had escaped certain annihilation. The
master's presence was required to keep order. He

grabbed one of his underlings and asked Murnandanus's

wher eabouts. The goblin pointed, and the chieftain
shoved the creature away, for the dark corner he

i ndi cated was enpty. The goblin ran forward to 'work
upon the ram for another soldier had fallen to arrows

from above, while the noredhel chieftain continued to

| ook for his master. He asked about, and all said that
Mur mandanus had vani shed. Cursing all onens, prophecies,
and heral ds of destruction, the chieftain hurried

back toward the section of the city where his own clan
battl ed. New orders were about to be given

Pug heard Macros's words in his mnd. They are trying to

break through.

Pug and Macros's minds were |inked, with a rapport

beyond anyt hing Pug had experienced in his life. He

knew the sorcerer, he understood him he was one with Macros. He
renmenbered things fromthe sorcerer's |ong
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history, foreign lands with alien people, histories of
worlds far distant, all was his. And so was the
know edge. Wth his nystic eye, he could (see' the place they

woul d attenpt to enter. It existed between their physica
worl d and the place where Tomas waited, a seam

bet ween one tinme franme and another. And sonet hi ng

|i ke sound was buil ding, sonething that he could not

hear but could feel. A pressure was rising, as those who
sought to enter this world began their final assault.

Arutha tensed. One nonent he had been watchi ng Pug

and Macros standing |ike statues, then suddenly another
moved in the vast hall. Fromout of the shadows cane
the giant noredhel, his face a thing of beauty and horror
as he renoved his black dragon hel mfromhis sweating
brow. Bare of armour, his chest reveal ed the dragon
birthmark of his heritage, and in his hand he held a bl ack
sword. He fixed his eyes upon Macros and Pug and

nmoved toward them
Arut ha stepped out from behind a pillar, standing

bet ween Murnmandamus and the two notionl ess nages.

he held his sword at the ready. 'Now, baby killer, you
have your chance,' he said.

Mur mandanus faltered, his eyes growi ng wi de
"How -' Then he grinned. "I thank the fates, Lord of the

West. You are now mine.' He pointed his finger and a
silver bolt of energy shot forward, but it was warped to
strike the blade of Arutha's sword, where it danced |ike
i ncandescent fire, pulsing with white-hot fury. Arutha
flicked his wist and the point of the blade touched the
stone floor. The fire w nked out.

The noredhel's eyes again wi dened, and with a shriek

of rage he | eaped toward Arutha. 'I will not be deni ed.
Arut ha narrow y avoi ded a bl ow of stunning savagery,

whi ch caused bl ue sparks to | eap when the bl ack bl ade
struck the stones. But as he noved back, his own sword
flicked out and he cut the noredhel upon the arm

Mur mandanus shrieked as if some grave injury had been
done, and staggered back a nonent. He righted hinself

as Arutha followed the blow with another, and was able
to parry the Prince's second thrust. Wth a | ook of
madness, Mirmandanus cl utched the wound, then

regarded the crinmson wetness upon his palm The

mor edhel said, "It is not possible!

Wth catlike quickness Arutha | ashed out, and anot her
cut appeared upon the noredhel, this one across his bare
chest. Arutha smiled a snmile without humour, one as
savage as the noredhel's had been. it is possible, scion
of madness,' he said with studied purpose. "I amthe
Lord of the West. | amthe Bane of Darkness. | am your
destruction, slave of the Val heru.

Mur mandanus roared in rage, the sound of a vani shed

age of insanity returning into the world, and | aunched his
attack. Arutha stood his ground and they began to due

i n earnest.

Pug.
I know.
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They noved in concert, weaving a pattern of power

erecting a lattice of energies against the intruder. It was
not so mghty a work as that used to close off the great
rift at the time of the golden bridge, but then this rift
hadn't been opened yet. But there was pressure and they
wer e being tested.

The poundi ng on the door continued as the wood began

to splinter. Then canme the sound of distant thunder,
growi ng | ouder. The poundi ng on the door halted for a
monent, then resuned. Twi ce nore the boom ng

sounded, as if conming closer, as the sounds of fighting
seenmed to be increasing. Then from outside cane
unexpected cries, and the pounding of the ramon the
door ceased. Then an expl osion rocked the hall. Jimy

| eaped forward. He pulled aside the slide that covered

the peephole, then yelled back at de la Troville, "Open

this door!’

The commander of the company signed his nen

forward as the sounds of fighting reached his ears, and it

took the strength of nost of the men to nove the hal f-detached
door. Then they heaved and it opened and de

la Troville and Jimy raced t hrough. Before them nmen

in brightly coloured arnour ran through the streets,
battling nmoredhel and goblins on every hand. Jimy
shouted, 'Tsurani. damm, it's an army of Tsurani!'
"Can it really be? said de la Troville.

"I'"ve heard enough stories from Duke Laurie to know

what they're supposed to look like. Little fellows, but
tough, all in bright coloured arnour."'

A squad of goblins turned before the keep retreating
froma larger conpany of Tsurani, and de la Troville |ed
his own nen out, taking themin the rear. Jimmy hurried
past, and heard anot her |oud expl osion. Down a broad
avenue he could see a bl ack-robed magi ci an st andi ng
before a snoking pile of barrels and an overturned

wagon t hat had been used as a breastwork. The mmgici an
began conjuring. Wthin a nonent there Rowed fromhis
hands a heavy rolling ball of energy which struck sone
target beyond Jimmy's line of sight, exploding in the

di st ance.

Then a conpany of horsenen cane galloping into ~

vi ew, and Ji my recogni zed the banner of Landreth.

Ri di ng al ongsi de cane Kul gan, Meecham and two

bl ack-robed magi ci ans. They reined in and Kul gan |eft
his mount, ninbly for one so stout. He approached

Jimy, who said, "Kulgan! |'ve never been so glad to see
anyone in ny life, | think.

'Have we arrived in tinme? asked Hochopepa. Jimmy

had never net the bl ack-robed man, but, given his
arrival with Kul gan, Jimy assuned he had sone
authority. 'l don't know. Arutha vani shed sone hours

ago with Pug, Macros, Tomms, and a dragon, if you can
believe Galain's report to du Bas-Tyra. GQuy and Anps
Trask are around here sonewhere.' He pointed toward

sone fighting in the distance and said, 'Du Masigny and
the others are over there somewhere, | think.' He | ooked
around, his eyes wide with terror and exhaustion. His
voi ce began to sound thick with enptions held too | ong
in check, rising with a near-frantic note. 'l don't know

file:/l/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Feist/Riftwar%203%20-%20Darkness%20At%20Sethanon.txt (285 of 307) [8/27/03 9:32:42 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Fei st/Riftwar%203%20-%20D arkness%20A t%20Sethanon. txt

who's left alive.'
Kul gan put his hand on Jimy's shoul der, realizing the

boy was close to collapse. "it's all right,' he said. Looking
at Hochopepa and El gahar, he said, "You'd better |ook

inside. | don't think this battle is truly over yet.

Jimy said, 'Were are all the Dark Brothers? There

wer e thousands around here only a . . few mnutes

ago?’

Kul gan | ed the boy away, while the two bl ack-robed
magi ci ans ordered a squad of Tsurani soldiers to
acconpany theminto the keep, where the sounds of
fighting could still be heard. To Jimy, the green-robed
magi ci an said, ' Ten nmgicians of the Assenbly cane to
join us, and the Enperor sent part of his arny, so nmuch
did they fear the appearance of the Enemny upon this
worl d. We created a gate between the portal on Stardock
and a place less than a mle fromthe city, but out of sight
of Murmandamus's arms. We narched three thousand

Tsurani here along with the fifteen hundred horse from
Landreth and Shamata, and nore are com ng.

Jimy sat. 'Three thousand? Fifteen hundred? They

ran fromthat?

Kul gan sat next to him 'And the Bl ack Robes,

whose nagi ¢ they cannot oppose. And the news that

martin is upon the plain with the arnmy from Yabon, four
t housand strong, less than an hour away to the
northwest. And i'msure their scouts saw the dust from

t he sout hwest, where the soldiers from Darknmoor are

mar chi ng besi de those from Malac's Cross, followed by
Cardan's regiments from Krondor. And all can see the
banners of Northwarden to the northeast. and in the east
the King cones with his arny, one or two days away at
nmost. They are surrounded, Jimmy, and they knowit.'

