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DEDICATION

Thisone'sfor Lydy. Which isonly fair.

Boysthrow stones at frogs in sport, but the frogs do not die in sport.
They diein earnest.

—Putarch

Chapter 1:IntotheFire

I'll begin at the beginning, because with Cully, the beginning isadwaysthe same: a
man standing between the sharp and the soft.



"Not while | breathe," he'ssaying.

I've dways thought that's a better oath than "service, honor, faith, and obedience," and
not just because I've been the soft more often than the sharp.

That'sthe beginning.

Knowing Cully, itll likely betheend.
—Gray

"Leavethechild done" Cully said quietly, barely above awhisper.

Cully didn't sound like he had been looking for afight. He never did—although he had certainly
found more than enough.

Gray hadn't been looking for afight, either. Gray was looking for Cully; he had been doing just that
for weeks, dl up and down the Pironesian coast, and far enough up into the hillsto come down on the
other side of more than one of the bigger idands.

Given that they were looking for Cully in the city of Pironesaitsdlf, and particularly given Cully's
background, there was no need to try any of the estates nestled high in the hills, so they had made the
obvious split: Bear wandered through the markets and the warehouses, while Gray took the taverns.
There were advantages to rank, and, besides, Bear didn't seem to mind.

Gray had quickly made hisway through the various dockside sections that catered to Shqiperese,
Boydliri, Itdians, and theloca trade, on the groundsthat Cully would likely prefer to hear English
gpoken while hewas drinking, but also that likelihood was not a certainty, and diligence avirtue.

Stll, eventudly, Gray had found himsdf on English Row, where the readable | etters on hanging
placards, the drunken sea chanties that would have been comprehensible if they hadn't been quiteso
drunken, and above dl the ever-pervasive smell of roast mutton felt dmost homey. With the narrow,
twisty streets and the tal, three-story buildings concedling the hills that rose beyond the city, he could
have squinted and dmost have fooled himself that he was back in Londinium, if it wasn't for the pleasant
amel of fish oil emanating from the too-dim lanterns, rather than the bitter reek of black whale ol that
would havefilled thear a home. But thiswasn't Londinium, and he didn't try to fool himsdlf. Gray
prided himself on very few things, but alack self-deception was one of them.

The Dangling Sacerdote was the fifth of those dockside tavernsthat Gray had checked out as
afternoon was aready giving way to evening.

Gray had been on hisway in through the mudroom when he had heard the quiet sound of the blow
and theloud cry of pain, and quickened his pace, making hisway through the men streaming for the exit
without more pushing than necessary. More than afew pairs of eyeswidened at the sight of histwo
swords, but none of the men stopped to ask about that, not knowing—or, more likely moreinterested in
getting away than finding out—if the two swords and his ditinctive clothing meant what they should have
meant.

It hadn't quite started yet, not quite.

Cully stood between the three sailors and boy; afourth sailor lay on the floor in adisgusting puddie
of something that was probably his own vomit, trying to breathe.

Cully himself was dressed in aloose woven sailor's tunic over calf-length breeches and sanddl's, the
tunic belted with alength of rope, but other than that, he was about the same as he had been the last time
Gray had seen him.

Oh, therewere afew morelinesin hisface, but the collection was dready large enough that afew



additions didn't much matter. Hisdull gray hair might have been alittle thinner, dthough what with it
being tied back in asailor's ponytail, it was hard to tell. His hooked nose hadn't any new breaks, and the
deep-set eyes till seemed to see everything without moving. When Gray had been in first form, the
novices used to say that Father Cully could see more out of the corner of an eye than most priests could
during afocused meditation.

It figured that Gray would find Cully standing between the wolves and their prey. He should be
used to it by now. Jenn certainly would have been, but Jenn wasn't at Cully's wais—where she
bel onged, no matter what the Council said.

The boy-child was about what you would expect in awaterfront tavern: barefoot, bare-chested,
and skinny; bruised and scabbed; clad only in akirtle that had once been a burlap sack, and amost
certainly was hisonly clothing.

