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ONE
The Light of God

T heni ght burned a pulsing orange.

General Vorto, supreme commander of the legions of Nar, stood on a
hillside beneath the red flash of rockets, safely distant from the bombardment
hammering the walls of Goth. It was a cold night with frost in the air. He could
see the crystalline snow in the sky and on his eyelashes. The northern gusts
blew the battle rockets up and over the city and bent the fiery plumes of flame
cannons. Goth's tall walls glowed a molten amber at its weakest parts, and in
the city's center small fires smoldered, the result of lucky rocket shots.

Gothan archers rimmed the catwalks and battlements, raining down arrows on
the thousand legionnaires encircling the city. High in the hills, rocket launchers
sent off their missiles, while on the ground war wagons lumbered on their
metal tracks, grinding the earth to pulp. Inside the iron tanks, teams of gunners
pumped kerosene fuel into the needle-noses of flame cannons and blasted
away at the unyielding stone of Goth.

The war machines of Nar were at work.

General Vorto pulled off agauntlet and tested the wind with afinger.
Southeasterly and strong, he determined. Too damn strong. A curse sprang to
hislips as he pulled his metal glove back on. So far, the Walled City didn't
seem to be softening from his attack, nor had the winds abated to cooperate.
It had only been afew hours since he'd begun his attack but he was already
growing impatient—not a good trait for a general. He ground his teeth together
in frustration, and watched as the city of Goth withstood all he could throw
againgt it.

"Resist, then," he grumbled. " Soon we will have the ram in place.”

Nearby on the hillside, the gunners of amodified acid launcher awaited their
general's orders. They had loaded the first cannister of Formula B hours ago,
when they'd first arrived around the city. Vorto had hoped the wind might
cooperate, but the breeze had picked up and so the order to fire had never
come. There were five more such launchersin the hills around Goth, all
primed like this one, all awaiting Vorto's order to fire. Vorto blew into his
hands to warm them.

"They are strong ones,” said the general to his aide, the slim and dour-faced
Colonel Kye. "I've underestimated them. They have a stomach for siege, it



seems. | would have thought L okken weaker than this."

"Duke Lokken isweak," corrected Kye. He had a rasping voice that VVorto
had to strain to understand, the result of a Triin arrow through his windpipe.
"When the dawn comes he will see what's out here waiting for him, and he will
surrender.” The colonel smiled one of his sour smiles. "l am optimistic.”

"Y es, you can afford to be," said Vorto. "I cannot." He pointed toward the
city's towering walls, thick with archers ignoring the bombardment. "L ook.
See how many men he has? He could hold out for weeks in there. And these
damned winds. . ." Vorto halted, mouthing a silent prayer. God made the
winds, and he had no right to curse them. He confessed his sin, then turned
his attention to the giant launcher sitting nearby. Ten cannisters of Formula B
waited beside the magazine, ready for loading. The bellows that would propel
the cannisters was swelled with air. It groaned with the sound of stretched
leather. V orto reached down and picked up one of the cannisters. His gunners
gasped and inched away. The general held the cannister up to inspect it,
turning it in the pulsing rocket light. The cylindrical container was no bigger
than his head. Inside it, he could feel liquid sloshing around. There were two
chambersin the cannister, one full of water, the other loaded with Formula B,
the dried pellets the war |abs had synthesized. Upon impact, the cannister
would shatter and the components would mix. Any small breeze would do the
rest.

Theoretically. Formula B had never been tested in the field. Bovadin had
fled Nar before its perfection, leaving a handful of tinkerers behind to finish
hiswork. Formula A had proved too caustic to transport, even in its dry state.
But Formula B, the war labs had assured Vorto, was perfect. They had tried it
on prisoners with remarkabl e results, and they were sure fifty cannisters of the
stuff would be enough to wipe out Goth.

But the winds would have to cooperate.

Brooding, Vorto put down the cannister. Much as he wanted to, he couldn't
risk detonating the formulain such stiff winds. The walls of Goth were high,
certainly, but were they high enough to contain the gas? And what if one of the
cannisters landed outside the walls? If there was a safe distance from the
caustic fumes, no one knew its measure. Maybe Bovadin did, but the midget
was in Crote now, hiding with the sodomite Biagio.

Have faith, the general reminded himsdlf.

"“If I fly with dragons, and dwell in the darkest parts of the earth," he said,
"even there will Thy right hand guide me, and Thy light shine a path for me."
Vorto smiled dispassionately at his colonel, who was not a religious man.
"The Book of Gallion," he declared. "Chapter eleven, verse nineteen. Do you
know what it means, Kye?"

Kye was unmoved. Unlike Vorto, he followed the edicts of Archbishop
Herrith out of duty alone, and not of any sense of the mystic. Vorto had tried,
unsuccessfully, to convince the colonel of the reality of Heaven, but Kye had
remained skeptical. He was aloyal man, though, and afine soldier, so Vorto



overlooked the older man's heresy.
"They fly theflag,” said Colonel Kye ssmply. "That'sal | know."

Behind Kye, Vorto could see the city of Goth aglow in rocket fire, its stone
towerstall and defiant. And at the city's heart, billowing in the winds atop
L okken's fortress, waved the Black Flag, that hated symbol of old Nar. It was
acrimeto fly that banner now, but L okken and others like him flaunted
Herrith's commandments. Vorto would not be satisfied until he pulled down
that flag and stuffed it down Duke Lokken's lying throat himself.

Since the death of Arkus and Herrith's ascension, there was only one flag
that the nations of Nar were allowed to fly. It was the same banner Vorto's
men milled under now, aradiant field of gold harboring arising sun. Herrith
himself had designed the standard. And the bishop had named it wisely, and
blessed it with the power to rebuke the Black Renaissance.

It was called the Light of God.

And whenever Vorto saw it, hefelt acatch in histhroat. Now, as they
circled the enormous Walled City, his standard bearers held the Light of God
high so that the glare of the rockets alighted on it like the touch of heaven and
all the misguided in Goth could seeit. Tonight they flew their Black
Flag—tonight they displayed their loyalty to a dead Emperor and his equally
dead ideals—but on the morrow if the winds were fair, the Light of God
would wave above Goth forever.

"Check your azimuth," Vorto commanded the gunners. "l want no mistakes
when we launch.”

The gunnery chief looked at hisleader questioningly. "Are we launching,
ar?'

"We will be," replied Vorto. He strode over to the weapon and checked the
gauges himself. It was unfamiliar work, but the crude dials and diders were
simple to understand. A small pointer along the barrel displayed the estimated
distance in forty-yard increments. His gunners had set the range on maximum
and pointed the barrel, high enough to scale Goth'swall and lob the cannisters
into the city. Curious, Vorto regarded his gunners.

"Best guess, Chief. Thesewinds. . . too much?’

The soldier wrinkled his nose and looked up into the night. The snow
flurries were coming down in aslant. "Hard to say, sir. The cannisters are
heavy, so they should fly straight. But that's a damn high wall. We'd have to
call back the wagons before 1'd be comfortable.”

Vorto nodded. "Agreed. Be ready."

The genera turned and walked to his warhorse. The powerful dapple-gray,
outfitted with hammered armor, snorted unhappily as its master mounted.
Vorto was an enormous man, and so required an equally enormous horse to
support him. This one was from Aramoor and big in the shanks. Upon
Vorto's back was strapped his axe, the only weapon he favored since the loss
of two fingers. Though less precise than a sword, he had found the axe at



least as devastating in battle, and its twin blades gave him adesirably
frightening presence. He wore no helmet, for he liked the sounds of battle and
feared no arrow. He armored himself traditionally in black, but he knew his
greatest protection came from Heaven. He wore his head shaved and his
cheeks smooth, and he adorned his hands with silver gauntlets polished to a
mirror shine. Big in the extreme, he was not fat at all, but rather muscled the
way abull is muscled, and when he was shirtless his deltoids gave him the
appearance of awing-spanned hawk or the hood of a cobra. Save for Herrith
himself, no man in the new Nar held more power than he, and no man was
more feared.

Everything about Vorto was inhuman—particularly hiseyes. They werea
faded blue, like two lusterless ferns, dim and without life. As a boy they had
been brown, but the potions of the war labs had changed that. The same
potions that had once made him very near immortal had done strange things to
Vorto's body. Like Arkus and the rest of the dead emperor's Iron Circle, they
had all become addicts, dependent on Bovadin's amazing narcotic. But since
the little scientist's departure there had been no more of the drug. It was just
one more secret Bovadin had taken with him to Crote, and so Vorto and the
othersloya to Herrith had learned to live without it, despite the bone-crushing
withdrawal. Sometimes, when it was quiet and he was alone, Vorto still had
cravings, but with God's help he had tamed his demons. Others had not been
so lucky. Some of the foppish Naren lords had been unable to withstand the
pain and had perished. A few had even flung themselves out of Nar's towers
rather than endure another moment of agony.

But Vorto was more stout-hearted than those weaklings. He had overcome
the drug and Biagio's schemes for the throne, and he considered that his
proudest struggle. Now he and Herrith were rid of thistribulation, mostly, and
ready to destroy the rest of Biagio's designs. There was wise work to be done
in Nar these days. Men like Lokken still held on to the ideals of the Black
Renaissance, Arkus godless disease. The Black Flag still flew in at least four
other nations, and those who didn't fly the symbol of the past often refused to
fly theflag of the future. Very few had come willingly to the Light of God.
Archbishop Herrith could count only a handful of the Naren nations as true
allies. But he had Vorto behind him, and VVorto had all the legions of Nar. In
time, Lokken and everyone like him would hedl.

God'swill, thought Vorto as he spied the city. God's will that they should
die thisway. Like cows on the killing floor.

In the days of Arkus and the Black Renaissance, Vorto had trod the world
like a prince. He had maimed and daughtered for the emperor's false idedls,
and had bargained away his soul for soft beds and lewd company. But he was
not that man anymore. He had heard the call of the Lord and had been
cleansed. Herrith and God had saved him.

Vorto had no remorse. The Black Renaissance was a cancer, and the only
way to deal with it wasto eradicate it utterly. |deas were powerful, hard to kill.
To leave atrace of them was to invite death. Those who were called to do



Heaven's work needed to be iron-willed and, sometimes, iron-stomached.
There would be a stench from Goth for months, and the buzzards would
feast, but Duke L okken would be dead. Biagio would have one less aly on
Naren soil to threaten the throne, and the Light of God would fly above the
city, asymbol of God and his mercy.

Vorto spurred on his horse and guided it down the slope. When this was
over, he would sleep well. Colonel Kye mounted his own horse and followed
his superior down the hillside, sidling up to Vorto and shooting him a suspect
stare.

"We're going to launch?' he asked. "When?"
"When | say so, Kye."
"But thewinds. . ."

"|'ve come along way to bring justice to Duke L okken and his rebels,"
snapped Vorto. "I won't leave defeated."

Kye grimaced. "Begging the general's pardon, but | think you just want to
try the formula.”

Vorto shrugged. Kye was aimost a friend, and sometimes overly familiar.
"It's God'swill," he said simply. "When the other nations see what's
happened here, they will think twice about siding with Biagio. They al have
armies, Kye. Vosk, Dragon's Beak, Doria. We can't be everywhere. Biagio
knows this. And the memory of Arkusis strong." He gave his second a
mordant glare. "We must be at least as strong."

"Genera," said Kye evenly. "We have enough men to take the city."

"l intend to take the city and more, Kye. Now get that damned ram into
position. It's time we knocked on L okken's door."

Inside his castle of stone and cedar, Duke Lokken of Goth kept the lights
out. The rockets were imprecise and hardly athreat to hisfortress at all, but
his family was in this room and L okken was a superstitious man. One stray
battle rocket, one lucky shot, and a fire might start that would consume them
al. Around his private chambers high in the western tower, there were guards
aplenty to hold back Vorto's legions, but they could do nothing against the
onslaught of flame cannons and rockets. L okken stood by a window,
brooding over hisfaling city, hisface awash in the glare. In his chambers
were hiswife and two daughters. His eldest and only son was outside
somewhere, probably on the wall.

A rocket dammed into the courtyard below, rattling the tower. In the hills
around the city, the duke could see the distant flares of launchers as they sent
their missiles screaming skyward. His daughters were crying. The
bombardment had hardly dented hiswall, but it had already turned the brains
of his people to mush. Even Lokken was starting to fracture.

The room was dark. Lokken felt a shiver of cold and the unmistakable
shoulder-tapping of remorse. Overhead, the Black Flag of Nar still flew above
his castle, along with Lion's Blood, Goth's own standard. In afit of outrage,



L okken had ordered that detestable banner of Herrith's shredded. He had sent
the flag's remains to the bishop in Nar City. But now, looking down at the
legions, he wondered if hisvalor had merely been bravado, and he regretted
the ugly death he had invited for hisfamily.

Arkus had not been a perfect emperor. He had been atyrant, and Biagio
was probably no better. But he had been Lokken's tyrant, and he had
understood the importance of anation's pride. Never once had Arkus asked
any country of the Empire to lower their own flag, nor did he ever insist that
they fly the Black Flag. Lokken had complied with Arkus for years, and for
years the old man had left Goth alone, content with the yearly taxes Lokken
sent to Nar City. But this Herrith was a demon.

L okken missed Arkus. He missed the old ideals of the Black Renaissance,
of peace through strength and world domination. And when the old man had
finaly died, Lokken knew with whom to side.

"Kill meif you can,” whispered the duke. "I will never fly your flag."
"Uncle?'

At the sound of the voice Lokken turned from the window. There in the
darkness was little Lorla, her face full of dread. She had dressed for travel, as
ordered. In her tiny hands she clutched aleather bag full of food, hopefully
enough to get her to safety. Her brilliant green eyes|ooked up at L okken with
profound sadness.

"I'm ready, Uncle," she said. Her eight-year-old's face tried to smile, but
there was no joy in the expression. L okken dropped down to a knee and took
her hand. It was small and soft, belying the truth of her nature. Not
surprisingly, Lorlahadn't shed a single tear throughout the entire
bombardment. Lokken was proud of her.

"I wish | could take you to Duke Enli myself," he said. "But you'll be safe
with Daevn. He knows the way better than any of my men. He'll get you past
the legions.”

Lorlalooked dubious. "I've seen them through my window. There may be
too many to pass. And they won't hesitate to kill me."

Lokken smiled. "Then you mustn't get caught, right?* He ran his hand
through her splendid hair. She had been hisward for amost ayear now, ever
since Nar fell to Herrith. Biagio had asked L okken to keep the child safe, and
though Lokken had thought it a hardship at the time, he had adored every
moment he'd spent with Lorla. Blood might have separated them, but she still
felt every bit his daughter.

"Lorla," began the duke solemnly. "I don't know what's going to happen to
you, even if you do reach Dragon's Beak. Biagio hasn't told me anything more
about you, and I've never met Duke Enli. But it'simportant that you get there.
It's important to Nar. Y ou know that, don't you?"

"I know what | am, Uncle. Whatever the Master has planned for me, I'm
ready."



The Master. Lokken still hated that term. Since coming to Goth, Lorla never
referred to Biagio as anything but the Master. He supposed it was Roshann
programming. Very thorough. Lorlaknew what she was, but that was all. In a
sense she was a freak, a growing woman frozen in the body of an
eight-year-old. She didn't know what Biagio had planned for her, and her
incubation in the labs had made her trust the count implicitly. Lokken pitied
thegirl.

"Y ou've meant alot to me," he said. "I'm proud to have been part of this. |
wish | could have known you better."

Lorla's gaze dropped. "I wish you could have told me more. Maybe
someday.”

L okken's grin was crooked. They both knew there wouldn't be a someday.
Not for Lokken, and not for the family that had cared for Lorlathis past year.
Like Biagio's Roshann, Vorto's legions were thorough. Given time, there
would be very little left of Goth. But Goth wouldn't perish entirely. If Lorla
made it to Dragon's Beak, Herrith and VVorto would hear from the Walled City
again. Perhaps Biagio was a madman, but he was brilliant. Whatever the Count
of Crote had planned, Lokken had confidence. Just like Goth, the Black
Renai ssance would not go quietly.

Lorlawalked past Duke L okken toward the window. Standing on her
tiptoes, she regarded the battle raging outside. Her eyes scanned the hills and
circling war wagons, the legionnaires armed with flame cannons and maces.
Thiswas the gauntlet she had to cross, with only her diminutive size and the
cloak of darknessto hide her.

"I should go now," she declared. "The snow will slow them."

Lokken nodded grimly. "There's a pony waiting for you. Daevnisin the
courtyard. He'll take you to the hidden gate. Remember, wait 'til the rockets
die down, then head for the first hill with the apple trees. It's rugged there, and

"I know the way," Lorlainterrupted. She was getting agitated. Too much
talk. So Lokken said no more.

For an hour, Vorto watched his siege machines circle the city. Then the ram
was ready. Vorto rode down to inspect it, surrounded by an armored
entourage of legionnaires. The ram was enormous, the largest the war labs had
ever constructed. Twenty greegans had dragged the war machine to Goth. Its
wheels were as tall as aman, and a hundred wooden handles poked from its
side like the legs of a centipede. Its head was of granite, fastened to the stout
oak shaft with bands of riveted iron, and along its top length were |oops of
rope to keep the men from being dragged beneath its crushing wheels. As he
brought his mount up alongside the weapon, Vorto wondered if it was up to
the task. Goth's walls were legendary, and the city gate was reinforced with
spikes and lengths of petrified timber. The Walled City had stood for
generations, shrugging off countless wars. Some said it was impregnable.

But then, nothing was impregnable to God or Nar. Vorto reined in his



bucking horse and turned to Kye. The colonel’'s helmet was covered with a
sheen of snow.

"Bring up two platoons of cannoneers. Have them concentrate fire on the
walls around the gate. We have to keep the archers back. And stop the rocket
barrage. | don't want those damn things landing near the ram. When the gate
comes down, we'll swarm. Isyour infantry ready, Kye?"

"They've been ready, sir."

"Then keep the cavalry back until | give the order. We need a clear passage
for the charge. | don't want them bunching up near the gate; Lokken will be
expecting that. And he'll probably have some surprises for us."

Kye grimaced. "Sir, if we're going to use the gas anyway . . ."

"| want Lokken, Kye. | have asurprise for him. Off with you now. Do as|

Kye dismissed himself with a shrug, then rode off to gather the flame
cannoneers his lord had requested. Vorto watched him go. Once again,
Impatience was gnawing at him. The snow was deepening, and the cessation
of rocket fire would bring back the darkness. Beneath his metal gauntlets his
fingertips were blue. Goth could hold out for weeks, and winter was coming
fast. Hunger and cold would soon eat away at his legion's morale, and he
couldn't risk that.

It took only moments before Kye had the cannoneers arranged. As ordered,
he had them flank the ram's path to the gate. A steady stream of fire belched
from the nozzles of the cannons, pushing back the archers defending the city's
entrance. The wooden catwalks along the wall burst into flames under the
barrage. Gothan archers drew back to safer positions. Vorto heard their
desperate cries for reinforcements. They had seen the ram.

Vorto pulled his double-sided axe from his back and thundered down the
hillside. Behind him followed his standard bearers, holding high the Light of
God. The sight of the golden flag attracted the attention of some of the
archers on thewall. Vorto laughed and shook hisfist at them.

"I'm here!" he taunted. "Put one through my heart!"

But he was still too distant and the archers knew it, so instead they pumped
their arrows at the ram and the legionnaires taking up position alongside it.
Vorto shouted orders at the hundred-man team. Above the ram's pulling
stations was a hood of metal, a deflector against the rain of missiles. Each
soldier in turn tethered himself to the ram, dropping loops of rope around his
waist. Vorto moved in alittle closer, until he was with Colonel Kye again. The
platoons of cannons fired at the wall, pressing back the wave of Gothans.
Fingers of flame splashed against the monolithic wall. Overhead the rockets
had ceased. A dull darkness pressed down on the world.

The walls of Goth loomed fifty feet tall. The gates themselves stood a
proud twenty. General Vorto quickly calculated the required force. Five
passes; maybe more. But that would take time, and the cannons wouldn't hold



forever. Already longbowmen had scored some lucky hits against his men.
From the torches in a nearby tower, Vorto could see the shadows of more
Gothans taking up position. His men would have to hurry.

"Kye," he said very calmly. "Now."
Colonel Kye raised his saber. "Ram!" he directed.

A grunt of exertion filled the air. Very slowly, the massive wheels of the ram
began grinding forward.

Lieutenants near the ram cursed orders, urging on their men. The weapon
picked up speed as it rolled toward Goth's gate. Vorto licked his
wind-chapped lips. The ram groaned as it accelerated. A panicked shout went
up from the Gothans. Flame cannons detonated, spilling against the wall.
Faster and faster went the ram. Larger and larger loomed the gates. Vorto grit
histeeth. . . .

L ouder than a crack of thunder, the ram smashed against the wooden gate.
All the world seemed to shudder. Archers along the wall tumbled backward
with the impact, and for one moment the cannoneers stopped their endless
fire, astonished by the sound. Vorto peered expectantly through the
murkiness. Asthe light grew again, he saw the damaged gate. Impossibly, a
hairline fissure was snaking its way through the petrified wood.

"God in Heaven!" Vorto laughed. A cheer went up from the legionnaires
gathered around the ram. They were two hundred strong now, called from
thelir circling of the city to storm falling Goth. Men on horseback shook their
swordsin victory. Even Colonel Kye broke into an unreserved smile.

"Again!" ordered Vorto. Already the ram was being pushed back into
position. Again the night flashed with cannon fire. A new rain of arrows
poured down upon the soldiers, catching some in their backs. Kye directed a
squad of handhelds toward the new threat. The two-man teams hurried up to
the wall and hosed it down with streams of fire. Though small and lacking the
range of their bigger brothers, the handheld cannons threw their fire high into
the night, scorching the tower of the Gothan archers and halting their barrage.

Once more the ram inched forward. Vorto heard the agonized shouts of the
men as their muscles strained with effort. The ram accelerated slowly, then
faster and faster still. Another concussion shook the ground as the ram
battered the wooden portal. This time the fissure became a groaning rent.
Vorto hurried his charger nearer the gate. Through the crack he could almost
see the city. Several poles of timber still held the doorway fast, but these had
bowed and would never withstand another blow. Kye shouted ordersto his
men. The ram started backward for one last assault. Vorto pranced
triumphantly in the cannon-light, laughing and praising Heaven for his coming
victory. The Light of God waved above his head.

"Time's up, Lokken," caroled Vorto gleefully. He spared one last look into
the hills where the launchers were waiting, and a little pang of anticipation ran
through him.

L orlareached the hidden gate just as the snow began falling in earnest. Her



pony was exhausted from the hard, fast ride through the city. Daevn, her guide
and guardian, was dick with deet and sweat. He was atall man and afast
talker, and Lorlawatched anxiously as he spoke to the Gothan soldiers at the
gate, and shouted up to the men pacing the wall. Except for the soldiers, Goth
was locked up tight. The rockets had stopped falling now, and darkness crept
over the city. Lorlafidgeted as she listened to the far off pounding at the main
gate. The sound reminded her of adrum.

Daevn returned, mounting his horse as he waited for the portal to dide
open. It was far smaller than the main gate, more like adoor really, and made
up of the same dull gray asthe rest of thewall. Lorlatried to peer through as it
opened. Beyond it she could see only darkness and snow.

"What's that sound?' she asked nervously.

"Battering ram," Daevn explained. "They've started to break through. Lucky
for us, too. Therest of the Naren soldiers are gathering near the main gate."
He smiled at her wickedly. "We just might makeit."

Lorlahardly knew Daevn at al, and wasn't sure he understood what she
truly was. But she tried to smile, because she would need the brute's goodwill,
and when the hidden gate creaked open she ushered her pony closer to it.

"It's clear, | think," said one of the soldiers. He looked up to the catwalk
where another Gothan silently gave them the go-ahead. "Hurry now. Stay to
the shadows, but don't linger."

Daevn nodded. "Ready, girl?*
"I'm ready," Lorlalied.

Daevn took the lead, trotting his horse outside the wall. At once the
darkness swallowed him. Lorla steeled herself before urging her pony outside.
The beast seemed to sense her trepidation and moved with leaden legs. Lorla
heard another concussion from the far side of the city, and fear sped her on.
Daevn impatiently waved her forward. Outside the wall, everything was silent.
The din of battle was oddly quieter here. Lorla spared a sad ook backward as
the hidden gate drew slowly closed. Remarkably, it seemed to disappear.

"Come on," Daevn ordered. He began speeding for the hills. It would be
thick there and dark. Dressed in black, Lorlaand Daevn quickly became part
of the shadows. Fast and silent, they rode toward the looming unknown of
Dragon's Beak.

Duke L okken stepped out onto the balcony of histower and brooded over
hisfalling city. Reports were coming in faster than he could comprehend
them, and his private chambers were flooded with aides. Vorto's legions had
broken through the gate and were swarming into the city. The glow of flame
cannons told the duke how near they were. Larius, his Counselor-at-Arms,
was tugging at his shirtdeeve like alittle boy, begging for guidance or any
semblance of life. But Duke L okken was amillion miles away. His eyes had
glazed over with dreadful visions, and his thoughts had slowed to a crawl. His
boy Jevin was on the main gate. Dead by now, surely. And in another hour or
so his daughters would join him—but not before they lost their virtue to the



marauders. Very quickly, Goth was becoming a Naren ruin.

"Larius," the duke said quietly. "Take my wife and daughters to the throne
room. Wait with them there. | will be down presently. Just afew moments
aone..."

"No," cried hiswife. Kareenarushed up to him and took his hand.
Throughout the siege she had been resolute, but now the dam of her emotions
was crumbling. "l won't be away from you."

L okken smiled forlornly. "Kareena, do thisfor me. | want to watch the city.
Alone"

"We will stay with you," hiswife offered. " Send the others away, but not
us. Please, the girls—"

"Will have their father with them in minutes," Lokken said. "Go to the
throne room. Wait for me there. And have the guards wait outside." He turned
to his counselor. "Larius, you hear? | want no soldiers in the chamber. Y ou
alone will stay with them, understood?”

"| understand, my Duke."

L okken took hiswife'sface in hishands and pulled it close, hisvoice a
whisper. "I have to be strong, Kareena, and there's not much time. Just let me
have my moment of weakness, will you?"'

Kareenas lips shuddered. Without a word she slipped from the duke's
embrace, gathered her daughters, and led them out of the chamber. Larius was
silent too. The old warrior gave his duke a sad smile before leaving the
balcony and ordering the others out of the chamber.

Alone, Duke Lokken of Goth cast his eyes out over his burning city. Goth
the fair. Goth the strong. Built by slaves, mortared with blood, it had been the
only home the duke had ever known. Tears trickled down his cheeks. Soon
Vorto would come for him, and by then he wanted to be purged of tears. He
would face the butcher of Nar with the same contempt that had made him
shred Herrith's hateful flag. This day, even as Goth collapsed, he would give
his enemies no satisfaction.

On athousand armored feet and breathing flame, VVorto'simperia legions
rolled through the city of Goth. Above them rose the granite towers thick with
archers, and the streets were barricaded with human flesh—L okken's wild,
sword-wielding defenders. Naren cavalry pushed through the narrow avenues,
dicing down Gothan infantry with their sabers while flame cannons cut them a
blazing path. Overhead the dawn was breaking red and harsh. Men were
barking like dogs, ordering advances and retreats, and the screams of the
burning echoed down the stone corridors.

Fighting street to street, Vorto's legions had nearly made their way to
L okken's castle. Now the fortress could be clearly seen, tall and impressivein
the snowy dawn, its two flags wet with ice in the chilling wind. Genera Vorto
rode his horse through the carnage, an expression of victory on his face. Not
far away, Colonel Kye was leading the cavalry assault on the main



thoroughfare, ignoring the flood of arrows from the granite towers. Vorto
followed him, his massive axe cutting through Gothan infantry, buckling
helmets and crushing heads. Gore splashed his armored legs and the flanks of
his horse. Detonating flame cannons rocked the avenue. A horde of Gothan
defenders rode toward them furioudly, trying to trap them against the foot
soldiers. Screaming, Vorto turned to charge them.

"Follow me!" he bellowed. Twenty heavy-horsemen heard the cry and
galloped off after him. A quick-thinking cannoneer turned his weapon against
the coming Gothans, burning down athird of them in afireball. The heat from
the blast struck Vorto in the face, singeing his eyebrows, but he rode on
heedlessly. When the bloom of fire had dissipated he collided with the Gothan
horsemen. At once he felt a sword glance off his armored shoulder. Vorto
brought his axe up and then down, shearing off the offending arm. He whirled
to catch another horseman, too near to avoid the flashing hatchet. And then
his men were with him, crashing against the horsemen of Goth. Lost in the
blinding melee, Vorto crooned his terrible battle chant and swung his weapon,
slamming through flesh and armor and dousing himself in blood.

When the melee was nearly over, Vorto pulled his horse out of the crowd
and followed Colonel Kye's brigade down the street toward the fortress. Kye
had cut a path wide enough for the greegans, and the war wagons were
lumbering forward, heedless of the Gothan archers. Unstoppable, bristling
with swords and bright with cannon fire, the column moved slowly toward the
waliting fortress. Ahead of them, the Gothans were retreating for the castle,
regrouping for one last battle. VVorto could see the structure plainly now. A
three-tiered masterpiece of rock and wood, it reminded the general of a
bulldog, its power born from a squat and determined stance. Vorto hurried his
mount up to the center of his army, shouldering past the thickness of men and
horseflesh. Colonel Kye gave him asinister grin.

"The fortress, General 7' he asked.

Vorto nodded. "They'll make their stand there, no doubt. Take up positions
to the east and west, four platoons each with cannons. The rest of uswill ride
up to Lokken's door."

Kye looked around suspicioudly. "Quiet," he remarked.

Vorto surveyed their surroundings. It was quiet. They had met only pathetic
resistance from the populace, and now the streets were fairly deserted. Soon
the formula would do the rest. Unnerved by the silence, Vorto and his
legionnaires fanned out toward the waiting fortress.

The Gothan regulars scurried down the streetsin retreat, taking up positions
near Lokken's hideout. The archers ceased firing. Vorto's column moved
deliberately through the deserted avenues. The general's eyes moved over the
streets and towers, waiting for an assassin's arrow that never came. In the
distance around the fortress he heard the shouts of men. An eerie pall
blanketed Goth. People in their houses peered nervously from windows.
Vorto's brow furrowed. . . .



Then he saw the flash. It was more brilliant than the sun. Breathtaken, Vorto
reined in his horse as the rockets climbed skyward over the fortress, hung
high above, then burst into a cascade of fireworks. For one beautiful moment,
the sky over Lokken's home was the only thing in the world, alive with light
meant for one defiant purpose—to illuminate the flags of Goth, Vorto's face
did an impossible contortion at the sight of it. There was the Black Flag, lit
with all the grace of Heaven, an impudent beacon in a darkness of snow. One
last spit from the disloyal duke.

"Lokken," seethed Vorto, "you will burn in Hell for this." The genera
crossed himself and closed his eyesin prayer, begging God to be unmerciful.
His ssmmering rage boiled over. "Fly your flag?' he hissed. "Y our black and
faithlessflag?'

It was all he could manage not to scream. "Hurry now," he roared at his
men. "l want this bastard found!"

The Naren legion double-timed it through the streets. The war wagons
rumbled forward as quickly as the mammoth greegans could pull, and the
cavalry horses snorted. Vorto fought hisway to the front of his column. The
flame cannons had stopped now, but Vorto could see platoons of them taking
up positions near the fortress, balancing their needle-nosed weapons
unsteadily in makeshift cradles. Colonel Kye brought his horse up alongside
his superior's. The soldier sniffed at the sight of the fortress.

"It'sasif they have no defenses at al,” he laughed. "Maybe you were right,
sir. Maybe we should just knock!"

They werein alarge courtyard of stone. A garrison of Gothans stood
before them, armed and sullen, flanked by the remains of their cavalry. The
men of the Walled City made no pretense at defense. They smply waited.
Vorto leaned over to whisper in Kye's ear.

"Kye," he said softly. "What is this?'
Colonel Kye shrugged, clearly puzzled by the mob. "I don't know.
Surrender?"

Vorto put up a hand to halt his column. The order echoed down the line.
Almost in unison the armored snake came to a stop. Vorto looked around
uneasily. A trap was hisfirst instinct, but he saw nothing to indicate
aggression, not even the smallest movement. He eyed the Gothan soldiers
standing guard around the fortress. They hadn't lowered their swords, yet the
archers made no attempt to notch new shafts.

"Now I'm curious," quipped Vorto.
"You there!" called Kye across the courtyard. "Is this surrender?’

Still the Gothans said nothing. They were fifty yards away at least, and
Vorto wondered if they had heard the question over the wind.

"My God," grumbled Vorto. "They surrender as poorly as they fight."

And then the spiked gate of L okken's castle began drawing upward. The
Gothan guardians parted like waves, revealing the murky insides of the keep.



Vorto and Kye both strained to see past the gathering snow. A small figure
emerged from the darkness. Thinking it was the duke, Vorto's heart leapt with
excitement. But then he saw the crimson uniform of the Gothan military and
knew the man wasn't Lokken. This soldier was old, far older than the duke,
and dlightly stooped. He walked past the guardians of the fortress without
regard, heading straight for Vorto and his army.

"What's this?' asked Vorto. He drew himself erect, then handed his battle
axeto Kye. "Who are you?' he demanded of the soldier. "And what business
have you with me?"

Without ceremony, the soldier stopped mere feet from the general of Nar.

"You are Vorto?' he asked pointedly. "Old man, | asked you a question,”
warned Vorto. "Do you speak for Lokken?"

"| speak for the duke, yes," replied the soldier. "I am Larius,
Counselor-at-Arms for the Walled City. You are Vorto, are you not?"

Vorto smiled. "I am your master and lord high executioner, dog. Servant of
Heaven and Archbishop Herrith." The general glared down hard. "Where is
your duke?'

"The duke awaits you in histhrone room," said Larius. "I am to take you
there."

"A personal invitation? Oh, how gracious. | accept, Gothan. Take me to the
pig.”
Colonel Kye cleared histhroat. "Generd . . ." "Befearless, Kye," said

Vorto. "We arein God's hands. Counselor, lead on. Kye, you come with
me."

Larius of Goth made a disdainful face but said nothing more. He turned his
back on the legions and headed again for the fortress gates. V orto followed,
as did Kye, with the ten soldiers that shadowed the general everywhere in tow.
When they reached the gates, Vorto and his entourage dismounted, handing
their horses off to the Naren infantry. The soldiers of Goth eyed them
balefully. Vorto watched Larius disappear into the fortress. Inside, the great
hall was lit with torches and lined with perfectly positioned soldiers, al in
uniforms of bright crimson. They had their swords drawn and held erect at
their sides, so that they looked more like toys than things of flesh. Vorto
hesitated at the threshold.

L arius paused to regard him.

"Come, General," ordered the soldier impatiently. “"They won't hurt you.
They have their orders.”

Vorto stepped unflinchingly into the hall, spurred on by the insult. Colonel
Kye was equally deliberate. At the far end of the hall was a set of open doors.
Larius led the intruders through the hall, and when he reached the doors he
stepped aside. "The duke,” he said.

Vorto stepped into the room. At the other end of the expansive chamber he
saw Lokken, sitting upon his modest throne. At his right hand was the



austerely beautiful Kareena. Her eyes flashed when she glimpsed the generd.
At the feet of the duchess were two small girls, Lokken's daughters, looking
stricken and confused. The duke himself seemed surprisingly composed.
There were no guardians in the chamber, no soldiers of any kind. Only
L okken and his brood. Vorto strode noisily into the chamber, his armor
dripping Gothan blood. When he came to the small dais he paused, choked
up saliva, and spit the wad in Lokken's tranquil face. With perfect composure,
Duke Lokken wiped the spittle away.

"So," grated Vorto. "Thisis where the king sits, eh?"

Lokken said nothing.

"Oh, you treacherous thing. Y ou are abhorrent in the eyes of God! How isit
you dare defy the will of Heaven?"

Still the duke was silent.

"Say something, you arrogant maggot!"

But it was Kareena who responded. She lunged at V orto, screaming, her
nails raking his face. VVorto hissed and caught her arm, twisting it and driving
her to her knees. His other hand slapped her face, splitting her lip.

"No!" cried Lokken, leaping from his throne. He grabbed his wife and drew
her into hisarms.

"Control your woman, Lokken," warned Vorto, "or | will take her back with
me and teach her manners myself."

"Don't you touch her!" Lokken seethed. He rose to his feet and faced the
towering general. "You're here for me, butcher. Me alone.”

Suddenly Vorto understood. "Is that why you surrender? To spare your
family, dog?"'

Lokken grimaced. "Y es. Spare them, and no one else dies today. | can kill
you now just with aword, Vorto. But | won't. Not if you agree to spare my
kin." "It isfor Heaven to judge, not |." " Spare them," Lokken begged, "and
you can walk out of here alive. With your men."

Vorto's eyes narrowed. " Threats from atraitor. How horrible to hear."

"I'm no traitor,” said Lokken. "l am loyal to our emperor and his memory.
Y ou're the usurper, Vorto. You and your bishop. Call it what you will, but |
fly the flag of Nar."

"Oh, yes," crooned Vorto. "The flag. You're keen on flags, aren't you,
Lokken?' Vorto turned to hiswaiting men. "Take him," he ordered. "The
females, t0o."

At once hiswaiting legionnaires seized the royal family of Goth, dragging
them after VVorto who was exiting the chamber.

"Not my family!" the duke cried as the men took hold of him. "God, not
them!"

"God doesn't hear you," said VVorto over his shoulder. "Not them, please!"
"Not them," agreed Vorto. Outside the chamber he found the worried



Larius again. The man looked about to faint. *Counselor, your master has
something to tell you."

"Duke Lokken?' gasped Larius. "Tell him, Lokken. About our agreement . .
" Lokken looked relieved. He tried shrugging off the grasp of the soldiers, but
they wouldn't yield. All the Gothan guardians watched their duke, their jaws
dack. Duchess Kareenawas in tears, as were her two children.

"Safe passage,” said Lokken at last. "For all of them. If they let my family
live, al of you will let them go. Promise me, Larius."

"My Duke. . ."
"Promise mel"

"Promise him," urged Vorto. "Or they all dieright now. And even if you kill
us, my legion will burn Goth to the ground."

"My Duke, it'syour death. . . ." Larius begged. "Don't make me do this."

Duke Lokken finally shook off his captors. When they tried to seize him
again, Vorto put up a hand to stop them. He let the duke go to his man and
clasp his hands firmly on the soldier's shoulders.

"I die," said the duke. "Y ou hear me? | die. And no one €lse after me. Now
promise me, my friend. Safe passage for these Naren beasts. It's my last
order. Will you carry it out?'

Larius expression collapsed. "l will, my Duke. My . . . friend."

"No archers, no cavalry," pressed Vorto. "Nothing 'til we reach the gate,
old man. Isthat understood?

"Aye," said Larius. "I hear you, Naren."

"Good for you." Vorto smiled sharply. "Then, to the tower. | want to see
these flags of yours up close, Lokken. Take usthere. Now."

Once again the soldierstried to take hold of him, and once again the duke
shrugged them off.

"I won't drag you if there's no need,” said Vorto. "Or your bitches. Let's
go."

L okken took hold of hisyoung wife's hand. "My love," he choked. "I'm so
sorry | did thisto you." He went down to his knees to his crying daughters,
who looked to Vorto like twins of no more than four. The children didn't
seem to know what was happening. He kissed them both on the forehead,
wiped away their confused tears, then stood to face his executioner. "I'm
ready."

"Take usto your flags," Vorto ordered. "Y our family can watch you die, or
they can wait here. | don't care which."

Kareenawould not let go of her husband. "l want to be with you," she
pleaded.

"No." The duke's voice wasicy. He spared her one last kiss—one last, long
|look—then went down the corridor. Vorto and his men followed. Lariustried
to follow too, but Kye kicked at him. "Just the duke," snarled the colonel.



With a bravado that impressed Vorto, Duke L okken never wavered. He led
them directly to aspiral staircase within atower of gray granite, adark placelit
with sconces which sent up an oily smoke. Asthey disappeared into the spire,
Duchess Kareena uttered awailing, agonized sob. But Lokken remained as
unbending as steel. Without aword he guided the Narens up the stairs. When
he came to the top of the tower he pushed open the door and let an icy breeze
blow in.

They were atop the tallest spire in the city, with all of Goth burning at their
feet. Vorto stepped out onto the roof. In the center was the flagpol e that had
caused them all such grief. And at the top of the pole, hideously aglow in the
coming dawn, were the two offending flags of Goth. The old flag of Nar made
Vorto shudder with disgust. He stared at it for along moment, then bowed his
head and prayed.

"Dear God, Lord of all things, give me strength to destroy this travesty.

God of mercy and light, be with us, Y our servants.”

No one else prayed with Vorto, but all except Lokken inclined their heads.
When he was done praying, Vorto sighed and looked at the duke.

"| give you one chance to redeem yourself, L okken.

Here and now, will you renounce the Black Renaissance? Will you accept
Heaven as your salvation? Y our lord Biagio is a sodomite and adevil. Helies
with men and defies the church of Nar. For your soul, Lokken, renounce him
and hisworks."

Lokken stared at V orto, and then the duke was laughing, shaking hishead in
disbelief.

"Mad," he declared. "Y ou are truly mad. Oh, | pity you, Vorto. | pity al of
Nar. You're under aspell, can't you see? You've falen for amyth."

"God and Hell are no myths," said Vorto. "Save yourself from the eternal
burning. Renounce Biagio so your soul may rest."

The duke wasresolute. "If thereisaHéell, then | would gladly burn there.
Better that than to grovel to Herrith's church.”

It was the answer Vorto expected. "So beit." He went to the flagpole,
undid the knots, and quickly lowered the flags. Lion's Blood came down first,
and thisthe general crumpled into aball and threw off the ledge. Taken by the
wind, the crimson standard of Goth drifted out of sight. Vorto went back to
the pole and cut down the Black Flag. It was the most unremarkable standard
in the Empire, nothing more than afield of black fabric, but it held generations
of evil initsstitching.

"Bind him," the general ordered. At once his soldiers cut off lengths of rope
and tethered the duke's wrists behind his back. As they worked Vorto
mumbled over the Black Flag, praying in High Naren to exorcise its unholy
powers. Then he grabbed hold of the flag and tore it in two. L okken watched
the destruction, unmoved. Vorto stuffed the two halvesin the duke's lapel.

"Y ou want to fly your flags, Duke? Y ou want to defy Heaven? Then fly



your damnable flags!™

Colonel Kye pushed the bound L okken toward the flag pole. Two more
soldiers made a noose of the rope and looped it around Lokken's neck. They
gaveit aquick jerk to tighten it, bringing the duke to histoes.

"No regrets, Lokken?' taunted Vorto. "None at al? There's still time,
demon. But the clock isticking fast away. Tick tock, tick tock . . ."

"Damn you and your bishop both, butcher. | will see you in your Hell!"

"Yes, yes," agreed Vorto. With awave of hishand he ordered the
legionnaires to tighten the rope. Lokken's pale eyes protruded from their
sockets and his tongue darted out for air. He held his breath halfway to the
top before letting out a belching cry. Hisfeet kicked the rest of the way, and
when at last he reached the top, Duke Lokken of Goth was dead. Vorto
looked up at him, satisfied. Now all the Walled City could see hisfolly.

"God have mercy on you," said the genera quietly. But it was no less than
the heretic deserved. Someday, Vorto pledged, he would do the sameto
Biagio, and then at last Nar would be free of its dynasty of tyrants. Weary to
the bone, General Vorto turned to hisloyal colonel. "Kye, come. Thereis still
work to do."

Vorto left the rooftop first, eager to be gone from the dead duke's bulging
gaze.

Genera Vorto quietly led hislegion out of the Walled City. Trueto his
promise, Larius called back the archers from the towers and the tattered
remains of Gothan infantry. Their city wasin flames anyway, and al hands
were needed to stem the growing fires. General Vorto rode resolutely past the
astonished faces of the civilians, enduring muttered insults and the tearful,
spiteful looks of children. The sun was higher now, bright and burning away
the earth's snowy sheen. And the wind had fled with the night. As he reached
the city gates, Vorto looked to Heaven for guidance. Beyond the staggered
clouds he saw the gray-blue sky. God was speaking to him, as He had been
for months now. On the dying breeze he heard the Lord's breath. VVorto
nodded, understanding.

When he was safely clear of the city, Vorto called over Colonel Kye. His
second trotted closer, then closer still when he heard V orto whispering.

"Kye, it'stime. Get the men away from the city. But leave the ram. Keep it
near the gates to block it."

"The ram?' Colonel Kye looked over his shoulder to where the giant
weapon waited, still blocking a good portion of the ruined portal. On either
side of it men and horses squeezed through. "We're leaving it behind?"

"We're leaving it exactly whereit is. Gather the lieutenants. Have them ride
for the launchers and tell the gunners to make ready."

Colonel Kye seemed stricken. "Generd . . ."
"It isthe will of God, Kye. This place reeks of evil. It must be cleansed.”
"General, you promised Lokken you'd spare them. Hisfamily . . ."



"Hisfamily bearsthe same taint he did,” said Vorto firmly. "And so does al
of Goth. We came here to stop the Renaissance, to stomp it out like afire. |
won't leave the job half done."

Kye's expression hardened. "Sir, may | speak freely?"
"Y ou always do," snapped Vorto.
"Sir, thisis genocide. It's murder."

"Murder?' Vorto flared. "Who said anything about murder? Thisis
salvation, Colonel, make no mistake. The Black Renaissance is atumor. If
you had a disease in your flesh, would you not carve it out? Thisiswhat we're
doing here. We're saving Nar. Stop being adullard, Kye. See the truth for
once!"

Silenced by his general'simplicit threat, Kye merely looked away, toward
the hills around the city where the deadly launchers awaited their orders.

"Wait until we're clear,” said Vorto. "Then send up the signal rocket."
Kye nodded sullenly and trotted off, but VVorto called after him.
"Kye..."

The colonel turned to face Vorto. "General ?'

"It's not easy to do the work of Heaven, Kye. No for me, not for anyone.
Pray for strength. He will provide."

"Yes, General," replied Kye dully.
The colonel rode away.

Duchess Kareena of Goth, newly widowed, stood on the rooftop of the
fortress tower, watching her dead husband pendulate in the breeze. The
tightness of rope about his throat had turned his face a curious purple, making
it scarcely recognizable, even to the woman who had borne him three children.
The tower roof was cold. Except for afew stray flurries, the snow had
stopped falling. Larius drew his dagger and began cutting his dead master
down. Good Larius, the only person in the world Kareena could bear to be
with for this gruesome task. Downstairs her daughters were weeping,
inconsolable. Her only boy was probably dead, a casualty lying blood-soaked
on thewall. Kareenatrembled. Somehow, she had tamed her tears, but a
terrible fog had descended, drawing out the time of things. She wasin her
twenty-ninth year and had never thought she could love this much-older man,
but now that he was gone she wondered what life there could possibly be
without him.

Around the city, Vorto's army had retreated as promised, afact that
astounded Kareena. She hadn't expected the butcher to be good to his word.
As morning flooded the valley, she could see them riding away, satisfied to
have murdered her husband. The duchess stifled a sob and went to the flag
pole, helping Larius draw Lokken down. His body had gone cold. Kareena
cradled him and lowered him to the ground, cursing as she fought to free the
noose.

"Oh, God," she moaned. "My husband . . ."