Kul gan's voi ce turned thoughtful. 'And sonething had

al ready disturbed them for even as we approached we
saw bands of Dark Brothers quitting the city, fleeing for
the Dimwod. At |east three or four thousand seened to
have al ready abandoned the attack. And nany of those

bet ween the gate and here were not organi zed, and sone
even seened to be falling out among themselves, with

one band fighting another. Something has happened to
blunt the attack at the monent of victory.'

Then into view cane a detachnment of Keshian dog
soldiers, running rapidly toward the sound of battle.
Jimy | ooked at the nmgician and began to | augh as

tears started to run down his cheeks. "I guess that means
Hazar a- Khan's conme to play, too?

Kul gan sniled. 'He happened to be canped near

Shamata. He clainms it was coi nci dence he was havi ng
dinner with the governor of Shamata when Katal a's
message to conme to Stardock with the garrison arrived
And of course the facts that he convinced the governor
to let himbring al ong sone observers and that his people
were ready to march within an hour are al so coi nci dence.

How many observers?

"Five hundred, all arnmed to the teeth.

"Arutha's going to die an unhappy man if he can't get
Abdur to adnmit there is an Inperial Intelligence Corps.
Kul gan said, "But what | can't fathomis how does he
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know what's goi ng on at Stardock?

Ji my | aughed a genui nely amused | augh. He sniffed

as his nose began to run and sniled. "You nust be
joking. Half your nmgicians are Keshian.' He sighed and
sat back. 'But there nust be nore to it, nustn't there?
He closed his eyes, and tears of fatigue again ran down
his face.

Kul gan said, "W still haven't found Miurnandanus.'

Kul gan | ooked to where nore Tsurani soldiers ran down
the street. "Until we do, it's not over.'

Arut ha ducked a savage sl ashi ng backhand bl ow and

thrust in return, but the noredhel junped backward.

Arutha's breath came with difficulty, for this was the
nmost cunni ng and danger ous opponent he had ever

faced. He was incredibly strong and only slightly sl ower

than Arutha. Mirnmandanus bl ed froma hal f-dozen

m nor wounds, cuts which woul d have weakened a

nor mal opponent, but which seened to bother himonly

alittle. Arutha gained no advantage, for the battle and

this duel were bringing himto the edge of exhaustion. It

took all the Prince's skills and speed to stay alive. He had

alimt on his ability to fight, for he had to keep hinself
bet ween Murnmandanmus and the two sorcerers, who

| aboured over some nystic duty. The noredhel had no

such concern.

The duel had fallen into a rhythm each swordsman

taking the neasure of the other. Now they noved al nost

in |ockstep, each thrust answered with a parry, each
riposte with a di sengage. Sweat poured off each and

made hands slippery, and the only sounds heard were the

grunts of exertion. The fight was comng to the stage

where the first to nmake a m stake would be the one to

di e.

Then a shimering filled the air to the left, and for an
instant Arutha gl anced away, only catching hinself at the
| ast. But Murmandamus didn't renmove his eyes fromhis

opponent and sei zed the nonment, |evelling a bl ow that

ski dded along the Prince's ribs. Arutha gasped in pain.

The noredhel drew back to slash at Arutha's head,

and as his hand came forward, it was brought crashing

agai nst an invisible barrier. The noredhel's eyes wi dened

as Arutha staggered upright and thrust, skewering

Mur mandanus t hrough the stomach. The noredhel

how ed in a dull ululation, staggered, then fell backward,
pul ling Arutha's sword from weakened fingers.

Arut ha slunmped to the floor as two bl ack-garbed nmen

ran forward to grip him They hovered over the prince.

Arutha's vision clouded and cl eared, focused and unfocused,
until the roomwas stable again. He saw

Mur mandanus snile, as the noredhel spoke in a

menaci ng whisper. 'l ama thing of death, Lord of the
West. | amever the servant of Darkness.' He | aughed
weakly and bl ood fl owed down his chin, to drip upon the
dragon birthmark. I amnot what | seem In ny death

you acconplish your destruction.' He closed his eyes and
fell back, his death rattle filling the room The two nen

in black | ooked on as from Murmandanus's body a

strange keeni ng sound cane. The figure on the stones
puffed up, seeming to swell as if suddenly inflated. Like
an overripe pod, fromforehead to crotch, Mrmndanus's
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body ripped, revealing an inner body of green
scal es. Thick black liquid and red bl ood, with clots of

meat and gouts of white pus, were spewn about the room
as the green-scal ed body seenmed to burst fromwthin- the
husk that was Murmandanus, hopping on the floor like a
freshly landed fish. In this terrible convulsion a | eaping
flanme of bright red appeared, evil and filling the hall wth
a stench of ages of decay. Then the flanme vani shed and
the uni verse opened around them

Macros and Pug staggered where they stood, each
somehow aware of a change in the fighting nearby. A
their attentions were focused upon the place between the
uni ver ses where the aborning rift was begi nning. Each
time a thrust cane fromthe other universe, they
answered with a patch of energy. The battle had reached
its peak a noment before, and now the thrusts were
weakeni ng. But still there was danger, for Pug and
Macros were al so exhausted. It would require the utnost
concentration to keep the rift between universes from
openi ng. Then pain exploded in their mnds as a silver
note, a shrieking whistle, sounded a signal. From anot her
quarter a different, unexpected attack came, and Pug
could not answer. A thing of captured lives, taken in
terrible death and hel d agai nst this nonent cane flow ng
toward the rift, dancing like a nmad and stinking red flame.
It struck the barriers Pug had erected and shattered
them 1t tore open the rift and sonehow noved between
Pug' s perceptions and the place where the battle raged,
obscuring his sense of what occurred there. Pug felt
slightly dazed. Then a warning cry from Macros refocused
his attention on the rift, which now stood open
Pug worked frantically, and from some deep hi dden
reservoir of strength he drew forth the energy to grip the
shredding fabric that held the universes apart. The rift
closed violently. Again came the thrust, and again Pug
barely held, but he held. Then from Macros cane the
war ni ng, Sonet hi ng got through.

Sonet hi ng has cone through, cane the warning from

Ryat h.

Tomas | eaped down fromthe dragon's back and

wai t ed behind the Lifestone. A darkness grew within the
hal I, vast and powerful, a thing of nightmare taking

form Then it stood forth. It was ebon, without feature
and definition, a being of hopel essness, and it was aware.
Its outline hinted at a man shape, but it bul ked nearly as
| arge as Ryath. Its shadow wi ngs spread, casting gl oom

about the hall |ike a pal pable black light, and about its

head, like a crown, burned a circle of flanes, angry red-orange
and seemng to cast no illum nation

Tomas yelled to Ryath, "It is a Dreadlord, beware! It

is a stealer of souls, an eater of m nds!

But the dragon bellowed in rage and attacked the
nmonstrous thing of nightrmare, bringing its magic to play
as well as talons and flane. Tomas started forward, but a
presence, another being entered this phase of tine.

Tomas noved back into the shadow while a figure he

had never seen before, but one as well known to him as
Pug, energed into the light of the gem The newconer
dodged away fromthe towering battle that rocked the

file:/l/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Feist/Riftwar%203%20-%20Darkness%20At%20Sethanon.txt (288 of 307) [8/27/03 9:32:42 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Raymond%20E.%20Fei st/Riftwar%203%20-%20D arkness%20A t%20Sethanon. txt

hall. Wth quick steps the figure noved toward the

Li f est one.

Tomas appeared out of shadow, standing over the

stone so that he was now visible. The figure halted, and a
snarl of rage escaped.

Splendid in his orange-and-black arnour, the Lord of
Tigers, Draken-Korin,' confronted a vision beyond his
under st andi ng. The Val heru shouted, 'No! It is inpossible.
you cannot still livel'

Tomas spoke and his voice was Ashen- Shugar's. ' So,

you've conme to see it finished.'

Wth the snarl of a tiger, lost in the shrieks and bell ows
of the larger battle in the hall, the returned Dragon Lord
drew his black sword and | eaped forward, and for the

first tine in his existence Tomas faced an eneny with the
power to truly destroy him

The battle was conming to an end as the host of

Mur mandanus streamed out of the city, fleeing toward
the D mwod. The word of Mirmandanus's di sappear ance

had spread as if blown through Sethanon by a
sudden wi nd. Then, without warning, the Black Slayers,
no matter where they were, collapsed as if their |lives had
been sucked out of their armour. This, along with the
arrival of the Tsurani and the magicians and reports of
nmore armes on the horizon, had caused the attack to
falter and then fail. Chieftain after chieftain ordered his
clans away, quitting the battle. Wth | eadership evaporati ng,
the goblins and trolls were slaughtered, until the
still larger invading arny was in conplete rout.
Jimy hurried through the halls of the keep, |ooking
anong the dead and wounded for anyone he knew. He
dashed up the stairs to the wall overl ooking the killing
ground and found a clot of Tsurani blocking the way. He
sli pped through them and saw a chirurgeon from

Landreth standi ng over two bl oody nen who sl unped
against the wall. Anps had an arrow still sticking from
his side, but was grinning. Guy was covered in gore and
had a terrible-1o00oking cut along his scalp. The cut had
severed the cord hol ding the patch over his eye, and the
angry, enpty red socket could be seen. Anps | aughed
and al nost choked. "Hey, boy. Good to see you.' He

| ooked about the wall. 'Look at all these little peacocks.
He waved one hand weakly at the brightly clad Tsuran
sol diers, who | ooked on with unreadabl e expressions.