One hand was clamped to where blood dripped from the right side of hisface, and the blocky man
looming over him told the rest of the story. The wars and the Occupation had left a plentiful harvest of
orphans behind them, and many of them gravitated to the waterfront, eking out what miserable existence
they could whiletrying to avoid the impressment gangs—and worse.

Some lucky ones would manage to get themselves jobs as cabin boys on merchantmen and avoid
the Press that way, and afew would find work in the olive groves and vineyards outside the city, but
mogt just got by as best they could.

Gray knew something of that himsdlf, athough not from recent experience.

"l told himto leave the boy aone" Cully said, again, quietly, to the sailors. Cully prided himself on
his patience; he never seemed to mind repeating himself. And: "I'vetold you three, aswell.”

They were now aonein the common room; Gray assumed that the innkeegper had aready made his
way up on the roof, and was at this moment signaling manicaly for the Watch. From the way the smell of
scorched fish was sarting to fill the air, the pot of some oily fish stew burbling onits hook in the fireplace
badly needed stirring, but apparently not as much as whoever had the responsibility for the stirring of it
needed to be elsewhere,

Understandably so. Fights weren't uncommon along the waterfront, athough the separation of
nationalities seemed to kegp them to aminimum, but drunken sailorswould fight, and fighting would
upon more than rare occasion turn to killing, and as far as the Crown could reach, murder would be
punished. Many satrapa governors preferred to open their monthly reportsto Londinium with dry
datidtics of hangings—and Haloran, the Pironesian governor, was famous for it, even going to far asto,
upon occasion, send ropes as mementos home to England. Government wasn't for the squeamish.

Neither waswhat Gray did, for that matter.

One of the sailorslooked over a Gray, then nudged the nearest of the others.

"Thisisn't any of your concern, Sir ... ?

"My nameis Grayling," Gray sad. "Joshua Grayling. Grayling, likethefish."

"He meant to say that this doesn't need to be any of your concern, Sir Joshua,”" another put in. He
ducked his head quickly, then straightened it—he didn't like taking his eyes off of Cully.

Cully till didn't look at Gray; he just smiled at the sailor, in away that reminded Gray, not for the
first time, that what looks like a smile is the way awolf bares histeeth to rip and rend and tear.

"Don't look to Sir Joshuato interfere,” Cully said, quietly. "He's unlikdly to. 'Sides, | gave up taking
ordersfrom priests some years ago."

Gray smiled. That was pure Cully. To most people, aKnight of the Order wasfirst, foremost, and
aways, aknight; to Cully, an Order Knight wasfirst and always a priest. Granted, both were dedicated
to service, and if the service Cully chose hadn't dways made sense to the Council, to the Abbot
Generd, or to Gray, that probably didn't bother Cully any more than it would bother—hadbothered—
Jenn.

Cully knelt over the man he had downed, and snatched the purse from his belt—snapping the thong
with no apparent effort—and tossed the purse to the boy. The sailor made some vague batting



movements with his hands, but Cully just brushed hisarms aside, more gently than Gray would have
expected. Gray would have hurt the sailor. A lot.

"Y ou should leave," Cully said gently, turning to the boy, one sandaled foot pinning the sailor's
nearest hand to the floor, the other resting lightly on the sailor'sthroat. "Just walk. Thereisno need to
run from thelikes of these."

The boy had snatched the purse out of the air, and dashed past Gray, ducking to one Side, as
though to avoid a blow, and was through the beaded curtain and gone in a heartbest, leaving nothing
behind but the clicking of the beads.

"Sir. .. Joshua?' one of the sailors asked, turning to Gray. "Y ou haven't said anything.” His
singsong accent spoke of a Brigstow origin—there had been that telltale -sound at end of hisvowels.

Gray nodded. "True enough. Theréslittle point in me saying much of anything, snce I'm not here,
after dl," he said, throwing ahip over the edge of atable.

He crossed hisarms over hischest. Let them work it out themselves. There were argumentsthat it
was his duty to intervene, but Gray had once been enough like that barefoot, bruised boy to be histwin,
and he would save arguing with Cully over mattersthat he cared about; the fate of abunch of bullies
wasn't among those.

But perhapsit was his duty to say something. It was possible that they'd listen, after all.