Lokken's eyes were wide. Unseeing, they stared at her. Larius put a hand
over them and closed the lids. The old soldier knelt, kissed his master's
forehead, then backed away, |eaving his mistressto grieve. Kareena held
L okken's head to her bosom and rocked him. Was she leader of Goth now?
she wondered. Would Vorto return for more vengeance? Kareena stroked her
husband's head, brushing strands of hair from hislifeless, distorted face.
Larius walked over to the edge of the rooftop and looked out over the city.
Wet snow blanketed the horizon, punctuated with fire and smoke. Far below,
Kareena heard the wails of her people, the aimless, bewildered cries of
children and their mothers. Soldiers moved through the avenues, fighting back
the fires with blankets and bucket brigades. Kareena closed her eyes and
mouthed a prayer—not to the new God of Nar but to the old, when God was
mild. Before the death of Arkus, she had loved the church. She had even
made a pilgrimage to Nar City to see the great Cathedral of the Martyrsand to
hear the words of Herrith. But in the ruins of the old Empire, something had
gone horribly awry.

A sound in the distance halted Kareena's prayers. A popping in the hillside,
followed by another and another still. Kareena craned her neck to see. The
sound was all around her suddenly. Panicked, she laid Lokken down and
hastened to Larius side. The counselor was scanning the horizon.

"Larius? What isit? What's that sound?"

"My lady, | don't know. Cannons?"'

"Cannons? Oh, no, that can't be."

"| don't see flashes,”" agreed Larius. "But the sound—"

Overhead an object whistled past. Larius grabbed his mistress and pulled
her to the ground. Kareena screamed as another missile hissed, slamming into
the tower wall. There was a sound like exploding steam, The far-off popping
in the hills intensified. Kareena pulled free of Larius and ran to the stone
raling.

"What isit?' she screamed. She put her hands to her ears to banish the
sound. "Larius, what . . .?"

All around Goth, green smoke exploded, its emerald fingers crawling
through the streets. The strange bombardment had the city looking skyward.
Men screamed, tearing at their eyes as the relentless vapors engulfed them. On
the wind came the sweet smell of something evil. Kareena sniffed at the air,
too late to know the poison she was breathing. Fire climbed into her nostrils,
burning out the membranes. Her throat constricted and aflood of tears rushed
from her eyes. She staggered from the wall, reeling backward into Larius.
Desperately she grabbed for him. The old man's eyes were filled with blood.
Horrified, unable to breathe or scream, Duchess Kareena looked down at her
stained dress and realized that her tears were crimson.



TWO
The Golden Count

H e was called the Mind Bender. The name had been givento him by his
former master, Arkus of Nar, and Savros bore it proudly, and referred to
himself as such even in the presence of good imperial ladies. He handled his
tools as a painter would a brush, delicately and with the flair of genius. Some
said he was mad, but all agreed that he was peerlessin hiswork, one of Nar's
rare artisans. Soldiers envied his deftness with a knife, and women fainted
when he told his dark tales. He had known his true vocation since his
boyhood.

Simon watched the Mind Bender work, aghast at the love he had for his
craft. His spidery fingers crawled over hisvictim's flesh, his arsenal of narrow
scalpels twirling between his digits like sharp batons. Simon knew he was
watching a master, and despite the howls of the thing hanging in chains from
the celiling, it was wholly fascinating to witness.

"It's so easy," whispered the torturer. His tongue darted out to lick the
man's ear. "So easy to die. . ."

The voice was honey, sickly sweet and cloying. It rose from the Mind
Bender's throat like a song, teasing the man and compelling him to talk. But
the man was almost past coherence. Only Triin gibberish trickled from hislips
now, but Savros the Mind Bender wasn't finished. He produced another blade
from his white vest and made his victim behold it, turning it dowly in the
dungeon's feeble light so the flicker of the torch glowed orange on its edge.
Simon stood motionless in the corner of the cell, awaiting the prisoner's end.

Like al Triin, this one was perfectly white. Savros had been delighted when
he'd seen him. For him the white skin was a canvas to be stretched out with
chains. Promptly he had set to work, using his knives to carve out screaming
figures on the man's naked back. There were amost twenty of them now,
forming atwisting, living mural. Blood dripped relentlessly onto the floor, and
little bits of Triin flesh clung to the Mind Bender's boots. But Savros seemed
not to notice them at all, and Simon wondered as he watched the spectacle if
thiswaswhat Hell waslike.

"Beautiful," remarked the torturer as he regarded his prized scalpel. He put it
up to the Triin's gray eyeball, now hazed with fatigue and pain. "Thereisa
smith in the Black City who works for days to make just one of these for me.
Heisthe finest blade-maker in Nar." Savros tested the edge with his fingertip
and grinned. "Oooh; sharp."

Savros no longer bothered speaking Triin. His victim was past
comprehension, and he knew it. But this was the best part. Disgusted, Simon
fought to keep focused. He was Roshann, and if he looked away Biagio



would surely hear about it. So he steeled himself and watched while Savros
caressed a tear-stained cheek with the thin blade and crooned his song, and
the Triin man in chains trembled against the coming death.

"Just do it," Simon growled, his patience snapping. Savros turned his
laughing eyesto the dark corner where Simon was lurking. A ripe web sack
filled with newborn arachnids clung defiantly to the celling overhead, but
Simon didn't stir from his spot.

"Shhh," urged Savros, putting a slender finger to hislips. The air was thick
and smelled of treacle; too close for Simon's liking. The Mind Bender's voice
rang in his brain. He had been hearing it for hours and his feet ached from
standing. Outside in the real world, the sun was probably up. If he could have,
Simon would have run from the place and vomited, but there was dirty
business still to do.

"If you have your information, kill him," ordered Simon. "He's still aman.
Treat him like one."

Savros seemed shocked. "Y ou brought him here for me," he reminded
Simon. "Now let me do my work."

"Y our work is done, Mind Bender. Get yourself agoat from the farm if you
need something to butcher. He was a Triin warrior. Leave him some honor."

"Why so squeamish?’ taunted Savros. The thin blade rolled between his
fingertips. "Don't they teach interrogation in the Roshann?'

Simon stepped out of the shadows. In the center of the cell was a small
table set with the Mind Bender's implements, a curious collection of metal
objects with points and pincers, all arranged neatly on asilver tray. Beside the
gruesome platter stood a pitcher of rose water. It was a strange habit of
Savros' to dapple his victim's lips with the cool liquid and make them agonize
for more. Simon pushed the torturer aside and lifted the pitcher to the Triin's
mouth, pouring the water over his lips and tongue. The man let out a thankful
whimper.

"What are you doing?"* asked Savros.

Simon ignored him, lifting another blade from the table even as he continued
to pour. This one was less beautiful than the others. It was wide and heavy,
with atoothy edge like a butcher's saw. Simon grasped it tightly, leaning
forward so that hislips aimost brushed the captive's ear.

"Good death, warrior," he said ssimply, then plunged the jagged blade into
the Triin's heart. There was a quick rattle from the prisoner's throat. The
hands spasmed into fists, shaking the manacles and the long, stout chains.
The eyes widened, focused on Simon for a moment, then swiftly dimmed.
Simon put down the pitcher, then the knife, and calmly stared at Savros. The
Mind Bender's jaw dropped.

"You've killed him," Savros sputtered.
"You'relike acat playing with abird," said Simon sharply. "l won't watch
such nonsense.”



"I wasn't done with him!" Savros wailed. He rushed over to the limp body
and searched for apulse. "I'm going to tell Biagio about this!"

"I'll tell him myself. Now what did he say? | heard you mention Vantran. Is
hein Faindar?'

Savros wasn't listening. He ran hislong fingers over hisvictim's back,
admiring his artwork and feeling the waning heat of the corpse on hisface.
Simon shifted impatiently. In the days when Savros served the emperor he had
been one of Arkus favorites, amember of his privileged "Iron Circle." Now
hewasin exile like the rest of Biagio's loyalists, stuck here on Crote. None of
them liked being here, but Savros seemed to be faring the worst. The Mind
Bender had spent his entire life in the Black City plying his dark trade. He was
accustomed to the belching smokestacks of war labs and the dankness of
dungeons; the clean ocean air of the island seemed to depress him. But Biagio
still cared for him, and that meant he had sway with the count. Simon knew
not to push him too far.

"Savros," urged Simon. "What did he say? Is Vantran in Falindar?"

"He was so beautiful," replied Savros absently. "l want another."

"Vantran—"

"Yes, yes!" flared the torturer. Savros released the dead man and turned
toward the table, pulling bloodied implements out of his vest and placing them
on the silver tray with a petulant frown. "It's as you suspected, spy." He spit
out theword like acurse. "Vantran isin Faindar with hiswife."

"What else?' pressed Simon.

"Oh, learn the damned language! Or weren't you listening?'

Simon bristled but said nothing. Of all the people who had fled with Biagio
to Crote, only Savros understood the clicking language of the Triin. It was, he
had explained once, "necessary to know the tongue of his subjects." And
Savros had a genius for language Simon could only marvel at. This had been
Simon's first mission to Lucel-Lor, and he hoped hislast. He had tried to learn

at least afew Triin phrases, but Savros was a poor teacher and Simon an
unwilling student. The animosity between them had only grown from there.

Simon regarded Savros carefully, watching him turn awhite towel red with
the gore from his hands. He caught a glimmer in the Mind Bender's
preternatural eyes, a spark of something hiding in the blazing blueirises. There
was something more.

"What else?' said Simon. "There is something, | can tell."

"Can you?' taunted Savros. "Y ou are Roshann, Simon Darquis. You are
supposed to be observant. What have | learned? Can you guess?"

"Stop fooling," ordered Simon.

Savros surrendered with an evil smile. "Thereisachild," he said with
satisfaction. "Vantran has a daughter."

Simon's heart sank. "A daughter? How old?"
"Very young; ababy really. Maybe ayear. Maybe older, | don't know. But



she lives with them in the citadel." Savros put down the soiled cloth. "Looks
like you'll be going back, eh?"
Simon grimaced. That was the last thing he wanted.

"Vantran still expects something," Savros added. "Y ou should tell the
Master that. Tell him to stop bothering with this vendetta and get us off this
bloody island."”

I will, thought Simon darkly. Hetook afinal look at the dead man dangling
from the ceiling. The lifeless eyes were open and staring a him blankly. An
invisible breeze made the corpse sway and the chains rattle. Simon felt
unclean. It had been along and miserable journey back from Lucel-Lor, and
thiswarrior had borne hisindignity proudly. Trussed up like apigin the ship's
stinking cargo hold, he had hardly said aword or eaten a crumb. Simon
looked at the man's emaciated body, ruined by the Mind Bender's insane
artwork. Only Savros had been able to break the Triin'siron will, and he had
doneit in mere hours.

"What was his name?' asked Simon quietly.
Savros looked at him increduloudly. "What?"
"His name. What wasit?'

"| taught you that phrase," Savros reminded him. "Didn't you ask him
yourself?'

Simon shook his head. He hadn't wanted to know the man's name before.

"Hakan," said Savros. The torturer sighed. "What a waste. He could have
lived so much longer."

"Hakan," Simon repeated. Then he glanced at Savros and said with venom,
"I'mglad | killed him."

Without another word Simon hurried out of the cell. He slipped through the
iron gate separating the dungeon from the rest of the catacombs and passed
by the count's wine cellars, where athousand barrels of priceless vintages
slumbered and sweetened the air. Most were from Biagio's own vineyards, a
nectar sought after throughout the Empire. The count had an army of servants
tending his grapes, and here in the cellars collared daves toiled with the heavy
barrels and tasted the wines for their perfection. The slaves did not
acknowledge Simon as he passed them. They knew he was a favorite of the
count's, but he was not a Naren lord. He was Roshann, and that meant he was
Biagio's servant, hardly different from themselves.

Past the wine cellars was a monolithic staircase of carved granite, its steps
worn smooth by centuries of traffic. Simon ascended quickly, anxious for
some fresh air. He pushed open the door at the top of the steps and was soon
in the servants' section at the back of the count's sprawling home. It was
Indeed morning. Fine strands of sunlight splashed through the crystal
windows and onto the red tile floor. Simon could hear the rattle of iron potsin
the nearby kitchen as the slaves set to work on breakfast. He went to a
window and glanced outside. The count's mansion was set on a hill, and from



here Simon could see the rolling vineyards to the west and the sparkling ocean
far in the distance. He drew a breath of the sweet air and closed his eyes. The
Triin's dead face still haunted him. Worse, he was exhausted. He longed for
sleep—or even to pull off his boots and rest his blistered feet—but he knew
his master was waiting for him. The thought made Simon shudder. He had
only spoken to the count briefly when they had arrived the night before, then
had followed Savros into the dungeon.

Biagio had been correct about the Mind Bender's thoroughness.

"God," hissed Simon, closing his eyes. He still smelled of blood. Eris
would smell it too. A little moan passed his lips. She would be worried about
him. But she would have to wait, just alittle while longer.

A kitchen girl passed by him. Simon grabbed hold of her elbow, startling
her. "The count,” he said. "Where is he?

"The Master?" the girl ssammered. There was a basket of eggsin her hands
that she barely managed to hold still. "In the baths, | think, sir."

He let her go with an apologetic smile, realizing what a sight he must be with
the spray of blood staining his tunic. They were still not used to their guests
from the Black City, these servants of the count, and though Simon had lived
in the mansion on and off for years, he was still treated like an outsider.

He proceeded through the mansion and out a covered walkway of red brick
trimmed with flowers and magnificent statues. The pungent scents of the
gardens wafted over him. He brushed at the wrinkles in his clothes
self-conscioudly. Biagio abhorred untidyness. And in this part of the castle,
even the slaves were better dressed than Simon. This was the east wing, the
count's own sanctuary, where very few people were welcome. Simon doubted
that Savros or the other Naren lords had even been invited here. So as he
approached the white building—an artisan's dream of stone and gold—Simon
instinctively slowed his pace, quieting hisfootfalls. In Biagio's garden, only
the birds were alowed to speak. Already, industrious gardeners had begun
their morning work, shaping giant rose bushes and plucking out weeds. A
thrush nesting in a peach tree whistled disapprovingly when it sighted Simon.
Simon glared back at it, wishing for a rock.

The walkway ended near a bronze arch crowned with thorny vines. Here a
giant eunuch with a spiked halberd guarded the way. The soldier stepped
aside when he noticed Simon, and Simon passed under the arch and into a
narrow courtyard. Skirting the courtyard, he headed for the baths. In moments
he saw the cedar door to the steam house, its tiny window dappled with
condensation. The tubular chimney spouted moist smoke into the morning. A
pair of lavender dippers had been left at the foot of the door. A single
matching robe hung from a wooden peg.

Good, thought Simon as he approached. He's alone.

He knocked gently. The wood felt warm under his knuckles. After a brief
silence, he heard his master's yawning reply.
"Come," commanded Biagio's velvet voice. Simon cracked open the door.



A rush of steam struck his face. Another man might have been shocked by the
temperature, but Simon knew his master's affectations and had expected the
scalding. He blinked against the perfumed vapor, peering into the steam

house. The room was dark, lit only by the glow of a brazier used to heat the
rocks. In the corner of the room, stretched out like alounging cat, sat Count
Renato Biagio, naked save for a modest towel draped over his groin. Sweat
glistened on his golden skin, and his amber hair hung long and wet around his
shoulders. Hisimpossibly blue eyes snapped open when he heard Simon
enter, and awelcoming smile played across his beautiful face.

"Hello, my friend," said Biagio. The voice was alien, inhuman, with the
timbre of an expensive instrument. Simon heard it over the hiss of steam, a
hypnotic melody bidding him forward. Even after all these years, that voice
sometimes made him tremble.

"Good morning, Master," replied Simon. "Am | disturbing you?"
"Y ou never disturb me, Simon," said Biagio. "Come in. Let me see you."
"I'm sorry, Master. I'm filthy. I'll come back when | have dressed for you."

Biagio seemed to love this. "Let me seeyou," he said again. "Open the
door."

Reluctantly, Simon opened the door and stepped into the heated chamber.
All at once the steam engulfed him. Biagio's blue eyes widened.

"Indeed! Y ou've gotten too close to the Mind Bender, | see. Y ou look
hideous, Simon."

"Forgive me, Master. | was anxious to give you news. | will return shortly."
He turned to go, but Biagio stopped him.

"Nonsense," said the count. "Thisis a bath, after al. Strip off those things
and join me." He patted the place on the bench beside him. "Here."

Simon stifled a curse. He could already feel Biagio's hungry eyestracing
him. "I couldn't, my lord. | would only offend you."

"Stop playing the tart, Simon," said the count. "I insist you join me. Now
undress. There's atowel behind you."

There was indeed another towel. Simon removed his clothes and lunged for
the scrap of cloth, wrapping it tightly around his waist. The steam was
unbearable. Simon felt its heat bite into his skin. He watched as Biagio lifted
the dipper from the bowl! and poured more liquid over the burning rocks. A
plume of watery smoke gushed from the stones. Biagio sighed and closed his
eyes, drawing in abreath. Like all of Arkus former associates, the count had a
disdain for cold. It was an odd side-effect of the drug they used to sustain
themselves. Even in the longest days of summer, Biagio's skin was winter
cold. The same alchemy that had turned his eyes blue had converted his blood
toice water. It had also made him immortal, or very near. Simon supposed the
count was at least fifty, but he looked no more than half that age. Here in the
baths, with his body fully exposed, Biagio seemed a mythical creature. He was
not a big man, but his muscles were hard and corded and flexed fluidly



beneath his skin. The count was proud of his body and liked to show it off,
especialy to Simon.

Simon sat down beside his master, the hot wood of the bench scalding his
backside. He shifted histowel so that Biagio would see aslittle of him as
possible. Biagio opened asingle eye and smiled at him, dipping afrigid hand
over Simon's.

"I'm glad you're home, my friend," said the count. "I've missed you."

"It is good to be back," replied Simon. Already the heat was working on
him, making his eyelids droop. "Crote was never such a beautiful sight. When
we saw it from the ship | thought 1'd weep. Y ou know how little | like the
weater."

"And Lucel-Lor? How was that foul place?'

"Distant,” joked Simon. "And different. They are a strange breed, Master.
Y ou should have seen the one | brought back for Savros. His skin was like
milk. His hair, too. They are more than just fair. They are. . . freakish.”

"Heis dead now, the one you captured?’

Simon nodded. "l killed him myself. Savros has a disgusting way about
him. | couldn't watch him any longer. But the Triin had given up all he had. |
made sure of that before | killed him."

Biagio laughed. "Our Mind Bender is so like a child. He was looking
forward to working on a Triin. I'll take alook at this creature before heis
disposed of. | want to see one for myself. Arkus was always enamored with
them, and now Vantran has chosen to make his life with them. | would liketo
know what the fussis about." The count's face clouded with concern. "l have
heard they are very beautiful. Isthat so?

"Beautiful, Master? To other Triin, | suppose. | didn't see many of them.
When | knew this one was from Falindar, | took him and left."

"Y ou were right to, of course," said the count, easing back against the wall.
"It's been awhile, but I'm sure Vantran still expects something from me. It
was lucky you weren't seen. Y ou've done very well, my friend. As aways.
Now, what news?'

Simon steeled himself. "As suspected, Vantran isin the citadel at Falindar.
Heliveswith hiswife, aTriin."

"Yes," whispered Biagio. Everyone knew Vantran had betrayed the Empire
for awoman. "The wife. Good . . ."

"Thiswarrior was one of those guarding the citadel. He wore the same
indigo blue as the others from the region. Savros says there are many more
like him in Falindar, probably guarding Vantran."

"The Jackal is ahero to them, no doubt," spat Biagio. “"That boy is
bewitching. What else?"

For the smallest moment Simon meant to lie, but that would have been

unthinkable. He was one of Biagio's Roshann, a Cretan word meaning "the
Order." He was dlite, and that meant he owed his master everything. Especially



the truth.
"Thereisachild,” Simon blurted. "A girl. She's Vantran's."
Biagio gasped. "A child? The Jacka has a daughter?"

"If the Triin can be believed, he does. She lives with him in the citadel. But |
think sheisrarely seen. Perhaps Vantran does still fear you. This Triin seemed
to know what | was doing there. | could seeit in his eyeswhen | captured
him."

Biagio laughed and clapped his hands together. "Wonderful! A child! |
couldn't ask for better! To take her . . . now that would be pain, wouldn't it,
Simon? That would be beautiful ."

It was the suggestion Simon had expected. "Only if she could be gotten to,
Master, and | don't think that's likely. If sheisin the citadel, sheis sure to be
heavily guarded. Better that we simply assassinate Vantran. If he goes out for
a hunt or—"

"No," said Biagio sharply. "That is not pain, Simon. That is not loss. When
Vantran betrayed Arkus, he sentenced him to death. And he took Arkus away
from me. | loved Arkus. | will never be the same, and neither will Nar." The
count looked away with disgust. "Y ou disappoint me."

"Forgive me," said Simon softly, hurrying his hand onto Biagio's. "l know
how you grieve, Master. The emperor's death still stingsusall. | merely
thought to suggest arevenge that is possible. To take his daughter or hiswife
Is—"

"The only revenge fitting," said the count. "He must suffer as | have
suffered. | will take from him what is most precious, just as he took Arkus
from me." Biagio squeezed Simon's hand hard. "Understand me, my friend, |
beg you. | am alone here but for you. These others don't know me. They
follow me out of ambition alone. But | must have your devotion, Simon."

"Always, Master," said Simon. "Y ou know you have my loyalty. The
Roshann will always be with you."

And it was true. Even as Simon doubted his fealty, there were othersin
Biagio's secret society scattered throughout the fractured Empire. Biagio had
formed them from the dust of Crote's farms, used them to overthrow his
father and later to serve the emperor. No matter what became of Biagio or his
designs on the throne, the Roshann would always be his. He was their
founder, their god, and their guiding light. Biagio was the Roshann, and his
agents adored him.

"It does no good to dwell on Arkus' death, Master," consoled Simon.
"Think on other things. We need you. Nar needs you. Only you can make the
Empirewhole again.”

Biagio gave achuckle. "No one can fill the Iron Throne like Arkus did. But |
will try if | can."

"Soon?" probed Simon.
"Timeis aluxury we have that our enemies do not, my friend. We have



Nicabar's fleet to protect us, and al the wealth of thisisland. Herrith and his
cronies cannot touch us here. And we have the drug." Biagio's face became
sardonic. "l wonder how Herrith isfeeling these days. By now his withdrawal
should be quite unbearable. Bovadin thinks it might ultimately kill him."

"Fine," said Simon, wiping the sweat from his brow. "That would make a
quick end to our exile."

"But not as sweet as the end | have planned for him," countered Biagio.
"Trust me, my friend. The usurpers have some surprises coming to them. Let
them suffer without the drug and wonder what we've cooked up for them.
Herrith aways said suffering is good for the soul."

They both laughed, imagining the portly bishop starving for the
life-sustaining potion. Since Biagio and his loyalists had fled to Crote, there
had been no one left in Nar who could synthesize the drug. Herrith might have
the throne, but Biagio had Bovadin, and the little scientist had always been
tight-lipped about the formula. More importantly, the count had Admiral
Nicabar. The commander of the Black Fleet had made their exile possible. His
dreadnoughts had abandoned Nar and Archbishop Herrith, and even now the
admiral's floating war machines could be seen bobbing darkly on the horizon,
patrolling the waters around Biagio'sisland. Crote had become their adopted
homeland and the count had been more than gracious. They all lived like kings
here, sharing Biagio's wines and fine foods and being attended to by his
servants. In their homesickness they had even dubbed the tiny island "Little
Nar."

"| have been away along time, Master," said Simon. "What other news
from the Black City? Does Herrith sit on the throne now?’

"Not alone. It isas | suspected. He has co-opted Vorto to act in his stead.
The genera pretends to be emperor now, though he doesn't dare call himself
thus."

Simon raised aworried eyebrow. "Then there is a chance of the army
joining us?"

"There was never that chance. Vorto istoo ambitious to let the throne go.
And we never cared for each other, even when Arkus was aive. He knows the
only way to seize power isto side with Herrith." Biagio sneered. "Our bloody
bishop is aclever man. It island versus sea now."

"Then we must be sure of Nicabar'sloyalty, Master. If we lose his navy, we
are doomed."

Biagio seemed shocked. "Simon, you surprise me. Danar is canny, but he
has never been traitorous. He's my friend, as you are. | won't have you speak
against him."

"It's my duty to look out for you, Master," explained Simon. "I will watch
him, not because | doubt you, but because | care for you. We'll need his navy
If we'reto have any chance at all against Vorto's legions.”

"Oh, Simon," laughed the count. "Y ou are my mother hen. Do you think



I've not been busy while you were gone? There are wheelsin motion." He
made acircular gesture with hisfinger. "Vantran is not the only one | have
designsfor. Herrith and Vorto will soon see what it means to trifle with Count
Biagio."

A grin split Biagio's face, and Simon felt suddenly foolish. Of course his
master had been hard at work. How could he have doubted it? It was a
cerebral work, and difficult to penetrate, but it was clever and cruel. It was
why men pledged themselves to him, why Simon had become a Roshann
agent himself. Biagio was brilliant. Not like the scientist Bovadin or the
demented Savros. Biagio had been born with a genius for secrets. Arkus
himself had seen it, and had made the count his closest counselor. In the days
of the old Empire, Biagio's Roshann, his"Order," were more feared even than
Vorto's military. Hiswas an invisible army, alegion of ghosts.

Simon settled back, letting the hot air loosen his muscles. It felt good to be
out of the dungeon, and even better to be free of the ship. He had spent most
of the voyage below-deck, trying to keep his stomach from thundering up his
throat. And al the while he had daydreamed of the Triin in shacklesin the
hold, and wondered why he had participated in such athing. These days, it
wasn't enough to tell himself he was Roshann. For some reason, he seemed to
be developing a conscience.

"May | ask you something, Master?' he ventured.

"Of course."

"We saw no Lissen ships on the entire journey home. | was wondering what
has become of them. Do you know?"

Biagio glanced at Simon. "l think you already know the answer to that, my
friend." "So they've begun their attacks?"' "Nicabar has told me they have
been hitting Nar shipping lanes for some time now. While you were gone they
raided Doria."

Simon was astonished. " So close to the Black City. What's Nicabar done
about it?'

"Nothing," said Biagio icily. "Y ou know that Simon. Don't ook at me with
such villainy. You must trust me. Itisall part of my plan."

"Nar will not be able to defend itsalf from them, Master. Not without a
navy." "l know this." "Y et you do nothing?"'

Biagio's blue eyesflared awarning. "I won't explain myself, not evento
you. It wasn't | who stole the Empire, remember? Our people have Herrith to
blame for the Lissen attacks."

"But the Black Fleet can stop them, my lord. We talking about innocents. . .

"That's enough,” said Biagio, putting up a hand. "Really, Simon, sometimes
| think | indulge you too much. Y ou have upset me now. My bath is ruined.”

Simon lowered his eyes. "I'm sorry, Master.” Biagio continued to pout but
said nothing more. Simon got up to leave. Then, "Where are you going,"



asked the count sharply.

"| thought it best to leave you now." "Are you going to see her?" There
was so much jealousy in the question Simon could only shrug. "If | may,
Master." Biagio looked away. "I don't care." Simon hovered near the door.
"My lord, if you dontwishit..."

"Y ou have been very rude to me today, Simon. Y es, yes, go to your
woman. But remember who it is makes this relationship possible. It is by my
grace that you may consort with her. Y ou are Roshann, Simon. Y ou are
supposed to be devoted to me only. | tolerate this infatuation only because |
care so much for you. Don't abuse me."

"Yes, my lord," said Simon sheepishly.
"Oh, just go," bid Biagio, waving him away. "But be around tomorrow. |
want to spend some time with you too."

Simon headed for the door, but Biagio called after him yet again. Thistime
the count's tone was softer.

"Simon," began Biagio. There wasreal concern in hiseyes. "Thisis difficult
for you, | know. But | ask for your trust. | know what | am doing."

"] have no doubt, Master."

"In afew days | will know more. Wewill al sup then together, and | will try
to explain thingsto you all. Wait until then before you judge me too harshly."

"Asyou say," replied Simon with a bow. He backed out of the chamber,
leaving his master encased in the scalding steam.

Simon waited until mid-morning to see Eris. She would be worried about
him, but he wanted to bathe properly and discard his soiled shirt. Because he
was Biagio's favorite, the closets in his chambers bulged with fine clothesto
choose from, and he selected a light shirt of red Cretan silk. He shaved his
beard, combed his hair, and did his best to pick the dried blood from beneath
his fingernails. While he dressed servants brought him a breakfast of milk and
biscuits which he promptly devoured, and when he was sure his master had
left the baths and started in on his day's work, he returned to the east wing of
the mansion. There he found Eris alone in the music room, absently stretching
against the exercise bar. Her green eyes seemed to stare into nothingness as
she warmed up her muscles. Simon paused in the doorway to watch her. She
looked sad, and that made him wistful. He wished he had plucked some
flowers from the garden for her. Stealthily he slipped over to the piano and
depressed akey. Erislooked up, startled by the note, and beamed when she
noticed him.

"Hello, sweetling," he said softly. "Simon!" Eris freed her leg from the bar
and darted over to him, wrapping her arms around him and burying her head
in his chest. Simon groaned and kissed her dark hair, loving itslilac scent.

"I'm sorry, my love," he whispered. "I couldn't see you earlier. | arrived last
night, but—"

She hushed him with a kiss. Simon stole another, and when they were done



he looked at her hungrily.

"Oh, I've missed you," he said. "How are you? Has he been treating you
well?'

The girl laughed. "Of course. Why wouldn't he? I'm his prize."

"You're my prize," Simon purred, lifting her off her feet and twirling around
the room. Eris squealed with delight. "Y ou see? | can dance too!" Simon
sang, spinning across the tiled floor. He came to rest on the piano bench,
setting the little dancer upon hislap as he nibbled at her neck. Eris giggled
some more, then tossed back her head and groaned. It had been endless
weeks since they had touched each other, and neither of them could stem the
tide.

"Not here," cautioned Eris. "Not now." "Tonight, then,” Simon insisted.
"When he goesto sleep."

"Yes, tonight," she agreed. "Oh, my love, | was so worried. . . ."

"Do not be," said Simon. He cupped her face in his hands and stared into
her eyes. "Look at me. | told you I'd come back, didn't I? And here | am."”

"Yes," she said breathlessly, wrapping him in her arms. "Don't leave me
again."

He grimaced. "Y ou know | can't promise that. Don't make melie to you."

"I know," said Eris. "But you're back now, and there's nowhere for any of

us to go, not until the Master moves against Nar. And that may be months
yet." She sighed dreamily. "Months together . . ."

"Or less," interjected Simon. He didn't want to shatter the moment, but she
had to know the truth. "I don't know what Biagio has planned for Herrith, or
even Vantran. He may need me for something."

"Not yet," begged Eris. "Not so soon. You've just returned. Tell him to
walit."

Simon laughed. "Oh, yes, he'd love to hear that. Sorry, Master, but your
slave doesn't want me to go. Y ou can put off all your plans, can't you? Y ou
can? Wonderful!"

"Plans?' scoffed Eris. "Does the Master have plans? Y ou wouldn't think so
from the way everyoneisacting.”

"Then they don't know him," said Simon. "The Master always has a
strategy. And | think he's going to tell us about it, in afew days. At least that's
what he told me."

Eristraced her finger over hislips. "Mmm; then that gives you time to talk
to him about us, doesn't it?"

"l can't. He's already angry with me. | can't ask him for anything now."
Eris uncoiled her arms from his neck. "Simon, you promised. . . ."

"1 know, but it's different now. He's too obsessed with Vantran. | think he
wants me to go back to Lucel-Lor."

"No," Eris shrieked. "You said you would ask him when you returned. He



already knows about us anyway. He won't refuse you this. Not you. |'ve seen
him with you, Simon. He can refuse you nothing. He'sin love with you. . . ."

"Stop," Simon warned, putting up his hands, "Don't say it. | know what the
Master is. But | am Roshann, Eris. No Roshann agent has ever married
before."

"He will make an exception for you," said Eris evenly. "I'm sure he will."

Simon wasn't sure at all. He loved Eris; he had ever since Biagio had
purchased her and brought her back to Crote, but he had taken an oath to the
Master long ago. He was already married to the Roshann. He was bound to
the Order for life, and such exceptions simply weren't made. More, they were
never requested. He had promised Eris he would ask Biagio to bend the rules
and stretch their strange friendship, but now that he was back under the
count's dark wing his enthusiasm had chilled. Biagio was too enamored to
share him with awoman.

Simon fingered the golden collar around the girl's slender neck. Except for
that unwanted piece of jewelry, she hardly looked like adave at al. Her skin
smelled of expensive oils and perfumes, not the coals of the kitchens. She was
Biagio's pampered pet, his prize dancer, and he had paid aroyal ransom for
her. He adored her—not in the way Simon did, but as a collector would adore
any fine piece. There were portraits and statues aplenty in Biagio's rambling
mansion, al of them priceless. But Eris was his greatest possession. She was
perhaps the finest performer in the Empire, a prodigy not unlike Biagio
himself. When Biagio looked at her, Simon knew, he was seeing some of
Heaven.

"I will speak to him," said Simon sullenly.
"When?' Eris pressed. "After he sends you away again?'
"If he sends me away again,” Simon corrected. "l don't know what he has

planned yet. It may be he has nothing for me. I'm very popular around here, it
seems. Y ou both like to keep me close.”

It wasn't ajoke, so Eris didn't laugh. She watched as Simon rose from the
piano bench and went to awindow. Outside, larks were singing. It had been
hot when Simon left for Lucel-Lor, but now the island was cooling, hinting at
a seasonal change. That's all Crote ever did—hint at autumn. Simon wanted to
escape outside, to lie with Eris under an oak and stare at the clouds like
children. He wanted to be away, to stop being Biagio's top man. He wanted to
be normal.

"I'm changing,” he muttered. Eris slipped up beside him and took his hand,
but Simon stayed focused on the panorama through the window.

"You'retired, my love," offered Eris. "Rest now. Come to me tonight if you
wish. Or do not, and just sleep.”

Simon chuckled. "Y ou're not hearing me. I'm changing, Eris. I'm not sure |
belong here anymore. The Master is different these days. All he thinks of is
revenge. That drug has driven him mad. And we are all caught up in his



insanity."
"Do not say such things," Eris cautioned. "Someone may hear you."
"It doesn't matter. Everyone knows that Biagio has gone mad. Do you know

he had me kidnap a man from Lucel-Lor? | brought him back with me. Savros
spent the night torturing him to find out where Vantranis."

Eris blanched. "What happened to him?'

"I killed him," said Simon. "I had to. Savros was playing with him. It was
sickening. | had to stop it."

"Y ou were merciful to him," said Eris softly. "Y ou see? Y ou are agood
man, my love."

"A good man?' scoffed Simon. "I am Roshann. There are no good menin
the Roshann. And if | am good, then | don't belong here."

She took his hand, and there was endless forgiveness in her sea-green eyes.
"Y ou do what you must, asdo |. We are his. To defy him is death."”

Simon feigned acquiescence. "You're right," he said, hoping to end the
conversation. "I wasill on the ship. It has unbalanced me." He kissed her
hand. "I'm sorry to greet you like this. | promise you, I'll be a different man
tonight."

"Do not comeif you don't wish to,”" she said gently. "Or if you think it will
upset the Master. I'll understand."”

"I will be there," said Simon. He let his hand slide gently out of hers. "L ook
for me at midnight, near the garden wall. Now, get to your practice. Biagio
wouldn't want me keeping you from work."

They spared each other afinal kiss before Simon left the music room, his
heart thundering with anticipation.

THREE
Richius Vantran

Richius Vantran drew back on the reins of his gelding and brought the beast
to ahalt near agrove of berry bushes. Here in the hills around Falindar the
breeze was stiff, and if not for the wind he might never have noticed the
bloodied swatch of cloth skewered like aflag onto the gnarled branch. He
spotted it from atop his saddle, took a wary look around, then dismounted.

It was tranquil save for the buzz of the wind; the animals of the hills had
falen into adisquieting hush. Not far away, Lucyler and Karlaz were following
him, stealthily scanning the land, but somehow Richius knew their search had
finaly ended.

The sun was bright on the mountains. Richius shaded his eyes and turned
the tapering cloth in the light to examineit. It appeared to have been torn from



awell-worn shirt, like the sturdy kind the farmers wore. It wasn't indigo so it
wasn't Hakan's, but it wasn't weathered either, and the dried blood still had
color. Triin blood, he supposed, unless the farmer had been doing some
dlaughtering of his own. Richius looked around. Not far above, the rocky hill
disappeared into what looked like a cave. He craned his neck to see, but the
entrance was dark and hidden behind an avalanche of stones. The horse,
seeming to read his mind, gave an unhappy snort.

"Don't worry, boy," said Richiusto his mount, going over to the beast and
scratching its ear. "We're not going in there."

The gelding dropped its head, letting Richius tickle its neck. A horse was a
rare commodity in this part of Lucel-Lor, and this one seemed to appreciate
its station. The land was rugged here, and most of those who had owned
horses had eaten them during the lean days of the war. This one was a Naren
beast, given to Richius by an old comrade. It had an impeccable gait and an
easy manner that reminded him of home.

"Richius?' Lucyler and Karlaz were coming up the hill on foot, their white
Triin faces shining in the sun. Richius hurried over to them.

"Quiet," he cautioned. "l've found something."

He handed the shred of cloth to Lucyler. The Triin's gray eyes narrowed as
he inspected it. Lucyler nodded knowingly and passed the tatter to Karlaz,
who sniffed it and grunted.

"Where did you find this?' Lucyler asked.

Richius gestured to the bushes. "There, near the rocks. It wasin a branch.”
Together they walked to the bushes where Richius showed them the spiky
twig that had impaled the cloth. It was a stout bush with thorny appendages
reaching out in al directions, but there were no other fragments of cloth.
Several more branches had been snapped away and lay strewn on the rocky
ground. Karlaz ran his hand over the top of the bush, examined the dirt, and
grunted again.

"Tasson," whispered the lion-master knowingly. It was the name of the
beast they were hunting, a Triin word meaning "gold." Just as Richius had
dubbed his sturdy horse Lightning, the lion riders always named their
enormous cats. Karlaz knelt down and put his face to the earth, drawing a
breath. Then he dug afinger into the dirt and tasted the soil. Seemingly
satisfied, he looked up at Lucyler and nodded.

"What was that?' Richius asked. Then, in the Trim's own tongue, he said,
"Karlaz? What isit?'

"Urine," Lucyler explained. "The cats dways mark where they have been.
Karlaz can tasteit. He thinksit isvery near."

Richius pointed toward the cave's maw. "Up there," he guessed.

Karlaz seemed to agree. Thetrio reached for their weapons. Both Triin
undid the jiiktars from their backs while Richius freed his giant sword
Jessicane. Lucyler chuckled when he saw the monstrous blade.



"A good weapon for slaughtering lions,”" he remarked. "Not much else.”

Richius drew an unsteady breath and wrapped his hands around the sword's
hilt. He was under six feet tall, and the sword stood almost as high as a man.
It had been made decades ago for his father, and even after months of
practice with it the huge blade could still exhaust him.

"Thisis not Hakan's," said Lucyler glumly, tucking the soiled cloth into his
own shirt. Hakan had been missing now for weeks, and while some assumed
that Karlaz's rogue lion had devoured him, the lion had only escaped afew
days ago. They al hoped the warrior would return to the citadel with some
bizarre story of having fallen into awell or being injured in the mountains, but
as the weeks passed each story seemed equally absurd.

The rogue lion, however, had already killed two people. One wasitsrider,
who had probably been more shocked than anyone by his mount's sudden
madness. The other was afarmer from a nearby village. Richius hadn't known
either man, but he had seen the incredible damage done to the lion rider's
body. A single swipe of the beast's paw had decapitated him. The farmer
hadn't been as lucky. His children claimed he was still screaming when the cat
dragged him into the forest.

Richius didn't expect to find Hakan in the lion'slair. He didn't think he had
falleninto awell, either. Hakan was a Triin warrior, one of Falindar's be<t,
intimately familiar with all of Lucel-Lor's dangers. Some said the lion had
found him, some said snow leopards, but Richius suspected a more sinister
creature had gotten to his friend, a monster with golden hair and blue eyes and
an insatiable appetite for cruelty.

"We're not going to find him here, Lucyler," said Richius.

"He was out hunting," Lucyler reminded Richius sharply. "He might have
come aong here on hisway back to the citadel.”

"It's been too long, Lucyler. No one goes out hunting for two weeks. Even
i—"

"Eeashay!" Karlaz snapped, silencing them. The leader of the lion people
crouched down, motioning them to do the same. Richius realized what the
man had planned.

"No," he hissed. "Are you mad? We can't go in there after it!"

Lucyler looked at Richius sternly. "We have to. Thething isakiller."

"But not in there," argued Richius. "It'll have us trapped.”

"Karlaz thinks it might be sleeping. It is the best time."

Richius shook his head. "No way. Now that we've found it we should get
help. It's going to take more than the three of usto kill it."

"Karlaz will kill it," said Lucyler. "We just have to protect him."

Richius closed his eyes and mumbled a prayer. The sight of the decapitated
lion rider sprang into his mind, making his stomach pitch. Karlaz was certainly
a capable fighter, but even he was no match for one of hislions. Though he
was twice the size of Richius, the lion was three times the size of him. Worsg,



this one was mad. It would not recognize its master when it saw him, and it
would not hesitate to attack.

But he al'so knew Lucyler wasright. The thing had aready killed two men,
and would kill again if not stopped. They had tracked it for two days and now
they had it trapped. Richius felt the weight of Jessicanein hisfists. The old
blade hadn't been bloodied in over ayear. He hoped it would only be the cat's
blood that stained it thistime.

Karlaz went first, shimmying up the rocky incline toward the mouth of the
cave, his big body scraping against the stone. Next was Lucyler, assilent as
the cat itself as he picked hisway up the slope. Richius was the last and the
clumsiest, trying vainly to keep his sword from banging against the rocks and
announcing their arrival. When they had all dithered up the cliff face, they
paused at the opening of the cave and peered inside. Darkness shrouded the
inner chamber, but they could nonetheless see that it was vast and moist and
filled with ledges and dentate stalactites. Not far inside, where the sunlight
surrendered to the endless rock, they saw the unmistakable outline of a human
torso. There were no legsto the thing, just two bony stumps encased in
ragged flesh. The face was gone. Karlaz had once explained this odd practice
of rogue lions. For some inexplicable reason, the dead eyes of their victims
enraged them, so they always went for the face first.

"I think we've found it," Richius quipped. He stood up and peered farther
into the blackness, but could see nothing more than the ruined corpse and the
endless gloom of the twisting cavern. Karlaz proceeded into the cave, his
twin-bladed jiiktar held out before him. Lucyler and Richius followed, quickly
engulfed in the cavern's dripping darkness. Already vermin had set to work on
the farmer's body. Maggots swam in the cavities of its nose and eyes, and
Richius could hear the squeaking of well-fed rats. Karlaz cursed. "Thelionis
farther in," said Lucyler. "Beready." It was advice Richius didn't need. All his
senses were alert, picking up each tiny sound in the cavern. They stalked
farther into the darkness, until the mouth of the cave became afar-off circle of
brightness and they could barely see their feet beneath them. For Richius
progress was slow and treacherous, but the two Triin moved with inhuman
accuracy, picking their way instinctively over the terrain. Richiustried to focus
on them, to use their white skin and hair as beacons. They were in avast
chamber of blue-gray rock where the air was dense and the stones rose from
the earth like grotesque statues. Pockets of blackness honeycombed the walls
where narrow tunnels twisted into nothingness, and the roof perspired a
viscous green water that echoed as it splashed into pools a hundred feet
below. But they found no lion.

"Whereisit?' asked Richius. "I can't see anything." He was getting nervous
now. He could barely see the entrance to the cave, and the heat of the place
made him sweat. Lucyler was licking his lips and scanning the chamber, while
Karlaz had his eyes closed tight and was sniffing the dank air. When at last his
eyes opened, the lion-master seemed confused. He growled something
Richius barely heard.



"He does not know wherethelion is,” Lucyler whispered. "The air istoo
thick. He cannot smell him."

"We should go then," said Richius. "We aren't safe.”

Lucyler shook his head. "No. We have to find him. Y ou stay here, Richius.
Y ou will not be ableto seeif you go any further. Karlaz and | will start
searching the tunnels.”

"What? Just the two of you? Forget it. I'm coming with you."
"No," insisted Lucyler. "Y ou would be blind in there. Stay here."

Richius started to protest but Lucyler and Karlaz quickly disappeared into a
large tunnel, leaving him aone in the echoing chamber. He let Jessicane'stip
droop to the floor. In Aramoor, he had been aking, albeit briefly. But here he
was just a pink-skinned human, an outsider with none of the physical prowess
of hisTriin hosts. He loved Lucyler like a brother, but at times like this he
resented him.

Richius busied himself with searching the chamber. It was true what Lucyler
had said; he was nearly blind. But he picked hisway aong carefully, watching
the shadows and the ledges overhead, listening for the throaty notes of the
lion's breath. Somewhere in the darkness afrog or a snake splashed through a
filthy pool, and he could hear the whistle of the wind asit skirted through the
hills. Yet still he could find no trace of the monster, and he wondered
suddenly if the lion was stalking him instead. Uneasily he looked up. There
was nothing on the ledges. He started off toward the tunnel where Lucyler and
Karlaz were, then heard a panicked whinny from outside.

Lightning!
"Lucyler!" Richius screamed, dashing for the mouth of the cave. "I've
found it!"

Rocks and dust flew from his feet as he scrambled back through the
darkness. He had Jessicane raised as the sunlight splashed across his face.
Below the cliff edge, he heard the horse's manic cry, and peered down to see
the beast stalking his steed, trapping it between two ridges. The thing's hind
legs were taut with coiled muscles, its body poised to pounce.

"No!" Richius screamed, flinging himself from the cliff. The lion glanced
upward and widened its yellow eyes. A paw came up a moment too late as
Jessicane fell. The paw split open and Richius hit the ground, rolling away
from the enraged creature as it bellowed in pain.

"Run!" Richius screamed, but Lightning wouldn't move. He merely stood in
mute terror, watching the combatants. The lion opened its mouth and roared,
baring its pointed fangs. Richius hurried to his feet and raised his sword,
waiting for the beast to jump. The lion lowered its head. Richius took a step
back. Giant haunches poised to spring. Jessicane trembled. . . .

And then awhoop came from above, followed by a blur of muscled flesh.
Karlaz wasin the air. He dammed into the monster's side, driving hisjiiktar
into flesh. The lion pitched in agony and batted the man away, its eyes aight



with hatred. It sprang for Karlaz, and the lion-master met the charge, colliding
with the creature and wrapping his sinewy arms around its neck.

Dumbfounded, Richius could barely move. Lucyler did down the ledge and
hurried toward the melee. Richius hurried after him, sword in hand. But the
beast was a blur, thrashing wildly asit fought to toss Karlaz from its back.
Unable to get a clean blow, Richius and Lucyler circled, jabbing at the beast.
Karlaz had lost his weapon. The creature roared and fought to dislodge the
man, but Karlaz's iron l[imbs were wrapped implacably around its throat.
Blood sluiced from the lion's back and its ruined paw, and its eyes bulged
from the pressure around its windpipe. But still it fought and at last threw
Karlaz from its back, dashing him against the rocky ridge of the cave.

Lucyler raced forward. The Triin moved with impossible grace, dlicing his
razor-thin jiiktar into the beast's hindquarters. The lion spun and thrashed, but
Lucyler struck again, thistime dicing itsthroat. The lion gasped. Its yellow
eyes dimmed. Then Karlaz was on hisfeet again, jiiktar in hand. He raised his
weapon and plunged it into the lion's brain. A fountain of blood sprayed from
the skull. The beast collapsed at his feet.