‘Dam e, but they're the prettiest things |'ve ever

seen.'

Then from bel ow came a grinding, followed by a soulchilling
thunderous roar, as if sone terrible host of

madness was suddenly escaping fromhell. Jimry | ooked

around in startled wonder, and even the Tsur ani
exhibited surprise. Atrenbling filled the keep as the
wal | s began to shake. '"What's that!' shouted Ji mry.

"I don't know, and | don't plan on staying here to find

out,' said Quy. Gesturing to be helped to his feet, he
took the outstretched hand of a Tsurani warrior and got
up. He notioned to what appeared a Tsurani officer
who ordered nen to pick up Anmbs. Quy said to Ji my,
"Order whoever's alive to evacuate the keep.' Then the
rolling notion below increased and he staggered, while
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the howing sound grew in volunme. 'No, tell whoever's
alive to evacuate the city.'

Jimy ran along the battlement, heading for the stairs.
%

20
Aftermath

Again the roomtrenbl ed and shook

Arutha listened, clutching his bleeding side. It sounded

like a distant battle, with titanic forces unl eashed. He went to
where Pug and Macros stood, with the two bl ack-robed

magi ci ans next to them He sighed as he nodded to them

"I am Prince Arutha,' he said.

Hochopepa and El gahar introduced thensel ves and
El gahar said, "These two are undertaking to hold sone
power at bay. W nust aid them' The two Bl ack Robes
pl aced their hands upon Macros's and Pug's shoul ders
and closed their eyes. Arutha found he was al one again.
He | ooked toward the grotesque husk of Mirmandanus
slunmped in the corner. Crossing to where it lay, Arutha
reached down and pulled his sword fromthe serpent
man. Arutha studied the sline-covered formof the
serpent priest and | aughed bitterly. The reincarnated
| eader of the noredhel nations was a Pantathian. it had
all been a ruse - fromthe centuries-old prophecy', to the
mar shal | i ng of the noredhel and their allies, to the
assault upon Armengar and Set hanon. The Pant at hi ans
had sinmply been using the noredhel, at the command of
the Dragon Lords, hoarding the magic of spent lives to
reach the Lifestone and use it. In all of it, the noredhe
had been used nore cruelly than anyone else. It was an
irony of heroic proportion. Arutha was astoni shed by the
realization, though he was too tired to do nore than
weakly scan the room as if |ooking for soneone with
whomto share the revel ation. Suddenly a rent appeared
in the wall with the small door, and gold, gems, and
other treasures were spilled upon the floor. In his
fatigue, Arutha hardly wondered how this had cone to
be. for he had heard no sound of nmasonry coll apsing.
Arutha let his sword point drop and turned to wal k
back to the nmgicians. Seeing no exit fromthe vault, he
sat upon the dais and watched the four notionless
spel l casters as they stood with hands joined. He examm ned
hi s wound and saw the bl ood fl ow had | essened. It
was pai nful, but not serious. He |eaned back, getting as
confortabl e as possible, for he could do nothing but
wai t .

Bri ckwork and nmasonry were smashed to dust as Ryath's
tail drove through the wall. Wth shrieks of pain and
rage, the dragon worked her nmagic upon the Dreadl ord,
while fang and talon inflicted injury. But the Dreadlord
struggled mghtily and the dragon paid a heavy toll in
return.

Tomas | ashed out, keeping his body between the

Li festone and Draken-Korin. The scream ng, snarling

Val heru had come at Tomms |ike the tiger on his tabard.
Tomas had not possessed the savage fury of his opponent
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since the days of madness had been upon himduring the
Riftwar. But he was a practised warrior and he kept his

wits about him

Dr aken- Korin shouted, 'You cannot deny us again,

Ashen- Shugar. We are the lords of this world. We nust
return!’

Tomas parried, turning the bl ade away, then sl ashed

out and was rewarded with a shower of sparks as his

bl ade hit Draken-Korin's arnour, rending his tabard.
"You are a decayed artifact of a forner age. You are a

thing that hasn't the wits to know you're dead. You'd

destroy all to win a lifeless planet.'

Dr aken- Korin swng a | ooping blow toward the head,

but Tomas ducked and thrust, and his sword point took

the Val heru in the stomach. Draken-Korin staggered
back, and Tomas was upon himlike a cat upon a rat.

Bl ow after bl ow rai ned down upon the Lord of Tigers

and Tonas hel d the upper hand.

"W shall not be turned away,' screamed Draken-Korin

and he redoubled his fury, halting Tormas, then

driving himback. In an instant there was a shi meri ng,

and where Draken-Korin had been, Al na-Lodaka now

stood, but her attack was no less fierce. "You underestimte
us, Father-Husband. W are all the Val heru,

you are but one.' Then the face and body changed, as

one and anot her Val heru opposed Tormas. Quickly they

shifted, until a blur of faces appeared before Tonas.

Then Draken-Korinn was back. "You see, | ama
mul titude, a |legion. W are power.'
"You are death and evil, but you are also the father of

lies," answered Tomas with contenpt. He struck out, and
Dr aken-Korin barely parried. 'Had you the power of the
race, | would have been taken in a nere instant. You

may shift your form but | know you are only a single
agent, a small part of the whole, slipped here to use the
Li festone to open the portal, so the Dragon Host m ght
enter.'

Draken-Korin's only answer was a renewed attack

Tomas took the black bl ade upon his gol den one,

knocking it aside. At the other side of the hall, the
struggl e between the dragon and the Dreadl ord was

nearing a finish, for the sounds of battle were faint and
occasional . Then from behind came silence and a terrible

presence.
Tomas felt the Dreadl ord approach and knew Ryath

had fallen to it. As Ashen-Shugar he had faced the

Dreadl ord before, and if unencunbered he woul d not

have feared it, but to face it would free Draken-Korin to
act, and to ignore it would give it the chance to

i ncapacitate him

Tomas knocked asi de Draken-Korin's next strike and

| eaped forward, unexpectedly, chancing a bl ow. The

bl ack bl ade snapped forward, but only gl anced agai nst

the chain mail under the white tabard. Tomas's teeth
clenched in pain as the ebon bl ade severed the gol den
links, cutting his side, but he gripped Draken-Korin's
arm Wth a wenching twist, he reversed their positions,
pushing the Lord of Tigers directly into the Dreadlord's
pat h.
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The Dreadlord attenpted to halt, but the dragon had
exacted a toll before succunbing. The Dreadl ord was

i njured and dazed and his bl ow struck Draken-Korin

from behind, stunning him Draken-Korin screaned in
agony, for he had not erected any protection against the
|ife-draining touch of the Dreadl ord.

Tomas thrust and tore a gaping wound in the stomach

of the bl ack-and-orange clad Val heru, weakening him

nmore. Draken-Korin stunbled and was again forced to

brush agai nst the near-mn ndl ess Dreadl ord, who shoved

hi m asi de. That inadvertent strike propelled Draken-Korin
toward the Lifestone.

"No!"' shouted Tomas, |eaping forward. The Dreadl ord

| ashed out, gripping Tomas for an instant. Pain flooded
Tomas's being, and he struck out with his sword, causing
a hi ssing shower of sparks where he hit the night-dark
creature. It echoed a windy cry and let go. Quickly

Tomas | ashed out at the heart of the unliving creature, a
near-nortal wound which caused it to stagger back

Tomas spun toward where Draken-Korin attenpted to

reach his goal

Dr aken-Korin stunbled and fell forward across the
Lifestone, as if to enbrace it. He |laughed, even as he felt
his energies begin to dissipate, for he still had tine to
work his arts and open the gate, allowing the rest of his
col l ective consciousness to return to the world of their
creation. He woul d be whol e agai n.