"If Iwas here, mind you," he said, "'I'd suggest running away—I've known Father Cully for some
years—but since I'm not here, I'm not saying anything, and, besides, | don't think he'd let you leave now,
anyway." The boy was probably long-gone by now, and the sailorswould be unlikely to find him
quickly, if at dl—but that was the sort of risk on the boy's part that Cully would be unlikely to permit.

"Trueenough." Cully had findly turned to him, and athin smile creased hisface. "Gray," hesad,
"it'sbeen along—"

That was when the nearest sailor made hismove. Thefool. Laying hands on aknight of the Order?

Y ou could take away the robes, the sword, and the honors, but taking away the training was
another matter entirely, and Cully had been in training since around the time that Gray was born. It was
possible, of course, despite the legends, to take aknight of the Order by stedlth, surprise, or
overwheming force.

But Cully had—a so of course—been watching carefully for just this sort of foolishness.

And therewere only three of them, after dl, and hewas, after dl, till Cully.

He blurred into motion, and when he stopped, just moments later, there were now four sailors
groaning on the floor amid the wreckage.

Gray counted three broken arms, and from the gasping sounds that the biggest of them was
making, one possibly broken trachea. All of them had broken noses, of course; Cully was one of those
who had taught Gray how apainful, distracting blow set the opponent up for the red attack.

If they'd actually laid ahand on Cully, Gray would have drawn his own sword and been on them,
but—but, no.

The sailors had had no chance at al. They were tough and bruta, of course, but they hadn't spent
decades studying and practicing how to damage and kill at close range the way that knights of the Order
did. A knight would use hissword if he could—his mundane sword by preference, even if hewas Red
or White—but there were only some times that you could walk about with asword, live or mundane,
naked in your hands, and asfast asyou could get the sword into your hands, there was no guarantee
that that would be fast enough.

And Cully had no sword at dl—he had, for some reason, l€eft it at histable.

Cully, despite his age, wasn't even breathing heavily as he walked over to the table where he had
been sitting, and retrieved his sheathed sword, a mundane wegpon—of course—made up to look likea
ample, straight walking stick. Gray had a shesth like that for the Khan, for those rare occasions that he
both wanted to and was able to appear in public in something other than the robes of the Order. There
were few placesthat acommoner not in uniform but carrying asword would not draw unwanted



attention. He had | eft that scabbard, along with the rest of his gear, aboard theWdledey ; hedidnt mind
drawing attention in the city.

At Gray's knowing nod, Cully shook his head and rapped the sword against the table. "No, it'sjust
adtick, Father," he said, without atrace of hesitation or mockery in hisuse of thetitle. "I've long since
given up the sword. Al kinds of swords.”

Gray made aface. "That's unfortunate. Swords are what | was sent to find you about.”

"Swords?' Cully didn't like that. Neither did Gray, for that matter. Life waslike that. What you
liked or didn't like rarely mattered.

Gray nodded. "Yes."

"She sent you?'

"Of course. The Abbot Generd, aswell." Well, he hadn't been sent to find Cully, not specifically—
but She, at least, had known that was likely, if this had turned out to be anything, and it had.

No, it was more than that. She knew that Gray would turn to Cully if there was any possible way
tojudtify it, just as Bear knew that, and just as Gray himself did. Cully would know that, too.

Stll, Cully made aface. Therewaslittle love lost between Cully and the Abbot Generd, for good
reason and ill. Shewas adifferent matter, athough al of the Order knights dwaysfell inlove with Her,
at least for atime. Gray had, in hisown way, but there waslittle of lovein Gray, after dl, and it had long
since ceased being an obsession or aburden. Gray and Cully were, of course, very different.

"For what purpose?’ Cully findly asked.

"For purpose enough. More than that, you'll have to accompany me to the Governor's pdace to
discover,” he said, as he had planned to.

Cully grinned. "Ah. Curiosity has aways been my downfal, and you think thet it shall trap me
agan, en?'

It was not curiosity that had been Cully's downfdl, but Gray didn't riseto the bait. Cully wasjust
trying to distract him.