Karlaz dropped his weapon to the dirt. He knelt down beside the dead lion,
put his bloodied face against its body, and kissed its hide. Then, with Richius
and Lucyler watching, the lion-master of Chandakkar hung his head and wept.

Richius and Lucyler returned to Falindar without Karlaz. The lion rider
stayed in the forest to bury the creature and take its teeth for a necklace for his
son. It was an odd custom, but Richius respected it, so he left Karlaz alone to
grieve. He liked the lion riders. He liked their smple ways and purity. For
years they had been outcasts from the rest of the Triin, a nomadic tribe from
faroff Chandakkar who wanted nothing more than to be left alone. Nar's
invasion had changed all that, and now the lion people were Lucel-Lor's
benefactors. They stood watch over the Saccenne Run, the only land route
into Lucel-Lor.

Like all the Triin warlords, Karlaz had come to Falindar to meet with
Lucyler. Lucyler was master of the citadel now. Kronin, the former warlord of
the region, had no heir, and the people knew and respected Lucyler. Lucyler
had accepted the position reluctantly, and said on numerous occasions that he
had only one reason for taking it—peace.

And Lucel-Lor was at peace now. The revolution that had brought the
warlords together had held even after the Narens were defeated. Lucyler took
no credit for this, but Richius knew his Triin friend was proud of the
accomplishment. He had worked tirelessly to keep the tenuous alliance from
tattering, and even the warlords appreciated his efforts. From time to time they
came to the citadel to meet with Lucyler, to discuss whatever difficulties they
were having. Lucyler, they knew, could refuse no one.

But Karlaz hadn't come to the citadel to beg afavor. The man who had
served Lucyler most asked the least from him, and so he had been invited to
Falindar because he had never seen the spectacular place and because Lucyler



simply wanted to show him some small measure of appreciation. There wasn't
much in the citadel these days, but it was still a breathtaking sight and its
servants could provide afine meal. Lucyler had ordered that Karlaz be treated
like aking, areward for the sacrifices his people were making to keep
Lucel-Lor safe.

Thefirst few days had been wonderfully good. Then the lion went rogue.
Karlaz couldn't explain it any more than to say it happened sometimes to ol der
beasts. There was afragile link between lion and rider and on very rare
occasions it was severed—either by disease or some feline senility. Richius
grieved for Karlaz. He had come to love the cats that kept them safe from Nar,
and he could not erase the memory of Karlaz's profound sorrow. He and
Lucyler rode back to Lucel-Lor under apall, neither of them speaking.

Falindar was beautiful. They rode up the long, wide path leading to the
citadel and looked at its perfectly turned spires shining brightly in the sun. In
the distance the surf pounded, filling the air with brine, and aflock of gulls
passed overhead, winging their way to the ocean. On the grounds of the castle
they could see the milling of servants. Blue-jacketed guardians stood watch in
the towers, their milky hair long around their shoulders.

Richius ached to see his wife and daughter again. Dyana would be worried
about him. She always worried, and he loved her for it. He turned to Lucyler
who was trotting along silently beside him. The Triin's face was long and
distant.

“I'm going,” hetold hisfriend. "I'll see you tonight, maybe?"

Lucyler shrugged. "Maybe. | have thingsto do."

"All right," said Richius. He started to go, then abruptly stopped himself.
Lucyler glanced at him questioningly.

"What?"'

"I'm very sorry," said Richius. "I know you didn't want this."

Lucyler smiled awkwardly. "Y ou areright,” he said, gesturing toward the
citadel. "l wanted none of this."

"I meant Karlaz," Richius corrected. "And Hakan. But it's not your fault.
Remember that, al right?”’

Lucyler spied the citadel. "Sometimes thisis all too much for me. And we
still do not know where Hakan is. Gods, what will | tell hiswife?"

"I'll go with you," offered Richius. "Come. Well do it now."

"No," said Lucyler. He straightened up in the saddle. "'l have to do this
myself. If | am going to be master of these people, | haveto act likeit."

"What are you going to say?"
"That heis still missing,” replied Lucyler. "What else can | say?’
Richius grimaced. "Y ou know what | think."

"I know," said Lucyler darkly. "And | do not believe it. It has been over a
year, Richius. | think you fear ghosts."



"Lucyler—"
"No," snapped the Triin. "Stop it now. Stop it and get on with your life."

It was Lucyler who sped off thistime, hastening toward the waiting citadel.
Richius bit back a curse, but did not pursue his friend. Instead, he lingered
until Lucyler vanished into the citadel. These had been difficult days for
Lucyler, and they had changed him. He had never been jovial, but now the
pressures of his unwanted position had evaporated what little good humor he
had. Richius missed his old friend. He missed the man Lucyler had been. In
Aramoor, Richius had known how crushing the responsibilities of kingship
could be. It was the one thing about his usurped homeland he didn't miss.

When he was certain he would not encounter Lucyler in the courtyard,
Richius made his own way up the winding road toward the citadel. There he
saw Tresh, Dyanas friend and nurse, sitting under an immense oak tree, apile
of knitting in her lap. She was an older woman of at least forty, but her eyes
were bright and youthful. Lost in her needlework, she did not see Richiusride
up to her until the shadow of his horse crossed her face.

"Richius!" she said with relief. "Y ou are home!" Like many of the Triinin
Falindar, Tresh spoke the Naren tongue fluently. She was a holdover from the
days when Lucel-Lor had believed the words of Nar's manipulative emperor,
when Narens and Triin had crossed into each other's lands under the guise of
friendship. The former ruler of the citadel had made all his servantslearn the
Naren tongue, supposedly to make his Naren guests feel welcome. Whatever
the reason, Richius was grateful for the dead Triin's insight. He spoke the
Triin tongue well these days, but not perfectly. He got off his horse and
smiled down at Tresh, who put her knitting aside and patted the ground next
to her.

"You look tired," she remarked. "Sit. Rest." "I can't, Tresh," said Richius.
"I'm looking for Dyana. Do you know where she is?"

"Sheiswith the child. They are playing." Tresh grimaced. "Behind the north
tower."

Richius blanched. "Outside? Tresh!"

"I know," said the nurse miserably. "But she would not listen to me,
Richius. She never does. | told her you would be angry. . . ."

"L ook after my horse,” Richius snapped. He raced toward the north tower.
A few friends waved and called to him, but he ignored them as he crossed the
courtyard and soon found himself near the back of the citadel.

Here the north tower rose out of the earth, dwarfed only by the endless sea
beyond it. It was a secluded part of the castle, and Dyana liked to come here
and think while their daughter played. Sometimes she would sit Shani on her
lap and they would watch the ocean together, and Dyana would relate long
stories. This happy recollection did nothing to soften Richius' mood,
however. Even when he saw them hisrage did not diminish. They were
walking along the cliff, Shani'slittle hand in her mother's as she toddled
shakily alongside. The warm breeze stirred Dyana's hair, making her look



beautiful. Richius bit hislip. He did not want to love her just now. He wanted
to be angry.

"Dyana," he called out. Dyana lifted her face and peered through the
sunshine. She waved back happily when she recognized him, pulling the little
girl's hand and making her laugh. They met halfway to the cliff, and Richius
bent down and picked up his daughter and held her close.

"Richius," said Dyanainnocently. "When did you get home?"

"Just now," replied Richius stiffly. She offered him akiss but he turned
away, storming off with his daughter toward the citadel. Behind him he heard
hiswife sigh.

"Richius, please . . ."

"| don't want to talk, Dyana," he said as he walked.

"Did you find the lion?"

"Yes."

Dyana hurried up to him and seized hissleeve. "Tell me," sheinsisted. "Are
you al right?'

"Everyone'sfing," said Richius. Shani had her hands on his face and was
tracing his nose with her tiny fingers. She giggled when her father put her on
his shoulders.

"Why are you angry?' Dyana asked.

At last Richius stopped and faced her. "Y ou know why," he said. "Lord
amighty, Dyana, what were you thinking? Don't you hear anything | say? It's
dangerous out here."

"Itisnot," said Dyana. She touched his arm again but he shrugged her off.

"Don't," he warned.

"You are angry,"” replied Dyana, "but for no good reason. We were safe out
here, Richius. Look . . ." She pointed up to the tower where a pair of
Falindar's blue-garbed warriors paced a watch. "They would see any trouble
beforeit got to us. There is nothing here. There is nothing anywhere."

Exasperated, Richius started back to the castle. "Don't argue about this
anymore, Dyana. When I'm not around, you stay in the citadel. Understand?
Don't go outside again without me. Especially not with Shani."

Thistime Dyana hurried to block his path. "1 will not be a prisoner in my
own home, Richius. Not anymore. It has been over ayear. Nothing is going to
happen to us."

"You just don't get it, do you? Y ou don't know what he'slike. A year is
nothing to him. He's the head of the Roshann, Dyana. If you were aNaren
you'd know what that means." He shook his head. "But you're not Naren.
None of you are. Just me. So why won't any of you listen to me, damn it?"

"Easy," urged Dyana. She brought up a hand to caress his cheek, and this
time he did not pull away. "You look tired."

She hefted Shani from his back and set her down. Shani teetered but did not



fall. Richius smiled. He hadn't wanted to come home like this. All through the
ride back he had dreamed of seeing them, and now he had shattered the
moment with his rage.

"Oh, lord, you'reright," he groaned, dropping to the ground. "I am tired."
He reached up and pulled his wife down next to him. Her hand felt small and
insubstantial in his own. "Sit with me, and let me tell you what abastard | am."

Dyana chuckled. "An ogre," she agreed. But then her face became serious
and she rested her head against his shoulder. "l am glad you are home. | was
worried about you." She hesitated before asking the expected question. "What
happened?’

"We found it, near acave," said Richius. "It's dead. Karlaz killed it."
"Good."

"It got afarmer this morning near the river bed. We found him in the cave.
He was dead, too." Dyana curled closer to him. "My love. . ." "No, I'm all
right." Richius was watching Shani toddle around them, picking up sticks and
tasting them. He had already given up trying to break her of this habit. Now he
simply watched out for what she ate. "Karlaz stayed behind to bury it. You
should have seen him, Dyana. | swear he was heartbroken. | remembered
losing a horse when | came home to Aramoor after the first war. My father
had already died, and | was |lost and afraid. But my father had given me
Thunder, and he meant everything to me." "What happened?' asked Dyana.
"We went out riding one morning. It had snowed the night before and we were
going through the forest when a pack of wolves attacked." Richius voice
trailed off. "They killed Thunder. They dragged him out from under me and
killed him."

"Richius. . ."

"That horse meant everything to me," Richius continued. "He was one of
my best friends. That's how it was for Karlaz, | think. Likelosing afriend.” He
tightened his arm around Dyana; she smelled of the sea. "We have both lost a
lot, Dyana," he said. "l don't want to lose any more. | don't want anything to
happen to you. Can you understand that?"

"Of course."

"I'm sorry | was angry, but if anything ever happened . . ."

She hushed him. "We are fine. We are dl safe here, Richius. Nothing can
happen to us."

"You'rewrong," said Richius. "Biagio isnot aman. Heis adevil, and he's
still powerful, no matter what we hear. In Nar, everyone fearshim. And his
Roshann."

"Heis nothing now, my love," said Dyana. "He is broken, an outcast.”

"If only," chuckled Richius. "No, not him. He'll never give up the throne
that easily. And his agents will aways be loyal to him. In Nar there'san
expression—'the Roshann is everywhere.' It's said that Arkus had Biagio
place a Roshann agent in every Naren court, to keep an eye on them and make



them afraid. They are everywhere, and they can reach us even here."

"Richius, it has been too long. And if heisfighting for the throne, why
would he bother with us? | think you worry too much. | doubt we are so
important to him."

"But Arkus was important to him. He loved the old man, and he blames me
for his death. | was sent here to find magic to save Arkus. Biagio will never
forgive me for betraying that trust.”

"He istoo busy with that bishop," insisted Dyana. "It is the bishop, yes?'
Richius shrugged. "I don't know," he said bitterly.

"God, we're so blind here!l I've heard nothing since the Lissens | eft to fight
Nar."

The mere mention of Liss made Dyana stiffen. "L et us not speak of them,"
sheimplored. "Please. Not today."

"Not today? And not tomorrow? Then when?"
Dyana closed her eyes. "Never."
"Dyana. . ."

"Please, Richius. | cannot bear it. | know you want to join them, but | hope
they never come back for you."

Her love was unendurable. He put hislipsto her forehead and deposited a
gentle kiss, caressing her shoulders and trying to comfort her. Lisswasa
subject that always drove them apart, and the recent rumors that the island
kingdom had at last begun its assault on Nar had made Dyana even more
skittish. She called them pirates now, much the way Biagio had. She hated
them, forgetting all they had done for Lucel-Lor in its struggle against the
Empire. Dyana had stopped seeing them as allies. To her, they were
warmongers who only wanted to take her husband away.

"It's been along time, Dyana," Richius said. "Longer even than I'd hoped. |
told you | would have to go eventually."”

"Eventually," she said. "It sounded so distant then." But it was how it had
to be. For Richius, there was no alternative. He had tried and failed to
convince her, and knew now that he never would. It changed nothing. His
heart till yearned for vengeance—for his trampled homeland, and for Sabrina,
who still came to him sometimes in dreams, screaming. They had murdered
her, hisfirst wife, simply out of hatred for him. Biagio had ordered it. Arkus
was dead, as was Blackwood Gayle. But the golden man of Nar still lived.
And while he existed, they could never be safe.

"Y ou are not happy here," Dyanasaid. "I havetried. | thought Shani and |
would be enough. | thought time would help you. But you do not want
peace."

It was a miserable thing to say, but Richius recognized the truth of it. "I'm
sorry," he said gently. "It isjust the way of things."

"No," countered Dyana. "Things are the way you make them. If Prakna
comes back for you and you go, it is your decision. Do not call it fate,



Richius. Y ou want this vengeance. Y ou are letting it destroy you . . . and us."

"What would you have me do?' heflared. "Let Aramoor stay under Nar's
hed forever? Live like acoward while the Lissens do my fighting? | am the
king of Aramoor."

Very sowly, Dyanareleased herself from his embrace. "There is no more
Aramoor. It is part of Talistan now. And you can never change that. Liss
cannot help you get it back."

"But they fight," argued Richius. "They stand up for their honor."

"They fight only for revenge," said Dyana. "Nar no longer threatens them,
so why must they attack? Because their hearts are full of poison, asisyours.
They go to avenge the deaths of loved ones, yet they can never make them
live again. And if you join them you leave me and Shani behind, to be alone."
She looked away. "It makes me wonder when you say you love us."

This brought Richiusto hisfeet. "Never doubt that. | gave up everything to
be with you. | love you, Dyana. Shani, too. More than anything."

"Except revenge." She got up, dusted the dirt from her dress, and went over
to where Shani was fixedly examining a cricket. "We will go inside now," she
told her husband over her shoulder. "We will lock ourselvesin the
bedchamber for you."

There was so much ice in her voice, Richius could only let them leave.
When they were gone he turned his attention to the ocean. Somewhere, the
navy of Lisswas under sail, their schooners armed and eager to exact their toll
on the Black Empire. Maybe Prakna was on one of those ships. And maybe
the Lissen commander was thinking about the Jackal of Nar.

FOUR
Thelron Circle

T here were portents enough, Biagio supposed. He simply hadn't heeded
them.

Biagio's Roshann—his " Order"—had warned him for months before the
emperor's death. Blinded by his mission to save Arkus from old age, Biagio
hadn't seen Herrith's rise until it wastoo late. Even before the emperor had
dipped into dementia, Herrith had been laying plans with Vorto and
convincing Naren noblemen to join him. Sure that Arkus could never die,
Biagio had let the bishop play his dangerous game. For this he blamed
himself, and no one else. Nar had fallen into the hands of a zealot, and the
Black Renaissance was being erased.

Biagio liked being home again. He adored Crote almost as much as Nar

City. Since overthrowing his father, he had spent precious little time on his
iIsland, and this forced exile from Nar had made him see the place differently.



He valued it more, as his father had, and even the olives and grapes seemed
sweeter somehow. The winds off the seawere warm and good for his
condition, and the recent weeks of sunshine had returned his skin to its natural
bronze. More, the tranquility of Crote had eased his knotted mind. It had
given him time to think. Count Renato Biagio moved with feline grace through
the marble corridors of hisvilla, his heels clicking loudly on the ornately tiled
floor. The sculpted eyes of masterpieces watched him pass, a dozen priceless
sentinels purchased or looted from around the Empire. At the end of the
corridor was a staircase twisting down into darkness. Biagio was in that part
of his mansion forbidden to guests, awing that was his aone and more
splendid than any other. Except for the slaves and servants who occasionally
disturbed him, only one other person now shared this space with the count.

Biagio took the stairstwo at atime, his mood buoyant. Torchlight quickly
enveloped him. The chirping of birds fell away in the distance. Near the
bottom of the stairs were a pair of tiny shoes, discarded haphazardly in the
corner. Biagio could hear the sounds of tinkering up ahead. He took the last
step softly and peered through the smoky light. The hallway opened into a
cavernous workroom lined with tall bookcases and shelves stuffed with
curiosities. The floor was littered with tools and bits of junk: spools of rope;
metal fasteners; asmall, dirty anvil. The torches on the wall tossed up flames
and shadows, giving the place a sense of gloom, and the ceiling was high and
stained with soot. In the center of the room stood a stout oak table, and on
the table was a bizarre apparatus, avaguely cylindrical thing of metal and
hoses, almost organic in complexity. Its shiny tubes hung limply off the
tabletop, and its domed head bore a spring-loaded lever that looked to Biagio
like adoor handle.

Crouched beneath the table was Bovadin, his eyes gazing up through a
cutout in the wood. The scientist's naked toes balanced a long, saw-toothed
cutting tool, while his small hands worked on the hoses burgeoning from his
creation. He squinted in frustration as he peered up into the center of the
apparatus, both hands working to stuff in metal hoses. When he heard Biagio
arrive, he let out a frustrated curse and barked, "What isit?'

Biagio took awary step forward. He didn't like bothering the scientist,
especialy during such important work. The room was cool and the count
rubbed his hands together.

"I need to speak to you," said Biagio.

"Now?'

"Yes."

Bovadin sighed. The foot with the cutting tool started sawing away at a
length of hose. Biagio watched, fascinated at the freakish precision. It waslike
watching an ape work.

"Well?" pressed Bovadin sourly.

"l have news," said Biagio, striding toward Bovadin. When he reached the
table he studied the bizarre machine, running his hands over its smooth



surface. With its appendage-like hoses, it seemed like a silver octopus. "It's
good news," Biagio continued as he examined the thing. "Y ou'll be happy."

Bovadin's squeaky voice rang from beneath the table. "Happy? Does that
mean we can al go home?'

"Y our fuel is here. Nicabar just arrived."

There was no more tinkering under the table. Biagio smiled and dropped
down to see Bovadin's face. The scientist stared at him in relief.

"Did he get it al?" asked Bovadin. "Three shipments, like | asked?"

"Three shipments," agreed the count. "Just like you asked."

Bovadin beamed. "Oh, thank Heaven."

"Thank me," Biagio corrected. "And Nicabar. He could have blown up his
whole damn ship carrying that cargo so far south for you. He didn't run into
any Lissens, though. | suppose that's some good fortune."

Bovadin nodded. "Y our duke in Dragon's Beak has done well, Renato. I'm
sorry | doubted you."

Biagio's smile widened. "I'm often underestimated. Duke Enli has strings
just like any other man. | just needed to pull the right ones. | knew he still had
the fuel you needed. | remember when your war labs agreed to his order."

"So dol," said the scientist. "But | would have thought it long gone by
now. Even so far north the fuel breaks down, becomes dangerous. Duke Enli
was taking a chance keeping it so long."

"Duke Enli's kept every weapon ever shipped to him, my friend. Fear of his
brother, | suppose. | knew he'd still have the fuel. | just needed Nicabar to
persuade him."

"He hasn't unloaded it yet, has he? | should be there for that."

"Beasclose asyou like," said Biagio, grinning. "l will be nowhere near you
at thetime."

The count rose to study the device again, marveling at itsintricacy. Thelittle
genius had outdone himself this time. The thing was heavy and the table
bowed dightly under its weight. Loaded with fuel, it would certainly be heavier
yet. And such unstable fuel; how would he keep it cool ?

"How doesit work?' asked Biagio. "Show me."

"Renato, I'm busy right now."

"What are these hoses for?"

"Later."

"Take abreak, little man," insisted the count. "1 want an explanation of this
thing. It intrigues me."

Bovadin groaned but rose, brushing his knees of dust and metal filings.
Once again playing the monkey, he climbed onto the table and stood over his
invention, proudly walking around it. He was not much taller than the device
and the scene was oddly comical, but Biagio had vast respect for Bovadin.
Thelittle scientist had created the war 1abs; he had invented the flame cannon



and the acid launcher and, most importantly, he had created the drug that kept
them al from aging.

"Explainit to me," Biagio said. "How doesit work?"

"Oooh, now that's a secret, my friend. And | don't really think you could
grasp it."

"Don't patronize me, midget. Tell me."

Bovadin laughed gleefully, and hisfilthy face split with agrin. "It'ssimple
really. Beautifully simple. I'm very proud of this, Renato. Very proud. . ."

"I'm glad for you," said Biagio dryly. "But will it work?"

"Oh, it will work," promised Bovadin. "l plan to test it. That's why | wanted
three crates of fuel. It will be working flawlessy by thetimeit's delivered.”
Bovadin looked at the count skeptically. "If it's delivered as you say."

"It will be," replied Biagio. "Don't worry. I've aready made those
arrangements with Duke Enli. It's al coming together as planned.”

"I'll make a deal with you, Renato. I'll explain how the device works if you
explain to me what's going on. I'm getting tired of your little island. | want to
go home to Nar. Soon."

" Soon enough, my friend. The wheels are in motion. More than that | can't
explain to you now."

"When, then?"'

"Tonight," said Biagio. "Now that Nicabar has returned | can tell you abit
more. We will all sup together tonight. | will explain myself."

Bovadin seemed surprised by this. "Oh? Has Nicabar brought news from
the Empire?’

"Some news, yes," said Biagio, trying to evade the inquiry. He didn't like
having his plans questioned, especially by someone with amind as keen as
Bovadin's. "Enough news for meto act on, at least. Now . . ."

The count pointed afinger at the device. "Tell me about this machine of
yours."

"As| said, it'ssimple." Bovadin pulled on the lever at the thing's domed top
and opened it like a hatch. Two iron hinges groaned. "This is where the fuel
goes. It loads like an ordinary flame cannon. Same basic idea. But the fuel
doesn't just stay in the fuel chamber like a cannon. It's dispersed throughout
the device by its own pressure. That pressure keeps the fuel moving through
the hoses."

"Uh-huh," replied Biagio. Already he was regretting hisinquiry. "Go on."

The scientist fingered alittle mechanism in the middle of the thing, athin
metal rod protruding from the device. "Thisis the starter," he explained. "It
will be set for adelay of one hour. Once this lever is moved from side to side,
the countdown will begin."

"It needsto be set easily, Bovadin," the count reminded him. "That starter
piece can't be hidden."



"It won't be. Not if you deliver it as you said you would. The starter rod will
be attached to the archangel. The angel has alarge wing-span, remember? It
will hide the lever behind it. When the angel is moved, the device will start.”

Biagio chuckled at the midget's ingenuity. He remembered the marble
archangel over the gates of Herrith's cathedral. Bovadin had built the device
exactly to plan. Now it was up to Biagio to seeitsdelivery. The count had
spent long weeks devising the perfect means of getting the device to Herrith.
Biagio was pleased with himself. The angel would be innocuous and wouldn't
arouse Herrith's suspicions. And it would be easy enough for Lorlato set.

"What about the fuel?' asked Biagio. "How will you keep it cool ?'

"The hoses," Bovadin explained. "The fuel will run through them constantly,
getting contact with the outside air." He pointed out the tiny vanesin each
hose.

"See here? | designed the hoses myself. Strong, and the vanes increase air
flow. The fuel will stabilize once | get it inside. But it shouldn't be jostled,
either. Y ou know that, right?"'

"I know that," said Biagio. The scientist had reminded him a hundred times.
He, in turn, would remind everyone else. There were a great many people
involved in this scheme. The device would pass through untested hands
before reaching Herrith. For Bovadin's sake, Biagio tried not to look worried.
The inventor had enough on his mind.

"I'm impressed,” said Biagio finally. "You've done afinejob, my friend. |
only wish | could be there to seeit used."

"When we take back Nar, you'll get to see the crater it leaves,”" joked
Bovadin. His blue eyes sparkled. "It will be like the sunrise, Renato."

"Mmm, sounds perfect." Biagio closed his eyes, imagining the sun's
scalding heat. If everything went properly, Herrith would see the device at
work. And when he did, it would crush his very soul. "Remember—Herrith
mustn't be killed. | want him alive."

"Don't worry. Herrith should be out of the cathedral by then, giving
Absolution.”

"If he's not, my plan will fail. . . ."

"Stop fretting," directed Bovadin. His smile sharpened. "Everything will
work. | just need to test it."

"L et me know when you're going to test thisthing,” Biagio said. "l want to
be alerted of any danger."

"There's no danger. The device can't really work unlessit'sfilled with fuel.
The testswill only use alittle, just to see how it works. Test for leaks, that sort
of thing."

It was all too technical for Biagio, who waved the remarks away. "Even so,
| want to know. My whole lifeisin this place now. | don't want it going up in
smoke. And don't test it alone. I'll get you some assistants. | don't like you
tinkering away down here by yourself. Y ou look terrible. Y ou need more sun.”



"Assistants?' scoffed Bovadin. "Kidnap some of my workers from the war
labs if you want to get me help, Renato. | don't need help from your olive
pickers. | spend so much time down here because I've got work to do. I'm the
one making the drug, remember, and trying to finish this damn machine.
Savros and Nicabar—"

"Enough," snapped Biagio. "Everyoneis busy, my friend. Tempersrise. |
understand that." He let his voice take on its honey-sweet tone. "Now, you
will be at dinner tonight. And dressfor it for once. Put some shoes on. | want
acivilized evening."

"Renato—"

"I'm tired too, Bovadin. | want to go back to Nar. And | don't want to
bicker. Get somerest. Sleep. | will see you tonight."

Simon spent the bulk of the day sleeping. Still exhausted from hislong trip
and the night in Savros dungeon, he found his bed an impossible enticement,
and slept deeply and soundly until the sun slipped below the horizon. He
hardly dreamed at al, but when he did the faces he saw in his mind were white
and frightened. Hakan, the Triin he had captured, came briefly to haunt him.
He asked questions in his arcane tongue, begging to know why Simon had
abducted him, why he had delivered him to the madman with the knives. As
Simon awoke he recalled the dream, and was suddenly glad it was time to get
up. He crossed his chamber and went to the window. The carpet was cool on
his bare feet. Outside in the distance he saw moonlight on water and the
ubiquitous profile of the Black Fleet. Another ship had joined them. Bigger
than the rest. Darker, too. Simon recognized the Fearless at once. Nicabar's
flagship.

The admiral was back from Dragon's Beak. Simon smiled to himself. His
master would be in a good mood tonight, maybe good enough to grant
favors.

"After dinner," Simon reminded himself gently. "Takeiteasy . . ."

Eriswould be so pleased, and he loved her too dearly not to ask this of the
Master. Simon knew of no other Roshann agent who had married, except
when it was convenient for arole, but he knew he was more than just an agent
to Biagio. In some strange way the two men were friends. And Simon was no
dave. He was a free man who had served the count long and loyally, and free
men had the right to ask for rewards. Though Biagio's aristocratic blood kept
them from ever being equals, Simon knew he had a specia placein his
master's heart. Tonight he would exploit it.

Hurriedly he cleaned his face and hands. The splash of water revived him.
Biagio would be expecting him soon, so he combed his hair, giving himself a
cursory check in the mirror. The Master was looking forward to the evening,
and Simon wanted to look his best. If Biagio were at al disappointed in him,
his favor might be declined. When he was satisfied with his appearance,
Simon went to his closets and selected a fine shirt and trousers. He compl eted
the outfit with a broad leather belt and a shiny, supple pair of thigh-high boots.



Simon grinned at his reflection, then left hisroomsto find Biagio.

The mansion was characteristically quiet. As he moved through the halls,
Simon could hear the muffled sounds of servantsin the distance and the
delicate smells wafting from the kitchens. His stomach grumbled dlightly,
reminding him of his appetite. Crote had the finest food and chefs in the
Empire, that's what all Cretans thought. Simon's own mother had been an
extraordinary cook, though she was not native to the island. He missed her
whenever he was hungry. Sometimes he missed Crote too much to ever leave
again, and if they never returned to Nar, Simon wouldn't object. Nar was cold
and tall, whereas Crote was warm and flat, a good place for aman to settle.
Eriswould love it here, Simon was sure. So far she had only known the gilded
cage of Biagio's mansion, but if just once he could take her to the markets or
walk with her aong the shore, she would fall for his magnificent isand.

Simon crossed the hallways to the count's private wing, passing the avenue
of sculptures and the walls hung with tapestries. A vast window looked out
over the grounds, flooding the corridor with purple moonlight. Here in the
Master's wing, the air was sweet and smelled of lilacs. Open windows
funnelled in the briny scent of sea water. When he was a boy, Simon would
look up at this white palace on the hill and imagine the wealth of the man
inside. The vision had fueled the young boy's dreams, had drawn him to
Biagio's glamour. He had been poor then, hungry for gold and the power it
could buy. And al the while as he grew to manhood, the white palace on the
hill taunted him with its magnificence. Now, years later, Simon still felt arush
when he walked its hdlls.

When at last he came to Biagio's private chambers, he found the double
doors open. Simon peered inside. Biagio was seated on ared |leather chair
near the window, his back to the door, owly draining aglass of sherry. The
count's golden hair glinted in the reflected moonbeams. Before Simon could
knock, Biagio spoke.

"|'ve been sitting here, thinking," said the count softly.

Simon hesitated. Was that an invitation? Carefully he inched into the
chamber, drawing closer to his master. Biagio's breathing was languid, asif he
were drunk or very close to slegping.

"Master?' probed Simon. "Areyou all right?’

"Oh, I'm quite al right, dear Simon. Just relaxing. It's beautiful here, isn't
it?'

Simon stopped a pace behind Biagio's chair. "Y es, very beautiful. I've been
thinking that mysdlf, lately.”

"I wish | could spend more time here. |'ve been away too long, neglected
things. . . ."

"The call of duty,” replied Simon lightly. "Nar has needed you."

"Yes." Biagio put down his sherry. The jeweled hand beckoned Simon
closer. As Simon approached Biagio looked up at him, his preternatural eyes



glowing afurious blue. "I want you to stay close to me tonight. And | don't
want you to say anything. Just be near."

Simon shrugged. He was always near his master. "Of course. Y ou don't
have to worry about that, my lord."

"The others are growing restless. And Nicabar has brought news with him
from Nar. I'm worried how they might react. Stay close. Remind them of my
strength. Things are going forward, but the others can't aways see that. | need
them to trust me. Or | need them to fear me. | don't care which."

"My lord, | will be with you. Always." Biagio smiled warmly, one of his
wild, insane smiles. He put up a hand for Simon to take. "Y ou're my finest
friend," he said. "Come. Let's go to dinner."

Simon took the count's hand and lifted him from the chair. Though loose
clothing gave him adelicate look, Simon knew hislord was far from frail. The
drugs he took to keep him vital had other side-effects. Besides the color of his
eyes, Biagio was among the strongest men Simon knew, possessed of an
amost super-human vigor. No one could run farther or longer without
becoming winded, and no one could lift more weight above his head. Still, the
count liked being pampered, and very rarely bragged about his strength. He
ate sparingly and only of the freshest foods, and the wines he chose were
aways from his own, well-controlled vineyards. In old Nar, Biagio had
enjoyed a reputation as afop, but no one ever called him that to his face.

The head of the Roshann had dressed for dinner. His sable-trimmed cape
made a peculiar rustling sound as he rose from the chair, and his luxurious hair
hung loosely around his shoulders. Nearly all of his digits boasted a shiny
bauble, and his teeth gleamed when he smiled, giving him the uneasy
appearance of a prowling wolf. The count inspected Simon. A grin of
approval graced hisface.

"Ready?' Simon asked.

Biagio nodded. "Let's go."

As always, Count Biagio took the lead, exiting the chamber with a graceful
stride that made his cape billow out behind him. Simon kept back the
customary pace, close enough to hear his master yet far enough back not to
overshadow him. Not that overshadowing Biagio was possible. The count
shined like a beacon.

They crossed the corridors quickly, leaving Biagio's personal wing behind
and entering the main living area of the villa, where the count's Naren guests
were quartered. This part of the mansion was only dlightly less garish than
Biagio's own. A pair of gilded glass doors hung wide at the entrance, bidding
Biagio and Simon forward. Over the huge, octagonal table was a chandelier of
blue and white crystal that glinted hypnotically in the candlelight. Biagio
sowed alittle before entering, and a practiced, theatrical smile appeared on his
face. The servantsin the dining room paused when they saw him. The men
seated around the table looked in his direction. Simon dropped back a step
and let Biagio make his entrance.



"Good evening, my friends," crooned the count. He opened his armsto the
gathered Narens. "It's good to see you. Thank you all for coming."

Each of the Naren nobles greeted their host, their uniformly blue eyes
watching him coolly. Simon quickly sized up the group. At the far end of the
table was Savros. The Mind Bender rose from his seat and beamed. Next to
the torturer sat the diminutive Bovadin. Too fascinated with his plate of
appetizers, the scientist remained seated. Biagio seemed not to notice the
snub. He was pumping the hands of another man, a giant in the uniform of the
Naren navy. Nicabar, Admiral of the Black Fleet, embraced Biagio with a
good-natured laugh.

"Renato,"” said Nicabar. "Y ou ook well."

Nicabar's chest was a rainbow of ribbons and medals he had earned in
countless campaigns. Biagio seemed to disappear in his embrace. Simon
watched Nicabar carefully, studying the hard face for any trace of insincerity.
The count and the admiral had known each other many years. Biagio counted
Nicabar among his closest friends. Together they had left Nar to Herrith and
had orchestrated the secession of the Black Fleet. They had even convinced
Bovadin and Savros to join them. They were, in Simon's estimation, an odd
and dangerous team.

"I'm so glad you're back, my friend," said Biagio. The count placed akiss
on Nicabar's cheek. "And undamaged.”

"Good to be back," said Nicabar, "though sailing the Empire's oceans was
apleasure. | missthem, Renato."

This got Bovadin's attention. "We al missthem," he said peevishly.

"Please, sit," Biagio bid Nicabar, ignoring Bovadin's jibe. The count took
the admiral's arm and led him back to his seat. Simon followed, and when
Nicabar was seated he pulled out his master's chair for Biagio to sit. Only
when they were al seated did Simon take his own chair, the one at Biagio's
right hand.

"Let's have wine," suggested Biagio. A clap of his hands brought servants
from the shadows, collared men and women expertly balancing silver platters
and flagons of Crote's fragrant vintages. As usual, Simon was served last. He
waited for them all to take a sip before tasting the wine himsalf. It was
typicaly excellent, and he watched the strange gathering as he sipped. From
his position across the table, the midget Bovadin seemed hardly more than a
disembodied head. Savros was chatting aimlessly with him. Nicabar was silent
as stone. Of the four, only Biagio was married, to awoman he had |eft behind
in Nar City. Countess Elliann hadn't shared her husband's lust for power, and
had disappointed him by siding with Herrith. Now no one knew exactly where
she was, and Simon doubted Biagio even cared. Nicabar was fond of saying
he was married to the sea, and Savros was far too bizarre for any woman.
Bovadin had the excuse of his affliction to ward off wedding bands. To
Simon, the little man belonged in a grotesquery anyway. But not the golden
count. He was handsome in an androgynous sort of way, and Elliann had



never minded the way he bedded both women and men. Like him, she was of
noble birth, and equally fickle in matters of the bedroom. What she hadn't
liked—what had appalled her about her husband—was his desire to continue
the Black Renaissance. Elliann wasn't awarrior. She was a pampered she-wolf
who wanted only perfumed sheets and the good things of her birthright. She
belonged in Nar. Not surprisingly, Biagio had let her stay.

The others had actually given up very little. Herrith knew how close they
wereto Biagio, and would never have let them live. Even Nicabar, Naren hero
though he was, had stood beside the Count of Crote far too long to be safe
from the bishop's assassins. And Simon knew how he and V orto hated each
other. It wasthat old rivalry, the legions against the navy, and neither would
surrender or bow to the other. When Arkus died and Herrith stole the throne,
Nicabar had ssmply ordered his Black Fleet out of Naren waters. It had |eft the
Empire easy prey to the marauding Lissens. Part of Biagio's "grand design,”
Simon supposed. There were still some nations loyal to Biagio, but they were
few and probably dwindling. Since returning from Lucel-Lor, Biagio had only
dropped tantalizing hints of their situation. Tonight, Simon hoped, they would
al have some answers.

Biagio raised up hiscrystal goblet. "My friends, let me speak,” he said. He
shot aglare at Savrosto silence the torturer. "I want to say thank you. | want
you to know again how much | appreciate your patience and loyalty."

They all raised their glasses. Even Bovadin, who snickered dightly, agreed
to the toast. But when the drinking was done, the midget was the first to open
his mouth.

"What news from Nar, Admiral?' he asked pointedly. "Renato says you've
learned things."

Nicabar started to speak but Biagio raised aquieting hand. "I'll tell you all
the news from Nar myself," he said. "Danar has brought news, it's true, but |
want you al to understand mefirst. I know you're growing impatient. | know
you all want to return home to Nar. But there are things in the works, things |
can't tell you about.”

"Hopefully things that will get us home," said Bovadin sourly. "I've built the
device for you, Renato. I've kept making the drug. | want to know everything
that'sgoing on. | insist."

"The device," said Biagio calmly, "isnot asubject | care to talk about
tonight."

Device. Simon tucked the word in the back of his brain. He had known
Bovadin was working on something, but had yet to learn what. The count
continued.

"| called us together because of some news Danar's heard from Dragon's
Beak, and because | want to assure you all that I'm in control. Things are
going according to my plans. | want you to believe that." Biagio |looked
troubled suddenly. "Still, what Danar's heard may make you doubt that."

"The Lissens?' asked Savros.



Danar Nicabar shook his head. "No, not just the Lissens."
"Herrith," Bovadin guessed.

Biagio took a contemplative pull from his glass, then leaned back in his
chair. "Yes, Herrith. I'm afraid the news from Nar isn't good these days.
Herrith has been making . . . trouble."

"Trouble?' said Bovadin. "What does that mean? Renato, stop fooling.
What's going on?’

"Genocide," said Biagio. There was no more humor in his expression.
"What does your mighty brain tell you about that, Bovadin?"

Bovadin laughed. "He's wiping out the loyalists. We al knew that would
happen. That's why we came here."

Biagio sighed. "Does the term Formula B mean anything to you?"

Bovadin stopped laughing. His insectoid face went ashen. Biagio leaned
forward and hissed, "Y es, your experiment seems to work, my friend. Too
bloody well."

"1t was used?' demanded Bovadin.

"Two weeks ago," answered Nicabar. "In Goth. Vorto had Lokken's forces
surrounded. They surrendered, because they had no choice. Vorto went in,
killed Lokken, then gassed the city." Nicabar looked down into his glass.
"Only afew survivors. All blind."

Bovadin was dumbfounded. "I can't believeit," he said. "They got it to
work. It'sincredible.”

"Incredible?" spat Biagio. "Isthat your word for it, Bovadin? You left alot
behind for them to build on, didn't you? Y ou promised me they would never
get Formula B stable.”

"I ... 1 don't know what happened," sputtered the scientist. "There aren't
many people in the war labs with the knowledge to continue the work. |
thought for sure it would be too dangerous for them to go on without me."

"Herrith must have changed their minds,” said Savros. The Mind Bender's
brow furrowed. "I wonder how."

"It doesn't matter,” said Nicabar. "He's got the formula. First Goth. Then
what? Vosk? Or Dragon's Beak?"

Biagio drummed his thin fingers on the table. "Apparently Herrith takes his
mandate from Heaven seriously. My people in Nar City say he's determined to
wipe out the Renaissance. Completely. He won't rest until there's nothing left
of it. Or us."

"Then we have to move quickly," said Bovadin. "Now."

"We are moving," said Biagio. "Don't doubt that. As|'ve said, there are
plansin the works to stop this madness. But it's going to take time. You all
have to be patient."

"We have been patient,” flared Bovadin. "Renato, in afew months there
may be nothing for us to go back to. We have to act. We have the navy, and



the deviceisamost ready. | say we strike back."

"Is that the best you can think of, Bovadin? How can we strike back? True,
we have the navy. And yes, some of the nations are still on our side. But
Vorto controls the land, not us. His legions are loyal to him, and to Herrith.
We can't win with force. Not that way." Biagio tapped his skull with afinger.
"We have to use our brains. Thankfully, | have been."

Challenged, the tiny genius got out of his chair. To Simon he seemed no
taller. "Redlly?' said Bovadin. "And what have you come up with? | for one
am tired of your riddles, Renato. | followed you because you said you would
win this struggle. But | don't see you winning. | see you hiding."

Biagio's smile wasterrible. "Y ou followed me because if you didn't, you'd
be dead now. Sit down, my friend. Y ou're making a spectacle of yourself."

There was just enough steel in the voice to make Bovadin obey. He returned
to his chair, brooding.

"We won't get anywhere by arguing,” Biagio went on. "And after all, there's
no need for it. My planissimple. | have agents poised to help us, and allies
sympathetic to our cause. Duke Enli of Dragon's Beak has given us the fuel
we needed for your device, yes, Bovadin? He is still on our side. And there
are others."

"What others?' asked Savros. The Mind Bender had been studying the
argument with detached fascination while he ate, his tongue scooping oysters
from their shells.

"Others who I'm sure will come through for us," Biagio replied evasively.
"Others whom | trust.”

"The girl?' asked Bovadin.

"Yes," said Biagio.

"What girl?" pressed Savros.

"Oh, my dear Mind Bender, you would have loved this one." Biagio
chuckled and brought a dainty hand to his mouth. "A truly beautiful thing.
Too young for you, | think, but smashing."

"Renato?' said Danar. "What girl?'

"A very special girl, my friend. Someone Herrith won't be able to resist. He
has a fondness for children, you remember. | think this one will steal his
heart."

Baffled, Admiral Nicabar lowered hisdrink. "Explain yourself. Who isthis
child?'

Count Biagio steepled his hands. Everyone hung on his words, even Simon.
Bovadin, however, seemed less interested, asif he already knew the story.

"A long while ago," Biagio began, "when Arkus was still aive, Bovadin and
| set up an experiment of sorts. An experiment regarding the drug. An
experiment with children.”

Bovadin began to squirm.



"It was a secret project of the war labs," the count continued. "We wanted
to know if the drug could stop the aging process entirely. Bovadin thought the
drug might work better on children.”

"Their metabolisms are different,” Bovadin jumped in. "l found that the way
they process the drugs isn't the same as adults, probably because their bodies
are still developing.”

"We were able to arrest body development,” said Biagio. "Rather
successfully, with one child in particular."

Nicabar was plainly shocked. "My God. How many of these freaks are
there?'

"Just one, now," replied the count. "We had to abandon the experiment
when we fled Nar. But we saved one. A very special girl. Onethat | knew |
could use against Herrith when the time came.”

"Abandon?' asked Savros. "I don't understand. What happened to the
other children?”

Bovadin looked away. The truth was sickeningly obvious.

"There was no choice," said Biagio. "We couldn't risk being discovered,
especialy by Herrith. Only the girl was spared.” The Cretan looked around the
table warily. "And don't accuse us of crimes, my friends. The experiment had
anoble purpose. We were trying to save Arkus, and perhaps save ourselves.
We'real still getting older, no matter how slowly. And if not for this girl, we
wouldn't have aweapon against Herrith."

"Where's the child now?" asked Nicabar.
"Duke Enli istaking care of her. And that'sall | will tell you."

"Enli mentioned none of thisto me," said the admiral. "God, you keep such
secrets, my friend. Don't you trust anyone?"

Biagio looked hurt. "Dear Danar, | trust you al. In fact, | have something
very special to entrust to you. Another mission. To Nar City, thistime."

"Nar City?' laughed Nicabar. "A love note for Herrith?"
"Not alove note, no. But it isfor Herrith."
The admira frowned. "Renato . . .?7"

"l want you to take the Fearless and some of your dreadnoughts to the
Black City. | have amessage for the bishop | want you to deliver personally."

"What message?"
"A letter, asking Herrith to sit down and talk peace with me."

Now they were all astonished. Even Simon's jaw slackened. Biagio looked
about the room, grinning like a madman.

"Thisisn't ajoke, my friends. Y ou should say something."

"I don't know what to say," sputtered Nicabar.

"Isthisyour plan?' asked Bovadin incredulously. "To surrender?"

"Don't beridiculous," said Biagio. He beckoned a servant over to refill his



glass, then rolled the goblet between his palms. "It'sjust part of my grand
design, you see. Herrith will never accept. He will eventually, but not right
away. Gradually we will pressure him to come here. But first helll think we're
weakening. And that'sall | want for now. The girl and the Lissenswill do the
rest for me."

"But why me?' asked Nicabar. "Why can't one of your agents deliver this
message?"

"Because they can't sail the flagship,” said Biagio. "And it's two messages,
really. Oneisfor Herrith. The other isfor the Lissens. | want them to see the
Fearless. | want them to think it's out of Cretan waters."

Exasperated, Nicabar shook his head. “Renato, you're not making sense.
Why would you want the Lissensto think Crote's unguarded? The Black Fleet
Is probably the only thing keeping them away from here. Besides, | thought
you wanted them to attack the Empire."

"l do," said Biagio. "Trust me, Danar. The Lissens have been attacking Nar,
and | say let them continue. But let them also think we here are unprotected.
L et them think we've come to the aid of the Empire. It's all part of the plan.”

"Oh, yes," muttered Bovadin. "The 'grand design.' Sounds like nonsense to
me. What are you trying to do, get usal killed? If the Black Fleet leaves, the
Lissenswill swarm over Crote. Y ou know that, Renato. They blame you as
much as anyone for the war."

Biagio put up his hands. "Enough. Danar, you will do thisthing for me. You
will leavein afew days. But you are not to engage the Lissens or sink their
ships. Do you understand that?"

Confused, Nicabar nodded glumly.

"Say it."

"| understand.”

Biagio smiled. "Good. Now . . ." He picked up afork and plunged it into an
oyster. "Let's eat."

Evenings on Crote were always warm. Winter was coming, but not to this
iIsland. The trade winds off the ocean drew in the southerly air, keeping away
the frost and making the flowers bloom throughout the year. In the damp of
spring, lovers walking through the ancient avenues could hear the calls of night
birds and the exotic music of insects. But it was cooler now, sightly, and the
creatures of the isand slumbered. Along the beach meandering past Biagio's
villa, Simon heard only the tranquil rhythm of the ocean. His master Biagio
walked afew pacesin front of him, the gentle surf lapping at his boots. They
were both full of oysters and stuffed duck, and the heavinessin their guts had
made them quiet. It was very late now. Even the moon had started to dip. A
train of clouds crossed its path, turning the ocean black. Simon felt his eyelids
drooping. He had hoped to go to Eristonight, but the dinner had taken longer
than he'd hoped, and Biagio had wanted his company.