Then with a mghty bound, Tomas | eaped above him

sword held with both hands, point downward, and with

all his remaining energies he drove the blade down in

one terrible blow There was an ear-shattering shriek as

Dr aken- Korin arched backward, |ike a bow being drawn.
The gol den sword passed through himand into the
Li f est one.

Then the wi nd cane. From sonewhere a conpelling

current of air appeared, blowing fromall directions into
the Lifestone. The nortally stricken Dreadlord trenbled
at the breeze's touch, then quivered. It suddenly becane
a thing of snoke and insubstance and was carried al ong
on the wind as it was sucked into the stone. The form of
the Lord of Tigers shivered, then shook violently, as a
gol den gl ow spread from Tormas's nagi ¢ bl ade to engul f

Dr aken- Korin. The gol den ni mbus began to pul se and

Dr aken- Korin becane insubstantial and |like the Dreadl ord
vani shed into the stone.

Pug staggered as if froma blow, and the rift was torn
open, but not fromthe other side. It was as if a giant
hand had reached out and noved his magi c bl ocks asi de,
then reached into the rift, pulling something through.
Pug felt Macros's mnd and recogni zed that somehow
Hochopepa and El gahar were there as well. Then the rift
expl oded toward them and they were cast back into

nor mal awar eness.

The room shi fted about Tomas. Suddenly Macros, Pug,

two bl ack-robed nen, and Arutha were there.

He | ooked back and saw Ryath, huddled in the corner

a mass of terrible, snoking wounds. The dragon
appeared dead, or if still alive, then only for a short
whil e I onger. She had nmet her destiny as she had
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foretold, and Tonas vowed she woul d be renenbered
Beyond her recunbent form the Val heru treasure vault
had been torn open in the struggl e between dragon and
Dreadl ord, enptying its contents of gold and gens,
books and artifacts, across the floor

Arutha leaped to his feet and asked, "Wat has
happened?’

"I think it is alnpst over,' Tomas said as he junped

down.

Macr os staggered, and Pug and the others noved, as

the sound of shrieking wi nds becane a terrible force
buffeting the ears. Suddenly all covered their ears as a
terrible concussion sounded, and the very roof of the
chamber expl oded upward, destroying the very soi

above the ancient vault, and the cellars and | ower floors
of the keep as well, blow ng toward the heavens through
the now open crater. A geyser of masonry and stone, the
fragments of two buildings, were carried high into the
sky, to be strewn outward into the city. High in the air
above them an openi ng, a grey sparkling nothing,

appeared against the blue. And fromwithin it, a blaze of
many col ours could be seen

Pug, Hochopepa, and El gahar had all seen such a

di spl ay once before, each in turn when upon the Tower

of Testing in the City of Magicians. It was the vision of
the Eneny seen at the tine of the gol den bridge, when
the nations had fled to Kel ewan during the Chaos Wars.
it is com ng through!' shouted Hochopepa.

Macr os shout ed above the terrible howing sound from

the gem 'The Lifestone it's been activated.'

Pug | ooked about in confusion. 'But we're still alive.
Tomas pointed to where his golden sword was stil
stuck upright into the Lifestone. 'I killed Draken-Korin

before he could finish utilizing the Lifestone. It is only
partly active. '

.What will happen?' shouted Pug over the earshattering

noi se.

"I don't know.' Macros joined the others in covering

his ears. At the top of his lungs he shouted, "W need a
force barrier!’
At once Pug knew what was needed and attenpted to
fashi on the magi c that would keep them from bei ng
destroyed. "Hocho, El gahar, aid ne!

He began his incantation and the others joined in, to
fashion a protective barrier around them The sound
increased to the pitch where Arutha found his hands over
his ears did no good, he gritted his teeth in pain., fighting
agai nst the urge to scream wondering if the magicians
could finish their incantations. The light fromthe
Lifestone grewin intensity, to a blinding pure white with
silver flares about the edge. It seemed ready to unl eash
some terrible destruction. The Prince was nearly nunb
fromfatigue and the horror of what had occurred in the

| ast few hours. He dully wondered what it would be |ike
for the planet to die. Then he could stand the pain no

| onger and began to scream . . as Pug finished the incantation, and the room
expl oded.

A ragged trenbling commenced in the ground, a rolling
surging like an earthquake, and Quy turned to regard the city
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% he sol diers of Shamata Landreth and the T

Dark Brothers but all conmbat was forgotten as e ow s ca as
enotions, ar error an despair had suddenly washed

over every living creature, robbing themof any urge to
fight. To the last, each wi shed only to put as nuch

di stance as possi ble between hinself and the source of
that desperate fear.

Then a low rol ling pul se began, a stunning noi se of
grating, painful quality. All within earshot of the sound
fell to their knees. Men vonited as their stonachs
constricted froma horrible sense of directionl essness, as
if suddenly the force that held themto the ground

vani shed. Eyes watered and ears ached as they seened to
rise upward. Al felt as if they were floating for an
instant, then they were wenched to the ground,

slamed as if struck by a giant hand. Then cane the

expl osi on.
Any who were struggling to stand were again thrown
down as a light of inpossible brilliance shot straight

upward. As if the sun had expl oded, it hurled shards of
stone, earth, and wood skyward, a nonstrous upheava
of energies. H gh above Sethanon, a red sparkle grew, a
blinding light that dulled quickly to a point of grey
not hi ngness. There canme an unexpected silence, while
vortices of energy danced within the greyness. As if the
fabric of heaven were being turned back upon itself, the
edges of the rent in the sky peel ed backward, revealing
anot her universe in the skies. The cascadi ng col ours that
were the mght, the energy, the very~ life of the Dragon
Lords, could be seen pulsing and surging forward, as if
seeking to pass the | ast barrier between thensel ves and
their final goal. Then cane a sound.
"A silver trunpet note of incredible volunme sounded,
piercing every being within mles of the city, as if a w nd
of needl es passed through their bodies. The agony of
final hopel essness overwhel med themall.' A thing of
despair again sounded through the mnds of every
creature within sight of Sethanon, as each was suddenly
aware their life was sonmehow tied to what they
wi t nessed. Panic rose up in each observer, even to the
nmost battle-tested soldier, and to a man all wept and
cried out, for they were seeing the last nonents of their
exi stence. Then all noise ceased.
In the eerie silence, sonmething formed in the blaze of
colours in the skies. The grey nothi ngness had spread
outward, until the whole of the heavens seenmed bl anked
out by it, and in the heart of that insane display the
Eneny appeared. At first it seened dull blotches of
col our, pulsing and shifting as it pushed itself through the
gap between worlds. But as it began to pass through, it
began to dissolve into smaller blots of bright colours,
shi Ning energy forns that solidified into distinct shapes.
Soon all on the ground coul d see individual beings, manshaped
creatures, each nmounted upon the back of a
dragon, in the heart of the rift. Wth an expl osi on
surpassing all before, the Dragon Host sprang through
the rift in the sky, thundering into the world of their
birth. Hundreds of beings, each nystically linked with
the others, swept out of the rift, crying ancient battle
cries. They were inmages of terrible beauty, nagnificent
bei ngs of astonishing power, in arnmour of bright col our
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and splendid form riding upon the backs of ancient
dragons. Incredible beasts, many gone ages from M dkem a,
beat gigantic, wi ngs across the heavens. G eat

bl ack, green, and bl ue dragons, extinct upon their
homewor | d, soared beside the gold and bronze creatures

whose descendants were still alive. Reds, whose like

were common, glided next to silver dragons, unseen in

M dkemi a in ages. The Val heru's faces were masks of

gl eeful joy as they seized the nonent of victory and
savoured it. Each seened a vessel of unsurpassed power,
ruler of all he surveyed. They were power. As they
appeared, a pain of nearly unendurable intensity was felt

within the body of each creature upon the planet, as if

their strand of |ife was sonehow bei ng pul |l ed.

Then at the nonent of deepest terror, when al

hope seened abandoned, a force rose upward. From

deep within the crater bel ow the keep a surge of energy

fount ai ned above the city, twisting in confusion and

| eapi ng across the roof-tops. It danced a furious jig in
mad abandon as green fire sped outward, pouring like
liquid flame into ever-widening circles. Then with a dul

t hunpi ng sound, |oud but not painful to the ears, a
gigantic cloud of dust was hurled skyward, and all noise
ceased.