"It'snot an invitation, but acommand,” Gray said. "'I'm not trying to tease your curiousity.” That
was amogt true; he wasn'tjust trying to do that.

"Not with more powerful meansat your disposal.”

"Yes. If | haveto use the words, Father Cully—"

"'Cully." Not 'Sir Cully,’ not ‘Brother Cully," and most certainly not 'Father Cully. Just 'Cully,' if
you please.”

It would have been easier to concede the point, if only for the moment, but with Cully, the easy
way had rarely been the best way.

So Gray shook his head, dowly. "No. Y ou were released from active service in the Order, true;
and you surrendered your sword and rank—~but you were not relieved of your vows, Sir Cully of Cully's
Woode," he said, asthough daring Cully to contradict him.

"Vows." Cully didn't respond to the dare, not directly. " 'Service, honor, faith, obedience. Justice
tempered only by mercy; mercy tempered only by justice.' " He shrugged. "My honor isa sad joke, and
| long ago lost my faith—and, well, obedience was never one of my virtues, and neither was | ever much
for mercy."

Gray could have argued with that latter, but Cully went on: " Justice? Y ou might have me there, but
then you'd have to persuade me that She has much of anything to do with justice, and that would
be. .. difficult, athough not as difficult as persuading me that the Abbot has anything to do withit,
except by coincidence.”

Gray could have argued with him about that, too, but . . .

There was no point in wasting histime trying, even absent Cully's stubbornness—not when Gray
hed asmpler dternative. Heraised his hand in the Sign: thumb folded in tightly against the pam; dl four
fingers spread widdy, symbolizing service, honor, faith, and obedience.



"In the name of the Order of Crown, Shield, and Dragon,” Gray said, "by the power vested in me
by the Abbot Generd of that Order, | do cdl you into service, Sir, Brother, and Father Cully of Cully's
Woode, upon your oath, Sir Cully; upon peril of your soul.”

Cully'sface went blank. ™Y ou—youspeak of souls, Joshua?'

Gray would have liked to have taken offense at that, but there was no offense to be found in the
truth, no matter how brutal that truth was.

"Yes, | do—just asathirsty man spesks of water: hoarsely.”

Cully laughed. "Y ou've not persuaded me, Father." He carefully toed a knife away from the
outstretched hand of one of the sailors before turning toward Gray. "But I'll walk with you to the
Governor's pdace, I'll wish you agood evening, and then I'll let my soul take care of itsdlf.”

Well, that would do for the moment—as|ong as Gray didn't commit himsalf to leaving it at that.
"The governor'spdaceitis”

"Let's be off, then, shal we?" Cully raised his gtick asthough to dideit under hisbelt, but caught
himself, smiled, and set it down on the table next to him. He folded his hands over hiswaist, bowing
deeply—Iike a peasant, not aknight! —then picked up his stick and followed Gray out into the street,
leaving the sailors behind.

Thefirg time Gray had seen Pironesia, it had been as a second-form novice, aboard the old
Resurgent , and the smells and tastes and colorswere till fresh in hismind, even decades later.

It had been different then, on his maiden voyage. The sails of theResurgent and her sister ships
making their way into the harbor had seemed to be of an impossibly pure white, ballooning out to catch
the last breeth of the wind, while the dark sea whooshed benegth the hull. The same wind had brought
hints of the garlic-laden lamb cooking on the fires atop the lighthouses guarding the harbor entrance, as
the golden light of the setting sun had caught the marble spires and high bridges, making them glow with
aninner fire

It wasn't the same now.

Under what was | eft of the fading, fiery glow of the setting sun that had al but vanished behind the
hills, the dockside reeked of rotting fish and ancient sin, and the sails of the one fat-bellied doop
wheezing itsway into the harbor were patched and stained, and seemed to hang limp from the masts,
even whenfilled.

Weasit Pironesiathat had changed, or wasit Gray? It could have been both, of course, and that
wasthe most likely explanation.

Some things had definitely changed—~back when he had been a shaved-headed novice, eyes hadn't
widened when he walked down these same streets, nor had people avoided meeting his gaze.

They did now; that didn't bother him at dll.