For over an hour they had walked along the beach, barely speaking aword



to each other. The Master seemed troubled. Occasionally he dipped his
jeweled hand into the sand, retrieving a shell or stone, then pitching it into the
water, but mostly he just walked, dowly, amlessly, making Simon wonder
what plots he was hatching in his mind.

"Simon?' the count called over his shoulder.

"Yes, my lord?

"I'm getting tired, but | don't want to go back yet. Y ou know what that's
like?"

Simon shrugged. He had no idea what Biagio meant. "Yes, | think so."

"It'sanice night, isn't it?"

More nonsense. "Yes, very nice."

"Come closer," bade Biagio. "Walk with me."

Simon did as requested. Together they strode along the beach and let the
water soak their boots, while Biagio kept his eyes on the horizon. The
silhouettes of Nicabar's Black Fleet bobbed in the blackness. To the east
where the land hooked around, Simon could see the lights of Galamier, the
town where he'd grown up and where he'd first learned to pick pockets.
Galamier was very dim tonight and glowed a hazy orange. Simon's eyes
lingered there, and Biagio's melancholy was suddenly contagious.

"| think they doubt me," said Biagio.

Simon grimaced. "It'salot to ask of them. They don't know you as| do."

"Yes," Biagio agreed. "But | have plans, you see. Great plans for Herrith
and that dog, Vorto. | can't just kill them as Bovadin suggests; that would
solve nothing. Herrith would be dead and we would still be stuck on Crote.
One of our enemies would rise to the throne. We must destroy them all."

"Of course you'reright," said Simon.

"I have many enemiesin Nar these days."

"And many friends, my lord."

Biagio chuckled. "That number is dwindling, dear Simon. Lokken's death
provesthat." The count's expression hardened. "And there will be Talistan to
deal with, too. They will not accept me as emperor. Tassis Gayleislike
Herrith. He thinks | am not 'man enough' to be emperor!”

"They are both fools, Master."

"Yes." Biagio kicked at the sand with his boot. "Duke Lokken was a good
man. Loyal. He knew what the Black Renaissance was about, what Arkus was
trying to achieve. He died ahero. | won't forget him."

"He'll be avenged, my lord."

"Oh, indeed," said Biagio. He turned to Simon and clasped his cold hands
on his shoulders. "Look at me, Simon."

Simon looked. Biagio's eyes were impossibly bright. "Y es?"

"Whatever else you hear from the others, whatever you may think of my
plan, | promise you it will work. | don't just intend to kill Herrith. | plan to



destroy him—and all his sycophants. When we return to power, there will not
be anyone else to contend with. Not Herrith and his sick church, not Vorto
and hislegions, not anyone. My grand design will take care of them all,
Simon. All of our enemies.”

"I believe you, my lord," said Simon. "l truly do."

"But you worry. You think I'm letting the Lissens attack Nar out of spite.
It's not spite, Simon. It's part of my plan. Can you understand that?"

Simon smiled. "I don't have your gift for such things. But if you say it's so,
then | believeit. Without question."

Biagio's expression melted. "Thank you, my friend."

Simon felt his courage cresting. His mouth dried up as he fought to form the
words. Biagio started back off toward the villa.

Now, Simon screamed at himself. Do it now!

"My lord?"' he said weakly.

"Uhmm?"

"May | ask afavor?"

"Of course."

Simon hurried to catch up. He stayed one pace behind the count as he
framed the request. What he was asking bordered on impossible, but he and
Biagio were friends. Almost.

"Simon," said Biagio. "Stop dallying and ask your question.”

Simon wet hislips. "It's about Eris, my lord."

The count's pace slowed perceptibly. "Oh?'

"You see, | am very fond of her."

"Yes, | know," said Biagio. The old, familiar jealousy crept into histone.

"My lord, what | wantto ask is. . . difficult.” Simon stopped walking and
lowered his eyes. Biagio stopped, too. The count stared at his servant
curioudly.

"Y ou started this," Biagio warned. "Finish it. Go on and ask your question."

Simon straightened and stared directly into Biagio's eyes. "l love Eris, my
lord. I've loved her since you purchased her. | want to be with her. | want her
for my wife."

Simon waited for the rage, but it never came. Biagio's expression was
serene for a moment, and then a different emotion overcame him, one not of
anger but of sadness. For amoment Simon thought his lord might weep.
Biagio looked away.

"This seems sudden," said the Cretan. "I'm . . ." Hisvoicetrailed off with a
shrug. "Surprised.”

"I know it's asking alot, my lord. It's not tradition, | know. But | do love
her." Simon bowed his head, then fell to one knee in the sand. He took
Biagio's cold hand and kissed it. "My lord, | beg this of you. Let me have



Eris. I've served you loyally. | alwayswill. Y ou are my greatest passion.”

Biagio scoffed. "Not as great as the dancer, though. Get up, Simon. You're
embarrassing yourself."

Simon rose but kept his head bowed. Biagio turned his back to him. For a
long moment the count stared off into the horizon, hardly breathing as the
breeze stirred his golden hair. The ocean came and retreated, and Biagio just
stood there like one of the statues in his mansion, cold and unapproachable.

"Simon, | will do thisthing for you," said the count at last. "Because | care
for you. Do you know that? Do you know how much | care for you?"

Simon knew. "l do, my lord."

"Erisismy prize, my property. Thereisno other dancer like her in the
Empire. But | give her to you, Simon. | break with the traditions of the
Roshann, for you."

"Thank you, my lord. You aretruly great. . . ."

Biagio turned to face him. "But in return, you will do something for me."

"Anything," agreed Simon quickly. "Ask me anything, my lord. | will do it
willingly."

"Y ou will go back to Lucel-Lor. You will find Richius Vantran. And you
will steal his daughter for me."

"What . . .7

"That'sit, Simon. That's my price for the woman. Bring me the Jackal's
daughter."

"But my lord, Vantran is guarded. | could never get that close to him.
There's no way—"

"Y ou underestimate yourself, my friend," laughed Biagio. "You can do it.
Y ou're my best agent, the only one who can pull it off. Get into Vantran's
confidence. Find out his plans. Make him trust you. Then, when hisguard is
down, take the child."

"But why?" sputtered Simon. "What do you want with the girl? She'sjust a
baby. .. ."

"l want what I've aways wanted," Biagio roared. "I want Vantran to suffer!
Hetook Arkusfrom me. Now | will take what is precious to him. It isjustice,
Simon. Nothing more."

Simon fought to control himself. It was madness, not justice, but he
couldn't say so. Not now. Eris was almost his. They could marry. Biagio had
agreed.

"My lord, evenif | could get into his confidence and steal the baby, how
could | possibly get back here with her? We're along way from Lucel-Lor."

"A ship of the Black Fleet will take you to Lucel-Lor. While you're there, it
will stay behind to patrol Triin waters. It will be there when you need it to
return.”

You've got this all planned, don't you? thought Simon bitterly. The master



puppeteer at work.

"My lord," said Simon cautioudly. "Think again on this, please. Y our
vengeance against Vantran is clouding your mind. There are other thingsto
worry about. Herrith and Vorto—"

"Are being dealt with," snapped the count. "But Vantran has gone on too
long without tasting my wrath. It'stime for him to suffer. Time for him to pay
for what he's done." Biagio stepped closer to Simon, until their noses almost
touched. "He killed Arkus, Simon. He betrayed Arkus and the emperor died
because of it. And all for a god-damned woman. Now | will take what has
come from their cursed union. In the name of Arkus, | will take it!"

Simon stood very still.

"You will do thisfor me," Biagio continued. "And in return | will giveyou
the dancer. That is our bargain. Do you accept it?"

"Yes," said Simon sadly. It was the only word he could manage, for his
voice had abandoned him.

"You will leavein afew days," said Biagio. "l will look after Erisfor you."
And with that the golden count turned from his servant and strode away.

FIVE
The Conscience of a King

T he citadel of Falindar stood on a dliff overhanging the ocean, erupting from
the rocky earth. In al the vastness of Lucel-Lor there existed no other
structure as high or as splendid, nor any with such a pedigree. It had stood for
centuries on its perch, weathering wars and the occasional hurricane, housing
the royal family of Lucel-Lor—that long lineage of Triin noblemen that had
called themselves Daegog. The Daegogs had ruled Lucel-Lor from Falindar,
showering themselvesin wealth and taxes, and had watched apathetically as
the warlords of their land methodically carved up the nation and claimed
territories of their own. In the era of the warlords, the last of the Daegogs had
merely been figureheads, rulersin name only, until finally there were no more
of their greedy clan. There were only the warlords and their squabbles.

But Falindar remained. Like the memory of the Daegog, the citadel was
permanent, and in these days of peace, the warlords |looked to Falindar for
strength and guidance and asked favors of the man who now called the place
home. The new master of Falindar had taken the job reluctantly. The death of
the old master had made any other choice impossible.

Richius Vantran knew the sad chronicle of Falindar. He knew the warlords
personally and had fought with them against Nar, had watched Triin comrades
die at the hands of his Empire. Lucyler, Falindar's new master, was his closest
friend, and the two had become like brothers. Yet still, long months after the



war, Richius was no closer to understanding the Triin. In Aramoor, his
homeland, he had been aking. A poor one, he believed, but a king
nonetheless. He had not been an oddity because of his pink skin. There had
been servants and responsibilities to occupy him, and the days were
guickened by demands. He had despised the kingship the death of his father
had thrust on him, but it had defined hislife. It had given him purpose.

All men need a purpose. Richius father had told him that, and it haunted
him. But in Falindar, the days dragged and the nights were unbearable. Richius
had become little more than another of the castle's ornaments. He was il
Kalak, the Jackal, and a hero to the Triin, but they seemed not to notice or
need him anymore. In the months since Lucel-Lor's victory over Nar, Richius
had rested and gained weight. He had watched the growth of his daughter, and
had speculated about the goings-on back in the Empire, but he was isol ated.
Lucyler busied himself with the famines and the reconstruction of the Dring
Valey—and the other territories scarred by the war—and he rarely had time
for his Naren friend. Richius watched Lucyler with envy, remembering fondly
what it was like to be busy. He helped when he could, loading carts full of
grain and patrolling the grounds around Falindar, but he was nagged
constantly by the fedling that he was smply in the way.

He spent most of his days with Shani, idling the hours away. Shani was
leading a pampered life. She was Kalak's daughter and so wanted for nothing,
and Richius wondered sometimes what type of woman this would make her.
Her face had some of his features, and that marked her as something more or
less than Triin, but she could never go to Nar and discover the other half of
her heritage. Aramoor was now firmly in the hands of the Empire. Unless he
could create a miracle, she would never see the place her father considered
home. Biagio had seen to that. Even exiled, the golden count had influence.
Aramoor was ruled by Talistan now, just asit had been before the little nation
had broken free. A new governor had been appointed to replace Blackwood
Gayle—the iron-fisted Elrad Leth. Richius didn't know Leth well, but he knew
his reputation. Aramoor was suffering under him, certainly.

Today was aday like any other in Falindar. Dyana had spent the morning
playing with Shani and trying to teach the girl her first Triin phrases. Shani
could barely gurgle, but Dyana was convinced she knew the word mother.
Feeling melancholy, Richius had gone off riding. Before leaving he had made
Dyana promise that she and Shani would not |eave the grounds of the citadel.
Reluctantly, hiswife agreed.

So Richius rode for an hour and more under the cool afternoon sun, losing
himself in the colorful show of Lucel-Lor's autumn. He rode until he reached
the forest far to the east of Falindar, an ancient grove of tangled trees with
bark like stone and black branches. Here is where he had left Karlaz to weep,
when the lion-master had dain his rogue mount. Karlaz had not returned to the
citadel. Instead he had remained in the woods.

And perhaps it was this that drove Richius to the forest. Lonely but not
truly wanting to be alone, Richius steered his steed into the heart of the forest,



past the village where the rogue lion had attacked, and finally to the range of
mountains where he and Lucyler had left Karlaz behind.

Richius had barely arrived at the mountain lair when he heard Karlaz's
unmistakable voice, singing. It was alow, droning chant, strangely joyous, and
Richiusfollowed it, hoping not to disturb the warlord. He tracked the voiceto
aclearing by ashalow lake, where Karlaz, his hair wet and matted with filth,
knelt in the mud and cupped water in his hands, letting it dribble over hisface
as he sang. Richiusreined in his horse a safe distance from the warlord,
observing the odd ritual from the safety of the trees. Karlaz continued with his
song through three more handfuls of water. When he was done, he laid his
palms down on the soft ground, stooped, and kissed the earth. Then he raised
his head. He did not turn, but instead sniffed the air like an animal.

"Kaak?' he guessed.
Richius grimaced. "Yes," hereplied in Triin. He formed his words with

effort, speaking slowly as he made the Triin language. "I am sorry, Karlaz. |
did not mean to disturb you."

"Y ou are not disturbing me. My prayer isdone." Then the warlord
chuckled. "But if the Gods heard me, | know not."

"Gods hear very little, I've learned," said Richius. He understood most of
what the warlord was saying, filling in the rest with hisimagination. "I can
leaveif you want."

"Kalak, you have come avery long way. To find me?' "Yes."

"Why?'

Richius dismounted. Still Karlaz did not turn to face him. "Because | need
to speak with someone," said Richius. "Because | am troubled.”

"And you chose me?"* Thisintrigued the warlord enough so that he turned
his head. There was a curious smile on hisface. "I am not the village
wise-woman. Why me?'

"l am not sure,”" said Richius with a shrug. "Maybe because | have no one
else who would listen. Or understand. | am—"

"Troubled. Yes, so you have said. Come." Karlaz patted the wet ground
next to him. "Sit with me."

Richius grimaced. "In the mud?' Again the warlord beckoned Richius
forward. "l have been watching you, Kalak. Y ou live among us, but you are
not Triin yet. | will teach you something. Come."

Reluctantly, Richius picked hisway over the rocky ground toward Karlaz.
At the warlord'sinsistence he knelt down beside him. Immediately his knees
disappeared with a sucking sound, the water soaking through his trousers to
the skin. "Now what?'

"Shhh," Karlaz directed. "Thiswill cam your mind. But you must be quiet.
You of Nar, you are never quiet enough. Y ou cannot hear the silence." Karlaz
made a cup of his hands again. "Do this," he said. "Y es, that is good. Now . .
" He dipped his hands into the water until his hands filled, watching as



Richius did the same. But when Karlaz dropped the cold water over hisface
and chest, Richius balked.

"Karlaz, | am not very religious. | do not want to pray."

"Shhh," said Karlaz. "Thisis not prayer. No. Thisisfor you, not the Gods.
When we do this thing, we are the center of the world."

It was all cryptic nonsense, but Richius did as the warlord asked, raising his
hands to his face and letting the water slowly dribble out. Not surprisingly, he
felt no different, but he dipped his hands in the water again and repeated the
process three more times along with Karlaz. Richius stole aglance at the lion
rider, whose eyes were closed in contemplation. "What are we doing?' he
whispered. "We are becoming part of the earth," said Karlaz. "Part of the sail,
part of the water. Part of the sky if you look at it. Look at the sky, Kalak.
Keep your eyes open and look."

Richius looked. He poured the water over his face, straining not to blink,
and watched the blueness of the heavens blur in the waterfall. He felt giddy
suddenly and he laughed.

"Good!" Karlaz encouraged. "Y ou see? You are part of the earth now. Part
of nature. Now sing with me."

Again Karlaz began to chant, elbowing Richius to join him. Richiusjoined
in, shyly at first, then stronger as the mood swept him. It was still nonsense,
but he loved it. He loved being part of nature, and he imagined the water
washing him clean, carrying away his sins and his past. He chanted with the
warlord for long minutes, and when Karlaz stopped singing Richius went on
alone, louder until the birds flew from the trees and his song wasn't a chant
suddenly but a pained, cathartic cry. . . .

Richius let al the frustration blow out of him, and when he was done he
opened his eyes and glanced at Karlaz, horrified. The lion-master stared at
him.

“Troubled," murmured Karlaz.

Richius was breathing hard. "Yes. Oh, yes. . ."

He had no other words. He was a prisoner of his memories. Aramoor
flashed before him, perfect and green, and the shattering sight of Sabrina's
head in abox, staring. A gift from Biagio. He had never truly loved her but he
loved her now, and he feared suddenly that she would never be silent, that her
screams would echo endlessly. He brought his hands to his face and covered
his eyes, willing the images away, but they remained, just as they had always
remained.

"Karlaz," he said shakily. "I am alone here. | am like you. A stranger in
Falindar."

The warlord took Richius chinin his hand and pulled him closer. "You are
not alone, Kalak. Hear me? Kaak can never be alone here. Y ou have awife,
and a daughter. | have seen them with you." He smiled, and the expression
was surprisingly gentle. "Kalak is not alone.”



"Dyana," Richius nodded. "Y es, she iswonderful. | love her, but she does
not understand. She does not know what | am going through."

The warlord's grin broadened. " Always men talk about the wife that does
not understand. Triin men are the same. They should listen to their wives
more. The females know more than we think."

Richius nodded, somewhat ruefully. "Yes. But | have tried to speak to her,
and she will not hear me. She does not want to listen to what | have to tell her.
To her, it isjust bad news."

The warlord's eyes narrowed to scrutinize him. "I have been watching you,
Kalak. | have seen you at work, and | have heard the way the others talk about
you. | know that you were married before; that Dyanais not your first wife.
The guards, they talk. They say that you are unhappy here, and that your heart
isfull of vengeance. And you walk alone at night, in the courtyard. | have seen
you."

It was all true, so Richius didn't deny it. Those nighttime walks had been his
only means to exorcise the demons that always came to him in sleep. But
suddenly the warlord's perception made him uneasy. He got up from the
ground, brushing the mud from his knees and wiping his filthy hands on his
trousers. Karlaz looked up at him, but did not rise.

"I have disturbed you," said Richius. "I am sorry. | will go now."

He turned to go, making it halfway to his horse before Karlaz called after
him.

"Now Kalak runs,” said the warlord. "And he still has nho answers."

Richiusturned. "Karlaz, | .. ."

"Yes?'

"Talking about thisis hard for me."

Still Karlaz stared at him. "1f you go, you will only be frustrated. And then
you will tell your wife that you are frustrated, and you will both be angry. Y ou
cameto talk. So talk. I will listen."

It was an odd invitation, but of all the Triin warlords Richius had known,
only Karlaz had seemed like kindred. Perhaps it was why the other warlords
had always shunned him; he was nothing like them at al. Richius lingered
between his horse and the stream, contemplating what to say. He could think
of no tangible reason for coming to Karlaz. He just wanted a companion.
Amazingly, Karlaz seemed to read his mind. The man rose from his knees and
strode over to him.

"Lucyler isagood man,” he said. "l trust him. But he is busy these days
with great matters. The other warlords, they look to him for answers to their
silly feuds. They eat up his time with nonsense. He has no time for you. And
this discourages you."

Richius laughed. Perhaps Karlaz was amagician. "Yes," he admitted. "That

isright, | think. | feel alone here. | am not Triin, and | am out of place. And . .
" He stopped himself, wondering if he should go further. The warlord cocked



his head inquisitively.

"And?'

"I have dreams,” said Richius. "Bad dreams. Of home. Of my first wife,
Sabrina. It isall inside me, in here, crying to get out. | do not belong here.
Since the war with Nar ended, | have done nothing for my people in Aramoor.
They think | have betrayed them, and they are right. Sabrina died because of
me." He looked away, horrified at what he was admitting. "l am cursed,
Karlaz. Everyone who trusts me dies, but | always live. That is my curse—to
live while everyone else dies."

Karlaz's brow wrinkled. "Narens are superstitious. Curses and
portents—they are nonsense. It does you ill to speak so. | know of your wife,
Kaak, the crue thing they did to her. Y our vengeance must be great. It isright
to feel your anger. It iswhat a man should fedl."

"It screams at me, Karlaz. Sometimesitisall | think about. | need to be
doing something for Aramoor, something to avenge what they did to Sabrina.”

"But you have avenged her," said Karlaz. "'l have heard the story of the man
with the metal face, the one called Gayle. Y ou battled and killed him. She is
avenged, Kaak. Y ou cannot slay a man twice."

"Would that | could,” spat Richius. He would love to have that pleasure
again. Often he remembered his sword cutting through Gayl€e's skull and the
look of astonishment on the baron's face. But Blackwood Gayle had only
been a pawn, a puppet on Biagio's strings. Gayle was dead but Biagio lived
on, and had yet to answer for his crimes.

"Thereis another man," Richius explained. "The one who ordered her
death. | know you do not know much about Nar, but thisoneisadevil. Heis
a Naren nobleman. He was the emperor's closest advisor before the old man
died. Hisnameis Biagio."

Karlaz tried to wrap his tongue around the name. "Beeagyo," he managed to
say. "A bad man?"'

"Oh, worse than bad. Evil. Do Triin believe in Hell? Because he isfrom
Hell, | swear it. He ordered my homeland overrun, and he gave it to Talistan to
rule.”

Karlaz folded his arms over his chest. "Where isthis Beeagyo?' he growled.
"In the Empire?"

"I am not sure,”" said Richius with ashrug. "The news | hear from Nar is not
very reliable or recent, but | have heard heisin exile. After the emperor died,
there was chaosin Nar. Biagio had to flee, probably to hisisdland. Thereisa
bishop in power now, a holy man you might call him. Not afriend of Biagio's.
But not afriend of mine, either."” He sighed. "I cannot really explain thisto
you. It is something you have to see to believe, but Nar isrun by evil men.

Not just bad or cruel, but truly evil. Their souls are black, you see? Black like
death. They have to be stopped.”

The warlord looked at him suspiciously. "By you?"



"Maybe," said Richius. "Why not?"
"One man alone against an empire. That sounds like afool's crusade, Kalak.

And you are an outlaw in Nar, yes? Show your face, and you are dead. Y our
wifeiswidowed, your daughter fatherless. That is not being a hero."

"But | would not be alone. | would go with the Lissens. | would join in their
fight."

"The Lissens have left our waters. They do not come to Lucel-Lor
anymore."

"But they might be back. Their commander told me so. He said | could join
themiif | wanted."

"And what did you say?' asked Karlaz, looking like he already knew the
answer.

"l told him that | would help if | was needed. Can you understand that,
Karlaz? Y ou helped the other Triin to fight Nar because they invaded your
land. Y ou were willing to die. Should | not be at least as brave as that?"

"It isdifferent, Kalak."

"Why?" asked Richius hotly. "Why is defending Aramoor any different
from defending your village?'

"It is different,” repeated the warlord firmly, "and | will not argue this with
you." Then he sighed and his face became mournful. "Y ou have much to think
on, Kalak. Y ou should talk to the sky."

For amoment Richius thought that his Triin had failed him. Talk to the sky?
"What does that mean?"

"In Chandakkar, when aman is troubled, he talks to the sky. He goes away
from all others, like | have been doing here. | have had things to think on. |
have been talking to the sky."

And to the mud and water and trees, thought Richiuswryly. "Karlaz, | am
not understanding you. Y ou want me to go away? Leave Falindar?"

"For atime, yes. Talk to the sky. Listen to what it tells you." The big man
poked hisfinger into Richius chest. "Listen to what this tells you. Y our heart,
Kaak. Your heart."

DyanaVantran was barely twenty years old, but she had seen alot in her
brief lifetime. The daughter of wealthy Triin parents, she had been bred as an
aristocrat, had learned the tongue of the Naren Empire, and had been married
to aman who slew her father. She had been arefugee, a prostitute, a symbol
of derision, and the object of more than one man's madness. She had survived
two devastating wars. Yet in al the roles she had played, she was only happy
in her current incarnation—the wife of Richius and the mother of their small
daughter, Shani. She was satisfied in Falindar, and despite her best attempts to
understand her husband's moods, she could not understand why Richius
wasn't.

Dyana remembered empty stomachs, and her bitter past made her grateful
for the bounty of Falindar. No one in the citadel ever hungered—especialy



not Shani—and they were sheltered here from the violent whims of the
warlords. Lucyler had done an admirable job as Falindar's master, and
because of his friendship with Richius, he had made sure they wanted for
nothing. And they enjoyed the respect of the people in the region; Richius was
ahero here. But he never saw it that way, and it irritated Dyana. In the last few
months he had grown distant and moody, his eyes always drifting toward the
sea, where Dyana knew he searched for Lissen ships. He was still a good
father and attentive to their child, but something had changed. She had fallen
in love with a man with boyish charm, and she missed his eagerness, his
innocence. He was somehow diminished. These days, Richius was quiet. He
shared precious little with her, leaving her to wonder what went on in his head.
When they had first married, she could read his expressions easily, but no
longer. He had erected awall around himself that even she couldn't scale.
They made lovein perfect silence.

That night, Dyana was asleep when Richius finally returned to the citadel. It
was very late, and she had gone to bed aone, as had become her custom.
Shani was in anearby room, also slegping. Dyana heard the door to her bed
chamber open. She cracked one eye to glimpse Richius in the threshold,
moving furtively in the moonlight. He peered at her through the darkness,
checking to seeif he had awoken her. Dyanadidn't move. She listened as
Richius stripped off his clothes, then washed quietly from the basin by the
window. After pulling on anightshirt, he very carefully did into bed next to
her.

"I wasworried," said Dyana

There was along pause before she heard Richius sigh.

“I'm sorry," he offered.

"Itislate." She stole a glance out the window. The moon was dim. "Almost
morning. Where have you been?"

"Out. Thinking."

"Thinking? Y ou have been gone all day." When he did not answer she rolled
over to touch his shoulder. He seemed reluctant to face her. "Richius,” she
whispered. "Tell me what iswrong."

"Nothing that you can help, Dyana. Go back to sleep. I'm sorry | woke
you."
"| cannot sleep. Not now." She gave his shoulder ashake. "Please.. . ."

At last herolled over to look at her, hisface grim and exhausted. He stank
of thefields.

"I know you are unhappy here," Dyana said. "I know you want revenge. But
| cannot let you, Richius."

Richius voice was barely awhisper. "Dyana, | love you. And | love Shani.
Y ou're everything to me. So why am | so restless?"

"Bad memories," she said. She stroked his head, hoping to soothe those
burning recollections. "War does thisto a man. It will pass. | know you



cannot believe that now, but it will. Y ou need timeto hed ."

"Every night | think of going back to Nar," he said. "Back to Aramoor. I've
abandoned them al, Dyana. | let them die. And | hear them screaming at me,
accusing me. Even Sabrina."

Sabrina. Dyana glanced away. She had never told Richius how she shared
his guilt over her death, though she had never even met the girl. But he had
abandoned Sabrinaand Nar for her, and for that his wife had been murdered.
Dyana's hand trembled alittle and she pulled it from his brow.

"Sabrinais dead," she said coldly. "Y ou cannot bring her back."

Richius stared at her. "I know that. But there are crimes to answer for.
Someone has to pay."

"Someone is paying, my love," said Dyana. "You."
"Dyana. . ."

"No," snapped Dyana. "Stop and listen to me. Sabrinais dead. And
Aramoor isgone. You live here now, Richius. You live among the Triin
because you cannot go home again. Thisisal thereisfor you." She looked
away. "l am al thereisfor you."

A lumbering guilt assailed her. She had said it. And it had felt good. But
now, in its aftermath, came aterrible silence. Richius was staring at her. She
could fedl his eyes through the blackness. He resented her and she knew it.

"Y ou came back here for me," she said glumly. "But that was your choice,
Richius. | never asked you to. Y ou thought it would make you happy, but
nothing makes you happy. And now you blame me for your misery."

Richius sat up. "l don't," heinsisted. "Don't say that."

"You do. | seeit when you look at me. Y ou want to go off and fight Nar
with the Lissens, but you do not care what will happen to us. And you do not
see the danger, because you are blind with hate. Nar is pulling itself to pieces,
and you want to be part of that."

"Aramoor ismy land, Dyana. I'm the king."

"You are not," said Dyana. "Not anymore. And no matter what you do to
Nar, evenif you kill your Count Biagio, you will never get Aramoor back."
Her shoulders slumped. "Why do you make me be so cruel? Why do | have
to tell you this, when it should be so plain to you?"

Richius bravado melted away. "l just want to do what's right," he said
weakly. "But | don't know what that is."

Dyana shrugged. "Nor do |. But | want you to be whole. | want my husband
back."

Gentle as a breeze, he dlipped an arm around her. Dyana shuddered at the
touch. He put her head down against him and stroked her white hair, and she
was like achild in his embrace, frail and adored. She didn't want him to see
her cry. She wanted to be strong for him.

"The Triin have an expression,” he said. "Talking to the sky. That's what |



haveto do, | think."

"What?'
"I have to talk to the sky. Y ou don't know that expression?"
"Where did you hear that?'

"From Karlaz. He saysit's what Triin men do when they're troubled. They
go off and be with nature for atime. They look for answers."

"In Chandakkar, maybe. | have never heard that before." She pulled herself
free of him. "Isthat what you want to do? Leave Falindar?"

"Yes," hesad.

"Alone?'

"It wouldn't be much good if | weren't alone, Dyana. | need to think. | need
to get away from here for alittle while. | have alot inside | need to sort out. Is
that al right?"’

"l cannot stop you."

Hetried to smile. "You're angry."

"Yes," said Dyana. "You are dwaystelling me what danger | am in, and

now you say you want to leave. What about Biagio? Are you not worried
about him?'

"Lucyler will look after you," said Richius. "And if you do as| say, stay
inside while I'm gone, nothing will happen to you." He gave her animploring
look. "Please, don't fight me on this. Let me go with a clear conscience. I'll be
back to you."

Dyana sighed. She didn't need him to swear it. She knew how much he
loved her and Shani.

"How long will you be gone for?' she asked.

"I don't know. A week or so, | suppose. Not much longer."

"Where will you go?'

"I don't know that either, really. | thought of going to Chandakkar with
Karlaz. He's leaving Falindar soon. But he said | should be aone. . . ." Richius
laughed. "It's probably all some spiritual nonsense. But | want to try. | just
want to—"

"Beadone. Yes, | know." Dyanawent back to him and curled against him. It
was warm in his embrace, wonderfully safe. It always had been. "Go," she
said to him. "Go and talk to the sky. See what it has to say."

"Ah, now you mock me. . . ."

"I do not," she said. "People are very different, Richius. Some find their
way in the company of family. Others need to be alone. Y ou are one of those.
Y ou aways have been, | think."

SIX



The Twin Dukes

L orladidn't know her last name. She didn't know if she had sibli ngs, and she
didn't know who her parents were or why they had given her into the care of
the labs. She had vague memories of them, and that was al. Her mother,
whom she could only recall with the opagque quality of a dream, had been a
short woman and not very attractive. Her father had been stout, with dark hair.
More than that she ssimply couldn't recall, and it bothered her
sometimes—usually when she was feeling lonely, which of late had been
happening to her more and more. On the road to Dragon's Beak, it seemed her
fractured memories were all she had.

An ever-darkening sky had dogged them for days. Dagevn, her tight-lipped
guide, had kept their pace brisk to out-distance the storm, but a cold rain had
fallen on them anyway, and Lorla blew onto her hands often to keep them
from freezing. She had fled Goth with awool cloak and afat pair of mittens,
but they were travelling north and winter was coming. Soon it would be too
cold to go on, and Lorla craved hot food and a warm place to sleep. They
had not bedded in any of the villages they'd passed. She supposed her
mission was too grave to risk being seen by anyone, so she had stayed to the
forests while Daevn bartered for provisions, and together they had camped
each night beneath the starless sky, keeping their fires small so as not to attract
attention. Lorlawastired of the tiny fires. She wanted a blaze.

Trying to keep the wind from her face, Lorla pulled the hood of her cloak
around her mouth and nose. She hated the cold. She had been warned by her
teachers that her body was delicate, and particularly susceptible to the winter.
She wondered if Daevn was not aware of the temperature, or if her strange
body had simply conjured up the frost of its own imagining.

The pony she had named Phantom was warm, and Lorlaclung to it,
crouching low against its neck. Phantom was a good companion, and Lorla
hoped she could keep the beast when they got to Dragon's Beak. In the lab
she had been allowed precious little, but Lokken had been good to her,
treating her like one of his own daughters. But the duke was dead now,
certainly. Duchess Kareena, too. They had heard no news of Goth, not even
in the villages where Daevn had stopped. At least that's what Daevn had
claimed. Lorlas eyes narrowed on Daevn. He had been suspicioudy quiet
since coming from the last village. Lorlathought to question him, then
stopped herself. Daevn had been given orders to escort her, nothing more,
and had made no effort to comfort her or even speak to her. She supposed
thiswas best for her mission.

Whatever her mission was.

| will get to Dragon's Beak and be warm there, she told herself. And the
duke there will take care of me. Lokken said he would.

She wondered if Duke Enli was anything like Lokken, and if Dragon's Beak
was anything like Goth. She had adored Goth. The Walled City had been a



wondrous place to spend a year, like being on holiday. So much better than
the war labs and the atrocious women who had raised her. But it had all been
for a purpose, Lorla knew. She was something very special. In the labs they
were fond of the word destiny. Lorla had destiny, they had told her, and the
memory made the girl sit up straighter in her saddle. Whatever the Master had
planned for her, she would not disappoint him.

Even so, her mind wandered. In Goth there had been other children for
companionship, and though she had been much their elder mentally, she
missed them. She wondered if Dragon's Beak had children. Perhaps a boy her
own age. ..

L orla stopped daydreaming, admonishing herself for the thought. Her own
age. What was that, really? She could count up the years easily enough, but
that didn't seem to make sense, not when she looked down at her stunted
body.

Sop it! she ordered herself. She needed to focus, the way they had taught
her to. The cold was getting to her; they had warned her it might. She
struggled out of her fantasy and blew into her hands. She wanted to stop and
build afire, but it was early in the afternoon and along road awaited them.
Daevn had said they might reach Dragon's Beak by nightfall.

"Hot tea," she murmured. "Hot with honey. And bread." She laughed.
Might as well throw that on the table. She imagined afeast spread out before
her, in adining room of warm wood with afire blazing in a hearth. Lorla
sighed softly, enjoying the game. Despite her years, she still had a child's
Imagination, though she was aware of the awakenings of her mind and body,
at this age where most girls had their blood cycles. Lorlas body was too
underdevel oped to bleed like awoman's, but it had its own curiosities. The
words from the labs came back to her again—she was something very special.

To Lorlasdismay, they did not reach Dragon's Beak that night. The sun
had disappeared behind a swathe of clouds, quickening the arrival of night, so
at dusk they found a place at the roadside to break. Daevn used his hatchet to
clear aplace for them in the brush, then let the horses trample down the tall,
dead grass. Helit afire—abig one, at Lorlas insistence—and made them a
meal of bread and dried sausages, a delicacy he had acquired in the last town.
Because they would soon be in Dragon's Beak, they did not pick at their
rations but instead ate their fill, and Lorla dlept soundly until morning.

A dreadful gale blew from the north as they set out. The sun glowed without
warmth, impossibly pallid on the gray horizon. Lorla clung close to Phantom's
neck, gleaning what comfort she could from the animal. The road soon
became desolate. This far north, winter had already stripped the trees naked
so that they seemed burnt and barren. A little sense of dread grew in Lorla. No
one had told her about Dragon's Beak, but the mystical hame had conjured up
adifferent image in her mind, and she didn't like the reality. L okken had told
her only that Dragon's Beak was very far north and often full of snow, and
that it was shaped like a dragon's long snout protruding into the sea. It was a



single kingdom ruled by two dukes, the twins Enli and Eneas. Each duke had a
castle of their own. Duke Enli's was on the dragon's lower jaw. His brother's
was on the upper. Lorla had pictured fairy-tale spires and stained glass, but
the dreariness around her reminded her more of spider webs and decay.

They rode on for an hour more, until at last Lorla could smell the sea. The
road ahead forked. Daevn stopped his horse. The road was thick with trees
and both directions looked equally unappealing. He looked over his shoulder
a Lorla

"Dragon's Beak," he said.
Lorlagrimaced. "Which way?'

"Either way. We're taking the south fork, to Enli. The north fork leadsto
Eness.”

Lorla had athousand questions. "Do you know Enli, Daevn? What is he
like?'

Daevn was typically unhelpful. "l have never met the duke," he said. "I have
never been to Dragon's Beak."

"It's quiet here," said Lorla. She looked ahead and saw only a canopy of
dead branches closing over the road. "Where is everyone?"

"Smart enough to get in from the cold. Now stop talking so we can do the
same.”

Without waiting for her, Daevn sped his horse down the road. Phantom
kept pace, and soon they were on their way to Enli. The trees grew tall,
reaching high into the sky, a tangled home for wide-eyed mammals and
enormous, black-feathered grackles. Lorla stared skyward, marveling at the
maze of branches above her head. The wind had abated some, slowed by the
thickness of trees, and brown leaves tumbled toward them, dry and dead and
held aloft by the breeze's breath. The air was brackish, moist with sea water.
Lorlalicked her lips and tasted salt. When the canopy thinned to reveal the
sky, she saw agreat blanket of storm clouds waiting.

"Daevn?' she asked nervoudly. "How far are we from the castle?"
Daevn shrugged. "Dunno.”
"It's going to rain. Hard."

A moment later the sky exploded with rain. The road quickly filled with
water, turning to mud beneath the horses' hooves. Lorla peered through the
downpour for Daevn.

"Comeon," he shouted. "It can't be much farther."

L orla shivered beneath her garments, already soaked through. The fingersin
her mittens had turned to icicles. Phantom moved sure-footed through the
storm, following Daevn's horse. A flash of lightning cracked the sky, followed
by arumbling detonation of thunder. Lorla closed her eyes and wished the
storm away, but only got another bolt of lightning for her troubles. She hurried
Phantom to Daevn's side.

"Should we stop?* she asked.



The big man shook his head. "It won't last." He glanced at her through the
rain and smiled. "Don't worry. It's only thunder."

“I'm not afraid,” she lied, not wanting him to think her acoward. "I'm just
wet. And cold, and tired of thisride. Find the castle, Daevn."

Daevn bowed sarcastically at her. "Oh, yes, my lady. What do you think I'm
trying to do?"

They rode on in silence, dloshing down the narrow lane, until at last the rain
slackened.

"There," Daevn declared. "Look."

Lorlafollowed Daevn's finger toward the horizon. Atop a hill and shrouded
in mist was a castle of red stone. Lorla peered through therain. It was tall and
dark and it frightened her, and she knew from her melancholy feeling that the
dismal sight was Enli's home. The Duke of Dragon's Beak did not dwell in the
fairytale house she had imagined, but rather in adreary nightmare of cold brick
and dark windows, a single, monoalithic tower jutting from the earth. Even
against the beauty of the seait was acruel vision, asif it meant to mock the
ocean with its own vast ugliness. Lorlabit her lower lip, then noticed the flag
flying atop the castle.

"Daevn, look. He fliesthe Light of God. Do you see?!

Daevn was circumspect. "l seeit," he said. Clearly he had expected the
Black Flag to be waving in Dragon’'s Beak. "But | trust L okken even now, girl.
If thisis where he wants you, then it's no mistake."

n But_ll

"Trust him, Lorla," he said. Then he laughed and added, "Y ou'll be warm
again soon. And tonight | might seep with areal woman!"

Theinsult struck Lorlalikeanicy dap. A real woman? What did that mean?
She scowled at the soldier but he seemed not to take her meaning. Instead
Daevn rode off, his horse trotting through the mud toward the castle on the
hill. When he noticed Lorlawasn't following, he turned around and waved to
her.

"Coming? Or do you want to drown out here?"

"Drown," she mumbled. Suddenly anything seemed better than the castle.
But she was frozen and exhausted, and that made her snap the reins. Phantom
jumped forward at her command. The little pony seemed as eager as Daevn to
be out of the damp. The road widened some as they approached, and they
passed by small houses and storefronts, all quiet and shuttered. A few candles
burned dimly in the windows. Lorlafelt invisible eyes staring at her, but each
time she turned to face them they had vanished.

When they reached the hill, she noticed the pine trees lining the roadway,
great guardians that loomed over them and cast crooked shadows in the feeble
light. Beneath them the gray gravel of the path crunched under the steady
pressure of horses hooves, and the rain was cold and steady. Lorla glimpsed
the castle gates through the mist. They were high up on the hill now, with the



fitful ocean far below. Two sentries stood at the entrance, their bodies
encased in ugly black armor, their faces hidden behind reptilian helmets. In
their fists were bladed halberds. Lorlalooked up at the towering castle. There
was adistinct list to the structure, asif it were waiting to topple. Gargoyles
perched on the high ledges, spouting rain water, and a bloom of rubbery
lichens grew from the mortar, turning the red brick yellow. Theriveted
wooden gates were closed up tight. Both guardians fixed their stern gazes at
the riders. Daevn rode forward, his hand raised in friendship.

"We are from Goth," he called to the men. "I am Daevn of the Walled City,
here to see your duke.”

The sentries nodded. "Dismount,” one of them ordered. He stepped
forward while his brother opened the gate. Daevn got down from his horse,
bidding Lorlato do the same. The guardian took the reins of his mount and
stared at Lorla, who wasn't sure yet if she trusted him.

"Comeon, Lorla," urged Daevn. "Get down so we can go inside.”

L orla got down from Phantom's back and handed the pony over to the
armored man, who looked at her questioningly. She hurried to Daevn's side.
The other guardian had opened the gates, |etting loose a flood of orange
torchlight. It was al the encouragement Lorla needed. She entered and found
herself in a huge chamber of gray stone, where armored men strutted with
sidearms and laughed amongst themselves. A few women moved through the
halls in the distance. When they noticed Lorlathey paused to regard her,
apparently struck to have achild in their midst.

"Wait here," ordered the guardian. "I will tell Duke Enli you've arrived.”

"He's expecting us, | think," said Daevn. He looked around the vast
chamber. "We could use a place to sit and rest."

"The duke will be down quickly, I'm sure," said the soldier. "He'll seeto
your needs himself. Just wait here."

Daevn and Lorlawatched the soldier go, stung by his gruffness but grateful
to be out of the rain. Lorlagravitated toward one of the giant torches on the
wall, reaching high to warm her hands. She pulled off her drenched mittens
and massaged her fingers. Her joints were stiff, her fingertips blue. She felt
cold water drip from her hair and trickle down her neck, and hoped that the
duke could get her fresh clothes. She dlid her soiled cloak off her small
shoulders and felt its surprising, water-logged weight. Daevn was nearby,
talking to the soldiers. They were peculiar-looking men, she decided, but she
liked their fancy helmets. Forged into the likenesses of dragon heads, each
bore engravings like scales and two obsidian gems for eyes. Their armor was
spiked and black, like the legionnaires of Nar, but bulkier and more noisy.

L orlawatched them clank around, fascinated by the sound.

"Lorla?

L orlajumped when she heard her name. Coming down the hallway was a
tall, thin man with dirty hair and awide smile. He wasn't dressed like a soldier
but instead wore a warm cape of wolf's fur around his shoulders. He headed



toward her, one hand outstretched. Daevn stepped between them.
"Areyou the duke?' he asked rudely.

The man grinned at Daevn but did not answer. He craned to ook over
Daevn's shoulder at Lorla. "Lorla, yes?' he asked. "How are you, child?'

"Fine, sir,” said Lorla. She looked him up and down. He had a nice face.
Daevn cleared his throat noisily. The man regarded him.

"Y es, the bodyguard. Welcome, both of you."
"The name's Daevn," said Daevn coldly. "From Goth. Are you Duke Enli?"

"No, I'm not," said the man. "My name is Faren. I'm one of the duke's
servants. |'ve come to collect you both. The dukeis very pleased you're here.
He would like to see you both at once."

"Can we have something to drink?" asked L orla anxioudly. "Some hot tea?"
"What are all the soldiersfor?' asked Daevn. "ls there some trouble?"

Faren walked past Daevn, ignoring him. He bent down to one knee to be at
Lorlaslevel. "Teawe have aplenty, dear Lorla. And fresh milk, too. | can
have the maids bring you some if you want."

Lorlatried not to cringe. Milk was for babies. "Just the tea, please," she
said. "If you don't mind."

"Whatever you want," said Faren. His smile was impossibly broad. "Come.
Let's get you out of those wet things and into something warm." He put out
his hand for Lorla. When she didn't take it, his smile dimmed.

"Where is the duke?' asked Daevn.
"l will take you to him. Thisway, please.”

L orla shot Daevn a questioning glance, but the big man only shrugged. They
followed Faren out of the great chamber, past kitchens filled with fine odors.
Another grand hall greeted them, this one with many doors of dull oak. One of
the doors was open. Through the entrance L orla saw the dancing shadows of
aburning fire. The smell of crackling alder drew her forward. Faren stopped
at the threshold, bidding Lorlato enter.

"Thisisthe duke's sitting room. Please go in. The duke will be joining you
very soon."

Lorlawalked inside, drawn like an insect to the blazing hearth. It wasthe
most comfortable room she'd ever seen, with bookcases full of manuscripts
and big, cushy chairs of worn leather. The room smelled of age and expensive
tobacco. On one of the small tables a pipe rested, its bowl full of ashes. But
the most dominant feature of all was the portrait over the hearth, a huge ail
painting of two young men, each the mirror image of the other. They were on
horseback, both dressed in resplendent armor, their heads naked and their
swords dangling at their sides. It was a magnificent painting.

"Wait here please, Lorla," said Faren. "The duke will be here shortly.

Meanwhile I'll have amaid bring you that tea you wanted, and some biscuits,
eh?'



"Thank you," said Lorla.
"I'd like some teatoo," said Daevn sourly. "If it's not too much trouble."

Faren said, "Actually, Sir Daevn, the duke would like to speak to you alone
first. If you would follow me, please?'

"Daevn?' asked Lorla, alarmed.

“It'sdll right, girl," said Daevn. "Stay here; I'll be back with the duke. Enjoy
your tea and biscuits." Daevn looked at Faren. "Y ou got some clothes for the
girl? She's soaked to the bone."

"Of course," said Faren. "Lorla, make yourself at home. I'll get you some
dry clothes."

Lorlasaid a soft good-bye, then turned her attention to the marvelous room.
There were trinkets on the tables, some old rings with clouded gems, and
dozens of dusty books, enough to occupy a hundred years. Lorlaloved to
read. She had gone through all the books and manuscripts in the labs—at |east
the ones she had been allowed to read—and she had devoured L okken's
library. She wondered if Duke Enli would let her read his books, or if he'd be
stingy and keep them to himself. On one of the large chairs she found a small
scarlet blanket. When she touched it the fabric sang of warmth. It was supple,
like the leather of the chair, and Lorla put it to her face, burying her nose and
sniffing it. The blanket held all the perfumes of the room. Shivering, Lorla
stripped off her drenched clothes and dropped them to the floor. Quickly she
jumped into the chair, and her small body seemed to vanish in its embrace.
The leather cushion creaked as she sank into it. She covered herself with the
blanket and surveyed the room from her new vantage. Once again the painting
over the hearth seized her attention. Lorla stared at it for along time. She liked
the horses, but she wasn't sure about the men.

Soon amaid arrived and set down ateakettle on the table next to Lorla.
Noticing the pile of wet clothes on the floor, the woman assured Lorla she
would bring some dry garments. Cheerily she poured Lorla a cup of teaand
placed it in her small hands, then waved a plate of sweet-smelling biscuits
beneath her nose. Lorla chose the biggest one and put it in her mouth, holding
it between her teeth as she warmed her hands on the teacup. The maid left
with asmile, leaving Lorlaonce again to puzzle over the portrait. She was
getting warm quickly, and it felt good. A drowsy mood fell over her, making
her eyelids droop. She watched the portrait as her eyesfell closed. . . .

"You like that picture?' boomed avoice.