Sonet hi ng answered the chaos in the skies. It was

unseen but felt, a thing of titanic dinensions, a rejection
of all the black and evil despair experienced only
monments before. As if all the |ove and wonders of
creation had given voice to a song, it rose to challenge

the Dragon Host. A green light, brilliant to match that
red light of a nonent before, sprang upward fromthe
crater in the ground, to strike at the rift. Those in the

van of the Dragon Host were engulfed in green light, and
as each was touched, it became a thing of insubstantiality,
a waith of a past epoch, a shadow of an earlier era.
The Dragon Lords becane cl ouds of col oured snoke,

bei ngs of mist and nenory. They trenbl ed and danced,

as if held in thrall by opposing and equal forces, then

they were suddenly sucked downward, as if being pulled
into the ground by an irresistible wind. The riderless
dragons screaned and wheel ed, flying furiously away

fromthe wind, now free of their nmasters' commands
Toward all points of the conpass they dispersed. The
earth shook beneath those who watched in stunned

wonder, and the sound of that wind was both fearsome

and beautiful to hear, as if the gods thensel ves had
conposed a death song. Then the tear in the sky

vani shed in a single instant, with no display, no hint it
had exi sted. The wi nd ceased.

And the silence was stunning.

Jimy | ooked around. He found hinself crying, then

| aughi ng, then crying. Suddenly he felt as if all the
horrors he had known, all the pain he had experienced
had been bani shed. Suddenly he felt right, to the deepest
centre of his being. He felt connected with every living

thing upon the planet. He felt his being filled with life,
and with love. And he knew that, at last, they had won
Sonehow at the nonent of their triunph, the Val heru

had been overcone, had been defeated. The young

squire stood upon wobbly legs, laughing in joy as tears
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fell unashanedly down his face. He found hinself with

his armaround a Tsurani sol dier who also grinned and
Cried at once.

GQuy was hel ped again to his feet and regarded the

scene about him Goblins, trolls, and Dark Brothers, and
an occasional giant, were staggering northward, but no

one was yet ~giving chase. The soldiers of the Kingdom

and the Tsurani sinply watched the spectacle of the city,
for now a donme of inpossible green |ight gl owed over

Set hanon, a green so bright it was visible in the sunlight
of a clear autumm day, and so beautiful it filled all who
wat ched with a wonder of overpowering intensity. A

song ' of awesone joy sounded within the hearts of al

who saw the dome, felt rather than heard. At every

hand, nmen wept openly as they regarded sonethi ng of
sublime perfection, filling themwith a joy beyond
description. The green done seened to flicker, but that

m ght have been the result of the dust passing in clouds
around it. Guy watched, unable to take his eye fromit.
Even the goblins and trolls who staggered past were
changed, as if drained of any desire to fight.

Quy sighed and felt the joy within begin to | essen, and
was visited with the certainty that never again in his life
woul d he know such a perfect noment of joy, such a
wondrous rapture. Armand de Sevigny came hurrying

toward his old ally, Martin and a dwarf a short way

behind. 'Quy!' he said, taking the place of one of the
Tsurani, holding his forner conmander and friend

upright as he hugged himfiercely. Both nmen rocked back
and forth with arms around each other, |aughing and

weepi ng.

Quietly du Bas-Tyra said, "Sonmehow we've won.'

Armand nodded, then said, "Arutha?

@uy shook his head sadly. (Nothing could have

survived inside that. Nothing.

Martin and Dol gan arrived at the head of a band of

dwarven warriors. The King of the Dwarves of the West

cane to stand next to Guy and Armand. He spoke

quietly. ""Tis a thing of terrible and infinite beauty.' Now
the done of light seened to take on the appearance of a
giant gem as if conposed of hexagonal facets. Each

facet shone brightly but dinmed at a different rate,

gi ving the done the appearance of sparkling. The

feelings of perfection were dimrming, as was the surging
joy, but still a cal mwonder could be felt by all who

| ooked upon it.

Martin tore his eyes fromthe sight and said, "Arutha?

Quy said, 'He vanished in there with three nen who
came by dragon-back. The elf knows their nanes.'
As the vision before them pul sed, Guy forced his
attention back to nundane concerns. "CGods, what a
mess. Martin, you'd better have some nmen chase those
Dark Brothers home, before they can re-form and cone
back.'

Dol gan quietly renoved a pipe fromhis belt pouch
"My lads are already seeing to that, but they won't
conpany. Though sonehow | don't think the noredhe
and their servants will need nuch urging. Truth is, |

doubt any here today have nuch itch for fighting left.

Then, outlined agai nst the gl owi ng green sphere,

t hrough the dust, cane the silhouettes of six men, halfwal king,

m nd
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hal f-linping. Martin and the others were silent
as the six cane nearer, each rendered al nost featurel ess
by a thick mantl e of dust. Then when they were hal fway
between the city gates and the onl ookers, Martin
shout ed, "Arutha!’
At once nen were hurrying forward, to give aid to
Arut ha and his conpani ons. Each had a pair of soldiers
offering to help themwal k, but Arutha only halted and
enbraced his brother. Martin put his armabout his
brother's shoulder, crying in open relief at seeing him
alive again. After a long nonment they separated and
turned to regard the gl owi ng donme over the city.
A sudden renewal of the sensation of harnony with al
life and | ove washed over them a wondrous feeling of
sublinme perfection. Then it vani shed.
The green lights of the done wi nked out of existence,
and the dust began to settle.

Macros spoke in a hoarse croak. "It's finally over.

Lyam noved t hrough the canp, inspecting the ragged
remai ns of those who fought at Hi ghcastle and Set hanon
Arutha wal ked at his side, still sore and battered from
the struggle. The King said, 'This tale is astonishing. |
can believe it only because proof |ies before ny eyes.'
Arutha said, | lived it and can scarcely believe what |
saw. '

Lyam gl anced about. 'Still; from everything you' ve

said, we're lucky to be seeing anything at all. | guess we
have much to be thankful for.' He sighed. 'You know

when we were boys, |'d have sworn being King woul d be

a grand thing.' He | ooked thoughtfully at Arutha. 'Just

as | would have sworn that | was as snart as you and
Martin.' Wth a rueful smile he said, "The proof that I'm
not was that | didn't follow Martin's exanple and
renounce the crown.

"Not hi ng but nmesses. |'ve got Hazara-Khan prow i ng

about, engaging in chitchat with half the nobles in the
Ki ngdom and no doubt picking up state secrets |ike they
were seashells on the beach. Now the rift is reopened, |
need to communi cate with the Enperor and see if | can
arrange for a prisoner exchange. Except we don't have
any, having made themall free nmen, so Kasunm and

Hokanu tell me we'll probably have to buy the captives
back, which neans raising taxes. And |'ve got a hundred
or nore dragons, sone not seen on this world in nmany
ages, flying in every direction, who may | and wherever
they will - when they get hungry. Then there's the
probl em of an entire city being ruined -'

Arutha said, "Consider the alternative.'

"But if that isn't enough, you handed ne du Bas-Tyra

to deal with and, fromwhat you said, he's a hero in the
bargain. Half the lords of the Kingdomwant ne to find a
tree and hang him and the other half are ready to hang
me if he tells themto do so.' He regarded his brother

with a sceptical eye. 'l think | should have taken a hint
when Martin renounced, and dropped the crown on you
G ve nme a decent pension and | still mght.' Arutha's

expression turned dark and cl oudy at even a hint he
woul d have nore responsibility. Lyam | ooked about as
Martin shouted greeting. 'Anyway,' he said to Arutha, "I
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think I know what |'Il do about the last.' Lyam waved to
Martin, who hurried over. 'Did you find her?

The Duke of Crydee grinned. 'Yes, she was with a

group of auxiliaries from T Tyr--Sog that nmarched a hal f day
behind ne all the way here, the ones who cane

along with Kasumi's LaMiti ans and Dol gan's dwarves.

Lyam had been touring the site of the battle for a day

and a half with Arutha, since he had arrived. H's arny
had been the last to reach the battlefield, for wi nds from
Ri |l anon to Sal ador had been unfavourable. Wth a jerk

of his thunmb over his shoul der, he indicated where the
nobl es ' of the Kingdom had gat hered, near his pavilion

"Well,' he said, "they're all dying to know what we do
now. '

and

'Have you deci ded?' asked Arutha of Martin. The

Prince had stayed in council all night with Lyam Pug,

Tomas, Macros, and Laurie - while Martin had comnbed

the canp | ooking for Briana - discussing the disposition

of many matters, now that the threat from Mirnmandanus
was averted.