Before they had waked for more than afew minutes, the sun had completely set behind the hillsto
the west, and night was edging in acrass the harbor, chased by the faint glow remaining aong the horizon.

They walked in silence for some time as darkness crept in on the port, step by stedlthy step.

Gray wanted to say something, anything, but he feared that if he spoke too soon, or too loudly,
Cully would smply disappear into the shadows, as though he were some sort of ghost that could only be
compelled to take substance briefly and reluctantly, to vanish a the dightest sound.

It was silly to worry about that, but . . . it felt absurdly good to be walking beside Cully once again,
even though the old man had long since stopped towering over the nameless, bruised little boy that had
been called Grayling—and much worse—on the Southampton docks. It wasn't terribly unusua for
nameless orphansto be given atryout a Alton, athough few made it through thefirst form. It was, in
fact, much more common that a commoner rather than a noble would end up knedling before His
Maesty. The Order wasloyd to HisMgesty, and only to him, and even awhiff of suspicion that family
loydties might ever take precedence over that was enough to get anovice called into the Abbot's office
to be persuaded to leave Alton, one way or the other.



Gray had had no such extraneous loyalties, then or later, of course; when he had served with His
Own, hewould have struck down the Duchess of Cumberland had she approached the King with a
weapon, just as he would—and had—struck down anybody, of any rank, who he thought might
endanger HisMagjesty.

There were always people with grievances againgt the King, and ofttimes Gray could see some
vaidity in those grievances—not that they had ever stayed his hand, or his sword. Y ou were alowed
objectivity inthislife, aslong asyou didn't let it rule you.

"How haveyou been?" Cully finaly asked.

"Aswell as can be expected,” Gray sad. "Under the circumstances.”

"Could you, perhaps, be alittle more detailed?' Cully dmaost smiled. "Brevity isavirtue, true
enough, but itisaminor virtue."

Gray shrugged. "Lifegoeson,” hesaid, "until it stops. I'm trying to go on."

"Oh." Cully made aface. "Y ou are going to make me come out and ask, aren't you?"

"No, not redly," Gray said. "Only if you redlly want to know."

Cully nodded, asthough to himsdf. "Very well: you win, Joshua. How is She?"

Thereit was. "She'saswell as can be expected, She says. She misses you, and wishesyou'd return
to Her service" That was the way She had put it. Not the King's service, or the Order's—Hers. She
sad that Cully would understand.

Henodded. "Asdo |, Sir Joshua. Miss Her, that is." No pain showed on hisface; he said it far too
matter-of-factly.

Gray believed the true words, not the lying tone and manner. ™Y ou don't haveto call me'sir.

"Ah, but | mugt, of course. It'seither 'Sir' or 'Father," in recognition of your rank; | can hardly cal
you 'Brother,’ after al. You're apriest, Gray; asworn and sealed Knight of Order of Crown, Shield, and
Dragon—aknight of the Red Sword, in fact, honored and deservedly raised in estate. Me? I'm just an
old man with awaking stick." He furrowed his brow, and gestured at the two swords under Gray's
sash. "You are dill carrying the Khan, aren't you?"

"Of course." His hand started to move toward the Khan's hilt, but he stopped it. The last thing he
needed right now was the Khan telling him how to handle Cully.

"That'sapity. | had hoped that Ralph would have, eventualy, thought better of that." Cully shook
his head. "1 aways thought and often said you should have been given something lessdark, but . . ."

"It suitsme," Gray said. "It'saperfect wegpon, initsway."

"Initsway." He gave Gray alook that could have meant anything, or nothing. Then: "Alexander
once said just those words to me: 'it's a perfect weapon, initsway.' "

It was Gray'sturn to shrug. "I'm not Alexander, the Khan isn't the Sandova —I wasgiven the Khan
by the Council.”

He should have been angry at the comparison, but he wasn't. He would have to sit by himsdlf and
try to figure out why some other time. Focus on the moment, he reminded himsalf. The moment usudly
held enough peril asit was.

"No, you're not Alexander,” Cully said, aduck of his head making it aconcession, rather than an
accusation. He let out along breath. "I've wondered, from timeto time, just how many innocents|
murdered by letting him live"

Gray didn't have an answer for that, so he changed the subject. "Would you have preferred that |
had been given the Sandova?"