L orla snapped awake, so suddenly the cup in her hands jostled tea over the
rim. She looked down at the stained blanket sheepishly, then up at the manin
the threshold. It wasn't Faren, but a much broader man, big through the
shoulders, with jet hair and a shiny black beard. He had a stern face and eyes
that smoldered when he stared. Now he stared at Lorla

"I'm sorry," Lorlaoffered. She set down the cup and jumped out of the
chair, keeping the blanket wrapped about her naked body. Suddenly she was
embarrassed. "l ruined the blanket."



"It's just a blanket,” said the man. He stepped into the chamber and closed
the door behind him. All at once a strange silence enveloped them. Lorla
Inspected the man.

"Who are you?' she asked.

"I am Duke Enli, Master of Red Tower." He tried to smile but managed only
acrooked grin. "Your host. For now."

Duke Enli came closer, looking over Lorla. His beard glowed in the hearth's
orange light and the many rings on hisfingers twinkled. Like Faren, he wore a
cape to shield him from the cold, along garment trimmed in crimson and
fastened around his throat with a golden broach—a shiny, fanged dragon's
head. The duke had big hands that he spread toward Lorlain welcome.

"Little Lorla," he said. "I'm glad you made it safely. |'ve been waiting for
you. And this weather had me concerned."

Lorlanodded. "It was cold."

"Cold?' laughed the duke. "Thisis not cold, girl. To me, thisislike
summer. But yes, you look wretched. Faren has ordered clothes for you, and
there'sawarm bed waiting."

"Thank you, sir."

The duke looked down at her, his eyes glinting with curiosity. "How old are
you?' he asked. "Seven? Eight?’

"Almost sixteen," said Lorlaindignantly. The duke's eyes widened.

"Sixteen? God almighty, you don't look a day over eight. | swear, not a
day." He dropped down to inspect her more closely, running one of his big
fingers over her cheek as if she were ahouse pet. "Remarkable," he chuckled.
"Truly remarkable."

"Duke Enli, whereis Daevn?' asked Lorla.

"Ah, well . .." Enli retracted hisfinger and attempted another smile. "Daevn
Isresting now, Lorla. | actually wanted to speak to you alone."

"Alone? But Faren said—"

"I know," interrupted the duke. He gestured toward the chair. " Sit down,
Lorla"

Lorladid as the duke asked, keeping a cautious eye on him. He was quiet
for along time, contemplative, and sighed as he took his pipe from the table.
He stuck it between histeeth and took a seat in one of the other chairs. As he
chewed on his pipe he watched her, fascinated. Lorla could read his
incredulity.

Something special, shetold herself.

"I don't want you to worry about Daevn," said Enli finally. "He brought you
here, and for that I'm grateful. But his business is done; I'll be sending him
away."

Lorlagrimaced. "Duke Enli, I'm not sure | trust you."

Enli laughed. "Great God, you don't talk like an eight-year-old, do you?



Y ou're as suspicious as your master." He took the pipe out of his mouth and
pointed it at her. "I see now why Biagio wants you. Y ou're a beauty, aren't
you? And smart."

"Thank you," replied Lorladryly. She wasn't sure it was a compliment.

"What about your eyes? Why aren't they blue?"

"I don't know," said Lorla. "Should they be?"

"How much do you know about yourself, girl? How much have they told
you?'

The question vexed Lorla. She didn't really have memories, just fractured
bits. Ghosts mostly, and feelings.

"l am sixteen and | look eight,” she said. "l get cold even when it'swarm. |
remember Duke Lokken perfectly. | liked it in Goth. More than that, | can't
speak of. The labs were a secret place.”

Enli's smile was evil. "Oh, yes. |'ve heard about Bovadin's war labs. And
your parents? What were they like?"

"I don't know. | don't remember. Is thisimportant?’

"No, | don't supposeitis,” said Enli. "What isimportant is what you and |
are about to do, little Lorla. What we're going to do will shape the destiny of
the Empire forever." He leaned forward in his chair and his voice dipped to a
conspiratorial whisper. "How does that make you feel ?"

"All right," replied Lorla. She didn't feel anything, and wondered why. She
wanted to please the Master. That was all. "I'm here to do the Master's
bidding," she said. "l was told you would help me. Y ou will explain it to me,
won't you?"

"Oh, yes," said the duke. "Tell me something, Lorla. Have you ever met
Biagio?'

"No, sir."

"And yet heis your master? Y ou don't doubt that?"

"No, sir," said Lorla, surprised by the question. "He is the Master."

"Yes," Enli sighed. "Of course." He seemed to withdraw into himself.
"You're perfect,” he murmured. "Purely perfect . . ."

"Duke Enli, will I be able to read these books? | mean, may | ?"

"If you wish," said Enli. "Y ou will be staying here for alittle while. You
should make yourself at home. | have things to do before | take you to Nar."

"Nar? I'm going to Nar?'

"Not right away. There are things | need to work out first. It will be afew
weeks yet. But yes, you will be going to Nar with me."

Lorlaleaned back in her chair, astounded at the news. She hadn't seen the
Black City in over ayear, not since leaving the lab to go live with Lokken. And
she had never actually experienced Nar. There had been few windowsin the

labs. Windows were for the older people, the workers. Lorla's mind raced.
What great things did the Master want from her?



"l haven't been to Nar in along time," she said dreamily. "Not since going
to Gath. | will likethis."

Duke Enli scowled. "It will be difficult, Lorla. What Biagio wants of you is
no trifle. Y ou must be absolutely dedicated. Do you understand that?"

"Of course| do," Lorlashot back. "I know what | am, Duke Enli. I'm
something very specia.”

"You certainly are,” said Enli. "l saw you looking at the painting when |
came in. Do you know who those two men are?"

"Yes," replied Lorla. She looked again at the portrait, searching for a
resemblance. "Which oneisyou?"

"On the left. Not that it really matters. My brother is still my perfect twin,
eventoday." Enli'slips twisted in disgust as he examined the portrait. "Eneas
has a scar on his cheek. Look closely, you'll seeit. That's the only difference
between us. That and the Renaissance."

"Y our brother livesin a castle too; that's what Duke Lokken told me. Isit
red, like this one?'

"No," said Enli. "Eneas livesin the Gray Tower, just across the channel.
Y ou can see it from some of the other rooms. We rule the forks of Dragon's
Beak separately. We always have, redly, even when Arkuswas alive." The
duke looked at Lorla sharply. "Y ou know who Arkusis, don't you?"

It was asilly question. Lorlacleared her throat dramatically. "Arkus of Nar,
Arkusthe Great. Arkus, founder of the Black Renaissance. The Beast of
Goss, the Plague of Criisia. The Conqueror—"

"All right," Enli barked, putting his handsto hisears. "I meant no insult, girl.
Just wondering who—or what—I'm dealing with in you. But you must get a
lot of that, en? People underestimating you?"

"| suppose,” said Lorla. "I'm not what | seem." She looked again at the
painting. "How old are you there, you and your brother?”

"Twenty," said Enli. "l remember because our mother had that picture
commissioned for her birthday. She wanted something of us together." The
duke sighed. "We didn't hate each other then."

"Y ou hate your brother?' asked Lorla. "Really?"

"Hell, yes," said Enli. "For agirl who knows so much you astound me with
ignorance. Everyone in Nar knows about the twin dukes of Dragon's Beak."

Lorlafrowned. "I don't."

"WEéll, I'm not going to explain it to you. It's a private matter, and it has no
bearing on your mission with Herrith." Enli stopped himself. "Herrith, the
bishop. Y ou know of him, don't you?"

L orla nodded. "The bishop is why the Master sent me to Goth," she
answered. "When Emperor Arkus died, | had to flee the labs. The Master sent
me to Duke L okken for protection. But he flew the flag of old Nar and was
killed." Lorlaregarded Enli sharply. "He didn't fly the Light of God. Like you
do."



"The Light of God is an abomination," said the duke. "And | don't fly it out
of loyalty. It isall part of something greater, Lorla."

"What?"'

"I will tell you. Soon. And you will have your revenge against the bishop for
chasing you from Nar. Y ou more than any of uswill have ahand in Herrith's
comeuppance. Believe what | tell you and do as | say, and you will make your

master very proud. But you have to be patient, all right? | have business with
my brother first."

"Y our brother?"' Lorla asked, puzzled. "But Duke Lokken said you would
help me. Y our business with your brother; will it interfere with the Master's
plans forme?"

"Not even awee bit," the duke assured her. "For you see, the plans are
really one and the same." Enli got out of his chair and went over to Lorla
Kneeling down beside her, he took her hand and looked into her eyes. "Lorla,
you have to trust me. What we're going to do together will be the marvel of
the Empire. And when your master returnsto Nar, we will both be rewarded.
The Master might make you a queen! Would you like that, Lorla?’

He wastaking to her like alittle child, and it irked her. Still, she rolled the
idea over in her mind. Being a queen might be wonderful. Maybe it would
make her desirable to men, even. And maybe she could have afamily of her
own.

"A gueen,” shesighed. "Yes, if the Master lets me, | would like that."

Enli squeezed her hand and smiled. "Then you shall haveit, little Lorla. You
and |, we snall take back the Empire for Biagio. You and | will resurrect the
Black Renaissance, and not even Herrith's foul God will stop us."

Daevn waited in the castl€'s library for nearly an hour, assured by Faren that
the duke was "on hisway." He rested on one of the library's soft chairs and
enjoyed ameal of hot soup and freshly baked bread, and flirted with the maid
who had brought it. His request for dry clothes went unheeded, although he
was assured by Faren that the maids were trying to find him something
suitable. To Daevn, suitable would have been anything dry. It didn't even have
to be clean. But they had set afire for him in the library and that felt good, and
he gorged himself on the soup and bread while he waited for Enli.

After amost an hour had passed, Faren came back into the chamber. The
man spread his hands apologetically. "I'm so sorry," he offered. "But Duke
Enli isfeeling very poorly tonight. A bad fish from the kitchen, perhaps. He
won't be able to see you now. In the morning maybe."

Daevn dropped his spoon into the empty soup bowl. "Where's Lorla?"

"| assure you the girl isunharmed,” said the ever-smiling man. "She has
been given aroom of her own. | think she's already asleep. I've made
arrangements for you to have a room next to hers. Y ou can see her if you
like."

Daevn picked up what was left of the bread and got to his feet. “Show her



to me," he said, trying and failing to sound polite. It wouldn't do to upset his
hosts too much. With Goth destroyed, he had nowhere else to go. "And
Faren, those clothes?"

"Waiting for you in your bedchamber," said Faren. He stood aside and
gestured toward the threshold. "If you caretogo . . .?"

"Now, yes," said Daevn. He walked past the servant toward the door, and
was almost out of the room when he felt the sharp tug at his throat. Daevn's
hands shot to his neck. He was being dragged backward. A wire, or arope. .
. Faren was grunting, pulling him off hisfeet. Daevn tried to scream and
couldn't. His throat muscles strained, gasping, but the wire was there, cutting
into his flesh, making the smallest gulp of air impossible. He fought to dig his
fingers under the garrote, but Faren was thrashing like a shark, dragging and
pulling, making the wire dig deeper until it cut the flesh.

"You're astrong one, en?' growled Faren. "Like reeling in abig fish!"
Daevn gulped for breath. Faren pulled harder still. Daevn's knees buckled.
"No one must ever know this thing we do!"

Daevn heard the words without understanding.

And then there was oblivion. He felt the distant sensation of the wire dicing
his windpipe. Remarkably, it was hardly painful at all. . . .

SEVEN
The Prince of Liss

On the oceans of Nar, the days were short and the nights were long. Here in
the north of the world, autumn had all but perished, and the white caps on the
water grew taller as winter crawled closer. The Black Empire, that vast and
criminal place, spread out in an endless sprawl on the horizon, but for the
sailors of Lissthe sight of so much land was far from comforting. They had
put to sea months ago, leaving behind the ruins of their homeland and their
sad wives, and had only their bright memories to comfort them in the cold
quarters of the schooners. It was a bold and heartless mission, and many of
them, barely boys, were untested. But battle was making men of them.

Fleet Commander Prakna had a single porthole in his cabin. It was a
cramped room in the forecastle, and the round pane of glass was hardly the
size of his head. But for Prakna, the porthole was alooking glass into another
world. On quiet nights like this, when the lateness of the hour had hushed the
sailors on deck, Praknawould stare out his window at the hazy glow of Nar,
and wonder about its inhabitants. After ten years of war, he still found his
enemies inscrutable. He would lose himself in the sight, lulled by the constant
rocking of his ship, and recall his memories. And sometimes he would dream;
of food and fresh fruit, of the warmth of the Hundred Isles, of the friendship



of hiswife and their lost lovemaking.

Prakna was weary. Like pirates he and his fleet patrolled the coasts of Nar, a
great wolf-pack sharpening their teeth on imperia shipping. Prakna had been
making good on his pledge to bring his enemy to its knees. Without the Black
Fleet to protect them, the shores of Nar were hisfor the raiding. But only the
shores, for the land was still dominated by Nar's army. In time, Prakna hoped,
the strife inside the Empire would crack it in two, but until then they would sail
the Naren waters and take what they wished, and make the Narens pay for
what they had done.

Tonight was like any other for the fleet commander. His ship, the Prince of
Liss, drifted lazily over the ocean. Histiny cabin was cold. A single candle
burned in a hurricane glass on his desk. Above his head, the shallow ceiling
creaked with the slow motion of the vessel, and a salty spray had opaqued his
window. The blankets on Prakna's bunk were disheveled, the symptoms of
another restless night, and Prakna sat at his desk, his pale facelit by
candlelight, waiting for another dawn. A sheet of yellow paper lay on the desk
in front of him. Prakna stared at it. Quite possibly, the letter would never reach
its intended recipient. Y et Prakna had written it anyway. When he wrote, it was
like she was here with him. He looked it over, then dipped his pen in theink
well to continue,

| will come back when | can. The Narens are not so strong without their
navy, and | don't believe the Black Fleet will abandon them forever. Nar is
still their home. And | know the pull of home, my love. When we have lured
the fleet away from Crote, | will come back.

Prakna frowned at the last line. Bold promise. But one he wanted
desperately to keep. Jlari would be needing him. Since the deaths of their
sons, she had become like a ghost. He thought of writing about the Narens
he'd killed, the vengeance he had taken, but then thought better of it. Jlari
didn't like war. She had begged him to stay home. But he was the fleet
commander, and there was no way the armada could sail without him. So he
had |eft her. Long months ago.

When | return | will have gifts for you. | have a ring and other jewelry I've
taken from the Naren women. You should see the women here, my love. They
are not at all like the fine-boned girls of Liss. They are all big here and
hard. The sight of them makes me miss you even more. And when they see
us, they are horrified. They wonder why their navy won't protect them, and
they scream at the sight of our ships.

Prakna loved their screams. He loved the terror the sight of his armada
engendered in the Narens.

We have taken few losses. We are strong, so do not worry about me.

A lie, but Praknawrote it anyway. Each time they raided atown their
numbers diminished. They were not soldiers, his men of Liss. They were
sailors. It was why they needed Vantran.

My love, | missyou. | miss our sons. If you knew the truth of my heart, you



would not wonder why | do this thing. Men are different from the wives they
leave behind, and | cannot help this vengeance that moves me. Tell the
women of this ship's crew that their husbands do not fight for themselves,
but for the honor of Liss.

Lissthe raped. That's what they were calling his homeland now. The
Hundred Isles had been ravaged by the Narens and their decade-long
blockade, but she had never surrendered or lost her honor. She had stared
down the dragon of Nar, defying the Black Empire and its voracious ruler,
Arkus. For ten years Liss had hung on, alone, while the rest of the world
watched the butchery, too afraid to challenge their imperial masters. Except
for the Triin of Lucel-Lor, only Liss had out-lived Arkus. And now that Arkus
was dead and his Empire in chaos, Liss was ready to rise from its ashes.

Sweet wife, | hope you're sleeping well tonight. | hopeit'swarmin Liss
and that the morning sun will be fair. And remember my promise. You will
see me again.

Hesigned it very simply, Prakna.

The fleet commander stared at hiswriting, returning the pen to the ink well.
Thisletter would join the othersin his drawer until a ship could be spared to
return to Liss. That was happening less frequently now. They were very far
north, and Prakna wanted them well prepared for the Black Fleet's return. For
months they had been raiding the Naren coasts, hoping to lure Nicabar's
dreadnoughts out of Crote's harbors. They had made some impressive gains,
sunk over thirty merchant vessels. Eventually, Prakna knew, Nicabar would
have to respond. He had never met the admiral but he knew hismind. He
knew the captain of the Fearless could never live with such disgrace.

"We will take Crote," he whispered. "Wewill . . ."

It was the perfect base, ideally situated to attack the Black City. If they
could take it, they could turn the tide of the war forever. But first they had to
lure away the Fearless.

Prakna pushed the letter aside and |eaned back in his chair. The Fearless.
His one great nemesis. Not even the Prince of Liss was a match for that
marvel. The flagship of the Black Fleet was like nothing he had ever seen—a
floating fortress, indomitable. Unsinkable, they said. Prakna wondered.
Nicabar and his ship had been the bane of the Lissen navy. A secret weapon
meant to destroy them, the Fearless had been the cornerstone of the Naren
blockade. She was slower than her sister dreadnoughts, but that was like
saying amountain was slow. She had a hull of spiked steel and twin
long-range flame cannons, and she had sunk every schooner sent against her.

Likethe Fire Bird.

Off theisland of Meer, the Fire Bird had met the Fearless. A lucky shot
from a cannon and she had burned, sinking in minutes. Some of the crew had
made it to shore. But the waters of Meer were warm, good for sharks. Prakna
closed his eyes. He had never wanted both his sons to serve on the same
vessel. The news had come to him aweek later. Jlari had been aghost ever



since. Silent. She and Prakna didn't make love anymore. To her, it seemed a
waste. She was too old to bear him more sons. And Prakna had changed, too.
The death of his boys had murdered his conscience, and he knew it. So he
had been the one to whisper vengeful musingsin the ear of his queen. He had
rebuilt the navy and formed the armada. And when the word came to sail, he
had been eager. There was nothing left for Prakna now but the honor of Liss.

Bleary-eyed with fatigue, Praknalaid his head down on the desk. He felt the
rhythmic swaying of the vessal through the rafters, heard the hard slap of
water againgt the hull asthe Prince of Liss cut through the waves. His eyelids
drooped as sleep took him. He hoped he wouldn't dream. . . .

A knock at the cabin door awakened him. Prakna's eyes slowly opened. Not
more than an hour could have passed. The room remained dark. The candle
still burned in its protective glass.

"Yes?' he said wearily.

The little door creaked open and Marus peered inside. Prakna'sfirst officer
smiled apologetically when he noticed his commander's head on the desk.
"Prakna?’

The commander lifted his head and waved hisfriend inside. "Comein,
Marus," he croaked. "I wasn't sleeping.”

"You were," Marus corrected. "I'm sorry to disturb you."

"What isit?'

"A ship. Twenty degrees off port, running parallel to us."

"What kind of ship?'

"Too far to tell," said the officer. "But | thought you should know."

It was standard practice with Marus, and Prakna appreciated it. Marus was
afine officer—the kind of man a captain needed at his side. They had served
together for years, and had known each other since their teens. When the time
had come to pilot the Prince, Marus had been Prakna's first choice. And there
was more to their kinship than just time. Marus had lost a boy, too.

"Go topside and wait for me," said Prakna. He looked around the room for
his boots. "I'll be up."”

Marus left the room and closed the door. Prakna located his boots beneath
his bunk and dlipped them on his feet. Outside the window he saw only
darkness, but he knew that dawn was on their heels. He wondered what the
light would bring. Another Naren ship. Merchant, amost certainly. Their
course was bringing them near Doriaagain, a main seaport of the Empire.
They had aready raided Doria once, and the success of the campaign had
sent a shockwave through the local shipping concerns. Prakna had ordered his
patrol to keep near the city, waiting for the inevitable return of the merchant
vessels. The fleet commander smiled to himself, pleased with histactic.

He pulled on his coat, blew into the hurricane glass to extinguish the candle,
and left his chamber. Out in the empty gangway he found the little ladder
leading above deck. He ran up the ladder and pushed open the hatch, then



stepped out onto the forecastle. A biting wind struck his face. Around him,
the ocean roared. On the forecastle deck he located Marus. With him were
two crewmen, both ensigns, both staring out into the darkness. Marus had a
spyglass pressed to one eye. A single oil lantern flickered in the breeze. The
Prince of Liss pitched violently as a swale dammed against her hull. Prakna
joined the group, squinting as he scanned the distance portside. Asthe Prince
rose on awave, he glimpsed something far away. Cabin lights, he guessed.
Marus handed him the spyglass.

"Too dark to see much," said the officer. "Not a warship, though. No
escorts. She sails alone.”

Prakna brought up the spyglass. The horizon was black and it took a
moment to spot the vessel, but he caught a hazy glimmer. Big. Slow. But not a
warship. Prakna's heart sank a notch. He hadn't really expected to see her
here, but he was disappointed anyway. He collapsed the spyglass and handed
it back to Marus.

"Signal the other ships,” he said. "WEe'll pursue until it'slight. Then we'll see
what we're dealing with."

"Aye, dir," replied Marus, who immediately started barking orders to the
men. The deck snapped alive with activity. Amidships the seamen cranked
leversto trim the sails, while signalmen flashed messages with flags to the
other vessals of the patrol. The Prince of Liss lurched to port as the pilot spun
the wheel, turning the rudder in pursuit. She wasin the lead, with a dozen of
her wolf pups following. Prakna glanced to starboard. The first slivers of
sunlight struggled over the horizon, lighting the Naren Empire. He had charted
a course back to Doria, and he could see the landscape of the Dorian
territories, infinitesmally small in the distance. To port was the blackness of
the ocean, endless and deep. They were tacking north by northwest, into the
wind. The heading had slowed them, but Prakna knew his schooner could run
down whatever was out there. Nothing in the Black Fleet could outrun his
schooners. During their long war with Liss the Narens had tested countless
ship designs, yet still their vaunted war labs had been unable to develop a
fast-enough keel. It was the one tactical advantage the Lissen navy had over
their well-armed adversaries.

The Prince of Liss and the rest of her patrol pursued the unknown vessel
for another hour, until the light grew. Prakna and his officers stood on the
forecastle deck at the ship's prow, leaning over the railings as the sun
illuminated their prey. The fleet commander had his eye fixed to the spyglass
again. He could see the vessdl clearly now. She was a big bastard, with wide
mastheads and her sailsfull of air as she tacked to catch the wind. From her
center mast flew the flag of Nar, the new one called the Light of God. Benesath
that was the triangular standard of Doria, ayellow field bearing a single sword.
Clearly, this was no warship. Amidships she was fat and multidecked, with
huge cargo holds. Prakna closed the spyglass and made his deduction.

"Slaver," he said distastefully. "Probably sailing out of Bisenna."



Marus nodded. " Slaves. Poor wretches. Should we break off pursuit?'
"Pursue and overtake."

"Sir?

"Those are my orders, Marus."

"Yes, sir. The Vindicator and the Gray Lady are closest."

"Have them approach port and starboard. We'll lead.”

"Aye, sir," said Marus, then went off to carry out his commander's orders.

Prakna held tight to the rails asthe Prince of Liss leapt forward, its
razor-shaped keel dlicing through the ocean. The Vindicator and Gray Lady
broke free of the patrol and joined her, their steel-covered prows ready to
ram. The fat slaver ship had obviously seen them and was maneuvering
sloppily to evade. Marus shouted orders at the crew as the Prince ran
headlong after the fleeing vessel. The sea-serpent flags of Lisstore at the
masts as the schooners devoured the ocean. Sailors ran about the deck,
drenched in spray, pulling ropes and trimming sails. The Prince's massive
spritsail groaned and swelled with air. Off the port bow the Vindicator lurched
ahead, while her smaller cousin, the Gray Lady, churned up the waves.

"They see us," Prakna shouted to Marus.
Marus looked distressed. "Aye, sir. That they do."

"No sentiment, Marus," Prakna called back. "They're not just
daves—they're Narens!"

It wasn't adlaver ship that Prakna desired, but for atime it would dake his
lust. Even now, with the Empire wasting, Nar still dealt in daves. It sickened
Prakna. All Narens sickened him. In the conquered land of Bisenna, the Naren
nobles harvested slaves like grain. Prakna had heard the tales. Some of his
own countrymen had been endaved, taken away to the Black City to toil in the
filthy foundries of the war labs. To Prakna, it was a fate worse than death.

The Prince of Liss maneuvered closer to the fleeing slaver. Prakna could see
the men on her deck now, wide-eyed with fear at the sight of the marauders.
To the slaver's port side the Vindicator was narrowing the gap, its steel prow
ready to ram. The Prince of Liss drew nearer. The Gray Lady tacked to the
slaver's starboard. Prakna shouted to Marus, ordering the Prince ahead of
their quarry. The schooner lurched as the captain spun the wheel. Abaft the
forecastle, Prakna's sailors readied their cutlasses and clung to the railings.

Today we are pirates, thought Prakna. Like the Narens always say.

But they deserved nothing better, not even these wretches from Bisenna. To
Prakna, they were simply Narens. They were of that hedonistic, evil race that
enslaved their own and raped others. If he could, he would have burned them
dl dive.

Obvioudly outmatched, it didn't take long for the Naren daver to fly its
white. The big ship slowed asits sails dackened. Naren sailors were waving
on its deck, signaling their surrender. Praknawas very still. The Prince of Liss
churned forward. The Vindicator and Gray Lady swept wide, maneuvering to



ram. Over the roaring surf Prakna could hear the muffled cries of the Naren
sailors. He took along breath, and for the smallest second reconsidered.

Then he gave the order.
"Signd the Vindicator," he shouted to Marus. "Ram her."

Marus nodded grimly. Along the deck the order was passed. The signalmen
flashed their colored flags. A quick reply followed from the Vindicator. The
schooner changed course by mere degrees, pointing her shining steel prow at
the hull of her prey. Like agiant shark the vessel swam forward, ever faster as
her sails took up the wind. The men on deck braced themselves. Gray Lady
broke away, parallding the lumbering daver, while the Prince of Liss took up
position in front of her. The captain of the Naren vessel was screaming,
frantically waving off the Vindicator. Prakna shook hisfist.

n NOW! n

Vindicator's prow slammed the helpless slaver. The crack and groan of
wood shuddered as the slaver's hull imploded. Screams went up from her
deck and cargo holds. Vindicator bobbed upward as her prow tore through
planking, rising like arhino horn to open the fatal wound. The Prince of Liss
circled in front of the crippled slaver, her crew silent.

"Look at that," muttered Marus.

The Naren ship trembled as the ocean poured into her, drowning her lower
decks and holds. Naren sailors abandoned the doomed vessel as she listed
starboard. The Gray Lady bore down on the sailors as they bobbed aimlessly
in the water, shocked and panicked. Prakna watched as the Gray Lady's kedl
flattened the sailors. The Vindicator ripped free of the ruined hull, pulling out
agory mess of wood and pitch as she fought to change direction before the
wreck could drag her down.

Prakna crossed his arms over his chest, satisfied. The Prince of Liss slowed
asit circled the Naren ship. The big daver waslisting badly, sucking in water.
She groaned and shook as the ocean consumed her, pulling her relentlessly
down. A medley of shouts rang from her decks as the men raced to abandon
her, throwing themselves over her broken railings.

The flooded cargo holds were silent.

Vindicator had broken free and was slowly sailing away from her victim.
Gray Lady circled around for another pass. Wild-eyed Narens swam in all
directions, desperate to escape the hunting schooners. Some swam toward
shore, foolishly attempting the impossible distance. Others merely floated
there, astonished, as the keels of the warships smashed in their skulls.

In afew short moments, the Naren vessel was gone. Prakna's jaw clenched.
She was a god-cursed slaver. She deserved to go down—with her crew and
cargo. The fleet commander watched the bubbling ocean until all that was left
of the ship was froth and even that vanished away. He turned away from the
railing and found himself looking at Marus. The first officer's expression was
grave.



"She carried daves," Prakna mumbled, more to himsalf than to Marus. "To
work in the war labs. To build ships. . ."

"Yes, sir."

Prakna swallowed. "Return to patrol,” he said softly. "I'll be back in my
cabin."

"Aye, dir." Marus let his commander walk away. But Praknatook only afew
steps before Marus called after him.

"Prakna?"
Prakna stopped to face hisfriend. "Y es?"
"Next time," said Marus, "it will be the Fearless."

EIGHT
Dark-Heart

On board the Inti midator, Simon Darquis whiled away the hours topside.
Around him, the everyday tedium of sea-life went on obliviousto his
presence. He was the special passenger of Count Renato Biagio, and that was
all any of the crew needed to know about their strange shipmate. Simon did
what he could to stay out of their way, but he needed to be out in the sun, to
let its weak rays redden his skin and let the wind chafe his face. Because his
stomach couldn't stand the endless rocking of the ocean, he found the
self-imposed starvation easy; everything that went down his gullet came right
back up anyway. It had been three agonizing weeks since they had set out
from Crote, and Simon hadn't downed a decent meal since. Always thin,
Simon was now gaunt, precisely the look required for fooling the Jackal. He
had hung his disguise—the uniform of a Naren legionnaire—from one of the
mastheads, and he occasionally bundled it in anet and trolled it overboard.
Like his own flesh, the uniform needed to be well weathered if he were to look
his part. He had a pair of standard-issue bootsin his cabin too, the soles so
worn that his toes ailmost touched the earth. Simon had come up with the ruse
himself, and Biagio had approved it.

Simon didn't know the Jackal of Nar and bore him no grudges. In an odd
way he even admired Vantran. He had thrown the Empire into chaos, had
abandoned his kingship in Aramoor, and had forged the Triin into an army
capable of defeating Vorto'slegions. And all for the love of awoman. Had
circumstances been vastly different, Simon imagined, they might have even
been friends. But Simon was Roshann, and Biagio's vengeance was
unstoppable.

He hadn't explained his mission to Eris. She could never understand it

anyway, and if she knew the truth it might have ended her love instantly.
Despite her proximity to Biagio, the innocent girl knew very little about the



Roshann's business. And it wasn't exactly a bargain he had struck with Biagio.
Whether or not he married the dancer, Biagio expected this of him. Eriswas
merely a prize for years of good service. She was also the Master's way of
showing his unique affection for Simon. Simon knew this and shuddered at it.
But he had been honest with Biagio. He loved Eris, and would do anything to
marry her—even steal achild. Truthfully, he knew the child would never leave
Crote dlive. If sheleft theidand at all, it would bein pieces. Biagio was fond
of sending people heads.

Hislord was a monster; Simon knew that now. As he watched the waves go
by from the deck, he realized that he served a madman, someone whose mind
had been devoured by drugs. Biagio hadn't always been this way, and Simon
mourned his memory. In the early days of the Roshann, when Biagio was
young and Simon but a boy, the count had been a hero to the people of
Crote. He had brought the island into the folds of the Empire, had fed the
peasants with endless shipments of supplies from the mainland, and had given
Crote something it desperately desired—respect. With Biagio at the emperor's
right hand, it was no longer fashionable to call Cretans olive pickers or
drunks. They were the people of the Roshann, feared and dangerous. And for
that one great gift the people of the island adored Count Biagio, and would
forgive him anything.

Even insanity.

It was a cold day on the deck of the Intimidator. The cruiser cut through
the churning waters effortlessly, her sailsfull of air. Simon stood at her stern
and watched the cruiser's wake. She was a fine ship, newer than most in the
fleet. Not as grand as the Fearless, of course, but far better suited to their
secretive task. They had rounded the cape of Lucel-Lor and were heading for
Falindar. Captain N'Dek wanted no mistakes, so he kept his vessel far from
shore. In these waters, N'Dek had told Simon, there were giant sea serpents
and squids capable of dragging even the Fearless beneath the waves. N'Dek
was a vicious man, prone to alarming lies, but Simon kept one suspicious eye
on the deep anyway. For a man raised on an island, he detested the sea.

Soon they would be in Lucel-Lor. Simon relished the thought of solid
ground beneath him, but the idea of his mission frightened him. It was
iImpossible, after all, and he really didn't expect to succeed. Vantran would be
suspicious of everything. He had outlived the emperor, he had dain the Baron
Blackwood Gayle, and, most incredibly, he had outwitted Biagio. It seemed
Impossible to Simon that such a quick-witted man would let a stranger steal
his daughter. But there was one thing Simon was sure Richius Vantran
suffered from. He was Naren. And that meant he was alone in Lucel-Lor. With
no one of hiskind to talk to, he would certainly be desperate for afellow
countryman. It was a gamble, Simon knew, but it was a good one. He would
play on Vantran's sympathies, work hisway into his graces. Vantran would
get used to having afriend. Then, like a cobra, Simon would strike.

| am without morals, thought Simon. God help me.



It was why he was good at being Roshann, why Biagio had come to lean on
him. Simon's last hame was no accident of fate. He had chosen the
designation Darquis carefully. In the tongue of Vosk, where his mother had
been born, the word meant "dark-heart." To Simon, it seemed the perfect tag
for aman without conscience.

No, Simon corrected himself. Not without conscience. Not completely. He
felt remorse for this mission, just enough to make him human, and that pleased
him. If he were areligious man he would have prayed for forgiveness, but the
new God of Nar was deaf to Cretans. So he remained silent and merely
watched the warship's wake, marveling at its size. The wind whipped his
bearded face and sucked the moisture from his lips. Over his shoulder the sun
was descending, heralding night's return, and the men on board called to each
other and busied themselves with work. Simon thought of Eris, of her sharp
face and perfect breasts. She had the legs of a goddess, long and slender, and
Simon felt desire rise up in him until he was awash in his own loneliness. Soon
he would take the Jackal's daughter and he would be free of thislonging
forever. He and Eris would wed. Simon closed his eyes and smiled, then
heard the footfalls on the deck behind him.

"See any serpents?' asked N'Dek. The captain shouldered up to Simon and
stuck an elbow in hisribs. "Good place to vomit, eh, Darquis?' jibed the
captain. " Perhaps we should move your bunk up here."

Simon laughed. Despite the man's sardonic personality, Simon liked him. He
was witty and strange, and had a reputation among his crew as a hard but fair
captain.

"Don't stand too close to me, N'Dek. | might empty myself on your pretty
uniform.”

"If you emptied anything it would be water only," said the captain. "You
should eat more. A strong wind and you'll go overboard."

"l can't eat," said Simon. "Not the swill your galley serves. I've tried, and all
it does is come back up."

"It's not the food," said N'Dek, pointing a sharp finger into Simon's
shoulder. "It'syou. You're aweakling, Darquis. Like all land fighters." The
captain cackled, baiting his hook, but Simon didn't rise to it.

"You'reright," said Simon calmly. "That's why the legions are still in Nar,
and the Black Fleet is sailing around safe little Crote. A pity Vorto's men can't
all be as strong as you, N'Dek."

N'Dek's expression soured. "I should pitch you over therail for that,
Darquis. But then, Biagio might be angry if | killed hisfavorite spy."

There was a curious stress on the word favorite that made Simon squirm a
little. "What's it like to be the count's messenger boy, N'Dek? Good job?"

"| am not a messenger boy," hissed N'Dek.

"Biagio should get himself some pigeonsto deliver his messages. They'd
certainly be faster than this wreck."



"Darquis, you astonish me. I'm the captain of thisvessal. | could leave you
stranded with your new Triin friends. How would you like that, eh”? Marooned
with the gogs? I'll just tell the count you were lost, or that you never came
back. That would be a shame, wouldn't it? If you were |ost?"’

"Not so big apity, N'Dek. At least | wouldn't have to endure thistrip again."

N'Dek laughed. "Not much longer, spy. I've taken new bearings. According
to my rutters, we should be reaching the citadel in the next two days."

"Two days? Are you sure?’

"If the winds hold, yes. We'll stop before Falindar, of course. Don't want to
be seen.”

"The watchtower," Simon reminded him. "Leave me at the tower."
N'Dek nodded impatiently. "Yes, yes. . ."

"Y ou can't overshoot, N'Dek," said Simon. "The citadel istoo damn high.
If we get too close we might be seen.”

"Y ou presume a great deal," smoldered the captain. "I don't need your help
to chart a course. Stick to your poisons and daggers, Roshann."

Simon accepted the warning. N'Dek was a playful man, but could only be
pushed so far. Like all of Nicabar's captains, this one had a sore spot for
Roshann agents, an umbrage he hid very poorly. N'Dek didn't like hiding in
Crote. He wanted to be back in Nar, aiming his guns at Vorto's legions and
the Lissens swarming the Empire's coasts. He endured the disgrace of cargo
voyages because Admiral Nicabar ordered him to, but he bore a heavy
resentment toward the Count of Crote and all his Roshann agents.

"Y ou've been out here all day," said N'Dek at last. "Go below and get some
rest. You'll need it for what's ahead.”

It wasn't worth arguing, so Simon didn't. He was exhausted, weak from lack
of food and the constant rising of his stomach. The air was better topside, but
he heard his bunk calling. He nodded and turned from the captain, making his
way toward the gang ladder. He had almost reached it when he heard N'Dek's
snipe.

"Oh, Darquis, | almost forgot. We're having octopus tonight. Care to dine
at my table?’

"Burnin Hell, N'Dek."

Simon spent the next day in his cabin, resting, wondering how near they
were to Falindar. At around sundown, alittle nervous flutter started growing in
his stomach. He was always nervous before a mission, and he always
appreciated the anxiousness. It kept him sharp. But thiswas different. As he
lay in bed and watched the sunlight fade, he thought of Eris and their future,
and he hoped it would be alife without regrets. His parents had |loved each
other, and when his father had died his mother had wept in agony, and told
him how she hadn't regretted one moment of their lives together. Now, as he
lay in bed, ill with sea-sickness, his mother's face kept coming to him, and he
thought of Eris on the island with the mad Biagio, and of Savros who loved



pain, and the little midget with the clever mind.
And Simon was afraid.

That night he hardly dept at al. When morning finally came he greeted it like
an old friend. If the winds were fair, they would reach their destination that
day. He dressed quickly and found his appetite returning. Up on deck N'Dek
and his officers were pacing amidships. The sails were half-masted. The
Intimidator moved slowly through the waters, like some great shark stalking
prey. Simon hurried over to the captain, who flashed him an apprehensive
gmile

"Good morning, Darquis. Look over my shoulder.”

Simon paused, doing as N'Dek asked. It was afoggy morning and visibility
was poor, but Simon saw the shape of land in the distance, unmistakable even
in the mist. He took a deep breath and looked at N'Dek.

"That it?'

"Y es," nodded the captain. "According to my rutters. Any of thislook
familiar to you?"

Simon shook his head. He couldn't see the watchtower, and he wondered at

the accuracy of N'Dek's charts. Though he had been here before, he was no
expert on Triin terrain.

"| can't see anything from here," he said. "Can you get me closer?”

"We're piloting in. Get your gear together, Darquis. If thisfog holds you
can row ashore without being seen.”

"Agreed," said Simon, returning to his cabin. Again that feeling of fear
pecked at him, and he shook his head to berid of it. He didn't really have
gear, just hisragged disguise, and as he dlid into it he made sure not to put any
more tears in the threadbare fabric. He found his shabby boots beneath his
bunk and dlid these on too, and then completed his ensemble with the only
weapon he would allow himself—alegionnaire's dagger. This he tucked into
his belt. There wasamirror in the cabin and he inspected himsdlf init. His
appearance made him smile. Weeks of sea-sickness had made him suitably
gaunt, and his skin was chapped and weathered. His hair was filthy too,
matted to his head by the accumulation of ocean salt.

"Y ou can do this," he whispered to hisreflection. "Y ou must. For Eris."

For Eris. He drew a breath, held it, then |eft the cabin. The Intimidator was
closer to shore now. Simon could barely see the scratchy outline of the Triin
coast. Thisregion of Lucel-Lor was called Tatterak. It was where Falindar
stood. There had been awarlord here once, a Triin named Kronin, but he had
been killed in the Naren invasion. According to the Triin Hakan, a man named
Lucyler was Falindar's new master. Simon recited these facts like a mantra,
searching for anything useful. If he truly had spent a year wandering
Lucel-Lor, he would have known these things and more. One mistake, and
Vantran would know the truth.

The cruiser sailed ever closer to land. When it was near enough to row



ashore, N'Dek ordered the anchors lowered. The great weights dropped into
the ocean with a splash, dragging down rattling chains. Simon waited at the
railing for N'Dek'’s orders. The captain's face was unusually serious as he
stepped up to Simon.

"Y ou ready?

Simon nodded. He still couldn't see the tower through the fog, but the light
was increasing, threatening the haze. He would have to disembark quickly.

"I'll have two men row you ashore. Find the tower as soon as you can.
You'll be given asignal lantern and some flint. Hide them well. Y ou'll need
them to signal us. We'll be waiting out here for you in forty days."

"Forty days," Simon echoed. "All right."

N'Dek looked at him hard. "Forty days precisely, Darquis. Don't make any
mistakes. I'm already uncomfortable in Triin waters alone. If there are till
Lissens around—"

"There are no Lissens."

"If there are Lissens," continued N'Dek ruthlessly, “they will chase us out of
here and you'll be on your own. If you miss the date, we sail hometo Crote
without you. Do you understand that?'

"] understand,”" said Simon. "Thanks."

"Don't blame me for this rotten task," said the captain. "l don't envy you,
it'strue. But I've got my own crew to worry about."

"And your own skin. Yes, | know. Don't apologize, N'Dek. | meant what |
said. Thanks for taking me thisfar." Then he jabbed afinger into the man's
chest and added, "Just be here when | get back."

Surprisingly, N'Dek returned the grin. "I'll be herein forty days. Y ou have
my word." The captain put his hand out for Simon. "Luck to you, spy."

Simon took the hand and shook it. "And to you," he said, then left to find
the waiting rowboat. The little craft was dangling from the side of the
Intimidator, ready to be lowered into the water. In it were two sailors, one of
whom held a sack of provisions. Simon stepped gingerly into the rowboat,
almost dipping asit swayed beneath him. When he was safely aboard, one of
the sailors ordered the boat lowered, and it slowly began its descent. Simon
watched N'Dek as the rowboat hit the water. The sailors took up the oars and
began rowing toward the foggy shore, leaving behind the looming warship. In
a short moment the Intimidator was shimmering in fog. Simon looked toward
shore. There he saw the harsh terrain of Lucel-Lor coming into focus.

"God," he muttered. "I had hoped never to see this place again.”

The sailors rowed without comment. Simon's eyes darted suspiciously
around the rocky inlet, but al he saw were birds and a swarm of mosguitoes.
Then out of the mist the watchtower grew. It was just as he'd left it, ancient
and leaning, a dilapidated spire from the old days of the warlords, rising out of
the craggy earth. Simon pointed at it.

"There," he whispered, directing the sailors. The little vessdl turned and



headed for the tower, and in a moment slid onto the gravelly shore. The two
sailors pulled in the oars and waited for Simon to depart. Simon took up his
sack of provisions, spared a last glance at the ocean where the unseen
Intimidator was anchored, then stepped from the rowboat. At once the cold
ocean soaked into his worn-out boots.

"Tell your captain not to miss his rendezvous," he said. "I'll be back herein
forty days."

One of the sailors nodded. "Just use the signal lantern. We'll come for you."

You'd better, thought Simon bitterly. He pushed the little rowboat back out
to sea and watched the sailors fade into the mist, then turned and waded
toward the shore. Lucel-Lor, tall and forbidding, rose up before him,
shriveling his bravado. This was an ancient world, strange beyond imagining,
and the people here were unlike any race in the Empire. Some said they were
sorcerers, but Simon wasn't superstitious. He knew only that they were a
mystery, arace that Arkus of Nar had tried to understand and failed. Simon
moved quickly toward the brush, hiding himself in agrove of trees, then made
his way to the abandoned tower. He had found it on his first mission to
Lucel-Lor and it had made the perfect hideout. Too far from any villages, the
tower never got visitors, not even curious children. It had a haunted quality to
it, the kind of place seen in nightmares. It had no door but its stairs were
sound, and Simon could climb to its top and see for miles,

About the tower was a clearing. Simon reached it quickly, then surveyed the
tower from his hiding place in the trees. He saw no one; heard nothing. He
sniffed the air for campfires and smelled only the ocean. Satisfied, he moved
stealthily out of the trees and crossed the twenty yards to the tower, dashing
across its threshold. Once inside, Simon stopped. Blackness enveloped him.
He could hear the wind outside and the throbbing of his heart. The sack in his
hand quavered. Something was wrong. Simon cursed himself.

Easy, you damn fool. There's nothing here.

His eyes adjusted to the light. Whoever had abandoned the place had left
only stale air behind. There had been war in this region when the tower was
built. There were towers like thisone al throughout L ucel-L or—qgreat perches
where watchmen could spy on the movements of their enemies. Lucel-Lor had
endured along and violent history, not unlike the history of Nar. They were a
cruel people too, sometimes. Simon gave a nervous laugh. The similarities
were gtriking.

He laid the sack down on the brick floor and began rummaging throughit.
The lantern and flint were there, as promised, along with awater skin and
some dried meat and bread. Hardly enough to subsist on, but then Simon
wasn't supposed to look like he'd been eating from ample supplies. He
removed the lantern from the sack, struck the flint repeatedly to make it spark,
then set the precious ail in the lantern aflame. The wick caught quickly and the
fire died down, leaving awarm glow. Simon took up the sack, held the lantern
out before him, and began making his way up the narrow stairway. Once he



had left behind the entry chamber, all was dark but for the steady glow of his
lamp. Along the walls were iron sconces and torch holders, now rusted away,
and the mortar between the bricks had dissolved to dust. As he walked,
Simon dragged his hand along the wall, feeling the imperfect stone.

When at last he reached the top of the spire, he was in a round chamber full
of shattered windows. A fierce wind blew in from the ocean, chilling him. He
dropped his sack on the ground and shielded the gentle flame inside the
lantern with his hand. Lucel-Lor, vast and impenetrable, was at hisfeet. He
went over to one of the windows and looked outside. Morning sunlight
poured over the earth and the sea to the north. To the south was rocky earth,
patched with autumn forests and the ever-rising slopes of small mountains.
Simon felt arush of insignificance. Here at the top of the world, he realized
again how small he was, and how fleeting time could be. Someday the ocean
would reclaim the land it had forfeited to men, and this proud tower would
tumble, forgotten.

Still shaky from his ordeal on the Intimidator, Simon decided to rest.
Vantran would wait, and he needed to stop his head from swimming. He
opened the glass of the lantern and blew out the small flame, not needing it up
here in the sunlight. Simon leaned out of the broken window and let the
warming rays strike his face. Beneath him, the world was solid again.

He went from the window and put his lantern back in the burlap sack.
Pulling out the crusty bread, he ate some sparingly, so as not to get sick. Then
he settled back against one of the filthy walls and went over hisimpossible
plan. The citadel of Falindar was miles away, afull day's hike. That would
give him time to get more grimy, to pick up some of the land's odors. This
afternoon, when the sun was high and warmer, he would leave the tower. He
would make hisway to Falindar and Richius Vantran, and he would begin his
elaborate charade.

He would take the Jackal's daughter, he resolved. He would. And if Herrith
was right and there truly was a Hell, he would burn for it.

That afternoon, Simon left the tower and began his trek toward Falindar.
The sun that had looked so promising earlier had failed to materialize into
anything more than a hazy orange ball, and within afew hours Simon was
shivering. His feet ached too—the result of shoddy boots—and he knew that
blisters were boiling up on his skin. But these were small annoyances. He was
free of the confines of the ship, out in the air again, and he was grateful for the
feeble sun and the fresh breeze. Tatterak was different from the other Triin
territories. It was colder here, starker, and the trees were enormous. Simon
moved slowly but with purpose, aware of every sound. Hewasin avalley
between two hillsides, a green place thick with yellow flowers and blown
leaves. Thetall grassfelt good against his thighs, and as he walked he brushed
the tops of it with his palms. A school-boy smile played across hislips. This
was a pristine land, not at all like Nar City with its smokestacks and choked
avenues. It was asif the Triin had forgotten this place, or had left it fallow.