Martin | ooked positively jubilant. "Yes, we're to be
married as soon as possible. If there's a priest of any

order left anobng the city refugees, then tonorrow.'
Lyamsaid, 'l think you'll have to stem your passion

| ong enough for some sort of state wedding.' Martin's

expressi on began to cloud over. Lyamburst into

| aughter. "Hell, now you | ook just |ike he does!' and

poi nted at Arutha. The King was suddenly overcomne

with a deep affection for his brothers and threw his arns

about their necks. Hugging themfiercely, he spoke in a

voice thick with emotion. '"i'mso proud of you both.

know Fat her would be.' For a' |ong nmonment the three of

them stood with their arns about each other. Brightening
his tone, Lyamsaid, "Come, let us restore some order

to our Kingdom Then we can cel ebrate. Damm e, but

if we don't have a reason, no one ever has.' He gave

both a playful shove and, with all three | aughing, herded

them toward his pavilion.

Pug wat ched as Lyamentered with his brothers. Macros

| eaned upon his staff beside Kulgan, with the other
magi ci ans from Stardock and the Assenbly clustered

behi nd. Katal a hung on to her husband, as if unwilling to
let himgo, while WIlliamand Gam na clung to his robe.
He tousled the girl's hair, pleased to discover he had

i nherited a daughter in the tine he'd been gone.

Of to one side, Kasum spoke quietly with his younger
brother. For the first tinme in three years they were
toget her. Hokanu and the soldiers nost loyal to the
Enperor had been those sent to aid the Bl ack Robes of
the Assenbly when they had cone. Both brothers of the
Shi nzawai had been interviewed by Lyamearlier that

day, for, as he had said, the return of the rift between
wor |l ds had created sone difficulties.

Laurie and Barn joined Martin, who kept his arm

around Briana's waist. The redheaded warrior called

, Shi gga | eaned upon his spear behind them quietly
observing the proceedi ngs, despite his inability to
under st and what was being said. They had arrived with
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Briana, as had other survivors of Arnengar, marching
with the arny under Vandros of Yabon. Most of the
Armengarian sol diers were out with the dwarves, chasing
the host of Mirmandanmus back north. Next to them

Dol gan and Gal ai n wat ched, the dwarf seeming to have
aged not one day. The only indication of his rise to the
throne of the western dwarves was the Hammer of

Thol in, which hung at his belt. Oherw se he | ooked
exactly as Pug renenbered himfromthe tinme they had
braved the mines under the Grey Tower Mpuntains. He
spi ed Pug fromacross the tent and gave hima smile and
wave.

Lyam hel d up his hand. 'Many things have been told to

us since our arrival, wondrous tales of bravery and
heroi sm narratives of duty and sacrifice. Wth the
upheaval here, sone issues becone resol ved. W have
spoken with many of you, taking good counsel, and now
we have sone proclanations to nmake. In the first,

t hough the people of the city of Armengar are foreign to
our nation, they are brethr'en to our people of Yabon

W wel come them back as brothers returned and offer
them a pl ace al ongside their kin. They may count
thensel ves as citizens of the Kingdom I|f any wish to
return to the north, to settle again in that |land, we shal
aid themin whatever way we may, but we hope they will

stay. 'And we al so offer deep thanks to King Dol gan and his
followers for their timely aid. | also wish to thank Gal ain
the elf for his willingness to help our brother. And let it
be known that our lords the Prince of Krondor and the
Dukes of Crydee and Sal ador have served their Ki ngdom
beyond any nmeasure and the crown is in their debt. No

ki ng coul d ever demand of his subjects what they so

freely gave.' Then, in a precedent-nmaking display, Lyam
led a cheer for Arutha, Laurie, and Martin. The pavilion
rang with the cheers of the assenbl ed nobles. ' Now | et

Earl Kasum of LaMut and his brother, Hokanu of the

Shi nzawai , approach.'

When the two Tsurani had cone before him Lyam

said, 'Kasum, first of all relay to your brother, and
through himto the Enperor and his soldiers, our

undying gratitude for their generous and valiant efforts in
saving this nation fromgrave peril.' Kasum began to
translate for his brother.

Pug felt a hand upon his shoul der and turned to find

Macros inclining his head. Pug kissed Katala and

whi spered, 'i'll be back shortly."’

Kat al a nodded and held on to her children, know ng

that for once her husband was not just saying that. She

wat ched whil e Macros took Tomas and Pug away a short

di st ance.

Lyam sai d, "Now that the way has been opened, we

shall permt those of the garrison of LaMut who wish to
return to their honeland to do so, freeing them of

vassal age to us.

Kasum bowed his head. 'My liege, | am pleased to

i nformyou that nost of the nen have elected to remain,
saying that while your generosity overwhel ms them they
are now nmen of the Kingdom wth wves, famlies, and

ties. | shall also remain.'

"W are pleased, Kasum . W are very pleased."’
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The two withdrew and Lyam said, 'Now | et Armand

de Sevigny, Baldwin de la Troville. and Anthony du

Masi gny cone forward.'

The three men came and bowed. Lyam said, "Kneel,"

and the three nen bent knees before their King.

" Ant hony du Masigny, you are herewith granted again

your titles and |ands in the Barony of Cairy, taken from
you when you were sent to the north, and add to them
the title and | ands once held by Baldwin de la Troville.
We are pleased with your service. Baldwin de la Troville,
we have need of you. As we have given your office of
Squire of Marl sbourough to du Masigny, we have

anot her for you. WII you accept the post of comuander
of our outpost at Hi ghcastle?

De la Troville said, "Yes, sire, though if it pleases the
crown I'd like to winter in the south, now and again.'
Fromthe crowmd a | augh answered, as Lyam sai d,

"Granted, for we shall also grant you the titles fornerly
hel d by Armand de Sevigny. Ri se, Baldw n, Baron of

H ghcastl e and Gyl denholt.' He | ooked at Armand de
Sevigny and said, "W have plans for you, my friend. Let
the former Duke of Bas-Tyra be brought forth.' CGuards

in the colours of the King came with Guy du Bas-Tyra,
hal f escorting him half carrying himfromw thin the
King's pavilion, where he had been conval escing with
Amos Trask. Wien Guy halted next to the kneeling

Armand, the King said, "Guy du Bas-Tyra, you have

been branded traitor and bani shed, not to return to our
nati on upon pain of death. W understand you had little
choice in the matter of your return.' He cast a gl ance at
Arutha who smiled ruefully. 'W hereby rescind the

order of banishment. Now, there is a matter of title. W
are giving the office of Duke of Bas-Tyra to the man our
brot her Arutha has judged nost fit for it. Armand de
Sevi gny, we hereby grant unto you the office of Lord of
the Duchy of Bas-Tyra, with all rights and obligations
pertai ning thereunto. Rise, Duke Armand de Sevigny.'
Lyam turned his gaze upon Guy. 'Even wi thout your
hereditary office, we think we shall still keep you busy.
Kneel .' GQuy was hel ped to kneel by Armand. "CGuy du

Bas- Tyra for your deep concern for the welfare of the

Ki ngdom despi te her having cast you out and your

bravery in the defence of both Arnengar and this

Ki ngdom we offer to you the office of First Advisor to
the King. WIl you accept?

@Quy's good eye wi dened, and then he laughed. 'This is

a grand jest, Lyam Your father's having a fit somewhere.
Yes, I'Il take it.'

The King shook his head and smled, renenbering his
father. "No, we think he understands. Ri se, Cuy, Duke

of Rillanon.'

Next Lyam said, "Baru of the Hadati.' Baru left

Laurie, Martin, and Briana, and knelt before his King.
"Your bravery is without peer, both in destroying the

nmor edhel Miurad and in acconpanyi ng our brother

Martin and Duke Laurie over the nmountains to bring us
war ni ng of Murmandanus's invasi on. W have thought

Il ong and hard and are at a loss as to what reward to
offer. What may we do to show you our pleasure at your
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service?

Baru said, "Majesty, | desire no reward. | have many
new ki nsmen cone into Yabon and woul d make ny

home with them if | may.'

Lyam said, "Then go with our blessings, and should
you need anything within our power to grant, to ease the
rel ocation of your kinsnen, you have but to ask.'

Baru rose and returned to stand by his friends, who al
smiled. Baru had found a new home and a purpose in
life.

O her rewards were given and the business of the court
continued. Arutha remained appart, wishing that Anita
could be with him but knowi ng he was only days away
fromher. He saw Macros off in the distance, speaking
with Pug and Tormas. The three figures stood in shadow,
as the day was coming to a close, evening rapidly
approachi ng. Arutha sighed in fatigue and wondered
what they were concerned with now.

Macros said, 'Then you understand.'

Pug said, "Yes, but it is still a hard thing." He didn't
need to speak any nore. He had full neasure of the

know edge gai ned when he and the sorcerer had been

joined. Now he was Macros's equal in power, and al npbst

his equal in know edge. But he would m ss the presence

of the sorcerer, now he knew his fate.