A slly question, but Cully seemed to consider it serioudy for amoment, then: "No; of course not.”

"He wouldn't have been ableto take it from me." Sister Mary had been too trusting of Alexander.
They dl had been too trusting of Alexander.

"I'm nonetoo certain of that; you would have turned your back on him for amoment, just as Sister
Mary did, just as| would have. As| did, time and time again, and never thought it arisk. No, | wasn't



thinking about that." Cully shook hishead. "I wasthinking that the Khan's more than enough of aburden
on you, Joshua. It's something I've thought about much, over the past years."

Gray shrugged again, and let his hand rest againgt the Khan's hilt, the familiar exposed band of sted!
cold againgt hispam, asit dwayswas, no matter how long Gray's hand rested there.

Burden, am|?

Weéll, yes. The Khan was certainly that, and more.

Sily of him; sillier of you.

The Khan was more amused than offended. The notion that being able to kill one's enemies could
ever be aburden wasn't exactly beyond the Khan's comprehension. He understood it, but he
understood it as an effete bit of Western stupidity, something to be tolerated under the circumstances,
but hardly anything to be taken serioudy.

The Great Khan had been bloody-handed, true, and he and his horde had |eft atrail of bodies
across from what was now Nova Mongliato the Caspian Sea, never regretting it—rdishing every
moment, in fact. But the Khan hadn't taken any joy in the carnage itsdlf, as Gray knew better than any
man living. To the Great Khan, killing was only and dways the way of conquest, and conquest was only
and dways what made aman gresat, and it was the conquest, the victory, the triumph that he loved so
dearly, an insatiable hunger that grew sharper with each victory, and which could never be satisfied, any
more than afire could be doused by pouring lamp ail onit.

Damned, the Great Khan was, of that Gray was certain, but he was honestly so.

Emil Sandovd, on the other hand—at least s it was said—had actively enjoyed the family
business of waylaying, robbing, and murdering travelers. Why as gentle asoul as Sster Mary had ever
been selected to bear the Sandova was another of the mysteriesthat Gray had never been ableto
puzzle out for himsdf, any more than why he himself had been chosen for the Khan.

Service; honor; faith; obedience—the only one he was sure he was capable of was the latter, and
he had carried the Khan willingly, and aswell as he could, athough Gray wondered, as he dwaysdid,
how it would have been if hed been given aWhite Sword instead of Red.

The Goatboy, say; or the Hermit. Or Jenn.

"| see envy on your face, young Father,” Cully said, softly.

"Yes. My snsarelegion. Envy ishardly theworst of them.”

"Y ourethinking of Jenn?"

"Asyou ae."

"Of course.” Cully nodded. "I dways thought you should have gone White. | pressed for it in the
Council—I even offered to surrender Jenn, in your favor—but among my many flawsisthat I've never
been avery persuasive fellow."

"It'stoo late for that, Father,” Gray said. "Since VIaovic—if not before™ A city inrevolt; asingle
knight of the Red Sword sent to handleit, who handled it in the only way that he could, and the screams
of the dying would have haunted Gray's dreams ever after, if he ever dlowed himsdlf the luxury of
dreaming. "A White Sword would turnin my hands, if it didn't burn me dive—"

"Now it would, perhaps. That wasn't always so. And don't be overly sure that Jennis as White as
you believe

Gray would have thought that he was beyond surprise, a least when it cameto Cully. He had been
wrong, yet again. Y oureclaming—"

"I'm claming nothing. I'm suggesting that the difference between White and Red isamatter of
individua observation, theological doctrine, and historical interpretation, and not one of hard, cold fact.”

"BU—"

"But nothing. | know what you see when you take the Khan in hand, but if you believed thingswere
aways as they seem, you'd not have dragged an old shepherd away from his bread and beer—and
where are you leading me? We should have turned right down the Street of Sailsto get to the governor's



palace:

"| told Bear to meet me at the Plaza of the Order when hefinished hisrounds, with you in tow if he
had better luck than I'd expected either of uswould. Hell be happy to seeyou.”