By late afternoon Simon had made it through most of the valley. He had
almost reached its end when the smell of something dangerous alerted him.
Simon stood as till as a cat, and quickly determined the source of the smell.

"Fire," he whispered.

Nearby? He cocked his head to listen, heard the breeze and the chirping of
birds. Up ahead was another line of trees—big pines a mile degp. Guessing
the smell was coming from the forest, he approached it warily. Then he caught
the first sight of smoke. White and thin. And close by. A campfire, certainly.
Simon steadied himself. He would go around, he decided, and avoid whoever
was here. But when he turned to go he saw a man with an arm full of
firewood.

Simon froze.

The man dropped the firewood and stood gaping at him. Not Triin. Simon
didn't move.

Not bloody Triin!

"Who the hell are you?' barked the man. He was shorter than Simon but
broader in the shoulders, dark-haired, and as he spoke he surged forward, one

arm reaching for his blade. Simon put up his hands, his mind groping for his
pretext—the one he'd rehearsed so long.

"Don't you move!" the man roared. He had his broadsword drawn and held
it out in both hands. Simon raised his hands higher above his hands.

"Easy," heurged. "Takeit easy. . . ."

The man was dressed like a Triin, but was unmistakably Naren. Simon
stopped moving backward and let the stranger approach.

"I'm unarmed,” he said loudly. "Just a dagger, in my belt. A dagger, al
right?'

"Don't you move," repeated the man. He had the tip of his sword at
Simon's throat now. "Or | swear to God I'll cut your miserable throat!"

"I'm not moving," said Simon. "Not a hair."

The man looked him up and down, then his hand flashed out and grabbed
hold of Simon's collar. He dragged Simon to his knees, then flung him down.
Simon's chest hit the ground with a painful thud. The man put hisfoot on his
neck and |leaned.

"Stop!" Simon gasped.

"Shut up!" snapped the stranger. He bent down and fixed his knee into
Simon's back, pressing down hard and putting the edge of his sword to
Simon's throat. With his other hand he grabbed a fistful of hair and jerked
back Simon's head.

"Who the hell are you? Tell me quick or I'll break your neck."

Simon calmed himsdlf, retreating into histraining. "My nameis Simon," he
said camly.

"Simon what?"



"Simon Darquis. From Vosk."

"Liar!" flared the man. He lammed Simon's face into the ground. At once
Simon felt blood gushing from his nose. He cried out and the man jerked his
head back up. "Tell me the truth, you Naren pig! What are you doing here?"

“I ... I'madeserter,"” Simon stammered. "From the Naren legions. Like
you?"

This caused another outburst from the stranger. "Now you listen to me, you
dirty little weasel. I'm no deserter. And you're not ether, are you? Are you?"

Simon could hardly breathe. "1 am," he gasped. But inside he laughed. He
couldn't believe his good fortune. "I swear it. My nameis Simon Darquis. I'm
alieutenant.”

"With whom? What regiment?"

"They're gone. | told you. . . ."

"With the Naren legions?’

"Yesl"

"I'll snap your neck if you move," whispered the man. "Now you tell me
everything. Why are you here? Who sent you?'

"No one sent me," Simon managed to croak. "God! Y ou're killing me!"

Enraged, the man Simon supposed was Vantran violently rolled Simon onto
his back and put the tip of his sword under his chin.

"I'll run you through if you don't tell me what | want to know," he growled.
His eyeswere wild, like arabid dog's. Simon was breathing hard. Suddenly he
wasn't sureif he could convince Vantran.

"| swear to God I'm no one," he gasped. "Please, | swear it. I'm just a
deserter. | left my regiment behind. A year ago. More, maybe. | don't know . .

"Then what are you doing here?' barked Vantran. "Why did you desert?"

Simon shrugged as though he was too afraid to answer. "To be free. To get
away. | wandered here. That'sall. .. ."

There was a softening in Vantran's face. Simon relaxed alittle. It was
working.

"I meant no harm," he added. "l swear it. If thisisyour land—"

"Quiet," snapped Vantran.

"Let me go,” Simon begged. "I'll leave; go back the way | came. Please.. .

"| said be quiet!" Vantran pulled the blade away, but only dightly. "Tell me
the truth," he ordered again. This time his voice was almost desperate.

"What can | tell you?' Simon cried. "I'm adeserter. I'm Simon Darquis!”

"If you'relying I'll find out about it, Simon Darquis. | will, and then you'll be
sorry." Vantran didn't move his boot from Simon's chest. "Did Biagio send
you?"'



Inside, Simon's smile widened. "What the hell are you talking about?’

"Thisisagame, | know it is. All right then, don't tell me." He took the blade
from Simon's neck. "Y ou'll come back with me," he declared. "Or I'll cut you
down. Do you understand?’

"Back with you? Where?"

" Stop with your questions,” said Vantran. He rose to his feet, careful to
keep the sword near his prisoner. "Get up.”

Simon got up very slowly. Vantran reached over and pulled the dagger from
his belt, sticking it in his own. He gestured toward the trees where his campfire
burned.

"That way," he ordered. "Move."

"Why? Where are we going?"'

"Just move." Vantran seemed nervous. Simon struggled to keep hisgleein
check. The bleeding of his nose made it easy to look helpless. He walked
toward the trees and the smell of smoke, Vantran's sharp blade at his back.

There was adistinct tremor in the young man's voice. Good. Vantran would
be easy to keep unbalanced. And that wildnessin his eyes—he was restless.

"Where are you taking me?' Simon asked again. "Tell me."

"Why should 1?7

"Your camp is nearby. | smelled it. That'swhy | was coming thisway. | am
hungry."

"And you're going to get alot hungrier, my friend."

They walked on until at last they reached Vantran's campsite. It was a
pleasant place, well worn, asif Vantran had spent some time there. Next to the
campfire was a blanket and some utensils, and there was a horse tethered to
one of the pine trees—a strapping, tawny creature that turned its eyes on them
as they approached. Simon moved close to the fire. The heat felt good against
his skin.

"Sit," ordered Vantran.

Simon did as directed. Vantran remained standing, staring down at him. The
sun was sinking quickly. Vantran's face was lit with worry, and he didn't speak
for avery long time, but instead ssmply watched his captive. Simon returned
the stare, mustering up al his contempt. He ran a sleeve over his nose and
found that the wound was worse than he'd thought. Pain shot through his face
and a dull throbbing hammered his ears.

"Y ou broke my nose, you bloody bastard."

Vantran sighed. He rested the sword point on the ground and leaned on its
pommel. "Do you know who | am?"

Simon nodded. "I think | do. You're Vantran, aren't you?'
"Y ou answered that quickly."

"Who else would you be?' Simon's eyes surveyed the young man. "Look at
you, all dressed up likea Triin. | guessed who you were when | saw you."



"| bet you did. After al, you were looking for me, weren't you?"

"Vantran, I'll tell you something. All thistimein Lucel-Lor has made you
crazy. | can seeit in your eyes. Now | don't know who the hell you think | am,
and | don't really give adamn. | just want to be on my way. Would that be all
right with you?"'

"Stray from that spot, and I'll cut your head off. Do you understand?

"Piss on you."

Vantran scowled. "Y ou lousy assassin. Don't you lie to me. | know who
you are. Biagio sent you!"

"Biagio!" Simon railed, half laughing. "Like | said. You'reinsane."

"Yes, insane. And you're just some poor wandering deserter, who just can't
stand the thought of going back home to Nar, right? Y ou expect meto believe
that?"'

"Believe whatever you want," said Simon. "l really don't care. Frankly, I'm
enjoying your fire."

"You're from Vosk?'

"That'sright."

"A lieutenant?'

Simon nodded. "1 was with the regiment sent to help Blackwood Gayle find
you."

The mere mention of Gayle made Vantran twitch. Simon watched him,
reading his expression, and for the smallest instant he pitied the man. What
Blackwood Gayle had done to Vantran was legendary. Amazingly, Vantran
lowered his sword, ailmost dropping it from his fingers. He slid down onto the
ground in front of Simon, his shoulders slumped, his eyes dim and clouded.

"I don't know what to believe. Are you who you claim? Maybe. If you're
not, then I'm dead already, aren't 1? If you're an assassin, then Biagio knows
where| am."

Simon scoffed. "Do | look like an assassin?’

"|'ve seen the count's handiwork. | know how clever he can be."

"Clever enough to turn starving desertersinto killers, then?' Simon jabbed a
finger at himself. "Look a me. I'm arag. All the grain fields from hereto
Ackle-Nye were burned. I've been living in bloody caves, eating anything | can
catch or pull off atree. You think I'm one of that bastard's pampered
Roshann? | should live so long!™

Vantran gazed into the sky, considering the sinking sun. "l have to take you
back with me to Falindar, but it's getting dark. We'll stay here tonight and
leave in the morning."

"Falindar?' croaked Simon. *Oh, no. I'm not going to that god-cursed
place."

"Y ou're going. You're my prisoner now."
"In hell," spat Simon. "Wheat if | say no?"



Vantran shrugged. "I'll just drag you there."
Simon grimaced. "I'm hungry."

"Sorry."

"Areyou just going to let me starve?"

The young man looked at Simon. The harshness in his face began to ebb.
"No, | suppose not."

The sun dropped behind the mountains; night blanketed the valley. Richius
Vantran sat stretched out on the ground near hisfire, hisface awashin
dancing firelight. On the ground near him was a plateful of half-eaten game
bird. Simon watched the young man pensively. They had shared a meal
together in utter silence. Simon had devoured his portion instantly. Now he felt
full and satisfied. More, he was surprised at how quickly he was wearing
Vantran down. The fool had even untied his hands so he could eat. When the
meal was over he had tied them again, but the ssimple act of trust told Simon
he was aready winning.

It was late now, and the gray day had given up to a clear night with a bright
moon. The cold fingers of autumn crept up to the campsite, held at bay by the
glowing fire, and the treesin the valley moved with the stirrings of night
creatures. Richius Vantran ate his supper slowly, pensively, occasionally
raising his eyes to look across the campfire to where Simon was sitting. It was
necessary, Vantran had explained. He didn't trust his prisoner, especialy in the
dark, and wouldn't have been able to sleep any other way. Simon had
protested but only just enough to look convincing. Too weak in appearance to
fight Vantran, he had let the young man bind him again after eating. Simon
tried vainly to get comfortable against atree trunk, his booted feet
outstretched toward the warming fire. His wrists ached and his head swam.
His nose still throbbed but the bleeding had stopped and Vantran had taken
the care to wash some of it away with adamp cloth. The gesture had made
Simon wonder about the man. How old was he now? Nearly twenty-seven?
Not so young anymore, yet he sometimes acted like aboy. Simon liked his
muddled innocence. He watched Vantran through the flickering fire, his brown
eyes full of questions. Simon was safe now; he knew it. Vantran was no killer.
And the way he had wiped Simon's face had betrayed a dangerous sympathy.
Already his skepticism was eroding.

"I'm still hungry,” Simon said finally. "Y ou gonna eat all that bird?"'

"Y ou've had your share," said Vantran.

"I'll need more food if you're going to march me to Falindar. | might
collapse on the way."

"It's not that far."
"I won't be able to make it, | tell you. Let me share your horse."
"Tell you what—you tell me who you really are and I'll think about it."

"What's wrong with you, you bloody fool? I've told you everything. You're
just not listening."



Richius Vantran yawned and stretched his arms into the air. "1'm too tired
for this. In the morning we'll talk more."

"That'sit?' Simonrailed. "You're just going to leave me tied up al night?
I'm alegionnaire of Nar, damn it! | want some respect!"

"A legionnaire? Oh, yes, sir!" Vantran wrapped his arms around his knees
and grinned. "Y ou have the nerve of abull, my friend. Legionnaire, indeed.
Even if you were one, you're a deserter. A traitor."

"Oh, yes," said Simon. "And you'd be an expert on spotting traitors,
wouldn't you, Jackal?"

The smile vanished from Vantran's face. "Don't call me that."”

"Why not? That's what they were calling you in Nar. Y ou know that, don't
you? Frankly, | think it suits you."

"I'm Richius Vantran, King of Aramoor. Call me king or Vantran or
anything else, but don't call me Jackal. | won't allow it."

"King," scoffed Simon. "Thereis no Aramoor, Vantran. Not anymore. How
much do you know about the Empire anyway? Blackwood Gayle's family
took over your country. It's a province of Talistan now."

"I know that."
"What do they call you here?' Simon asked. "Do they call you king?"
"No," the young man admitted. "They don't."

"No. Because you're not aking. Even the Triin know that, Jackal. They call
you Kalak here, don't they? That's their word for you, isn't it?"

"Y ou are an obnoxious creature," Vantran declared. "Be quiet and let me
deep.”

"What are you doing out here?' Simon pressed. "Why are you alone?"

Vantran rolled his eyes. "Lord, you talk too much."

"Doyou livein Falindar?'

"l live with my wife."

Simon smiled wickedly. "Yes, your wife. Y ou left your kingdom for her,
didn't you? We all knew the story. Blackwood Gayle told us what you'd done.
She must be something, eh?"

"Fellow, I'm going to tell you this one more time. | don't want you talking
anymoretonight, all right? And I don't want you ever speaking about my wife.
| don't trust you, and I'm not going to tell you a blessed thing. So save your
breath and go to sleep.”

Simon leaned in closer. "Who do you think | am? Really now, tell me? Y ou
think | was sent to kill you?"'

He watched Vantran grimace at the question.

"I have enemies,” said the man. "Y ou might be one of them. | don't know.
But | can't take any chances."

"Biagio sent us all hereto find you, to bring you back aive. That was part



of our mission. We were supposed to find magic to save the emperor, but
Gayle and Biagio wanted you captured. | admit that. But that was along time
ago, Vantran. And asfar as| know, I'm the only Naren left in Lucel-Lor
besides you." Simon offered a gentle smile. "Y ou've been hiding for ayear
now, | can seethat. Y ou're unbalanced, fearful. | can seeit in your eyes."

"Areyou amystic too?' asked Vantran sarcastically.

"I don't need mysticism to see you're afraid. Maybe you should be, | don't
know. But not of me. | swear thisto you, Vantran. I'm just a deserter."

Vantran looked at him skeptically. "That's impossible. Legionnaires are
loyd."

"So are kings," chided Simon. "Y et here you are.”

There was a contemplative silence. Vantran's hard eyes softened with
understanding, and Simon watched him coolly, reading his weakening
defenses. The young man buried his chin in his knees and stared into the fire,
and suddenly he was miles away. When he spoke it was out of afugue, his
tone emotionless.

"So why did you desert, then?' he asked softly. "What happened to you?"

"Nar happened to me, Vantran. Nar and its misery. | never belonged in
uniform. | joined because | had nowhere else to go, and | needed to eat. But
when they sent me here, | realized | didn't belong with them."

"That's not an answer." The young man was still distant, staring blankly into
the flames. "What made you leave?"'

Simon looked into the fire too, recalling his pretense. He had expected these
questions. "Ackle-Nye," he said softly. "Do you know what happened there?'

Vantran merely nodded.

"It was butchery, plain and smple. When we came through the mountain
pass, the Triin there tried to defend themsel ves against us, but they had
nothing. We burned the city to the ground. We killed everything. | . .." Simon
paused theatrically, choking on fake emotion. "I murdered children. Little ones
no taller than my knee. | was ordered to do it but that didn't make me feel
better about it. And when we were done we lit the whole place on fire."

"The burning city," Vantran echoed. It was what Ackle-Nye was called that
night of the massacre. It was said the flames of the city could be seen across
the world.

"That's right. They were beggars and refugees and old women, and we
killed them. | will never be the same again, Vantran. So don't you lecture me
about being atraitor. What | did took courage. | can never go back to the
Empire. I'm stuck here."

Vantran turned his eyes on Simon. "Y ou made your choice," he said. "Live
withit."

"l have been living with it," said Simon. Then he cocked his head
inquisitively and asked, "What about you?"

As expected, Vantran balked at the question. "I've been just fine," he said.



"Not that it's any of your business."
"You livein Falindar?’
"Yes."
"With the warlord?"
"Thereisno warlord in Tatterak anymore. Not since the old one died."

"Then who are you taking me to see?' Simon asked. "Why am | your
prisoner?’

"Because you can't be trusted. | don't know if what you've told meisthe
truth, or if thisisall some elaborate lie of Biagio's. Either way, | want to keep
an eye on you, Simon Darquis. That means you have to come back with me to
the citadel. You will speak to the master there, Lucyler. We'l both decide
what to do with you."

"Triin justice?' flared Simon. "That's your idea of fair? They'll dit my throat
just for being Naren!"

"Maybe," said Vantran casualy. "Maybe not." He smiled faintly at Simon.
"| want to believe you, | really do. But | can't. If you were hunted like me, you
would understand that."

"Rubbish,” sneered Simon. "Y ou're not hunted any more than | am. It's all
in your imagination. You'reliving in fear of nothing, and now you want to drag
meinto your illusion. That's al thisis—one man's fantasy. | pity you,
Vantran."

The young man's face hardened. "Pity yourself,” he said. "Becauseif | find
out you're lying, nothing on earth will save you from me."

Then Richius Vantran rose and stalked off into the darkness, leaving Simon
alone by the fire. Simon watched him go, watched the night and his own black
mood swallow him, and knew with certainty that his mission would succeed.

NINE
The Cathedral of the Martyrs

| n the center of Nar City, near the shining Black Palace acrossthe river Kidl,
the great Cathedral of the Martyrs rose above the polluted avenues, its metal
steeple reaching for heaven over the constant smoke of the war labs. Ancient
gargoyles stalked itsledges, their stone eyes fixed on the metropolis around
them, and windows of stained glass cast colorful shadows, bathing the streets
in rainbows. A century of rainstorms had rubbed the limestone smooth and
turned the copper green, and when the sun was bright the cathedral glimmered
like a star through the haze of the capital. Ten thousand slaves had labored ten
years to construct it, and even in the current chaos of Nar she was an
ambition, a destination for pilgrims from around the Empire. Each holy day
the square around her filled with believers eager to hear the word of God and



to gain absolution for their wicked lives.

Archbishop Herrith understood the importance of the cathedral. It was more
dear to him than scripture, more dear even than hislife. He believed that God
truly dwelled within its walls and vaunted steeple. It was where, he presumed,
God lived on earth. He was nearly fifty now, and had spent the majority of his
yearsin this holy place, walking its halls and greeting the faithful. It was where
Naren nobles took wives, where Richius Vantran, the Jackal of Nar, had been
made king, and where, Herrith hoped, the Lord would take him when he died.
In its many tabernacles Herrith had seen many things—miracles certainly, like
the weeping God-M other and the bleeding chalice, and these things were
precious to him too. They gave him strength. And in these dark days, Herrith
needed strength. He needed God to speak to him in a clear voice, without
being muddled by interpreters and priests. Herrith spent long hoursin prayer
now, fasting and begging Heaven to hear him, and wrestling with the things
God the Father had told him to do.

On thisday, like any other, Herrith saw to the functioning of his majestic
cathedral. He had acolytes to oversee and an army of cowled priests, and a
thousand tedious details nagging for his attention. He was worn from the war
in Goth and his ongoing feud with the traitor Biagio, and he longed for some
solitude, to be merely a priest again, a servant of the Almighty. He had spent
the morning with General Vorto listening to details of the soldier's campaigns,
and his head ached from Vorto's voice. Herrith moved through the cathedral's
gilded hallways, hoping no one would see him. It was Seventh Day, the day
the cathedral opened its private chambers for confession. This, the most
intimate of sacraments, had been taken from Herrith by the pressures of his
lofty office, but on rare occasion he participated in it and heard the sins of his
flock. Today the archbishop needed to hear confession. He needed to know
there were others in the world who sinned.

Herrith pulled hiswhite silk cowl closer around his face as he walked like a
whisper down the golden corridors. Father Todos, his assistant, was waiting
for him in one of the confession chambers. A very special confessor was with
him, hidden from sight in the booth. But Todos had thought he'd recognized
the voice, and so had summoned his master to hear the confession himsalf. It
was a private confession, the confessor had explained, and so he had come to
the private chambers.

Naren nobles and men of high rank were allowed the privilege, leaving the
less fortunate of the flock to crowd into the main tabernacle and wait for
acolytes to hear their sins. Herrith had always thought it an odd separation, but
he had allowed it because it had been the will of Arkus. In the wake of the
emperor's death, the archbishop had thought it best to leave the private
chambers available. He needed the goodwill of the nobles. Too many of them
had already sided with Biagio. Goth had been the latest, and worst, of the
secessionists, and Herrith prayed mightily for no more fracturesin his weak
coalition. God's hand was vengeful, he had learned, and the pain of it was
destroying him.



Across the great hall where the painter Darago worked tirelessly on his latest
masterpiece, the private confession chambers stood apart from the public
tabernacles. Herrith moved cautiously through the hall, careful not to disturb
the artist'stools. Because it was Seventh Day, Darago wasn't working, but his
implements—his brushes and knives and pots of colors—all remained behind.
As he walked through the hall, Herrith glanced up at the ceiling he had
commissioned. Soon Darago would be finished and the great hall would be
open once again to the public. They would see the work of the master-painter,
and they would know with certainty that God existed. For without divine
ingpiration, no man could paint like Darago. His ceiling was like staring into
Heaven itself.

Herrith's gaze lingered on the celling for along time. He craned his neck to
survey the fresco, some of which was draped with cloth to hide it from
curious eyes. There were panels even the archbishop hadn't seen yet, for
Darago was an intensely private man, moody like al artists, and though Herrith
regularly pestered him about his progress, Darago kept his secrets locked
away, constantly promising Herrith that he would be pleased with the results.
Herrith was already pleased. The celling was the masterpiece he had imagined.
It was the perfect gift for God.

God had delivered Nar to him. God had killed the immortal Arkus and had
banished the demon Biagio. God's was the glory, and Herrith wanted to repay
his heavenly Father. He had commissioned the ceiling years ago, well before
thefirst cracksin the Iron Circle, but it seemed fitting to him that Darago was
finishing now, when Herrith's hold on Nar was becoming find. It was al
divine, the bishop decided, part of a design more vast than them all. The
Black Renaissance that had relegated the L ord to nothing more than a means
of controlling Nar had been amost entirely vanquished, and God had spoken
to General Vorto and brought him into the fold. God was good and powerful.
God wanted the Black Renaissance dead. And Herrith, who had dedicated his
life to the service of Heaven, was not about to disappoint his Lord.

He dlipped through the hall to a secondary chamber guarded by a
consecrated statue. Saint Carlarian the Confessor watched him enter with
marble eyes. When he was inside the chamber Herrith lowered his cowl and
looked around. The room was empty. He had expected Todos to be waiting
for him. The bishop crossed the room and peered through the door leading to
the confession chambers. Father Todos was outside one of them. His eyes
were closed in prayer.

"Todos?" asked the bishop.

The priest's eyes snapped open. He put afinger to hislipsto quiet his
master. Then he pointed into the confession booth.

"In there," he mouthed silently.

"Who?'

Todos went over to his master and whispered a single word. "Kye."

Herrith frowned. He didn't need Kye backing away from their grim work.



Without his leadership, the legions might splinter.

"| thought you should know," said Todos apologetically. "I'm almost
certainit'shim. Thevoice. . ."

Herrith nodded. Kye's voice was unmistakable—a low-pitched rattle, the
result of a Triin arrow through his neck. It took an experienced ear to
understand him now.

"Y ou did theright thing," said Herrith gently. "Thank you."

"He's been waiting," said Todos. "But I'm not sure you should hear his
confession, Y our Holiness. He will recognize your voice."

"Let him. He will be talking to God, not me. Go now, my friend. You've
donewell."

"Thank you, Y our Holiness."

Herrith watched his assistant leave. He loved his old friend dearly, but
wanted no witnesses to what was about to happen. Kye was an unbeliever,
and he needed to be convinced. And although Herrith knew he had a placid
reputation, God demanded things of him these days, things that often changed
his personality. It wouldn't do for his underlings to hear him rage.

Take care, he reminded himself as he walked into the booth and closed the
door behind him. You need this one.

Like he needed Vorto and al his soldiers. They were the only thing keeping
together the fragile coalition of Naren nations. Fear of the legions had kept
Biagio's loyalists in check. Fear was the fist of God. Without the army to prop
up his church, Herrith knew, Biagio and his hateful Renaissance would
triumph.

In the small chamber was a comfortable stool for the attending priest.
Herrith took a seat and looked at the mesh screen separating him from the man
on the other side. He barely made out Kye's shadow as the colonel sat
opposite him, patiently waiting. The bishop said a silent prayer, crossed
himself, and softly bade his penitent to speak.

"Go ahead, my child."

There was along delay as the man on the other side of the screen adjusted
himsglf.

"Yes, Father," he croaked. "I'm here because | think 1've sinned."

Herrith closed his eyes. The voice was obvioudy Kye's. "How long has it
been since your last confession, my son?’

"I've never had confession, Father. Thisismy first time."
"| see. Don't be frightened, then. | will help you."

Herrith knew Kye was listening intently, trying to decipher the voice on the
other side of the booth. There was a long pause before the colonel spoke

again.
"I don't know where to begin," he said shakily. "Perhaps | should go."
He knows it's me, thought Herrith. Fine.



"Don't leave. God doesn't care if you know therituals. He only cares that
you speak from your heart. Can you do that for Him?"

More silence. And then, "Yes. Yes, | can."

"Good, my son. We are listening, God and I. Tell us your sins. What
troubles you so to bring you here?"

"I have never been abeliever," said Kye's disembodied voice. "But | need
God now. | need to know if I'm damned for what |'ve done."

"What have you done?'
"So much," moaned the colonel. "So bloody much . . ."
“Tell me," urged Herrith. "Tell God."

There was a sigh from the other side of the chamber. Colonel Kye's shadow
lifted a hand to its head and rubbed. His breathing was erratic, unstable. It
quavered as though he was about to weep. Archbishop Herrith said nothing,
letting the colonel compose himself.

"“I've killed so many people," said Kye. "Y our Holiness, thereis blood on
me. So much blood . . ."

"Y ou know who | am," said the bishop. "Does that not frighten you, Kye?"'

"Yes, it does," admitted the colonel. "But you should know what we've
been doing for you. Y ou should know the blood we've spilled. It islike a
river, Holiness."

Herrith began to tremble too, not with rage but with remorse. He had already
heard the reports from Goth. Formula B had worked better than promised.
And he had given that order himself. If there was blood on Kye's hands, then
Herrith was drenched in it, too.

"The horror," Kye went on, his voice breaking. "God have mercy on me for
what |'ve done." His shoulders slumped and he began to gasp, until at last the
sobs overcame him and the booth rang with hisanguish. "Tell metheresa
God," he begged. "Absolve me, Holiness."

"There is a God more powerful than you or I, Colonel Kye. A God whose
plan might seem harsh to us both, but who makes demands on us sometimes.
You are purein His eyes, Colonel. You are one of His soldiers, not Vorto's.
Trust in Him. Y ou are doing Hiswork."

Even as he said it, Herrith wondered. Kye seemed to take no solace in the
words. His sobs went on and on, until Herrith could hardly understand the
babbling of hisraspy voice. Kye was mumbling about children and screams,
and something about mothers dying. Goth, the city of death, where nothing
lived or could live anymore.

"It is God'swill," said the bishop, trying to comfort Kye. "They arein His
hands now. Death is a doorway. Y ou know that, don't you? The righteous of
Goth are with Him now."

"Oh, no," moaned Kye. "How can children be righteous? How can | do
such evil work? | am damned! Forever damned . . ."



The Archbishop of Nar seethed. "Listen to me," he thundered. "God's work
isnot evil. It isacleansing of thisvile world. Goth stood with the devil Biagio.
They flew the Black Flag, in defiance of the Lord. Y ou are on the righteous
side, Kye, make no mistake. We are ridding the world of cancer."

Kye fought to calm himself, clearing histhroat of phlegm. "I'm just aman,"
he said. "I'm not a priest, I'm not a God. | know nothing of Heaven. | can't be
asked to do itswork."

"You listen to me," insisted Herrith. "God is more real than you or I, and He
knows your heart, Kye of Nar. He knowsiif it's pure. Y ou fear the damnation
of Hell for doing His work, but you don't see the glory of what you're doing."

"| see only slaughter," agreed Kye, "and dead faces in my dreams."

"But what you seeisonly earth," pressed Herrith. "It is the nothingness of
this existence. There is another life after this one, Kye. And those who do the
work of the Lord exalt in their next lives; those who do not will suffer the
endlessfire. Y ou will not go to Hell for destroying Goth's children. Y ou will
go to Heaven for saving them!"

Kye was silent. He leaned his head back against the wall and stared up at the
ceiling, and would not speak aword or utter the smallest sound. The sobs had
left him. He was suddenly a shell, unmoving, and Herrith watched his
silhouette mournfully, and al the colonel's dark regrets became his own.

"It isin the holy book, my child," said Herrith softly. He heard his words
and knew he was talking to himself. "Serve the Lord and be rewarded. We
defy Him at our peril."

"l do not defy Him," said Kye. "I question Him."

This time Herrith was without an answer. He considered the soldier's words
carefully, groping for aresponse, but of late he had questioned Heaven, too.
Herrith had found solace in scripture, but only alittle. Like Kye, he grieved.
But God's word was plain. Biagio was a sodomite and sinner. He lay with
men. And the Black Renaissance he prescribed spoke of the emperor as the
highest power, a heresy the bishop had let thrive for too long.

"It isunwiseto question the Lord," said Herrith finally. "If you ignore the
portents, Kye, you do so at your peril."

Kye's voice was awhisper. "Isit so clear to you?' he asked. "If you had
been at Goth, it would be different, | think. | have never seen anything so
terrible, Holiness, and | have seen agreat deal. Y our Formula B cannot be of
God. | swear, it must be of the devil."

"It istheingspiration of faithful men that created the formula," said the
bishop. "It can only be of God."

"That'salie," snapped Kye. "l know Bovadin made the formulafirst. The
war labs only perfected it."

"But God is perfection. And the formula does Hiswork." Herrith put his

face to the screen. "Oh, sweet Kye. | feel your agony. Do not think | am as
heartless as that. | am God's servant on earth, after al. | carefor children here



in the cathedral, and | know it all seemsimpossible to you. But we are not
alwaysto question the will of our Father. The Black Renaissanceis aterrible
thing, and it runs through our land like a wound. We must burn it out of our
flesh because there is no other way."

"Children, Holiness," said Kye. "Without skin. Without eyes." He put his
hands to his head. "And they won't stop screaming at me. They won't stop.
Make them stop, Holiness. Take them away fromme. . . ."

Herrith knew that he could not. He had heard the same screamsin hisown
head and no amount of prayer could silence them. They were relentless, these
children of Goth. In death they were louder than in life.

"They are like dark angels," said Herrith. "Ignore them and they will be
powerless over you. Rebuke them, Kye. Y ou do the work of God. Y ou need
not answer to these phantoms."

Kye seemed to nod dlightly. "Then | am absolved?' he asked.

"There is nothing to absolve you of. Go with God, Colonel. Rgoicein the
work you do. And look to Vorto for guidance. He will help you understand.”

Vorto was a butcher and Herrith knew it. But his name had a magical effect
on the legionnaires who served with him. The general was legendary. And
Kye, who was certainly less than alegend, admired Vorto. He could gain
strength from him. Vorto could be an example to them all. "Do you
understand what | have told you, my son?"'

"I think | do," rasped Kye. "And God help me, | will try."

"God asks only your love," said the bishop. "Love him, and He will help
you. You will seethat. And you'll see aso that what we're doingisnot alie

but the greatest truth Nar has ever known. | promise you, Colonel. | swear it
to Heaven."

Kye rose unsteadily to his feet. He put his face to the screen and stared
through it at Herrith. "Y ou have alaw about this place," he said. "I know you
do. Everything I've said to you is secret, isn't it? My men must never know of
this conversation. Nor General Vorto. That is so, yes?"

"Yes," said Herrith. "That is so."

"And you will never convey thistalk to anyone, not by lips or by pen?"

"Of course not," said Herrith, mildly annoyed.

"Swear it, Y our Holiness."

"What?'

"Swear that you will never speak of our conversation today with anyone.
Swear it to Heaven right now."

Herrith raised his hand to the screen and said, "As you have said, so do |
swear."

Satisfied, Kye turned and quit the chamber, leaving Herrith in the dimness.
The archbishop closed his eyes and leaned back against the wall, and all the
misery he had heard in Kye's voice came washing over him. A red,



unstoppabl e torrent of blood, and he had been the one to unleash it. The war
labs had perfected Formula B under his orders, and Vorto and Kye had
launched it against Goth because he had told them to. He wondered bleakly if
what he heard really was the voice of God, or just the subtle whispers of his
own vengeful mind. He put a hand to his forehead, striving to drive away the
evil thoughts.

So many children. The duke's own daughters. The Duchess Kareena. How
innocent were they? he wondered. He remembered Kareena's glowing face,
how young she was and how she had pilgrimaged to Nar to see the great
cathedral. He had spoken to her then, and her only confession was that she
had waited too long to see God's house. She had knelt and kissed hisring and
he had adored her, for she had perfect beauty, the kind of grace that comes
from Heaven.

And now he had murdered her.

All of Goth was awasteland; that's what V orto had said. And the reports
from people like Kye echoed that truth. The horrible formulaloosed by the
war labs had worked more perfectly than anyone had foreseen. But it seemed
to Herrith that his general suffered none of the guilt of his underlings. Vorto
had come back to Nar City wearing a smile. Now Herrith wept, and he could
not erase that smile from his mind or the evil images portrayed by Kye. There
was an orphanage not far from the cathedral, a place that Herrith had built
himself and sustained with church monies. He adored children. But children
became adults, didn't they? And didn't their parents sometimes poison them
beyond repair? The Black Renaissance had been like that; an artful knife
dipping through the ribs of God's people. Herrith had prayed mightily for its
end, and all God had given him was Formula B. No peace, just this awful
weapon. So it had been a sign. Bovadin himself had been unable to perfect the
formula of his own creation. But the war labs had done it without him, and
that was truly astonishing. That, Herrith had decided, was a miracle.

How hard it was now to live with that deduction. Herrith buried his handsin
his face. God was real, and sometimes he gave men burdens. But Herrith
knew they were never more than the man could handle, so he focused his
mind on Heaven and his Father, and cried out in silent desperation.

Holy Father, help me. Help me bear thisthing | do. | do it for you, Lord.
You get the power and the glory. Forever and ever. | beg You, fortify me for
this bloody work. Make me strong and wise. Turn my hand to gentleness as
soon as You are able.

He crossed himself and fought down his sobs, and when he opened his
eyes hewas still alone in the confessional, and the world was deathly quiet.
This happened to him sometimes now. Since stopping the drug, he lost
control more often than seemly. The drug had checked his emotions, just asit
had checked the progress of his aging. Without it, keeping himself together
was a constant, tumultuous battle.

"Biagio," he growled. That bastard was to blame for all of this. The golden



count went on taking the drug and spitting in God's face. He claimed to love
Nar but he was alying sodomite, orchestrating the Empire's destruction from
hisidand lair. Herrith trembled at the thought of his ageless foe. Biagio had
always been Arkus favorite. Together the two of them had made religion
meaningless. They had used it asatool of control but had never truly
believed. And God had finally tired of them both. Arkus the immortal had
died. Biagio the devil was banished. Herrith took a steadying bresath,
composing his fractured emotions.

"Wise work to do," he reminded himself. He wiped his tearing eyes with his
silk deeve. "No time for nonsense. God is watching me, always. | can't fail
Him. [—"

"Y our Holiness?!

Herrith bit down on hislip. Todos? Frantically he wiped the remaining tears
from his face and tried to look natural. Todos was right outside. The priest
knocked lightly on the door.

"Y our Holiness? Are you in there?"

"What isit?' Herrith snapped.

"Y our Holiness, please. | must speak to you urgently. Something's
happened.”

Todos sounded suitably scared. Herrith cursed under his breath. "Heaven
and Hell, Todos, I'm busy! What do you want?"

"Please, Holiness. You have to come. It's the Fearless.”

It was like hearing that God had returned. "What?" sputtered Herrith, rising
from his stool and pulling open the door. Todos seemed not to notice his
master's appearance. "What did you just say?"

"It's the Fearless, Holiness. In the harbor! And she's not alone. There are
four other ships with her, very close. What should we do?"

Herrith was stunned. What was Nicabar doing in the Black City? Was this
an invasion? He had to tell Vorto, prepare the troops. Lord, it was
unthinkable!

"What's he doing?' Herrith asked.

Todos shrugged nervously. "l don't know, Holiness. The ships just
appeared. | came and got you as soon as | heard."

"And there are five shipsyou say? That's all?"

"I think so, yes. Holiness, I'm not sure. But we have to do something."

Herrith grit histeeth. "We do indeed, Todos. We have to find out what that
bloody bastard is doing here!"

Admiral Danar Nicabar stood on the deck of hiswarship and watched the
harbor as the little boat rowed toward him. Next to the Fearless, her four
smaller sisters stood at anchor, their guns trained on the city. The Cathedral of
the Martyrs, that tall and terrible structure, loomed high, its silvery-green
steeple reflecting sunlight. Nicabar had ordered the flame cannons turned



toward the cathedral. Even the long-range guns of the Fearless were too far
away to reach the church, but the admiral had known that the threat of firing
would get Herrith's attention. He had in his vest the letter from Biagio, waxed
closed with the count's own sedl. It had been along and blessedly boring
voyage from Crote, and Nicabar was pleased to see his home port again. Little
had changed. The labs still choked up plumes of noxious smoke. Nar City's
broad avenues had filled with curious onlookers, al pointing at the returning
fleet. Noble men and ladies shouldered up to beggars on the docks to better
seethe Fearless. Vorto'slegionnaires had gathered too, a whole garrison of
them. Vorto himself was nowhere to be seen, an unexpected pleasantry.
Nicabar had aways despised the general.

The dreadnoughts Notorious and Black City bobbed alongside the
Fearless. Behind them in the harbor were two light cruisers, the Iron Duke,
captained by Nicabar's long-time friend Dane, and a smaller warship, the quick
saling Relentless. Both cruisers slowly patrolled the harbor, ready for any
unexpected surprises. Nicabar had no idea how close the Lissens might beto
Nar City, and he didn't want to be caught unaware. Though the guns of the
Fearless could outmatch any Lissen schooner, there were only two
dreadnoughts.

The little rowboat drew closer. Nicabar could seeits passenger now. As
requested, his sailors had brought back Father Todos, Herrith's aide. The
admiral smiled, surprised that Herrith had agreed to the exchange. He didn't
think the bishop trusted him so much, but it was the only logical exchange.
Herrith wasn't about to step aboard the Fearless, and if they wereto talk,
Nicabar needed to fedl safe. He knew Herrith and Todos were like brothers.
The Holy Father would never willingly let anything happen to Todos. Nicabar
breathed a sigh of relief. The mere sight of Todos told him there would be no
tricks.

"It'shim," said the admiral confidently. Lieutenant Garii hodded. The
lieutenant held a small metal box, plain and unadorned, barely the size of a
man's hand. A gift for the Archbishop of Nar. "Have him come aboard,
Garii," ordered Nicabar. "I want him to feel welcome. Give him whatever he
needs—food, drink, anything. Understood?"

"Aye, dir," said the lieutenant. The young man called out to the sailorsin the
rowboat to come alongside. A rope ladder was lowered amidships. The
sailorsin the rowboat waved and shouldered the little craft up to the warship.
Father Todos looked at the hulking Fearless, his jaw set. Nicabar stared down
at him, grinning. Todos was a decent man. He believed in his church and that
made him an enemy, but in the days of Arkusthey had almost been friends.
The admira had no desire to hurt this gentle man, and hoped Herrith had
planned no betrayals. If he did and Nicabar was captured or killed, Todos
would die.

The sailorsin the rowboat helped the priest shimmy up the rope ladder.
Nicabar went to greet him. Halfway up, the Father noticed his host and
stopped.



"Come ahead, Father," boomed Nicabar. "Nothing will happen to you, not
by my doing."

Father Todos grimaced but continued up the ladder anyway. Admiral
Nicabar extended out a hand, which the priest reluctantly accepted, and pulled
him aboard. The sailorsin the rowboat remained behind, waiting for the
admiral. Father Todos cleared his throat nervously and stared at Nicabar,
trying to look brave.

"I'm here, as requested," said Todos. "God protect me."

Nicabar chuckled. "Y ou have my protection, priest," he said. "Nothing will
happen to you, so long as nothing happens to me." He looked out over the
docks to where Vorto's garrisons were pompously arranged. " Safe passage
through those legionnaires, to the cathedral and back again. That's the dedl,
right?’

"Yes," said Todos. "The archbishop will be waiting for you. Have your talk
with him quickly. Take care of your devilish business and return to your ship.
| won't leave until you come back."

"I'd say not," laughed Nicabar. "It'salong swim." The admiral turned to
Garii and took the metal box from him. Todos noticed it, eyeing the thing
suspicioudly.

"What isthat?' he asked.

"A gift for your bishop," replied Nicabar. "From Count Biagio."

Todos made a disgusted face. "He won't accept it. It's an insult. How dare
that demon try to buy the bishop's pardon!”

"There'sfood and wine aboard, Father. Lieutenant Garii will see to your
needs. Be comfortable. | will return when | can.”

"What news do you bring the bishop, heretic?' asked Todos. "Has your
twisted count come to his senses?"

Nicabar bristled but tried to ignore the insult. He backed down onto the
rope ladder, tucking the metal box under his armpit. "Y ou'll know when you
get back to the cathedral, Todos. Enjoy my ship's hospitality."

"Admiral? "said Todos.
Nicabar stopped and looked at the priest. "What?"
Todos crossed the air in front of him. "Go with God."

"Yes," said Nicabar dryly. "Asyou say." Then he dropped down below the
railings and out of Todos sight, lowering himself on the rope ladder until he
reached the rowboat. The sailors on board fumbled to help him but he shook
off their hands. They heaved away from the Fearless and sat down, taking up
their oars and rowing toward shore, but Nicabar remained standing, ever
defiant as he faced the legionnaires gathered to greet him. He was resplendent
in his perfect uniform of black and gold, and the ribbons and medals on his
chest gleamed in the sunlight. In his vest pocket was the note to Herrith, while
in his hands he held the little silver box, the gift Biagio had ordered him to
present to the bishop. Nicabar smiled, wondering how Herrith would react to



the present. It would be unexpected, certainly.

Almost at shore, the rowboat skidded toward a dock lined thickly with
waiting soldiers. The heavily armed men did not bow or show any deference
to Nicabar as he stared at them. They merely waited, stone-faced, while their
brothers behind them held back the curious push of spectators who had
gathered to gape at the returning admiral. Danar Nicabar smirked at the crowd
and the helmeted soldiers, but his cocky smile vanished when he noticed the
carriage waiting for him. It was alarge conveyance, one of the dead emperor's
own, trimmed in jewels and pulled by four white stallions. And near the
carriage, looking down from his great black warhorse, was General Vorto,
battle axe strapped across his back. It had been nearly ayear since Nicabar
had seen the general, and Vorto's ugly features hadn't softened a bit. More
huge than ever in his brawny armor, Vorto still seemed like one of Nar's
statues—cold and sterile and completely immovable. The general trotted his
charger toward the dock as the rowboat dlid into aslip. Admiral Nicabar
waited for his sailorsto cleat the boat before he stepped onto the dock. Vorto
was waiting for him, watching mischievously, but he did not dismount from
his snorting beast.

"Welcome home, Danar," boomed the general. There was a mocking quality
to the voice. "It's so wonderful to see you again."

"I would say the same, but | would be lying," said Nicabar. He didn't bow
to the general or show any of the usual niceties. Not dismounting for him was
clearly an insult, and Nicabar had no intention of showing the butcher any
respect. "l've come bearing a message for His Holiness, Vorto. | have nothing
to discuss with you."

"Our discussion can wait then, seaman. But | promise you—we will talk
again. Get in the carriage. | will take you to the cathedra .”

Nicabar looked around at the swelling crowd. "Y ou and your bishop have
cast quite a spell on these people. | suppose | should congratulate you. But it
won't last. That's my promise to you." The admiral gestured to his flagship
anchored in the harbor. "Take a good look at my vessels. If anything happens
to me, they have orders to open fire. They'll blast aholein Nar City so big
even you could walk through it."

"God forgive your blasphemy, Danar. Truly, | pity you. Get in the carriage.
Just for today you have my word—you will be unharmed.”

Vorto's word was meaningless, but Nicabar got into the carriage anyway. It
was empty, and the plush velvet seats were unbelievably comfortable. Nicabar
sat down and leaned out the window. A few bold Narensin the crowd waved
to him and he waved back, suddenly delighted with the strange homecoming.
He had missed Nar. Life at seawas only bearable when you had a home to
return to, and he had none. Losing the Black City was like losing a beautiful
woman. She was unforgettable.

Vorto barked orders at his columns to depart, and the carriage lurched
forward, bearing Nicabar away from the docks and through the avenues of



Nar City. Colossal skyscrapers rose up quickly around him, burying himin
their shadows. Haze and fire obscured the sky as the towering smokestacks
vomited up clouds. In the distance, Nicabar saw the towers of the Black
Palace, former home of Arkus, and the giant mausoleum on its great lawn,
built by Biagio to remember his beloved emperor. Sunlight played on the river
Kidl, that wide, polluted waterway, and as the carriage crossed the iron bridge
Nicabar gazed across the river through his open window, seeing all the
splendor of sprawling Nar feeding from the Kiel's banks. The Cathedral of the
Martyrs rose into view, blocking out the sun behind its girdered steeple. The
carriage rolled over the bridge and was swallowed by the church's shadow. At
the head of the column, General Vorto guided the procession through the
Avenue of the Holy, toward the great open gates of Herrith's home. A
thousand people had gathered around the cathedral to catch a glimpse of the
admiral, and Nicabar's heart sank at the sight of them. He was one of them,
and not at al like the languid Cretans he was forced to live among. At that
moment, he would have given anything to end the stalemate.

But thiswas awar of ideals, he reminded himself, and his resolve
strengthened as the garish cathedral loomed. It was both glorious and terrible,
and the fanatic at its core was two-hearted, with one made of gold and the
other of iron. Herrith was Nar's perfect master, inscrutable and capable of the
most far-reaching atrocities even as he fed the city's starving children. Arkus
of Nar had been a butcher too, but what Herrith had done to Goth had made
the emperor's worst massacres seem pale. The tales coming out of the Walled
City had made even Biagio's blood run cold. Nicabar detested Herrith almost
as much as Vorto himself. Vorto he hated because the general was stupid.
Like agood dog he followed Herrith's edicts blindly.

General Vorto stopped the march just outside the cathedral's doors. The
portals of oak hung open, but Nicabar could see nothing inside the church's
secretive folds. A group of acolytes waited, their faces obscured in white
cowls. The priests seemed to float there, bodiless. Nicabar got out of the
carriage, still clutching the metal box. At last VVorto got down off his horse.
The general came up to Nicabar and scowled.

"Thisisaholy place, Admiral," he said. "l would ask that you show it some
respect. If you don't, | will pull your head off your shoulders with my bare
hands. Do you understand?’

Nicabar gave Vorto his best stone face. "Y ou are still the same brute, aren't
you, Vorto? | would advise you strongly not to threaten me again. The
Fearless hasn't fired her cannonsin awhile. We could use the practice.”