"Al'l things come to an end, Pug. Now it is the end of

my time upon this world. Wth the ending of the Val heru
presence, ny powers have returned fully. I will nmove on
to something new Gathis will join me, and the others at
my island are cared for, so | have no nore duties here. |
must nmove onward, just as you nust stay here. There

will be kings to counsel, little boys to teach, old nen to
argue with, wars to avoid, wars to be fought.' He sighed
as if again he wished for a final release. Then his tone
lightened. 'Still, it is never boring. It is never that. Be
sure the King knows what we have done here.' He

regarded Tomas. The human turned Val heru | ooked
sonehow di fferent since the final battle, and Macros
spoke softly. 'Tomas, you have the el dar returning hone

at last, their self-inposed exile in Elvardein at an end.
You'll need to aid your Queen in ruling a new El vandar
Many of the glanredhel will be seeking you out, now

that they know El vandar exists, and you'll also 'find an
increase in Returnings, | think. Now that the influence of
the Val heru is confined, the lure of the Dark Path shoul d
weaken. At |east, we can hope so. Seek inward, as well,

Tomas, for | think you'll find much of your power is now
gone with those who were Ashen-Shugar's brethren. You
still stand with the nost powerful of nortals, but |

woul dn't seek to master dragons, if | were you. | think
they m ght give you a shock.

Tomas said, 'lI felt myself change . . . at the last.' He

had seened subdued since his battle wi th Draken-Korin.

"Am | again nortal ?

Macr os nodded. "You al ways were. The power of the

Val heru changed you, and that change will not be

reversed, but you were never immortal. You were sinply
close to it. But do not worry, you' ve retained a great dea
of the Val heru heritage. You'll live out a long |life beside
your Queen, at |east as long as any of elvenkind are
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allotted by fate.' At these words Tormas seemed reassured.
"Keep vigilant, both of you, for the Pantathians spent

centuries planning and executing this deceit. It was a plot

of stunning detail. But the powers granted to the one
who posed as Murnmandanus were no nean set of
conjurer's illusions. He was a force. To have created

such a one and to have captured and nmani pul ated the
hearts of even a race as dark as the noredhel required
much. Perhaps without the Val heru influence across the
barriers of space and tine, the serpent people may
becone much as others, just another intelligent race
anong many.' He | ooked off into the distance. ' Then
agai n, perhaps not. Be wary of them'

Pug spoke slowly. "Macros . . . at the end | was certain
we had | ost.'
Macros sniled an enignatic smle. "So was |. Perhaps

the Val heru's mani pul ation of the Lifestone was prevented
fromreaching fruition by Tomas's sword stroke.

don't know. The rift was opened, and the Dragon Host

all owed to enter, but. ' The ol d sorcerer's eyes seened

alight with sone deep enotion. "Sone wonder or

anot her, beyond ny understanding, intervened at the

|ast.' He | ooked downward. 'it was as if the very stuff of

life, the souls of all that lived upon this world, rejected

the Val heru. The power of the Lifestone aided us, not

them That was fromwhere | drew strength at the last. It

was that which captured the Dragon Host and the

Dreadl ord and closed the rift. It was that which

protected us all, keeping us alive.' He smled. "You

shoul d seek, with care, to | earn as nuch as you can about

the Lifestone. It is a wonder beyond what any of us

suspected.

Macros was silent for a tine, then | ooked at Pug. ' You

are as much a son to nme, in a strange sort of way, as any
I may have called that over the ages. At |east you are ny
heir, and husbander of all the nmagic lore | have

accunul ated since comng to Mdkem a. That |ast case of

books and scrolls | held at ny island will come soon to

Stardock. | suggest you hide that fact from Kul gan and
Hochopepa, until you've reviewed what's there. Sone of

it is beyond any on this world but you, and whoever may

follow you in our unusual calling. Train those around you

wel |, Pug. Make them powerful, but make them | oving,

generous nen and wonen as well.' He paused as he

| ooked at the two boys grown to nen, those |ads from

Crydee whom twel ve years ago he had begun to nould to

save a world and nore. At |ast he said, "I have used both

of you, ungently at tines. But in the end it proved

necessary. Whatever pain you nay have endured is,

like to think, offset by the gains. You have achieved

t hi ngs beyond your boyhood dreans. You are now the

caretakers of M dkem a. You have whatever bl essing

may give.' Wth an unusual catch in his voice, his eyes

moi st and gl owi ng, he softly said, "Good-bye and thank

you.' He stepped away fromthem then slowy turned.
Nei t her Pug nor Tonas could bring hinself to say goodbye.
Macr os began wal king toward the west, into the

sunset. Not only did he nove away fromthem but wth

the first step he seened sonehow to becone | ess solid.
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Wth each additional step he becanme nore insubstantial,
transparent, and soon he was |ike mst, then | ess than the
m st. Then he was gone.

They wat ched hi m go, saying nothing for a while. Then
Tomas wondered, "WII| he ever know peace, do you

t hi nk?'

Pug said, "I don't know. Perhaps soneday he'll find his

Bl essed Isle.’

They were again silent for a time. Then they returned

to the King's Pavilion.

There was a celebration in full swing. Martin and Briana
had announced their plans to wed, to the obvious
approval of everyone. Now, while others revelled in life
and survival and the sinple joy of living, Arutha, Lyam
Tomas, and Pug picked their way through the rubble that
was Set hanon. The popul ace was housed in the |ess
damaged western section, but they were only a distant
presence. Still they moved cautiously, |est anyone
observe them

Tomas | ed themthrough a large crack in the ground,

to what appeared a cave openi ng bel ow the rubbl e of the
keep. "Here,' said Tomms, "a fissure has opened, |eading
down to the | ower chanber, the centre of the ancient
city. Step carefully.

Slow y they descended, seeing by a dimlight of Pug's
magi ¢ arts, and soon they entered the chanber. Pug

waved his hand and a brighter light sprang forth. Tonas
moti oned the King forward. Figures in robes stepped out
of the shadows, and Arutha drew his sword

A woman's voi ce canme fromthe dark. 'Put up your

sword, Prince of the Kingdom'

Tomas nodded and Arut ha resheathed his mystic

bl ade. From out of the dark came an enornous figure,
bejewel l ed and brilliant as |ight danced across a nyriad
of facets. It was a dragon, but none like any seen, for in
pl ace of scal es once gol den a thousand genstones

gl eaned. Wth each novenment, a rai nbow of dazzling
beauty washed over the nonstrous form

"Who are you?' asked the King calmy.

"I amthe Oracle of Aal,' came the soft voice fromthe
Dragon' s nout h.

"W struck a bargain,' said Pug. "W needed to find

her a proper body.

Tomas said, 'Ryath was rendered m ndl ess, her sou

gone at the hands of the Dreadlord. Her body still Iived,
t hough damaged severely and hovering cl ose to death.
Macros heal ed her, replacing the destroyed scales with
new ones fashioned fromthe gens of the treasure hidden
here, using some uni que property of the Lifestone. Wth
his restored arts he brought the Oracle and her servants
here. Now the Oracle lives within the enptied m nd.

it is a nore than satisfactory body,' said the Oacle.

"it will live for many centuries. And it possesses nmany
powers. '
"And,' added Pug, "she will renmain forever vigilant

over the Lifestone. For if any were to tanper with it, she
woul d perish along with everyone el se upon the pl anet.
Until we find a way to seek out and deal with the
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Pant at hi ans, the risk still exists that the Val heru could be

recal |l ed."'

Lyam regarded the Lifestone. The pale green gem

gl owed softly, seenming to pulse with a warminner |ight.

And fromits centre a golden sword protruded. "W do

not know if this destroyed the Dragon Lords or nerely
holds themin thrall,' said Pug. "Even the magics

| earned from Macros nmay not penetrate all its nysteries.

We are fearful of renoving Tonmas's sword, for to do so

m ght cause no harmat all or it might unleash what is

"trapped within.'

Lyam shuddered. O all he had heard, the power of

the Lifestone had made him feel the nost hel pl ess. He

approached it and slowy put forth his hand. The stone
proved warmto the touch and contact filled himwith a
mld, relaxing pleasure. There was a sense of rightness in

the stone. The King faced the mighty formof the

bej ewel | ed dragon. "I have no objection to your stewardship,
| ady.' He thought, then spoke to Arutha. "Start

some rumpur that the city's now cursed. Slave little
Hunphry's dead, and there's no heir to his title. 1'1l]I

nmove what's |l eft of the popul ace and pay them

indemmity. The city's nore than half destroyed al ready.
Let's enpty it out, and the Oracle will remrain undi sturbed.
Let us |leave, lest we are nissed at revel and

sonmeone conmes seeking after us.' To the dragon he said,

"Lady, | wish you well in your office. Should you have

any need, send a nessage, by means nmgi c or mundane,

and | shall seek to nmeet it. Only we four, and ny brother
Martin, shall know the truth of you, and fromthis time
forward, only our heirs.'