Aswas Gray, for that matter. He was happier about being with Cully again than he thought he
could be happy about anything.

"ThePlaza, eh?' Cully chuckled. "That seemsfitting—there may be statues of the two of you
around the Fountain of Heroes some day. So sure you were that you'd find me?”

"No, | thought it unlikely. I origindly thought you'd be most likely found up in the hills, tending to
your sheep. Weve been looking for you for long enough that | was starting to think we might not find
you and haveto consider . . . other options. Still, | thought that if youwere in town, you'd morelikely be
nearer the beer than farther from it."

Cully laughed. "Ah. Y ou do know mewdl. A shepherd'slifeisnot the easiest or most pleasant. A
man can use afew beers when he takes abreak from it, and whileit's not going to make merich, I can
afford enough beer for agood drunk. Can't somach enough of the loca wineto get drunk on it—tastes
like chewing apinetree

"Who'stending your flock?"

"Do you mean that as the usua metaphor, Father, or are you talking about actud sheep?' Cully
grinned and went on without waiting for an answer: "Nobody, thankfully—the hills arefilled with thieves.
What was my flock is probably hanging from hooks in the daughterhouse by now." He patted the pouch
at hiswaist. "Safer to just buy more ewes and rams and start over again. It's an honest life, aslong as
you don't tempt your neighbors.”

"Yes, | supposeitis”

"Which, you should say, Since that'swhat you're thinking, makesit very unlike me—and herewe
are." Before Gray could interrupt to say that he had been thinking nothing of the sort, Cully raised a
hand, and hisvoice: "Sir David—over here.”

Bear had been at the fountain in the center of the square, refreshing himsdlf in the way that thelight
breeze caught and shattered the spray, mindless of the way that it was soaking his robes.

Wasit a coincidence that of the seven statues placed around the circumference of the fountain he
had positioned himself beneath that of Woltan the Smith? Perhaps not; Sir Woltan, after al, had been the
first to carry the Nameless, the same, now-scabbarded sword that was stuck through the sash around
Bear'sthick waist, above his mundane weapon.

Bear was a big man, more than ahead taler than Cully or Gray, and built dong thick, peasant lines
that belied his putative parentage. Gray had dwayswondered if it was that that had caused Baron
Shanley to pledge his son to the Order by way of ridding himsdlf of the boy, or if the Baron had smply
intended that Bear add ayear or two at Alton to his curriculum vitae as preparation for an Army or
Navy or Administration career, as was common for second sons. Not likely that he had expected young
David to end up knedling before the King, to arise asaknight of the Order, after al.

There was no way of knowing, not really. Gray, having spent awkward hours-that-felt-like-days
and days-that-felt-like-weeks with both of Bear's parents severd timeswhile on leave, found it hard to
imagine Bear's dight, delicate mother engaged in aswesaty coupling with some unbathed peasant—~bui,
then again, Gray had found it difficult to imagine the baroness coupling with her ways eegantly atired,
aristocratic husband.

Bear'sfive brothers and sigers, al of whom physicaly resembled the Baron, were ample evidence
that Gray'simagination, once again, had falen short.

Bear waked quickly toward them, then stopped and dropped to one knee before Cully, hisleft
hand properly pushing down on the hilts of his swords, sweeping them up and behind him so that their
scabbards didn't touch the ground as he knelt—not bothering to arrange his robes to cushion hisknee
againg the hard stones, as Gray certainly would have, if hed chosen to knedl, which hemost certainly
would not have,



"Blessme, Father, if you think me worthy,” Bear said, his head bowed.

"Up, up, up, foolish boy,” Cully said. "Even a shaved-headed first-form novice, much lessa seded
knight of the Order, doesn't drop to a knee before a mere shepherd. It's.. . . unbecoming, boy, most
undignified.”

Gray had been about to say the same thing—athough not nearly so gently, nor with even atrace of
acatchinhisvoice. Not that it would have done any good. Bear defered to Gray on much, but not al,
and he certainly would not on this.

Bear didn't look up. If anything, he lowered his head further.