Vorto chuckled. "God would strike you down before you fired a shot. He
protects this place. It is free of your villainy."

"I would like to test that theory, General. And | will at the smallest
opportunity. Now take me to Herrith and stop babbling. I'm already sick from
the sight of you."

Vorto turned from Nicabar and strode toward the cathedral and its waiting



priests. Nicabar followed, as did two of the genera's bodyguards, both fully
armored and bearing drawn swords. The general bowed deeply to the
ghostlike priests, who did not speak aword but simply led them into the
cavernous cathedral. The vaulted ceiling rose up above them in a magnificent
arc, gold-leafed and detailed with the finest manmade minutiae. There were
angels and demons, white-bearded images of God and bare-breasted reliefs of
His Mother. Bright lamps it the ceiling and the frescoed walls, and the adtar far
in front of them burned with incense and a chalice filled with flaming liquid,
the symbol of eternal life for Herrith and his believers.

The expansive chamber was empty, and as they walked their footfalls
echoed loudly off the walls and statues, and the sounds of the crowd outside
died off behind them as they reached the dtar. Vorto and his men all fell to a
knee before the dltar, as did the legionnaires. But despite the generd's earlier
threat, Nicabar remained standing. When they had finished their short prayer,
the priests led them out of the chamber into a corridor and then to an endless
flight of stairs that seemed to ascend into Heaven itself. The legionnaires
stayed behind.

Thiswas a private area. Only the highest ranking soldiers were allowed here,
and only then by invitation. The stairs went up in a ceaseless spiral, but after
long minutes of climbing they finally ended, spilling them into another hallway.
This one was lined with stained glass—a marvelous wall of transparent colors
depicting scenes from the holy book. Nicabar could barely see through the
glass but he could tell they were very high. Hisfingerstingled alittle with the
cold draft.

They came at last to adoor at the end of the hall. The priests entered
without knocking. Vorto said nothing, waiting patiently for the acolytesto
return. At last they did reappear, opening the door wide for the general and
Nicabar. Nicabar peered around Vorto's enormous girth and saw inside the
chamber. It was another big room and flooded with sunlight. An immense
window made up the entire far wall, showing off the expanse of the Black
City. And at the window, staring blithely through the clear glass, was
Archbishop Herrith, his hands clasped casually behind his back. The priests
left the room and disappeared back down the hall. Nicabar waited. Vorto
wasn't moving.

"Enter, my friends," said Herrith at last. His voice was pure, like the sunlight
he bathed in. It seemed to Nicabar that the bishop had lost some weight, no
doubt aresult of the drug withdrawal. He snickered to himself, pleased with
the image of Herrith's mortality.

His eyeswould be dim now, like Vorto's. General Vorto finally moved into
the chamber. Nicabar followed him. He had never been in this chamber and he
marveled at the huge window, tall asatree and wide asariver. From here he
could see all of eastern Nar City and the ocean beyond, with his small armada
bobbing in the harbor. Vorto went to the bishop and dropped to his knees.
Without turning from the window Herrith listlessly put out his hand. Vorto
seized it and kissed it.



"Y our Holiness," said the giant softly. "I've brought him for you."

"Y es, thank you, my friend. | noticed.” Herrith turned his head and
rewarded Vorto with asmile. "Arise, General. Admiral Nicabar . . ."

Nicabar didn't bow or crack the smallest smile. He smply walked into the
center of the room, saying, "l have a message for you, Herrith, from Count
Biagio. | would liketo giveit to you and be on my way."

Herrith smiled serenely. "Danar, it's been so long. Please, let's not talk like
enemies." He gestured to atable at the far end of the room, a sunny spot
complete with plates of breakfast foods and cups of steaming beverages. "l've
arranged ameal for us. | would like to sit with you awhile.”

"I'm not hungry," said Nicabar.

"Pity," said Herrith, going to the table and sitting down. "l am. Please. . ."
He gestured to one of the chairs. "If you don't sit with me | will takeit asan
offense, old friend. And we have so much to talk about."

"We have very little to talk about, Herrith. | have a message, and that isall."

"Sit down, you blasphemous fool," seethed Vorto, barely containing his
rage. "l warn you, Nicabar . . ."

"I don't take well to warnings, Vorto," said Nicabar coolly. "And | don't
care to speak long with either of you. Herrith, will you accept my message or
not?"'

Herrith was folding a napkin onto hislap. "Yes, yes. Of course | will,
Danar. But there's time enough to eat, surely? | can't believe you're not weary
from your voyage." He picked up a pastry from the table and popped it into
his mouth, sighing with satisfaction. "Oh, now, that is good. Redlly, Danar,
you should have something."

"Very well," agreed Nicabar, already tired of the argument. He sat down at
the table across from Herrith and laid down his silver box. The bauble
immediately caught the bishop's attention.

"What's that?" asked Herrith through a mouth full of pastry.

"Thisisagift,” replied Nicabar. He dlid the box across the table to Herrith.
"From Count Biagio."

"A gift? Isthis your message?'

"No." Nicabar dlipped his hand into his uniform and pulled out the letter
Biagio had given him. "Thisis my message, sealed with the Count's own seal.
You'll recognizeit, I'm sure. That other thing is merely a gift, asI've said.”

Herrith picked up the box and shook it like a child, awide smile on his face.
"What isit?' he asked, listening to it rattle.

"Holiness, please," said Vorto. He held out his hands for the box. "Give it
to me. | will openit for you."

"You will not!" laughed Herrith. "It's mine."

"It may be atrick, Holiness. Something dangerous from the Cretan devil.
Please, let me open it for you."



Herrith's eyes narrowed on Nicabar. "Isit atrick, Danar?"
"No trick," said the admiral. "Just a present. And perfectly safe, | promise.”

"Hmm, just the same . . ." Herrith handed the box over to VVorto. "l think
you should open it, my friend. The devil isthe father of lies, after all. Be
careful, though."

Stupidly brave, Vorto opened the box quickly and peered at its contents.
Nicabar watched the general closely, gratified by the ook of terrible awe on
his face.

"Mother of God," he whispered.
"What isit?' pressed Herrith.

Vorto turned his blazing eyes on Nicabar. "Y ou sinful snake," he seethed. "I
should kill you for this!"

"Enough!” thundered Herrith. "Vorto, what's in the box? Give it to me, |
insist!"
"Holiness. . ."

Herrith snatched the box from Vorto's hands and looked inside. He, too,
was awed by its contents. But the bishop didn't anger. He simply stared at it
longingly. It was avial of Bovadin's life-lengthening drug, perfectly bluein its
clear glass container, shining and desirable and worth afortune. Herrith took
the vial from the box and turned it in the sunlight, his hand trembling as he
inspected it.

"Heaven help us," he said. "What have you brought me, Danar? Damnation
in a bottle?'

"You know what it is, Bishop," said Nicabar carefully. "And it's not from
me. It's from Biagio. Personally, | would never have given it to you, but the
count insisted.”

"Of course he did!" raged Vorto. "That blackhearted beast. He wants to see
us all dependent on his fiendish brew again. Damn him to Hell!"

Herrith held up a calming hand. "Be easy, my friend." He continued
admiring the beautiful liquid with his dull, dead eyes. Once Herrith's eyes had
blazed a brilliant blue, but they were flat now, desolate, lessthan alive. A
familiar fire grew in them as they looked upon the drug. "Ah, Danar," sighed
the bishop. "Should | curse you or praise you for bringing me this? Y ou and
Biagio are devils, to be sure.”

"That's a goodly supply, Herrith," said Nicabar. "Enough to bring you back
to how you were. Bovadin mixed it strong for you, so it would last. But it has
to be administered slowly. If not, you'll die."

"He won't be using it," snapped Vorto. "You may take your poison back
with you, dog."

Herrith put the vial back in the box and closed the lid. But he did not return
the gift to Nicabar. Instead he kept it near him, guarding it with afirm hand.
"Sit down, Vorto," he said softly. "We are arguing too much. | didn't want it
to be thisway." He picked up the letter but did not open it. Instead he handed



it to Vorto. "Read this for me," he directed. "Out loud, so we all can hear."

Vorto took a chair next to his master and opened the |etter, breaking the
wax seal. He looked it over suspiciously for a moment, then started to read. "
‘My dear Bishop,' " he began. " 'l hope this letter finds you well. | hope, too,
that you are taking good care of the city and the Empire. These are dark days
for usall, and | will not lie to you and say that | do not miss the Black City. |
do, with all my heart.'" Vorto stopped to sneer at this. "Heart," he scoffed.
"What heart?"

"Go on, please, General," ordered Herrith. The bishop kept his eyeson
Nicabar as he listened.

" 'We are not so different, youand |,' " Vorto continued. " 'Our past has
made us enemies, but our future holds promise if we work together. There are
things| can offer you, and would give you gladly. Bovadin's drug is merely
one of these. None of us need die, dear Herrith." "

Herrith interrupted Vorto with a chuckle. "He's along-winded one, isn't he?'
Nicabar said nothing.
"Goon," said Herrith. "Let's seeif he ever says anything useful ."

Vorto continued reading. " 'l propose a meeting between all the Naren lords,
to take place here on my island of Crote. It isthe only safe place where |
know | will not be harmed. We can discuss our differences amicably, and
make a new beginning. | urge you to consider this offer carefully. We can rule
Nar together, as Arkus would have wanted. The drug can be yours again. Nar
can be strong.' " Vorto looked up from the paper. "That's it," he declared. He
tossed the letter onto the table before him. "Y ou've got an audacious master,
Nicabar. How dare he think he can buy us off with promises of peace? And a
meeting in Crote? I's he serious?"

Nicabar did not address Vorto, only Herrith. "I am to wait for your
response and then return to Crote with your answer," he said. "l will wait
aboard my ship in the harbor. Get me your answer by the morrow."

"There's no need to wait," said Herrith smply. "l aready have my answer."
Herrith reached across the table and picked up the letter, crumpling it into a
ball and bouncing it over to Nicabar. "The answer isno."

Nicabar smirked. "As| thought. Biagio istoo good to you, Herrith. | told
him not to bother offering you peace, but he insisted. Apparently he thinks
you have a brain somewhere in that thick skull. | do not."

"If and when | decideto talk peace with that hellspawn, | will say when and
where. These are not his termsto dictate. I'm no warrior, but it's the victor
who makes terms, isn't it?"

"Y ou will not be victorious, Herrith," said Nicabar calmly. "Y ou don't have
the means. The nations of Nar will never follow you, because they smply
don't believe your fairy tales. And now you have Lissto deal with." The
admiral winked sardonically. "And | know what a handful they can be."

The mere mention of Liss erased all pleasantness from the bishop's face. "It



Is your fault what happens with Liss, Danar. They raid our coasts and you do
nothing. They sink our ships and you do nothing. You say you are an Admiral
of Nar?1 think you are laughable. If you were truly the hero some say, you
would be defending Nar."

"But | am, Holiness," said Nicabar. "I'm defending it from you."

"Blasphemer,” rumbled Vorto. The general rose from his chair, toppling it
over. "Show some respect in this house of God, or | swear | will kill you!"

"Sit down, Vorto," directed Nicabar. "Y ou're very tiresome. Bishop, asI've
already explained to this primate, anything that happens to me will be revisited
on the Black City a hundred fold. The Fearless has her guns trained on the
cathedral. She might be able to reach it, or she might not. Either way, the city
burns. So | would be very careful what you or your dog soldier say to me,
because | am sick of being threatened.”

Herrith considered the implication, searching the tone for a bluff. When he
found none he gestured for Vorto to sit. Reluctantly, the general retrieved his
toppled chair and took his place beside the bishop. Herrith drummed his
pudgy fingers on the silver box.

"What shall | do?' he mused aloud. "1 had hoped our talk would be
beneficial, Danar. Shame on me, but | had actually hoped you had come to
your senses and seen the truth about your count. It's been so many years that
you have been friends with him. Can't you see the truth yet?"

"The truth?" asked Nicabar. "Or your truth?'

"They are the same, Danar,” warned the bishop. "My truth is the honesty of
God, the bread of angels. Biagio is a sodomite, asinner. Even his marriage
was an abomination. He lieswith men. Y ou know this, yet you defend him? A
full-blooded man like yourself?'

"Aye, | know the truth of him," said Nicabar. "And truly, | don't care.
Neither did Arkus. It may be asinin your eyes and in the vision of your
mythical God, but not in mine. Heisafriend. And afar better one than you
ever were, Herrith."

"A warning, Danar," said the bishop. "Biagio'stime is past. The Black
Renaissance died with Arkus. And its small remnants are being dealt with."

"Yes," hissed Nicabar. "Like Goth."
Herrith's face hardened. "Like Goth," he echoed. "It is God's will."

Anicy hand seized Nicabar's heart. Something was horribly wrong with
Herrith. Perhaps the drug had rotted hismind like it had Biagio's, or maybe it
was the awful withdrawal. Either way, it seemed an impossible task to talk
rationally with this man who believed his own genocidal messages.

"Very well," said Nicabar, rising from his chair. "Then our businessis
concluded."

The bishop spread out his hands. "It seems so. Please give the count my
answer, Danar. And tell him that | will pray for the repose of his soul.”

"I'm sure he'll appreciate that," quipped Nicabar. "And shall | thank him for



the gift? Or will | be taking that back with me as well?"

Vorto's eyes shifted to the box, then to Herrith, then back again. The
bishop's hand curled over the gift greedily.

"I think | should hold on to this," he said. "And after all, it'sagift. Thank
Biagio for his thoughtfulness."

Vorto blanched. "Holiness. . ."

"Shut up,” growled Herrith. "Danar, thank you for coming to see me. Y ou
may not believe this, but it was a pleasure. The general will escort you back to
your ship now. Safe journey, old friend."

Nicabar |eft the chamber without saying good-bye, trailed by the
dumbfounded Vorto. As he left, he stole a glance over his shoulder to see
Herrith caressing the box.

TEN
The Assassin's Promise

After amorni ng of travel, Richius and Simon returned to Falindar. The spires
of the citadel were awelcome sight to the men, who were both exhausted
from each other's company. Seeing that his odd companion was hardly in
shape to make the trip, Richius had let Simon share his gelding's back, and
they had each walked while the other enjoyed the comfort of the horse. It had
been the only choice left to Richius. Simon seemed near collapse. And
Richius, well rested from ayear in Falindar, had welcomed the exercise. So
while Simon rode, Richius walked and considered things.

Out in the wilderness, he hadn't found the answers he was searching for.
Despite Karlaz's advice, histalk with the sky had been a one-sided
conversation. And although he was eager to see Falindar again, part of him
dreaded confronting Dyana. She would be expecting some change in him, and
would be disappointed.

Simon had proved a pleasant enough travelling companion. Inquisitive but
thoughtful, he often fell into the same contemplative silences as Richius, and
only occasionally did they get on each other's nerves. Because Simon couldn't
travel tethered, Richius had undone his bindings. Simon had repaid the favor
by doing nothing threatening. He explained to Richius that he really had
nowhere to go anyway, and though he feared the citadel's violent reputation,
the promise of aroof and warm food spurred him on. Richius aimost liked the
deserter; if that'swhat Simon truly was. After afull day together, Richius still
wasn't sure about the Naren, and his doubts troubled him. He knew Biagio's
capabilities. Every Naren had heard the stories. The Roshann were
everywhere. Ruthless and subtle, Biagio's secret society permeated every
strataof imperial life. They wereliketheair. Invisible. Inescapable.



And so it was that when they arrived at the citadel, Richius at once took the
awestruck Simon to see Lucyler. As master of Falindar, it would be Lucyler's
decision to cast judgment on the stranger, to determine whether he was a spy
or if the citadel's hospitality should be extended to him. But Lucyler was
preoccupied upon their return. The warlord Ishia had come from his mountain
keep to seek counsel from Lucyler, and Lucyler was locked in his meeting
chambers with strict orders not to be disturbed. Given the opportunity to see
hiswife and child, Richius went to his own chambers. Simon was relegated to
aguarded room, left there to wait. He said good-bye to Richius with aworried
smile, and Richius couldn't help but try to ease hisfears.

"If you're telling the truth, nothing will happen to you," he promised as he
shut the door. A Triin warrior had been stationed outside the room. Meals,
clothing, and a bath were ordered for Simon, and Richius went off to see
Dyana. His wife was pleased to see him, though there was still tension
between them. Little Shani gave him a hug that made things better, but not
completely. Richius and Dyana slept together that night, but still with that
strange wall separating them, and in the morning Richius went off to see
Lucyler. His Triin friend had risen early. Ishia, warlord of Kes, had ridden out
of the citadel, and the warriors of Falindar were buzzing about him. Richius
listened, troubled by the talk. Ishia's ongoing feud with the warlord
Praxtin-Tar hadn't calmed very much in these peaceful days. If there was
trouble in Kes, Lucyler would almost certainly be dragged into it.

Richius went to Lucyler's chambers, a group of rooms on Falindar's ground
floor. Once they had been the offices of Tharn, the citadel's former master.
Lucyler hadn't done much to the chambers. Tharn's many books still collected
dust on shelves, and piles of Naren manuscripts lay huddled in the corners.
The only personal touch Lucyler had added was a ceremonial jiiktar. He had
placed the weapon on the wall, and when the sunlight came through the
windows its twin blades gleamed. Richius arrived at Lucyler's rooms
expecting to find them empty. Instead he found a Triin warrior at the
threshold, the same one he had left with Simon the night before. The door to
Lucyler's room was open. Richius peered inside and found to his great
dismay that the master of Falindar was not alone.

Simon was with him.

The two were talking amicably. Richius stood in the doorway,
dumbfounded. Simon's broken nose was dressed with a clean white bandage.
It made him seem comical and unthreatening. As ordered, he had been given
new clothing—traditional Triin garb, completely inappropriate. Lucyler looked
up a Richius and flashed a smile.

"Richius, greetings. | expected you."

"Did you?' said Richius. "How nice."

"Sit," said Lucyler, waving him toward a chair. Richius shot Simon a
barbed glare. The Naren merely grinned.

"Lucyler, how did he get in here?' Richius asked.



"I sent for him. | would have sent for you, too, but | knew you would be on
your way. Do not look at me like that."

"Like what?"'

"Like| have betrayed you. | wanted to see this Naren for mysalf, without
you around to make up my mind for me. Please, sit down."

Reluctantly, Richius pulled up one of the room's wooden chairs and sat
down next to Simon. The Naren gave him aragged smile.

"Good morning," he said innocently. "Sleep well?"

"Stop," Richius warned. "Just stop right now. Don't start with your games."
He looked at Lucyler caustically. " This was supposed to be an interrogation,
Lucyler. Why didn't you tell me you were meeting with him?"

Lucyler raised his eyebrows. "An interrogation? Richius, | am not the
Daegog. What would you have me do? Put him in the catacombs?"

"Maybe," Richiussaid. "A few days down there might loosen his tongue.
Lord, Lucyler, why didn't you talk to me first? | have thingsto tell you."

"| am sure you do. No offense, old friend, but you see too many
phantoms."

Richius struggled to control himself. For months Lucyler had been accusing
him of paranoia, and he didn't want to play the part, not in front of Simon. But
Lucyler had never been to Nar. He didn't know the genesis of Richius fears.

"Lucyler, listen to me, please," he said, trying to stay cam. "l don't know
who this man is. He might be what he claims, or he might not. But | brought
him here because | didn't want him running free in Lucel-Lor. If heis one of
Biagio's men, he's dangerous.”

The Triin seemed insulted. "1 have no intention of being foolish. | brought
him here so | could talk to him. Alone. But you areright, | think. | cannot tell
who heis. Maybe heistelling the truth, or maybe—"

"I am telling the truth," Simon insisted, exasperated. "What's with you
bloody people? Look at me!"

"I have looked, Simon Darquis,”" said Lucyler. "I have looked and listened.
But | still do not trust you. To be truthful, the only Naren | trust isin this
room, and it is not you. | know what your Empire is capable of, their deceit.
And Richius has told me about Biagio's grudge. Y ou may simply be one of
his dogs."

Simon shook his head, laughing mirthlessly. "Y ou're all insane. Truly, you
are. If | wanted to kill Vantran he'd be dead by now. Lord, the fool breaks my
nose, then lets me ride his bloody horse! Y ou think it would take a Roshann
agent to assassinate him? A baby could do it with a sharp toy!"

"I let you ride because you looked so damned feeble," said Richius. "And
because | wanted to get you here sometime before spring. Don't mistake our
talks for trust, Simon. | don't trust you, and neither does Lucyler." He looked
to hisfriend for support. "Right, Lucyler?"’

The Triin shrugged. "You think I know? Y ou are the Naren, Richius. Y ou



tell me. | have talked with him for nearly an hour. What he tells me sounds
possible at least." Lucyler turned to Simon. "Y ou are a deserter, yes?'

"Oh, for God's sake. . ."

"Answer me," ordered the Triin.

"Yes, for the last bloody time, I'm a god-damned deserter."
"And how did you get here?’

Simon rolled his eyes. "From the south."

"And who saw you?"

"A lot of people saw me," said Simon. "Don't be stupid, | couldn't hide
forever. | needed food, water. But | didn't talk to anyone, not if | could help it.
| don't speak the language, now do 1?7

"Where did you get food?"

"] stole it when | could. Hunted some." Simon turned to Richius. "Y ou still
have my dagger? | want it back."

"You'll get it back when I'm ready to giveit to you," said Richius.
"The south, you say?' pressed Lucyler. "South where?"

"How the hell should | know? | came through Dring with the rest of Gayle's
men. After that | left them. Thisisn't my land, Triin. | don't have any maps. |
just walked. | wandered for ayear, and then | ran into Vantran. Now here |

Richius listened, searching for a gaff and finding none. It was all as Simon
had already claimed, flawlessly unchanged. Despite the cautiousinner voice
warning him otherwise, he began to believe the Naren'stale. Or maybe he
simply wanted to believe. He missed the company of Narens. The long ride
back with Simon had proved that to him. Simon was one of his own kind.
Being with him was something like being back in Aramoor. . . .

Richius scolded himself suddenly, angry for such thoughts. Simon might
still be a danger—not only to him but to Dyana and Shani. Biagio was just evil
enough to plan something so elaborate. But then Richius found himself
looking at Simon and his emaciated face. Maybe he was merely what he
clamed. ...

"Simon," he said carefully. "l want to believe you. | think you know that.
But | just can't. Not yet."

Simon shrugged. "Jackal, | don't really care what you believe. If you want to
think 1'm some demon or ghost, go ahead. But | won't be held prisoner here."
He glared suddenly at Lucyler. "You hear me? I'm alegionnaire of Nar. So if
you're going to kill me, do it now and get it over with, because I'm tired of
being threatened. But | won't be thrown into some stinking cage.”

"First of al,” bristled Lucyler, "you do not give orders here. | do. | am
Lucyler of Falindar, master of this citadel. That makes me your master. |
could kill you in an instant, Simon Darquis, do not doubt that. And I will if
you give me cause. So do not tempt me."



Simon seethed. "So I'm your prisoner then? For what crime?' He pointed at
Richius accusingly. "Because he sees ghosts?"

Lucyler's eyesflicked to Richius. "Y ou brought him here, Richius. What do
you want me to do with him?"

"I don't know," admitted Richius. It seemed an impossible decision. He
wondered why he had even bothered dragging the Naren to Falindar. With his
broken nose and pale complexion, Simon looked no more a threat than a child
or some crippled beggar. And when he looked at Richius with his bewildered
eyes, Richius thought he glimpsed something innocent there, something
confused and afraid. If thiswas an act, it went beyond clever.

"I've done nothing, Jackal," said Simon. "Not to you or anyone else. | just
want to be left alone. That'swhy | deserted, to be free. | won't be thrown in
some Triin dungeon. I'd die first."

"Y ou don't listen very well, do you?' said Richius. "I'm not the Jackal. Call
me Kaak if you have to, that's my Triin name. Or call me Richius or Vantran.
But if you call me Jackal one moretime. . ."

"What? Y ou'll have one of your Triin followers murder me? Yes, I've seen
the way they bow and scrape around you, Jackal. No wonder you deserted.
You'relike abloody king here."

Richius laughed. "Y ou see, Lucyler? We should shackle him up just for
talking so much."

"I do not care what you decide,” said Lucyler sternly. "I am leaving thisin
your hands, Richius. Simon, until then you are confined to your rooms. Y ou
are not to move out of them, do you understand? There will be awarrior
guarding you. Step out of your chamber, and he will kill you. | promise that."

Richius wasn't satisfied. "That'sit? That's all you're going to say?"

"Yes," snapped Lucyler. "Lorrisand Pris, you brought him here, Richius.
He did not follow you home like some stray cat. He is your problem, not
mine." The Triin frowned. "l have enough of my own problemsto deal with."

"Well then?" pressed Simon. "What do you say, Vantran? What will you do
with me?"

Richius got out of hischair, glaring at Lucyler. "Come on," he said to
Simon. "Obviously coming to the master of Falindar was abad idea. I'll take
you back to your room."

"Am | free?' asked Simon, unwilling to leave the chamber.

"Not yet," said Richius. He moved toward the door. The warrior positioned
outside the room stepped inside to escort Simon. Simon blanched at the sight
of him.

"Master Lucyler," he urged. "Please help me. I'm not acriminal. | swear it."

"Then you should not have deserted,” said Lucyler. "I leave thiswith
Richius." He looked up at hisold friend. "Richius, stay please. Simon, you go
with the warrior." Lucyler spoke in quick Triin to the warrior, who nodded
and grabbed hold of Simon's sleeve, dragging him from the room.



"God damn it, Vantran," spat Simon. He shrugged off the warrior's grip and
stood firm in the doorway. "L et me go!"

The warrior regained Simon's sleeve and pulled him roughly out of the
room. All the while Simon glared at Richius, until at last he had disappeared
down the hallway. He was awildcat, this Simon Darquis, and Richius liked
him. He smiled in spite of himself as he listened to Simon's lingering curses.

"Close the door, Richius," said Lucyler softly.

Richius did as his friend asked, then hovered over him, refusing to sit.
Lucyler's face was drawn and haggard, like afather whao's spent too much
time with bickering children. "Please,”" he said, "sit down."

Richiusglared at him.

"No?You will not sit? Fine, you stubborn fool. Then just stand there and
listen to me. | am very tired, Richius. Y ou think | do nothing all day, but you
are wrong. And then you bring this Naren to me and ask for justice. What
should | do? Y ou want meto kill him for you?"

"Of course not," scoffed Richius. "But | could have used a little more
support, Lucyler."

"l have given you support!" Lucyler railed. "Ever since you came here with
Dyana. And all you do iscomplain. You sulk like a child because you feel out
of place."

"Are you a mind-reader now, Lucyler?"

"| do not have to be. What you are thinking is obvious. But that is not my
fault or Dyana's, and it is not right for you to blame us."

"| don't," said Richius.
"You do. | seeitinyour eyes. And now this Simon Darquis, what should |

do with him?Heis your problem, Richius. | resent you trying to make him
mine."

"All right, I'm sorry," said Richius. "But | didn't know what | should do."
Lucyler shrugged. "Y ou broke his nose. Maybe that is enough.”

They both laughed, and Richius pulled up a chair, sitting close to his Triin
friend. These were rare moments now, when they could both get together and
laugh, and Richius wanted to savor it. In these days of politics and power,
getting alaugh from Lucyler was like getting a golden coin.

"What's the matter, Lucyler?' Richius asked. "Something's wrong, | can
tell.”

"How was your trip?* Lucyler countered, evading the question. "Did you
find your answers?"

"No," Richius sighed. "l was about to come home anyway when | found
Simon. Redlly, | don't know why | went. To think, | suppose.”

"And what did you discover?"
"Lucyler, why are you asking me this? I'mall right."
"You are not," said Lucyler. "Do not lieto me, Richius. Y ou are troubled



and it isobvious. But | do not think | can help you. Whatever you need can
only come from inside."

Richius grinned. It sounded like more of Karlaz's supernatural nonsense.
"Y ou're avoiding the subject," he said playfully. "Tell me what happened with
Ishia."

"Oh, that one," groaned Lucyler. The master of Falindar leaned back in his
chair and stared at the celling. "He says Praxtin-Tar is massing troops west of
Kes. Over two hundred warriors, maybe more."

"|shia sees ghosts the way | do," joked Richius. "And he's always insulting
Praxtin-Tar. Do you believe him?"

"Believe him? | haveto. | am lord of Tatterak now." Lucyler closed his
eyes. "He wants me to go and talk to Praxtin-Tar, to mediate a new truce
between them. He thinks that by seeing me and the flag of Falindar,
Praxtin-Tar will know he cannot invade Kes. Not without afight."

"Will you go?'
"Yes," said Lucyler. "l have no choice." He opened his eyes and looked at

Richius sadly. "I have worked too hard keeping the peace to let it crumble.
And | am weary, my friend. All thisistoo much for me sometimes."”

Richius nodded. "I know, Lucyler."

"Do you? | wonder. Y ou want me to use my armies to get Aramoor back
for you, but I cannot. Y ou want me to help the Lissens against Nar, but |
cannot do that either. What do you really think of me, Richius? Do you hate
what | have become?’

"Not at al," said Richius. "God, don't ever say that. You're like my brother,
Lucyler. I'll always support you. And those other things; don't explain
yourself. What | want wouldn't help Lucel-Lor, and that's where your loyalty
hasto lie; | know that."

Lucyler smiled feebly. "Thisis hard for you, living here with us. | am sorry
for that. | did not want you to be unhappy here."

"Stop," Richiusinsisted. "I'm not unhappy."

"Y ou have something else to worry about now," said Lucyler. "l was not
joking about this Naren being your responsibility, Richius. Y ou must decide
what is to be done with him."

"But | don't know what to do with him," said Richius. "Maybe | shouldn't
have brought him here, but | didn't think | had a choice. If heiswho he
claims, he needs our help. | can't explain this, Lucyler, but | was actually glad
to see him." Richius grimaced. "l must be losing my mind."

"And what if heisnot what he clams? What if hereally isone of Biagio's
assassins?'

It was an impossible question. Richius steepled his fingers, considering the
possibility. "Then | am dead, | suppose. But wouldn't | have been dead
already? | mean, what Simon said makes sense, doesn't it? He could have
killed me a hundred times by now if he wanted to. And his story seemsto



hold together. It's believable, at least.”

Lucyler frowned. "But do legionnaires desert?*

"Maybe," said Richius. "Do kings?'

"S0? Isthat your decision, then? Y ou will let him go?”

"| didn't say that," Richius corrected. "l don't know."

"All right," said Lucyler, failing to hide his disappointment. "Then maybe
when | return Simon Darquis will still be here. And maybe he will not."

"Maybe."

"Thisis bad business, decisions. | do not want to go to Kes. | do not want
any more war in Lucel-Lor either. But | have to do what isright,” Lucyler
looked away. "And so do you."

"What if | don't know what's right?" Richius asked. "What then?"

"Then you make the best decision you can, and live with the
consequences.” Lucyler smiled. "Richius, let metell you something. Asa
friend. May 1?7

"All right."

"You have alife herein Lucel-Lor. But you do not see it, because you are
always looking over your shoulder. Someday, you will have to stop looking
backward and start looking in front of you again. And you must do it before
you ruin yourself."

Richius was silent. Then he asked, "When are you leaving for Kes?"

"The day after tomorrow. Ishia needs me quickly. | told him | would
come."

Richius nodded grimly. "I have to go," he said. "l have something to do."

"Areyou going to talk to Simon?"

Richius was almost out the door. "Sort of," he called over his shoulder,
then left the room. He walked quickly to the room where Simon was being
held. It wasin the castl€'s eastern wing, a dreary place that had long ago been
stripped of valuablesto pay for the war against Nar. The halls were narrow
here and darker than the castl€'s other corridors. It was where the Daegog's
servants had lived, that former ruler of Lucel-Lor that had once called Falindar
home. Richius found Simon's room easily. It was the only one guarded. The
warrior at the door looked bored, but he brightened a bit when he noticed
Richius.

"Greetings, Kalak," hesaid in Triin. "Y ou wish to speak with the Naren?"

"Yes," said Richius. "l want to take him somewhere. Isthat al right?"

Thewarrior laughed. "He is your prisoner, Kalak. Y ou may do with him as
you like." The Triin opened the door and stepped aside for Richiusto enter.
"Shall | come with you?' he asked.

"No," said Richius. He peered inside the spartan room. Simon was laid out
on the bed, his eyes closed. But when he heard Richius' voice heraised his
head.



"Wait here," Richius said to the guard, then walked inside without closing
the door. Simon swung his feet over the edge of the bed.

"What do you want?' he asked pointedly.

"I want to talk to you," said Richius. "l want to show you something."

"What?'

"Come with me," said Richius. "Please.”

"Vantran . . ."

"Simon, please. Do me thisfavor al right? It's important.”

He didn't wait for Simon to rise, but instead |eft the chamber and proceeded
down the hallway. As he'd hoped, Simon followed, abeit suspiciously. The
Naren swiveled his head and surveyed the corridor, looking for atrap, but
when he realized there was none he hurried up to Richius side.

"Where are you taking me?' he asked.

"Outside. Like | said, | want to show you something."

The hallway spilled them into another just like it, then into Falindar's great
entrance chamber—the high-ceilinged marvel that greeted all the citadel's
visitors. The gatesto the castle were open, as they always were on fair days,
and autumn sunlight poured in. Richius led them outside, considering his plan.
It had come to him in aflash of desperate inspiration, and now that he was
outside he fretted over its soundness. Every morning Dyana walked with
Shani. If it was warm outside like it was today, they would sit in the courtyard
and play together, and Dyana would read from one of Tharn's books. If
Richius hunch was right, they would be outside right about now.

"Vantran," probed Simon. "What is all this?"

Richius put up ahand. "Don't talk. Y ou'll see in amoment."

Simon grumbled but said no more, letting Richius lead him out into the
courtyard. As always, there was the ubiquitous milling of warriors and
workers, of horses being shoed and lovers whispering in shadows. Richius
went to the edge of the courtyard where it was green and the land fell off
down the hillside. Among the trees he found Dyana, sitting with Shani against
arock. Hiswife had abook in her hands. Richius slowed his pace so that
Simon could see where they were headed. The Naren whistled as he caught
sight of Dyana.

"Who isthat?' he asked, mesmerized.

Richius didn't answer. He walked up to Dyana and his daughter and pointed
at them both. Dyana looked up, startled.

"Richius?' she asked. She noticed Simon and her expression grew curious.
"Who isthis? What is wrong?"'

"Simon," said Richius desperately, "thisis my wife, Dyana. And that little
girl is Shani. That's our daughter. | want you to look at them."

"Richius, what are you doing?' Dyana asked.

"That's my family, Simon," Richius went on. "That's why I'm here—why |



left Nar and why | stayed behind when the war was over. Look at them. Are
they not beautiful ?'

"Yes," Simon whispered. "Yes, they are."

"They're everything to me," Richius said, hisvoice breaking. "I love them.
Do you know what that means? | love them, Simon."

"What do you want me to say?' asked Simon. He seemed desperate to
leave. "Yes, they're your family. | understand. Why are you showing them to
me?"'

"Because | have no choice but to trust you, and | don't want to. | want you
to see what you would be destroying if you harm them. Look!"

Dyana became indignant. "Richius, what is going on? What are you talking
about?'

"Thisisthe Naren | told you about last night, Dyana," said Richius. "He's
the one | think might be here to kill me. Or you, or Shani. | want him to see
you both. | want him to see why | betrayed Arkus and Biagio. Are you
looking, Simon?"

"Yes," sad Simon soberly. His shoulders slumped and all the cockiness
had gone out of him. He offered Dyana a thin smile. "They are beautiful. Y ou
arelucky."

"Yes." Richius reached down and offered out his hand to Dyana, who took
it hesitantly while she spied Simon. "Biagio knows how much | love this
woman. He might also know about Shani; I'm not sure. Whoever you are,
Simon Darquis, | need your word. Lucyler is going away in two days, and he
won't make a decision about you. He wants me to decide your fate, and |
can't do that. | don't know who you are."

"Richius?' said Dyana. "What are you saying?'

"Look at them, Simon," said Richius. "Remember their faces. Then give me
your promise you won't harm them. Are you looking?'

Simon's voice was awhisper. "Yes. I'm looking."

"Promise me, then. Please.”

"Would you believe meif | gaveit?' asked Simon softly.

"I would have to," replied Richius. "I don't have achoice. | can't keep you
as prisoner, and you have nowhere else to go. If you leave Falindar you'll
starve or freeze to death in the winter. Just give me your promise. I'm begging
you."

Simon's haunted eyes moved over Dyana and Shani. To Richius he seemed
distant, as though his mind was skipping back over the years of hislife,
blowing the dust off his past.

"Y ou have my word," he said. "Nothing will happen to them by my hand. |
swear it."

"Again," Richiusinsisted. "Swear it again, before God."
Simon crossed himself. "Before God, | swear it."



And then Simon smiled at Dyana, a sincere expression that lit his solemn
face. Then he turned and left the tiny family, disappearing back into the
courtyard.

Richius watched him go. Dyana was tugging at his hand, insistently dragging
him down next to her. He dropped listlessly to the ground as he stared after
the departing Simon.

"Richius?' Dyana pressed. "What is going on?"

"| don't really know," said Richius gently. He still did not ook at her. "But
don't worry. Well be safe, | think."

ELEVEN
Enli's Angel

Duri ng the endless nights of autumn, the Red Tower of Dragon's Beak was a
solitary place. The ocean breezes pounded mercilessly against the castle's
degenerating bricks, making the evening candles flicker. The warm smell of the
kitchens and the hearths drew crowds of soldiers and servant boys eager to
stay warm. This far north, the sun sank quickly. And Red Tower was too big
for aperson the size of Lorla. At night she slept alone, far from the chambers
of Duke Enli, in a haunted corridor of squeaky doors and formidable drafts.
Hidden under her thick blankets, Lorlawould listen to the dark music of
Dragon's Beak, and would wonder about the timeless castle.

Since coming to Red Tower with Daevn, she had seen precious little of her
host. The lord of the castle was always preoccupied. At first Lorla had not
minded the solitude, because she was tired from her long journey and she had
all of the tower to explore. She had ailmost full run of the place, and she
exploited the duke's good intentions, forming polite friendships with the
kitchen staff and the stable boys and getting to know her new home. The Red
Tower was nothing like Duke Lokken's castle at Goth. That one was bright
and predictable. She had adored the Walled City, but Enli's tower was a
treasure trove, a maze of windy tunnels and twisting halls, of giant windows
stained like rainbows and endless doors to forgotten chambers. There were
artifacts of old wars, rusty weapons and mementos stacked high in cellars,
dusty closets full of clothing and moths, and bal conies engulfed in vines, with
thorns as big as thumbs and crimson flowers that seemed oblivious to the
cold. And there were books, enough to last Lorla alifetime—yellowed tomes
ripe with the scent of old leather and full of faded writings. Lorla had collected
her favorites and had stacked them beside her bed. Some were in High Naren,
and because she had learned a smattering of that dead language back in the
labs, she was able to practice the tongue again, something she hadn't done for
months.

Lorlawas looking forward to her trip to Nar City, where she hoped to visit



the labs again, but Enli hadn't spoken of her mission, and L orla had not asked.
She had learned not to be too inquisitive. That was one of her most important
lessons, and her teachers had been adamant on the point. The Master had
plans for her. That was al she needed to know. And the Master had entrusted
Enli with her mission. She would not question the duke, for she knew he had
her best interests at heart. But she missed Enli. She missed his voice and the
direct way he spoke to her. The othersin Red Tower weren't like him. They
were all polite and pleasant, but L orla sensed an avoidance in them, an almost
fearful quality that made her wonder about her appearance or mannerisms. At
mealtimes she would eat alonein asmall chamber off the kitchens. The other
children of the castle, and there was surprisingly few, ate together or with their
parents, but not so with Lorla. Lady Preen brought her mealsto her, and never
sat down to share the food. Lorla ate her bread and soup staring out a
window, with only the startling view to ease her loneliness. Lady Preen was a
plump and pleasant house servant, a cook and cleaner mostly, but she was not
afriend to Lorla, nor were the soldiers who constantly drilled in the courtyard
or the stable boys who groomed their horses, and the children of Red Tower
were pensive like their parents, always quiet when Lorlawas around. They did
not shun her precisely, for they aways offered her a kind word, but never
once did they spare her any more than the most basic courtesy. By Lorla's
reckoning it had been at least two weeks since she'd arrived at the castle, and
the magic of the place was wearing off. She wanted to see Enli.

But Enli was amost never seen, and when Lorladid catch aglimpse of him
he was with his soldiers. Curiously, the number of men in the castle seemed to
grow amost daily. Now when Lorlalooked down into the courtyard she
counted more of the soldiers with their fancy dragon helmets. More horses,
too. So many, in fact, that Duke Enli had no time for her. So far he had come
to her only once. She had been in bed, reading, and he had sat down on the
edge of her mattress and had spoken kindly to her, stroking her hair the way
she thought her mother might have, and had apologized for his absence.

It was necessary, he had explained to her.

As he had told her when she had arrived in Dragon's Beak, he had business
with his brother. That first, then they would go to Nar City. Duke Enli had
kissed her good-night. The memory of the touch burned in Lorla.

On the first afternoon of her third week in Dragon's Beak, Lorla decided to
go looking for the duke. It was atypically gray day, and she had made the
decision over another lonely meal in the little room off the kitchen. Lady Preen
had told her that the duke would be leaving soon, and when Lorla had asked
her why, the house servant had simply shrugged as though she didn't know.
More precisely, Lorlawas sure, Lady Preen had dropped a secret, and was a
very poor liar. So Lorlafinished her food and left, telling Lady Preen she was
going to her room to read. But Lorla didn't take the hallway back to her
chamber. Instead she skirted off in the opposite direction, to the north side of
the castle where Duke Enli's personal chamberswere. Lorlahad never beenin
this part of Red Tower before; Enli had politely forbidden her. She felt



nervousness in her stomach as she moved quietly down the deserted corridor,
but Enli was kind. He wouldn't be mad at her.

Much to her surprise, Lorlafound that the north side of the castle was much
the same as the rest of the place, although dlightly colder and quieter. The
familiar sounds of castle life fell off behind her as she made her way down the
halls, al lit with oil lampsthat stained the ceiling black with soot. The walls
were faded brick, and family memorabilialined the way, old swords and suits
of armor guarding closed doors, each baring the furious reptilian crest of
Dragon's Beak. Lorlamoved silently, suddenly frightened. She thought to try
one of the doorknobs, then hesitated. She didn't want to startle Duke Enli or
get him angry. But she didn't want to turn around, either. That strange
loneliness pushed her on, deeper into the forbidden halls. She glanced behind
her uncertainly and was relieved to find no one there. She felt tiny, ridiculously
out of place, as though the house were made for giants. The doors loomed
up, taunting her to try them. Lorla reached out for one cold doorknob and
gaveitawary turn. . .

... and found the room exquisite.

She stood in the threshold, wide-eyed and thunderstruck. Before her was a
magnificent chamber, with ahigh ceiling like a cathedral and walls lined with
endless bookcases, all stuffed full of manuscripts. Light flooded in from two
tall windows, setting the mahogany shelves aglow, and a monstrous hearth
blazed against the western wall, crackling comfortably and filling the room
with heat. Above the hearth was another of the duke's curious artworks, this
one of a golden-haired woman, her green eyes |ooking down serenely on
Lorla. Near the window were two big chairs, more enormous than Lorla had
ever seen. Soft and lulling, they beckoned Lorlato rest on them, to pull a
book from the shelves and lose herself in their leather embrace. In the center
of the room, near atable and some neglected teacups, was a pedestal cage
housing a sable-feathered raven that squawked when it noticed Lorla. Y et
despite the bird and the blazing hearth and the dirty teacups, the room seemed
empty. Lorla stepped unsteadily into the chamber, leaving the door open
behind her. The raven watched her, its beady eyestracking her every move.

"Hello?' caled Lorlasoftly. "Is anyone here?"

To her great relief, no one answered. The library was indeed empty. Again
she chanced another step. The raven gave a disapproving caw. Lorlaput a
finger to her lips.

"Shhh," she ordered. "Be quiet. I'm not going to hurt you. | just want to
look around."

Her eyes scanned the towering bookcases. There was aladder for reaching
the highest shelves. Up and up they went, touching the ceiling. Lorla spun
around to see them all, an astounded smile on her face. Enli had said nothing
of this. There were already books aplenty to occupy her in the other rooms,
but this was spectacular. She laughed, unafraid of who might hear her, and the
raven joined her, cackling.



"How lovely!" she exclaimed.
As she spun she caught a glimpse of the portrait, watching her.

"And you, lady. Who are you?' she asked the painting. The woman's face
was bright like the sun. Her long, golden locks fell on her shoulders and
emerald dress, and her ruby-painted lips seemed to move with smiling
animation. Her green eyes were lashed long and sensually, and they watched
Lorlawithout judgment. Lorlawalked up to the portrait, craning her neck to
seeit better.

"You're very beautiful," Lorlawhispered. A forlornness washed over her.
"Who are you?"

She wished the portrait could answer and ease her solitude. But the painting
was only apainting. The raven rustled its feathers noisily. Lorlaturned from
the portrait and went to the bird, studying it. Its black eyes turned on her, full
of mirth.

"Who areyou?' it said in its startling bird-voice. Lorla jumped back,
delighted.

"Y ou can talk?' she asked. "That's wonderful!"
"Wonderful. Wonderful. Who are you?"

Lorlalaughed and clapped her hands. "Oooh, you're so beautiful, bird.
What's your name?"

"Wonderful. Wonderful."

"Yes, yes," said Lorla. Shetried to talk lowly so that it might understand.
"What is your name?"

Thistime the bird only cawed, stretching out its wings with abored yawn.

"My name's Lorla," she said, pointing to herself. "Looorlaa. Can you say
that?'

The bird said nothing.

"All right then, don't talk. | don't care." She turned around and pretended to
ignoreit. A second later it spoke again.

"Lorla."
"Yes!" cried Lorla.

"Angel! Angel!" cawed the raven. It shuffled back and forth on its perch
impatiently. "Wonderful."

Lorlabrightened. "Angel? s that your name?"
"Lorla. Wonderful."

"No, no, not me. Isthat your name? Angel ?"
"Angel," the raven echoed. "Angdl."

Lorlaput her face to the cage and smiled at the bird. "Well, hello then,
Angd. I'm pleased to meet you. I'm new here. Did Duke Enli tell you about
me?"

The bird said nothing.



"I'm Lorla, from Goth. Well, from Nar City. That's where | was born, |
think. But | moved to Goth to live with Duke Lokken. Now | live herein
Dragon’'s Beak. But not for long. Duke Enli is taking me back to Nar City
soon. Angel, have you ever been to Nar City?"

"No, he hasn't,” said avoice. Lorlajumped. In the doorway was a young
woman, fresh-faced and lovely. "He hasn't been anywhere but Dragon's
Beak," she said, stepping into the room. "He was born here. Like me."

"Who are you?' Lorla asked.

"I should ask, rather, who you are, don't you think? But | already know who
you are. .. Lorla"

She was stunning. Worse, she was exactly the woman pictured in the
portrait. Lorlastared at her, oddly terrified.

"I'm sorry," she stammered. "I shouldn't have come here."

"That's right, you shouldn't have. Didn't anyone tell you this part of the
castle was forbidden?"

"l wasjust looking around,” Lorlaexplained.

The young woman undid the latch on the raven's cage and put her hand
inside, offering the bird afinger. The raven jJumped on and she pulled it out of
it cage, whistling gently to it. Lorlawatched, fascinated. The bird was
perfectly tame and cocked its tiny head for the woman to scratch it.