"You are gracious, Mjesty,' answered the Oracle.

Tomas | ed them out of the cavern, and upward, to the
surface.

Arutha entered his tent, and was startled to find Ji my
sleeping in his bed. He shook himagently. "Wat is this? I

t hought you were given quarters?

Jimy | ooked at the Prince with an ill-conceal ed

grunpi ness at bei ng awakened. 'it's Locky. The whol e

damm city's com ng down about our ears and he finds

another girl. It's getting to be a habit. Last night | slept
on the ground. | just thought to catch a nap. I'll find

anot her pl ace."

Arut ha | aughed and pushed the youngster back into

the Bed as he began to rise. 'Stay here. 1'll bunk in the
King's Pavilion. Lyam was busy handing out rewards this
eveni ng, while you slunbered and Locky . . . well, did

what ever he was doing. In all the confusion | overl ooked

you two. What should | do to reward you scoundrels.

Jimy grinned. "Mke Locky Senior Squire so | can go
back to the quiet life of a thief.' He yawned. 'Ri ght now,
I can't think of a danmm thing | want except a week of

sl eep. '

Arutha smled. "All right. Get sone sleep. I'll cone up

with sonething for you young rogues.' He left Jimmy

and nmade his way back toward Lyam s tent.

As he approached the entrance, a shout of announcenent
and a trunpet flourish acconpanied the arrival of a
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dusty carriage bearing the royal crest. Anita and Carline
qui ckly stepped out. Arutha showed astoni shnent as his

wi fe and sister rushed forward to hug and kiss him
"What's this?

"W followed Lyam' said a tearful Anita. 'We couldn't
wait in Rillanon to find out if you and Laurie were alive.
As soon as nessages reached us you were well, we broke
camp and hurried here.

Arut ha hugged her as Carline listened to singing a
monent and said, 'Either that's a nightingale in |ove, or
my husband is forgetting he's now a duke.' She ki ssed
Arut ha once nore on the cheek and said, "You' re going

to be an uncle again.'

Arut ha | aughed and hugged his sister. "Mich | ove and
happi ness, Carline. Yes, that's Laurie. He and Baru
arrived today wi th Vandros.'

She smled. "Well, | think "Il go give himsone grey
hairs.'

Arut ha said, "Wat does she nmean '"agai n?'

Anita | ooked up into her husband's face. "The Queen

is wth child - the announcenent was made while you

were gone - and Father Tully sends word to Lyamthat it
seens all signs indicate a prince. Tully claims he's too old
for the road now. But his prayers have been with you.'
Arutha grinned. 'So | can be done with being Heir

soon. '

"Not too soon, the baby won't be here for another four
nmont hs. '

A cheer fromwithin told them Carline had passed

al ong the news of her own pregnancy to her husband,

and anot her cheer said that Tully's message had been
given as well.

Ani ta hugged her husband and whi spered, "Your sons

are well and getting big. They miss their father, as | have
done. Can we slip away soon?

Arut ha | aughed. 'As soon as we make an appearance.

But I've had to give ny quarters to Jimy. It seens
Locky' s devel oped an anorous nature and Ji nmy had
nowhere else to sleep. So we'll have to use one of the
guest tents in this pavilion.' He wal ked inside with his
wi fe, and the assenbled nobles rose in greeting to the
Prince and Princess of Krondor.

The Keshi an Ambassador, Lord Hazar a- Khan,

bowed, and Arut ha extended his hand. ' Thank you,

Abdur.' He introduced Anita to Hokanu and again

repeat ed t hanks. Dol gan was speaking with Gal ain, and
Arut ha congratul ated the dwarf on his assunption of the
crown of the western dwarves. Dol gan threw hima w nk
and a smle, then they all fell silent as Laurie began to
pl ay.

They listened closely while Laurie sang, it was a sad
song, yet brave, a ballad he had conposed i n honour of
his friend Roald. It spoke of Laurie's sorrow at his
passing, but it ended on a major chord, a note of
triumph, then a silly little coda that made all who knew
Roal d | augh, for it sonmehow captured his raffish nature
Then Cardan and Vol ney cane up and the Earl of

Landreth said, "If we may have a brief word with you

Hi ghness.'

Anita indicated she didn't mnd, and Arutha let the
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two men who had ruled in his absence lead himinto the
roomnext to the King's chanber. A bulky figure |ay
upon the bed, breathing heavily, and Arutha raised his
fingers to his lips, indicating quiet.

Cardan craned his neck and whi spered, "Amps Trask?'

Arutha said softly, "It's a very long story, and I'Il let
himtell it. He'd never forgive ne if | didn't. Now, what
isit?

In a | ow voice, Volney said, 'Hi ghness, | want to

return to Landreth. Wth your supposed death, the city's
been a rats' warren to adninister. |'ve done ny best for
the last three years, but this is enough. | want to go
hore. '

Arutha said, 'l can't spare you, Volney.' The stout

Earl's voice started to rise, and Arut ha hushed him
"Look, there's going to be a new Prince of Krondor soon,

so we'll need a Principate Regent.
Vol ney said, "That's inpossible. That's an ei ghteen
year comm tnent. | refuse.

Arut ha | ooked at Cardan, who grinned and held up his
hands. 'Don't | ook at me. Lyam prom sed me | could

return to Crydee with Martin and his lady. Wth Charles
the new Swordmaster, | can | eave the soldiering to mny
son. | plan on spending ny days fishing off the
breakwat er at Longpoint. You're going to need a new

Kni ght - Mar shal soon.'

Arutha swore. "That neans if | don't find soneone

soon, Lyamis going to nane ne Duke of Krondor and

Kni ght - Marshal both. | amgoing to try to get himto give
me some quiet Earldom |ike Tuckshill, and never |eave
hone again.' He thought hard and silently, then said, '
want ten nmore years, fromboth of you.

(Absolutely not!' said Vol ney. The stout noble's voice
rose in indignation. "i'mwlling to stay one year, to aid
any transition in admnistration, but no nmore.'

Arutha's eyes narrowed. 'Six, six nore years from

each of you. If you agree, you can retire to Landreth,

Vol ney, and you to Crydee, Cardan. If not, 1'll find

some' way to drag you off to nothing but trouble.

Cardan | aughed. "I have Lyam s perm ssion already

Arutha.' Seeing the Prince's anger grow ng, he said,

"But if Volney stays, I'lIl also stay on a year - al

right, two, but no nore, until you get things under
control. '

" An alnmost evil' light entered Arutha's' eyes. To 'Cardan

he said, "W're going to need a new ambassador to the
Tsurani court, now that the rift is again opened,' and to
Vol ney, 'and we'll need anot her anbassador to G eat
Kesh.'

Bot h nen exchanged gl ances and Vol ney said, in a

harsh whisper, "All right, blackmailer, three years. What
are we going to do for three years?

Arutha smled his crooked smle. 'I want you to take
Jimy and Locky's training in hand, personally, Vol ney.
You teach them everything about adm nistration you

can. Pile the work on until they're ready to drop, then

give themnore. | want those overactive m nds turned
to good use. Make them the best adm nistrators you
can.

' Cardan, when they're not in the office, |earning how
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to govern, turn theminto soldiers. That young bandit
asked for a reward a year ago, and now he's got to show
me if hereally is a match for that request. And his
young partner in crinme has too nmuch talent to let him
go back to Land's End. Locky's the youngest son, so

he'd sinply go to waste there. Wth you two gone, we're
going to need a new Duke and Kni ght - Marshal and,

with me gone as well, he's going to be acting as

Princi pate Regent, he'll need an able Chancellor to help
hi m shoul der the burdens of office. So | don't want either
of themto have five |l oose mnutes in the next four
years.'

"Four years!' shouted Volney, 'l said three!’

Then fromthe bed canme a chuckl e and a sigh as Anops
said, 'Arutha. you have an odd idea of reward. Whatever
gave you such a nasty turn of mnd?

Arut ha grinned openly as he said, 'Get some rest,

Admiral .’
Amos fell back heavily on the bunk. "Ah, Arutha, you
still take all the fun out of life.
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