"My sweet one," she purred happily. "Did Lorla frighten you?"'
"I didn't,” said Lorlaindignantly. "I didn't even touch him."
"Lorla," cawed the raven. "Wonderful."

The woman smiled. "Cackle likesyou, | think." She reached out her hand
and touched L orlas shoulder. The bird hopped on. Lorlagiggled excitedly.

"Oooh," she cooed, feeling its scratching talons through her dress. The
sensation wasn't painful, just strange. The raven began nibbling on Lorla's
hair.

"Cackle?' said Lorla. "Isthat his name?"

"Yes," replied the woman. "We call him that because of hislaugh. Have you
heard it?'

L orla nodded, carefully so not to disturb the bird. "I think so. But | thought
his name was Angel. He told me so."

"Oh, no," said the woman. "That's not his name. That's just something he
says sometimes, when people ook at the painting.” She gestured to the
magnificent portrait above the hearth. "That is Angel."

"That'syou," said Lorla. "Isn't it?"
"No. My nameis Nina. That's my mother. Her name was Angel."
"She's very beautiful,” Lorlasaid. "And you look just like her."

Ninareached up toward the painting, then withdrew her hand. "It's my
father's favorite painting. He has so many of them, but only this one of her."
Ninaturned to Lorlaand frowned. "Y ou shouldn't be in here. Duke Enli



wouldn't approve. Thisishisprivate library."

"Yes, I'm sorry,” said Lorla. She turned her shoulder toward Nina, offering
her the raven. "Could you?. . ."

With an outstretched finger Nina summoned the bird, who leapt from
Lorla's shoulder back to its mistress. Nina stroked its head, looking at Lorla
for an explanation.

"| shouldn't have come here, | know," offered Lorla. "But | was looking for
Duke Enli. | have to speak to him. Do you know where heis?'

The woman grinned. "Do you know who | am, Lorla?'
"I don't think so," said Lorla. "Should 1?"
"Duke Enli didn't mention me?"

Lorlagrimaced, perplexed by the odd question. Duke Enli hadn't really
mentioned anything. If he had, Lorla might not have come here, looking for
answers. "You're Nina," shesaid simply. "That's all | know."

"Lorla, I'm Duke Enli's daughter. | live here with him. Didn't anyone tell you
that?"'

"His daughter?' asked Lorla, embarrassed. "Lady Nina, no onetells me
anything. I'm too little to get much interest here. I'm very sorry." She made a
poor effort at curtsying. "1'm pleased to meet you." She looked up from her
bow nervoudly. The duke's daughter was smiling.

"Y ou have an honest face," said the woman. "l think | can trust you. But
you shouldn't take lightly what my father orders. HE's avery private man. He
doesn't like having peoplein this part of Red Tower. Hardly any of his
servants are allowed in here. If hetold you not to come, you should have
listened.”

"But | needed to see him," Lorlaargued. "l need to talk to him. Lady Preen
says he's going away soon. And he's supposed to be taking me to Nar City. |
want to know what's happening."

Nina's face dimmed alittle. She put Cackle back in his cage, then went to sit
in one of the chairs by the window. She sighed and stared at Lorla pensively,
as though thinking very hard. Finally she stretched out a hand.

"Lorla, come here," she said gently. "I think we should talk alittle. Like
girlfriends, al right?"

"Yes'" said Lorla "Yes, I'd like that." She went and sat beside Nina,
jumping into one of the chairs. Like all the duke's furnishings, this one
swallowed her. "What do you want to talk about, Lady Nina? Y ou can tell me
anything. I'm good with secrets. They taught me about secretsin Nar, how to
keep them and all. | won't tell anyone.”

Nina's expression was haunted. "Yes, | believe that,” she drawled. "Tell me
something. Do you know why you're here?"

Lorlashrugged. "Y our father the duke istaking me to Nar City. | have work
to do there for my master, Count Biagio."



"What kind of work?'

"I don't know," answered Lorla honestly. She didn't like sounding ignorant,
but she thought it best not to lie. "Y our father hasn't told me yet. That's also
why I'm looking for him. I've been here a good while now."

"How old are you?"

It was the same tiresome question everyone asked. Lorla answered, bracing
herself for the reaction. "I'm sixteen."

Nina's eyes went wide. "Sixteen? But that's impossible. | mean, look at you.

"I'm sixteen, Lady Nina. I'm sure of that."

The lady arched abrow. "Yes. Yes, of course you are. | meant no offense,
Lorla. But when my father told me you were here, he wouldn't tell me why. |
thought you might know. I'm sorry."

The apology wasn't necessary; Lorlararely took offense. "I know that I'm
different, Lady Nina," she said. "Please don't act uncomfortable around me.
The othersheredo, and | don't likeit." She leaned forward in the chair.
"You're very pretty. Like your mother. | wish | werelike you."

Nina chuckled. "But you are pretty, Lorla. You're very pretty."

"No," said Lorladarkly. "I'm pretty like alittle girl is pretty. | can never be
likeyou. You're. . ." Lorlasearched for the word. "Full."

Nina blanched. "Full?"

"You're full grown, up top. And taller than me. | don't know if I'll ever be
taller. But I'm special. You see? I'm very special. That's what they say about
mein Nar City."

The duke's daughter put up her hands, unwilling to listen further. "Lorla,
stop. | shouldn't have asked you anything. I'm sorry. Let's not talk of this
anymore." Ninatried a crooked smile. "No one here talks to you, you say?’

"I think they're all afraid of me. But | don't know why."

"Oh, | don't believe that," said Nina gently. "They probably just know my
father brought you here, and don't want to say anything wrong to you. My
father can be very strict. The servants are afraid of him, not you."

"Afraid of him? But he's so nice. And he talks to me, because he knows
what | am. That's why | wanted to see him. Can you tell me where heis?"

"Y ou can't see him, Lorla. Not today. Lady Preen wasright. My father is
going away for alittle while. Not too long, but he's very busy. He won't be
able to speak to you."

"But it'simportant,” said Lorla earnestly. The big chair tried to hold her
back as she leaned forward imploringly. "Can't you tell him that for me? Or
can your mother?”

"Lorla, don't ever say that again,” ordered Nina. "My mother isdead. You
must never speak of her in front of my father. Do you understand that?"

"Yes," said Lorla, confused. "All right." She glanced up at the portrait of



the beautiful Angel, her eyes darting between Nina and the painting. They were
so much alike it disturbed her. "I won't mention her to your father. | promise.
And I'm sorry for you, Lady Nina."

"That painting is all werealy have of my mother. My father cherishesit.
That'swhy he keepsit in here, to himself. He loved her very much.”

"What happened to her?' Lorla asked. "Can you tell me?"

"That'salong story. And I'm not sure it's suited to someone so young."

"But I'm not so young, remember? I'm sixteen. Almost afull woman like
you. How old are you? Seventeen maybe?'

"Eighteen. And you should mind your manners. It's not polite to ask a
woman her age."

Frustrated, Lorlafolded her arms. "If | had a mother, 1'd talk about her,"
she said. "I wouldn't hide her from people. And she's such a pretty woman.
She should be in the main dining hall or someplace better than this. It's not
right to lock her away in here."

Ninachuckled. "My, you don't talk like an eight-year-old, that's for sure!”

Lorlagrinned. "I'm surprised your father didn't warn you."

"Oh, but he did. Well, sort of. He told me you were smarter than you look."
Ninasighed. "I'll tell you about my mother if you want. It's not such a great
secret. Lots of people know the story of Dragon's Beak. But you can't tell my
father | told you. He wouldn't want me telling this story, not to you."

"Why not?'

"Because | think he has plans for you. I'm not supposed to know because
I'm his daughter and he protects me from things, or at least triesto. But there's
alot going on in the Empire these days, and my father is part of it. You're part
of it too, I'd wager."

Lorlacouldn't help but be intrigued. "Part of what?' she asked eagerly.

" Something important?*

"You'll find out in time, when my father isready to tell you. But | want your
promise, Lorla. Y ou musn't say anything to my father about what | tell you."

"I won't." Lorlaleaned forward, anticipating the story. "Promise.”

Nina glanced around the room suspicioudly. Lorlaloved the intimacy of it.
"Have you heard about my Uncle Eneas?"

"Helivesin the Gray Tower," said Lorla, remembering what Enli had told
her. "He's your father's twin."

That'sright. And you know how similar they are, just likein that painting in
my father's study. Y ou've seen that, yes?"'

Lorlanodded. "I've seenit. | don't likeit."

"Nor do |." Ninalaughed. "My Uncle Eneas doesn't come around here very
much: In fact, | haven't seen him for years. He and my father don't speak
anymore. Not since they killed my mother."

Astonished, Lorlafell back in her chair. "Killed her? Y ou said your father



loved her."

"Oh, he loved her. Loved her to death. She was alovely woman, and she
had many suitors, or at least that's what |'ve heard. Lady Preen was herein
those days. She tells me things. But my father wasn't the only man who loved
Angel. So did Eneas, his brother. They fought over her hand for many
months, and it drove them apart."

"How?' Lorla asked.

"Uncle Eneas was jealous of my father. He never forgave him for marrying
my mother. He accused him of stealing her away from him."

"Did he? Stedl her, | mean?"

"I don't know, really. But | doubt it. My father is a good man, Lorla.
Dangerous sometimes, but honorable. Y ou'll learn that when you get to know
him better."

"If 1 do," sulked Lorla. Without Lokken and Kareena around to attend her,
she craved the attention of adults, anyone who knew her true nature. "Buit tell
me more," she said. "What happened to your mother?'

"As| said, Uncle Eneas thought my father stole Angel from him. So one
night he came to Red Tower to steal her back. He and some of his men snuck
in and tried to take my mother away. They aimost made it, too." Nina's face
went ashen. "But only aimost.”

"Tdl me."

"There was afight. When they got her outside the tower, my mother
screamed. No one really knows how, but she managed to shout for my father.
My father's guards heard her and pursued Eneas and his men into the night.
They were on horses and riding fast. It was very late and dark. My father ran
out of the castle after them, but . . ." Ninasvoice trailed away.

Lorlawaited a polite amount of time before speaking. "But what?' she
asked. "What happened?’

"My mother fell from the horse," said Nina blankly. "Broke her neck. Lady
Preen says that my father found his brother bent over Angel, weeping. She
was dead and all Eneas’ men had gone back to Gray Tower, but Eneas had
stayed to confront my father. They carried her back here together. She's still
buried on the north side of the castle, overlooking the sea." Ninamade a pale
glance at Lorla. "l was so young then. Barely six years old.”

Lorlabit her lip, wanting to comfort her new friend and not knowing how.
Ninas pretty face had lost its glow. Lorla dlid out of her chair and went over
to Nina, offering her aweak smile and an uninvited touch.

"That's very sad," she said softly. "I'm sorry for you. And for your father."

Ninatook Lorlas hand and squeezed it warmly. "That's dear," said Nina.
She patted the space next to her on the big chair. "Here, sit with me, Lorla.

Y ou can comfort me, al right? Lord, I'm such asilly fool. It's been so long,
and | never really even knew her!"

"But that'swhat it's like," said Lorla. She got into the chair and pressed



against Nina's warm body. "For meit is. | think of my mother. My father, too.
But | don't remember them much. | don't really remember anything. | just
remember leaving Nar City and—"

She stopped herself. Ninawas staring at her again.

"So what happened then?' Lorla asked, anxiously shifting subjects. "Did
your father fight with his brother?"

"No," said Nina. "They never fought. But every year on the anniversary of
Angel's death, Eneas would come here to Red Tower and beg my father to
forgive him for what he did. And every year my father shunned him. Finally
Uncle Eneas stopped coming around. He used to give me gifts when he came,
to try and make up for what he had done. Like that was possible! Wretched
man."

"But he doesn't come here anymore?'

"It's been years. Five at least." Nina pointed with her chin toward the raven
inits cage. "Cackle was my last gift from Eneas. After that | never saw him
anymore. He and my father haven't spoken since.”

The story was profoundly sad, and for some strange reason L orla wanted
to weep. But she did not. She was resolute, just as they had taught her to be.
Specid girlslike Lorla needed to be strong. So instead of telling Nina how she
really felt, she said the only thing that came to her lips.

"Cackle was a gift? That's strange.”

Ninalaughed. "Yes, | supposeit is. But Eneas raises ravens. It's a pastime
of his. He'svery good at it, I've heard."

"Raises them? What for?'

"To defend his castle. My father says that Eneas has trained his birds to
fight like falcons. Eneas calls them his'army of the air.' They're all over Gray
Tower, guarding it from invasion.”

"| don't believethat," Lorlalaughed. "It'simpossible.”

"It'strue. My father told me so. Everyone knows about it. Except you, of
course. You don't know much about Dragon's Beak, do you?"

"No," Lorlahad to admit. "But it'sa good story. And | like birds. | wish |
could see Eneas tower."

"You'll have to make do with Cackle, I'm afraid. Besides, I'd bet Cackleis
smarter than any of Eneas other ravens. Father has spent alot of time with
him, training him. Cackle likes Father better than he does me, | think." Nina
turned to smile at the bird in its cage. "Don't you, my darling? Y ou love
Father, don't you?"

The bird said nothing, but Nina's smile didn't dim.

"Cackle's been agood friend," she said. She looked at Lorla. "I know how
lonely Red Tower can be, Lorla." She squeezed Lorlas hand again. "Are you
lonely?

The pointed question made Lorlagrimace. "Yes," she admitted. "A little."



"Well, it doesn't have to be so bad for you. Y ou'll be going to Nar City
eventually, and until then you and | can be friends. All right?"

"I would like that," said Lorla. "Very much.”

"Good. Then you can start by calling me Nina. Just Nina. Friends don't use
titles. And | won't call you princess, al right?'

Lorlalaughed. "Fine. .. Nina."
"And you'll be patient? Y ou won't go looking for my father anymore?"

That question was more difficult. Lorla needed Enli desperately, to find out
what arcane work he and Master Biagio had planned for her. But Ninawas
watching her, waiting for an answer, and Lorla didn't want to jeopardize her
new friendship.

"All right," she agreed. "I won't go looking for Duke Enli anymore. But can
| stay here for awhile? Look at some of these books?"

"Isthat all you want? To read?’
"For now," replied Lorlaevasively.
Nina gestured to the bookcases crammed full with manuscripts. "Pick one."

It was al the encouragement Lorla needed. She leapt from the chair and
headed for the closest bookcase, climbing the shelves like a monkey, the only
advantage to her embarrassing body.

TWELVE
The Raven Master

G ray Tower stood on the north fork of the dragon's tongue, alone and frigid
on an outcropping of rock. Likeits brother, Enli's Red Tower, Gray Tower
was a stoic place. It weathered storms without a blink and ate the salty
lashings of the ocean. It was, like its red brother, built to separate its lord from
the people he governed, to keep him high and far away from the peasant stock
that toiled in hisfields. Duke Eneasloved his Gray Tower. He loved the view
from its high perches, and its grounds filled with oak trees, and itstall iron
gates, always guarded by his raven-faced soldiers—those men of the fork
who pledged themselves to his defense and wore the black armor. They were
loyal and devoted to their eccentric master, and Eneas treated them
handsomely for their service. All of the north fork were contented. And Gray
Tower was well protected, not only by the guardsin their metal garb, but by
Duke Eneas greatest accomplishment, aforce he had literally grown himself.

Hisarmy of the air.

It was an affectation, really. Eneas knew this but liked the ring of it. Five
hundred ravens. They were the terror of the populace. All of Dragon's Beak
knew about the army of the air, and none dared come to the tower
unannounced lest they wished their eyes pecked out. Duke Eneas dept well in



Gray Tower, safeguarded from his brother's harmful intents and any foolhardy
invaders. His army of the air protected him. They were his children and they
did his bidding, for he was their God and mother, and Eneas needed only to
flex afinger or whistle or turn his head to make them understand. It was a gift
he had enjoyed since boyhood, one that Enli had envied and feared, and in
these years of solitude from his brother, Eneas appreciated his dominion over
the ravens. Five hundred pairs of eyes watched over him. In Gray Tower,
Eneas could rest.

He had not always feared his brother. Once, the siblings had been the best
of friends. They had shared every secret, and had grown to love and respect
each other. Their mother had been sainted, a precious jewel of awoman
whom they'd both adored, and they had wept together at her passing and at
the death of their father, crying in each other's arms, unashamed of their tears.
In the early days of Arkus they had both been loyal to the emperor and his
Black Renaissance, and they had flown the Black Flag proudly, divided by the
channel of water but always together in spirit. They had separate castles but
not separate lives, and they wrote to each other often. They spoke of
governing the nation their father had bequeathed them and they quibbled over
where to find the best wines. Like soldiers together in a crusade, they were
closer than blood.

But that was long ago, before Angel had come between them.

Like most eveningsin Dragon's Beak, this one was pensively quiet. The sun
was dlipping down and painting the sky crimson. A determined breeze chilled
the grounds around Gray Tower, pulling at the tree branches and the cloaks of
the guardians pacing through the courtyard. Ravens cawed and waddled along
the bricks, pecking at the seeds lodged between the cobblestones, ruffling
their feathers in deference to the cold. Near the far end of the courtyard afire
blazed in a pit as wide as a man, its flames warming the ravens gathered
around it. Beside the pit was a three-tiered shelter, open mostly to the elements
but breaking the winds that blew in from the sea, protecting and warming the
duke's precious birds. Like the ravens, the fire was tended constantly. Duke
Eneas spared no expense for hisarmy of the air, and paid his handlers well to
endure the cold with the birds. Just now the shelter was sparse of ravens, but
Eneas knew they would gather when the sun disappeared, and would sleep
near the warm glow of the fire, protected from the worst winds. They were
hearty birds, and because they were pampered and adored they never strayed
far from the tower.

Ashe did every night before retiring, Duke Eneas walked the grounds of
Gray Tower, his bearded face hidden from the cold by athick wool cloak. On
his shoulder was his ubiquitous companion, Black, hislead raven and closest
friend. Eneas spoke softly to Black as he walked, telling the bird about his
backaches and the other ailments of growing older, and generally expending
energy on nonsense. As always, Black listened. He was a fine bird, worthy of
his status, and all the other ravens followed him, for they knew that Black was
favored. To mark his status, Black wore athin silver chain around his neck,



just tight enough to keep it from coming off in flight. A small medallion
dangled from the chain bearing the crest of Dragon's Beak. Black was clever
and a good companion, and Eneas often abused the bird's silence. When he
was sad, as he was tonight, Eneas would talk without end.

"Winter's coming," Eneas murmured. They had rounded the front of the
sprawling yard and were heading toward the fire pit and shelter. Black didn't
stay outside with the other birds, though. He slept beside Eneas' bed and ate
his meals with the duke. For Eneas, Black had replaced Enli as his brother.

When he heard his master's comment, the raven ruffled his feathers. "Cold,"
clipped the bird. Eneas realized he did not really know what the word meant.
He had just heard Eneas use the term often enough. Eneas put his gloved
hands together and blew into them.

"Aye, cold," he agreed. He paused in the courtyard to look at the sun and
study its descent. He didn't like winter anymore. His body rebelled against the
cold. And he wondered as he shivered if Enli suffered as he did, or if histwin
had better escaped the ravages of time. Angel had died in the winter, and
whenever the unwel come season came Eneas relived those horrible days and
martyred himself over his beloved's death. That day, everything had died. He
stared at the sun and saw Angel'sfaceinit.

"Cold," Black said again. "Cold."
Duke Eneas gave awan smile. "Indeed it is, my friend. Let's get inside.”

Together they went to the main doors of Gray Tower, passing a pair of
raven-helmeted guards who opened the wooden portals for them without a
word. Inside, Gray Tower was warm. Black flew from Eneas shoulder and
darted down the hallway to perch on the mantel of afireplace. It was very near
mealtime, and Eneas could smell food being prepared. His stomach rumbled
at the odor. Tonight he would eat and retire early, and pray to God that he
didn't dream. Of late, dreams came to him even while awake. He had taken to
writing them down in his journal, and had been comparing them. He wasn't at
all surprised by their unified theme of loneliness.

Winter was avery lonely time in Dragon's Beak.

Eneas walked past the mantel where Black was sitting, pausing to warm his
hands. He pulled off his gloves and spread hislong fingers, enjoying the
warmth. Black closed his ebony eyes asif thinking. It was a strange magic the
two shared. Eneas had been gifted with this power since his youth. Their
father had shown a smattering of it, and their mother could read the minds of
cats, but only Eneas was truly a master of the trick. Only he could peer into
the primeval brains of birds and know what they were thinking. He knew now
that Black was more hungry than tired, afact others would miss from the
bird's slegpy countenance. Eneas knew when his birds were sick or afraid or
vengeful, or when they needed exercise or attention. He was a magician of
sorts, and though his ability had frightened Enli, he himself had never been
afraid of it. He adored his gift just as he adored his ravens. In these bleak
seasons, the ravens were his only true companions. He shared secrets with



them, the sort of things he used to share with Enli. He told them his thoughts
and his memories, and regaled them often with tales about Angel and the one
he called his daughter.

"Hungry, my friend?"' he asked Black. The duke stroked an index finger
over the raven's plumage. What passed for a smile crossed Black's corvine
face. He hopped onto Eneas's shoulder, then playfully nibbled the duke's ear.
More than hungry, the nibble meant. Famished.

"We'll eat now," said the duke. He turned his back on the fire and escorted
Black down the hallway, toward the kitchens and their waiting meals.

On the south fork of Dragon's Beak, Duke Enli waited. And watched. He
watched the sun go down, watched the eastern half of the world plunge into
darkness, and watched the darkness spread across the earth until the channel
separating him from his brother across the sea became black and the wind
picked up. On the far side of Dragon's Beak, he could barely see Gray Tower
on its precipice of rock. The water was rising and seafoam licked at Enli's
boots. He was cold and his men were cold, and the little boat that would
convey them all across the channel seemed dubiously small. The moon lit the
land with strands of light; moonbeams danced on the white caps. Enli opened
the door of his lantern and extinguished the flame. His men did the same.
Therewere six of themin all, including Enli and not including Cackle, who
perched patiently on Enli's shoulder. The men gathered around the boat waited
for Enli to speak, but he did not.

He trusted these men. He knew they were skilled and would do their best for
him. Yet ill Enli fretted over the coming melee. They had doffed their dragon
armor for ease of motion, and all had some minor experience with clandestine
work. Unlike the mercenaries he was buying with Biagio's fortune, Enli trusted
these men. They were loyal to more than just coins. They had been with him
for years, and he had hand-picked them for tonight's work. Already the
mercenary forces were rolling out of Red Tower, taking up positions outside
Eneas fork. If al went well tonight, Enli would order them against Gray
Tower. But there was one problem, one almost insurmountable obstacle. And
it had taken Biagio's keen mind to devise a solution. Now, with Cackle on his
shoulder, the plan had seemed too obvious. But that was Biagio's gift. The
count was cunning. He could see things no other man could, and that was
why Arkus had chosen him to head the Roshann. Some said the scientist
Bovadin had the biggest brain in the Empire, but Enli knew that wasn't so.
Biagio—he was the mastermind. Enli smiled. He fished a nutmeat from his
pocket and fed it to Cackle, who devoured it greedily. The raven clacked for
another and Enli obliged. Tonight Cackle was more important than any of the
others gathered here on shore. Only Cackle could subdue the army of the air.
Eneas had guardians and a happy populace to protect him, but he also had his
dreaded ravens, and a more bloodthirsty army existed nowhere elsein Nar.
There was something evil about Eneas' ravens, something that made strong
men wither. But tonight, if Biagio's grand design proved correct, the army of
the air would be thelirs.



"Y ou're agood boy," Enli crooned to his pet. "Do well for me tonight, all
right?"

"Good boy," Cackle echoed. "Good boy." They waited another hour, not
speaking, until at last Enli felt comfortable with the darkness and ordered them
all into the long boat. Each man had a short sword and a crossbow that he
stowed beneath the seats, and the two with the strongest backs took up
positions near the oars. Cackle flew into the boat before Enli, staking out the
seat nearest the bow. The duke stepped into the vessel as the last two men
shoved them off. The boat slipped out onto the cold sea. Above them, Red
Tower glowed with candlelight and torches, and Enli steeled himself as he
dowly drifted away from his home, studying its windows for Nina's silhouette.
He did not see her, but he hadn't really expected to. She knew only that he
planned to avenge himself on his brother, and that all the soldiers who had
lately invaded their home would soon be gone to invade Gray Tower. Nina
was asensible girl. It was why Enli was convinced she had grown from his
seed, and not Eneas. She had given him no trouble at all about his plansto
conquer the north fork. But that was because he had lied to her. He had
promised her that her Uncle Eneas would be spared. Enli knew that if his
daughter ever found out what he was really doing tonight, she would hate him
forever.

The notion made the duke close his eyes. He sat down on the bench next to
Cackle and banished the image of Red Tower from his mind. There was work
to do, he scolded himself. No time for sentiment. The rowers grunted as they
fought against the wind and tide, hastening the boat toward the ever-looming
shadow of Gray Tower. The moon disappeared behind a cloud, deadening
the world. Cackle cawed angrily and bit at Enli's hand, demanding attention.
The duke put out afinger for Cackle to hop onto and lifted the bird to his
shoulder, where the raven rested, contented for the moment. Enli's soldiers
looked about, murmuring darkly. They fidgeted with their weapons but their
movements never rose above awhisper. It took nearly another full hour to
make the channel crossing, and when at last Gray Tower rose on the rocky
cliff above them, Enli raised his hand to stop the rowers.

"Easy," he directed. "Go slow."

He didn't want to be seen, not by the tower's guards or by any of the
beastly ravens. The duke set his jaw and peered through the blackness. Lights
flickered in the tower. It was early still and the moon had re-emerged.
Carefully, stedlthily, the little boat let the tide pull it toward shore. Enli felt the
touch of dread. It had been along time since he'd seen Eneas. Curiously, he
wondered if his brother had changed much. A flood of memories crashed into
his brain, momentarily shattering his resolve. He had loved his brother once.
But then he remembered Angel and Eneas wicked claims about Nina, and the
old irerose up in him. Tonight, he would have the revenge denied him for so
long. And Biagio's fortune would be put to good use as the mercenaries
fought for the north fork.

The little boat drifted toward shore. The men aboard stopped murmuring.



They retrieved their swords and crossbows and made ready. The oarsmen
steered ashore, directed by the whispering Enli. To the east side, the duke
counseled. Sowly, slowly. There were rocks and trees on the east side to hide
them, and the main road was there. If his ruse was going to work, it had to be
perfect. The rowboat skidded ashore and Enli's soldiers scurried out, cloaked
by darkness and the outcroppings of rocks. Gray Tower hovered nearby, just
over the stony hills. Enli waited for the boat to be well grounded before
trudging out. Together his men hauled the boat onto the land and dragged it
toward the rocks, where they wedged it beneath a granite shelf covered with
moss. The duke took the time to study Cackle. The raven seemed
unconcerned.

"Go to theroad, like | told you," Enli told his men. "Wait for me there. |
won't be long."

"Y ou should come with us," said Faren, one of Enli's most trusted
confidants. "L et the bird go from the road. | don't want to lose sight of you."

"Just go," said Enli, untouched by the sentiment. He wasn't in the mood to
have his orders questioned, and just now he wanted to be alone on the shores
of the north fork. It had been too many years since his boots had trod this
side of the dragon's tongue. And in less than an hour his brother might be
dead. For the moment, at least, Enli needed solitude. "I will be there directly,"
he promised Faren. "Now go."

The soldiers departed reluctantly, shimmying up the rocks and disappearing.
Enli watched them leave, and when he was sure they were well away he pulled
the note from his pocket. It had been folded thrice into atight little package,
light enough for Cackle to convey to Eneas window. He set the bird onto the
rock shelf, then took the string from his pocket, using it to fasten the note to
Cackle'sleg. The bird shifted abit but did not bite at the string the way he had
previously, asmall favor for which Enli was enormously grateful. He had
rehearsed this a dozen times with the clever bird. He was sure Cackle could
doit. Hetied the knot securing the note and stepped away from the raven,
Inspecting hiswork. Cackle's black eyes twinkled.

"All right now," said Enli. "Y ou know what to do. It's all up to you."

The bird seemed to yawn, but he stretched his wings and cast his master a
sober 1ook.

"Angel," cawed the bird. "Angel."

Enli's smile was sardonic. "That's right. For Angel. Now fly, little beauty.
Fly for my revenge!"

With a giant hop the raven leapt from the rock and gathered the air beneath
his wings, going up and up against the wind, determined to deliver his master's
message. Enli watched as Cackle darted toward Gray Tower and the large
balcony overlooking the western sea, the one with the tower's only marble
gargoyles.

Just as he had been trained to do.



Duke Eneas had eaten a hearty meal with his men and Black and had retired
to his chambers early. In Gray Tower, when winter came, there was very little
to do, and men of nobility in the northern lands generally occupied themselves
with books and journals to fill the long hours. Because his mother had taught
him alove of reading, Eneas often took to his bed early in the dark months,
curling into his sheets with a cup of honey tea while Black watched over him
from an open cage hanging not too near the fire. This evening, abit of
undigested stew had soured Eneas' stomach, and so the duke had neglected
the tea and instead taken only the book with him to bed, and even this gave his
stomach little solace. Aswas his routine, though, he finished several pages
before setting the book aside in favor of leep. The hallway outside his
bedchamber was customarily quiet, for the folk of Gray Tower knew their
lord's penchant for silence, and so tiptoed past his rooms so as not to disturb
his studies or slumber. The breezes off the ocean beat against the old glass of
his balcony doors, and outside Eneas could hear the whistle of wind through
stone and the groaning of the gargoyles perched on the ledge. Hiswas the
only balcony in the tower decorated with the grotesques, a gift from the
renowned Darago to celebrate his fortieth birthday. At first he had thought the
gargoyles apair of monstrosities, but Darago was an artisan whose works
graced the Black Palace and the Cathedral of the Martyrs and countless other
landmarks throughout the Empire. The emperor had commissioned the
sculptures himself. To spurn a gift from Darago would have been the height of
bad taste, and Eneas had grown oddly attached to the gargoyles over the
years. They were like his ravens now—a permanent fixture of Gray Tower.

It did not take long for sleep to capture Eneas. The book he had been
reading lay on the night table beside him, under the glow of asingle candle.
The lulling music of the wind helped calm the duke's stomach, and very soon
Eneas was aslegp. He was dreaming of something he couldn't quite recall
when an intrusive tapping dragged him back to the world. His eyes fluttered
open, and for amoment the sound was gone. The wind? He looked to Black
who had also awakened and was staring at the doors. The duke's own eyes
shifted toward the glass. Outside on the balcony, its beak pressed against the
pane, was another raven. Curious and groggy, Eneas watched, and a
familiarity dawned in his mind. The strange raven tapped again at the glass,
insistent. Eneas frowned.

"What the hell isthis?' he muttered. He flung his naked feet over the
bedside and spied the balcony for others, but all he could see was the lone
bird. Black flew from his cage to land on the duke's shoulder. Eneas stroked
hisfriend for strength. The visitation had unnerved him and he didn't know
why. The raven beyond the glass was big, as big as Black himself, and with
the same intelligent expression. The duke eased toward the glass doors, then
noticed the object around the raven's leg. A note? He reached out to open the
door, but Black screeched in his ear, stopping him.

"Quiet!" Eneas commanded, frightened by the bird's scream. "There's
nothing to worry about, you jealous beast. It's just a bird."



With Black still protesting, he turned the handle and opened the glass door.
At once the strange raven hopped inside, clicking and cawing for the duke's
attention. Black's talons dug angrily into Eneas shoulder, a warning not to be
ignored. Eneas stepped away from the raven, pondering it.

"What do we have here, my friend?' he asked Black. His raven made an
unusual hissing sound, and its ruddy little tongue clicked at the intruder. Eneas
nodded.

"Curious, indeed. You don't trust him."

But the raven who had awakened them would not be silenced. It hopped
around the duke's feet, looking up at him, its wings fluttering wildly. Eneas had
never seen such obstinance in abird. Not even Black could be so forceful. He
squatted down. The bird was oddly familiar to him, and the little note tethered
toitsleg simply begged to be read. Despite Black's repeated warnings, Eneas
reached out and plucked at the string, carefully loosening it. The raven
stopped fidgeting as he worked, allowing the note to be freed. After afew
delicate moments the tightly folded package dropped from the bird's leg.
Eneas sat back on the floor and regarded the bird.

"Y ou look familiar to me," he mused, his eyes narrowing. "But then, | see
so many birds. Who are you?"

The raven stopped moving. It smply stared at the duke with its black eyes.
Eneas stretched out his mind and buried himself in the creature, tapping into
its primordial brain. His memory flared with sudden recognition. A rush of
excitement and fear blew over him.

"Cackle," he gasped. "It isyou!"

The raven bobbed its head in assent.

"My God . . ."

It was unthinkable. Unimaginable. Cackle. His daughter. But to make the trip
across the sound! Why? In his shock, it took a moment for the duke to
remember the note. Nervously he unfolded the paper. Still on the floor, his
legs bent beneath him, he studied the perfect penmanship. It was brief. The
duke's heart leapt as he read.

Dear Father,

Father!

Please help. | am outside the castle near the main road, your brother is
pursuing me. | know who | am now. Please come.

It was signed very smply, Nina.

Eneas couldn't stop his heart from thundering. A million questions raced
through his mind, muddied by a million memories. His breath camein hurried,
bewildered gasps. Ninal Here, at Gray Tower. Outside now, and waiting for
him. He turned to look at Black perched on his shoulder.

"My daughter,” he said to the bird. "She's here!"

"No!" Black barked at him. "No!"



Eneasignored hisfriend. No one else could have sent Cackle to him. Cackle
had been a gift to the girl; they would have bonded by now. And Enli was too
foolish to ever control the creature. It had to be his daughter. He stared at the
note, wondering what to do.

"She's too afraid to come to the tower," he surmised. No one came to Gray
Tower for fear of the ravens. But she was probably alone and frightened. He
had to hurry to her. He had to bring soldiers and warn the guardians that Enli
was coming. Eneas put his hand to his mouth. If Enli was coming, they were
al in grave danger. And how had Ninalearned the truth of her birth? The duke
rocked back and forth like an anxious child, unable to think clearly. Black was
staring at him angrily, and Cackle's gaze was mad with panic. The duke's eyes
shifted between the birds, not knowing which to believe. If it truly was Nina,
she needed him. Now. And perhaps Black was merely jealous. . . .

Eneas dipped down and scooped up Cackle, looking at the bird intently.
"Can you take me to Nina?' he asked the raven pointedly. "Take me to your
mistress?’

"Yes-yes," cawed the bird. "Nina. Yes-yes."

"All right then. Take me."

The duke rose and went to the door, practically kicking it open. He
bellowed down the empty corridor for his guards. Enli is coming, he
screamed at them. Awaken the army of the air! Warn the guardians and
ready my horseto ride! My brother is coming. My daughter is here!

Just outside the shadow of the tower, near the roadside amongst the
overgrown trees, Duke Enli sat spying the path and listening for the approach
of hisquarry. Faren and Y ory, two of his crossbowmen, lay on the knoll
beside him, their weapons trained on the road. On the other side of the road
were L'rou and Devon, aso invisible, while Jace and Sen were just behind
them. His brother wouldn't come alone, Enli knew, but he wouldn't come with
awhole brigade, either. His mass of men would remain at the tower, to guard
against acoming attack. And Enli would have the element of surprise. It was
dark on the road and that gave them good cover. Enli could barely see Faren
and Yory, and they were merely feet away. The others had blended in
perfectly. The duke was cold but exhilarated, and the thought of his coming
revenge warmed his soul. Soon, very soon, he would end the charade he'd
been living since Angel's death. Ninawould never hear the lies of her uncle,
her so-called father. The thought of Eneas claimstightened Enli's jaw.

Angel was no whore, but Eneas had made her sound like one, soiling her
memory. He had vowed to kill his brother for the crime. Tonight, finaly, he
would make good on that pledge, and in the process help to restore Biagio
and the Black Renaissance.

"Remember," Enli whispered to Faren. "If there are too many of them, just
let them pass. They'll eventually split up and start looking for Nina. When they
do, well kill Eneas.”

"And how many istoo many?' asked Faren anxiously. He was a brave



soldier, but his master's plan had unnerved him.

"Ten, twelve maybe," said the duke. "No more than a dozen. Don't worry.
It won't be that many. | know Eneas. | know how foolishly trusting he can
be."

His brother would never be able to resist the note, not if he believed it had
truly come from Nina. And believe it he would, for in their youth Enli had
always been the clumsy one with animals. Enli was sure his brother thought
him incapable of controlling Cackle. Overconfidence. It was just one more of
Eneas flaws.

The mercenaries purchased by Biagio had taken up position just outside the
north fork, barely within Enli's border. When the order came, they would
sweep in and start what promised to be a protracted battle for Gray Tower. It
would have been an unthinkable folly were it not for Biagio's plan. The army
of the air could have protected the tower indefinitely. Coupled with the might
of Eneas guardians, the ravens made the castle impregnable. An entire legion
of Vorto's best soldiers might have had trouble sacking Gray Tower.

But not after tonight.

"Don't let the bird get away," Enli reminded Faren and Y ory. "Kill it. Or
captureit. But don't let it escape.”

"What if it's not with him?"' Faren asked.

"It will be. He goes nowhere without it. Let the bird be your first target if
you like. Just make sureto kill it. Understand?'

Faren grunted angrily. "It's going to be hard in this darkness, my lord. Well
do our best."

"Do better than that," Enli hissed.

Y ory swallowed hard and nodded, returning his attention to the empty road.
Enli took up his own crossbow, stretched out on his stomach, and propped
the weapon up on his elbows, closing one eye for accuracy. This chance
would never come again. His heart boomed in histemples, and his breath was
shallow and edgy. Unlike the others, he was only afair shot with a crossbow,
so he quickly decided to go for abigger target than the raven. He would plant
the bolt in the first soldier to show his face. At this range the weapons would
easl|y penetrate the chain mail. Enli licked hiswind-dried lips.

Good-night, dear brother. Say hello to Father for me.

A sound in the distance startled him. They all cocked their headsto listen.
Faren put afinger to hislipsto caution quiet. A horse. No. More than one.
Coming closer. The duke lowered himself back into the dirt, disappearing
among the tree limbs. Slowly, purposefully, he lifted his crossbow and
snapped closed an eye, focusing on the black and narrow path.

Duke Eneas wasn't in the mood to quibble. He was on amission and in a
hurry, and the calls to slow his horse fell on deaf ears. He had not bothered to
draw his sword or wear his raven-helm, for he wanted Ninato recognize him
and not be afraid. His men, however, were far more cautious. Each of the



eight wore a helmet and mail, and each had their swords at the ready, asingle
torch held by ayoung squire brightening their way. The ravens had been
awakened and were patrolling the grounds, ready for any attack from sea or
land, and the guardians of the castle were on aert, armed and prepared should
Enli's forces charge.

Duke Eneas rode at the head of his column, frantic to find his daughter
before Enli could recapture her. The road before him was black and
featureless, and the wind pulled hisred hair out behind him like a comet'stail.
Black waited dutifully on his shoulder, cawing curses at the other raven
leading the way. Cackle was hopping swiftly down the road, half walking, half
flying as he led the soldiers.

"Keep your eyes open,” the duke called over his shoulder. "I don't know
where sheis, or if Enli's men have gotten her. Be sharp, lads.”

They were all sharp. They were Gray Tower's best, and Eneas trusted them
to protect him and find his daughter. And when they did, when they were
together again as they should have been for eighteen years, he would take Nina
back to the tower and launch hisarmy of the air against his brother and have
an end to the decades of madness. Ninawould be his at last. Just as Angel
would have wanted.

In the road up ahead, Cackle chittered at them to hurry. Eneas watched the
bird and watched the knolls and trees around him, frightened of an ambush
but frightened more of not finding his daughter. He didn't know how long ago
the note had been sent. Had Cackle found him quickly, or had all this
happened hours ago? Was Nina aready back in Enli's clutches? The thought
made the duke's insides pitch. To lose her now after being so close was
unthinkable.

"Hurry," he called to his men, his voice echoing over the wind. "We've got
to find her!"

Cackle cawed some more. Black's talons dug into Eneas' chain mail. The
duke's horse snorted out a plume of steam, and the narrow roadway closed in
on them. The trees overhead bent in the breeze. Eneas heard the horses
hooves and the insistent breathing of his men behind him. And then a peculiar
sound reached the duke, whistling past his ears. Then another and another
more. Cackle flew up into the air. Eneasreined in his horse and watched the
raven flee. He heard a scream behind him, then felt aburning in his shoulder.

Black squawked and struggled skyward. Eneas turned just in time to see his
beloved bird impaed. "What the hell . . .?"

The duke's shoulder burst with pain. There was an arrow in it, almost clean
through. He grabbed at his shoulder in agony, nearly falling from his horse.
The world around him erupted in chaos. His men were screaming. He turned
to see one toppl e to the ground as a bolt pierced his helmet. The swordsmen
were rushing toward the duke to protect him. Eneas watched them struggle
toward him through the rain of arrows. The boy with the torch fell asamissile
punctured his neck. He gurgled out a cry and fell to his knees, wheezing blood



as he gasped for air. Near him on the ground was Black, a huddled mass of
mangled feathers, his breast turned inside-out. Eneas whirled in his saddle and
drew his sword, cursing at the darkness.

"Enli!" he screamed. "Y ou murderer! Face me!" His answer was another
arrow, this one slamming into hisribs. The duke cursed and doubled over. He
swayed in his saddle, trying to stay aoft, but another bolt hammered into his
horse's forehead, felling the beast. Eneas dropped his sword as he toppled,
the breath shooting out of him with the force of the fall. His swordsmen were
in afrenzy. They scanned the blackness for their enemies even asthe
marksmen in the trees peppered them with arrows. Duke Eneas clutched at the
earth, pulling himself to the side of the road and shouting at his men to cover
themselves. He had almost made it to the shoulder when he saw the trees
come alive. A band of wraiths brandishing rapiers swarmed over his
unsuspecting guards, cutting them down. Eneas struggled to his feet.
Unarmed, he staggered toward his men with both fists barrel ed.

"Enli! heroared. "Here | am! Cometo me!" A meaty arm wrapped itself
around Eneas' throat and a dagger pricked his neck.

"Right here, brother dear."
Eneas froze. The dagger beneath his chin drew a bead of blood.
"Enli," herasped. "You bastard . . ."

The melee went on. His men went down; one, then another and one more.
Enli's assassins cut through the night. Eneas choked on emotion and his own
blood, which was now filling his throat from a punctured lung.

"Whereis she?' the duke demanded, barely able to breathe. "What have
you done with Nina?"'

"Nina?' said thevoicein hisear. The arm around him fell away, letting
Eneas drop to his knees. Eneas |ooked up, gasping and clutching his chest. In
the light of the dying torch he glimpsed his twin, staring disdainfully down on
him. From out of the sky araven swooped, settling on Enli's shoulder.

"Y ou treacherous little monster," Eneas seethed, addressing both the bird
and its master. Behind him his men groaned and died. He heard the hacking of
heavy swords dispatching the living and the pleas of the young light-bearer,
begging to be spared. And then he heard nothing at al. Eneas glared at his
brother as the assassins gathered to flank him. Enli's face was wild and mad,
not at al like Eneas remembered it. His dark eyes smoldered as he looked
down, happily victorious, and the bird on his shoulder smiled a peculiar, avian
grin. Eneas knew he had only moments left. He could barely keep himself up,
and every breath he drew sent new pain plunging through him.

"My daughter,” he gasped. "Where is she?’
"My daughter is safe at home, dear brother," said Enli. "Where she
belongs."

Eneas gargled out alaugh. "She knows the truth though, doesn't she? She
knows?"'



" She knows none of your lies! She knows that I'm her father." Enli's eyes
narrowed. "And now she will never hear your lies, Eneas, because now you
will die

"Then kill me," said Eneas. He raised his head and spread out his hands for
Enli to strike him down. "Go on and murder me. Have that on your
conscience too. Kill melike you killed Angel!"

Enli struck his brother hard across the face. "Liar!" heroared. "l loved her.
| love her still. And you took her from me."

Eneas laughed. Angel had never loved Enli. She had seen him for the
madman he was, and had tried to flee from him. And Eneas had killed her for
it.

"Liveyour lie, brother," said Eneas softly. "Kill me. Send me to my Angel.
WEell be together if you do."

His brother shook with rage. The dagger in hisfist quavered.

"Damn you!" Enli cried. "Damn you for making me do this!"

"I die, brother," Eneas taunted. "Hurry now. Take your vengeance before |
go."

"Y ou stole her from me!™

"Kill me, you wretched coward."

Enli screamed, high and horrible. Eneas watched his brother's breakdown,
and all the hate in him evaporated. He kept his arms outstretched even as the
dagger plummeted down.

Duke Enli stood over his brother's dead body for a small eternity. The night
had fallen quiet again and the light from the torch had been smothered by the
dirt. It was very cold and the duke shivered, warmed only by the tears
streaking his face. He was aware of his men staring at him, of Faren's
incredul ous gaze and Devon's slack jaw, yet he couldn't bring himself to stir,
not even to clean the dagger of Eneas' blood. He was a murderer now. He felt
it assurely as he felt the wind. Blindly, he stared at his brother crumpled at his
feet. He poked at Eneas with the toe of hisboot and was oddly disappointed
when his brother didn't respond.

"Duke Enli?' probed Faren. "My lord, we have to hurry."

"Yes," whispered Enli absently. "Yes, hurry."

"The bird's dead, my lord. Your plan. . ."

"Yes," said Enli again. "My plan.. . ."

The raven Cackle was till on his shoulder. Enli took an unsteady breath and
gestured toward his dead brother.

"Undress him," he ordered. "Quickly."

The duke started undoing his own clothing, slowly working the buttons of
his shirt. His men fell upon Eneas body, unceremonioudy pulling away his
garments. Y ory, who had been silent through the entire fight, stalked over to
the dead raven in the roadway and scooped the thing up, bringing it over to



Enli. The silver chain still clung around its broken neck. Enli sighed with relief.
"Take the chain off," he directed. "Don't break it."

Very carefully Yory undid the chain from around the dead bird's neck,
nearly pulling off the raven's head as he stretched the neck for slack. When he
had freed the tiny chain he handed it gingerly to his master. Enli, now shirtless,
took the necklace to Cackle.

"Easy now," the duke ordered as he slipped the ornament over the raven's
head. "Just take it easy. I'm not going to hurt you."

Remarkably, Cackle twisted his head to accommodate the chain, and it dlid
quickly over his glossy feathers. Enli checked the chain to be sure it wouldn't
dip off in flight. Satisfied, he lifted Cackle in his hand and smiled at the bird.

"Y ou're awonderful little beast," he said softly. "Go now, my friend. Bring
back your brothers and sisters."

The duke hoisted his hand into the air and Cackle took flight, disappearing
once more into the darkness. Enli watched him soar.

"My lord!" Faren scolded. "Dress now! You'll catch your death.”

It was unspeakably cold, but Enli hadn't really noticed it until Faren
reminded him. His soldiers handed him Eneas' shirt and mail, and Enli dressed
in afevered hurry, al the while looking at his dead, naked brother in the
roadway, his body pricked with arrows and sliced open with a dagger wound.
Eneas clothes were warm and bloody. Enli could smell his brother's scent on
them. One by one he fitted himself with the dead man's accoutrements,
finishing off by buckling the sword belt around his waist. When he was done,
he gestured disgustedly at Eneas' body.

"Take it away. And be quick. The ravens musn't see him."

Y ory and