"Holinessis not resdent in estate, Father Cully,” he said, quietly. "Saint Peter was afisherman,
Saint Albert of Leedsabeggar, and Our Lord Himself ahumble carpenter. I'll risein gratitude when |
have your blessing, Father, or in shame when you tell methat I'm unworthy of it. Not before. Not
otherwise"

"Andif | just walk away and leave you knedling in the square? Y ou'll ook foolish here.”

Bear didn't answer, and he didn't move. Bear wasn't the brightest of men, but he was famousin the
Order for his stubbornness. Back when Gray had been in the fourth form and Bear in thefirst, Gray had
once set Bear to saying the rosary before dinner for some minor or imagined failing, and had
uncharacterigtically forgotten about it, only to find Bear ill on hisknees, his naked head till bowed in
prayer, beads still clicking between hisfingers, when Gray had led the rest of his cohort into the chapel
for morning mass.

"| should leave you here on your knees, Bear, and hope that the pain helps you come to your
senses by morning,” Cully said, with aquick glance at Gray that told him that Cully fully remembered the
rosary incident, "by which time| intend to bewel on my way home."

"If that isyour will, Father and Brother Cully, then so beit," Bear said, hishead till bowed.

Cully sighed, and surrendered, laying ahand atop Bear's head. "Y ou were aways a stubborn pupil,
Bear, and it'sfar too late to break you of that now, so I'll not try. Y ou do have my blessing, for what it's
worth, which | suspect isn't much. Y ou dways have that, Bear; you always have, and you always shall.”
He removed his hand and turned to Gray. "As do you, Joshua, whether it's asked for or not.”

Gray started to speak, but Cully held up a peremptory hand. "I did say ‘for what it'sworth." "

Bear sarted to rise, abroad smile across histhick face. "Thank you, Father," he said, hisvoice
thick and husky. He got to hisfeet and reflexively adjusted his swordsin hissash. "It's—Gray." Hiseyes
widened.

Gray fet it too. Something cold, and dark, at the edges of his perception. He didn't have to drop
his hand to the cold metd to fed the Khan stir with excitemen.

"Shh." Heheld up ahand.

Cully nodded. "We are not alone, and | don't think | care for the company.” His nogtrilsflared, as
though smelling something horridly rank.

But he had saidwe , after dl, and a that redization, Gray found himsalf on the verge of tears, and
was furious with himsdf for that. It was silly for agrown man to be so moved by one word, even if that
word had come from Cully.

We.

The Khan was whispering to Gray; Gray et hishand rest upon the cold stedl.

Danger. Release me.

No.

"Over there. Can you seethem?' Cully had caught it first, and Bear was only a heartbeat behind
him. "I can't. Not yet—but they're there. | can fed them.”

Them, not it.

There was something, but Gray couldn't seeit, couldn't fed it, not specificaly.

Release me. Death and destruction iswhat | am all aboui.



No. Not now. Not if it wasn't necessary, despite the temptation—or perhaps because of it.

"Darklings," Bear said, saying it asthe curse he would confess and do penancefor later, if there
was alater. Bear never shirked a penance; there were disadvantages to carrying White, and holiness
was a burden in more ways than that.

Bear took a step to one side and drew his mundane sword, tossing the scabbard aside; it clattered
loudly, painfully so, on the hard cobblestones. With hisleft hand freed, he pulled the Namelessfrom his
belt, but held it by the center of the scabbard, making no motion to draw it.

Gray findly saw them asthey started to move out of the shadows.

They were mostly shadow themselves. Their dark robes, flapping in the light breeze, were every bit
asred and substantia as the sharp blades that they carried, but the bodies beneath the robes gained and
lost substance asthey glided across the plaza, the tips of their boots touching only every few feet. Gray
had the sensation that if he only looked more closely, he could see the faces hidden in the folds of the
robes, but he didn't know that they had faces, or took any more substantia form than necessary to defile
and kill whatever they touched.

Now. These are unclean. Even more so than you and me, and we're both damned.

"No," Gray said. "I'll handlethis." He didn't need to look or whistle acommand to know that Bear
would move out to hisleft and Cully to hisright as Gray waked forward, his mundane sword in his
hand, athough he hadn't remembered drawing it, or tossing aside the scabbard so that hisfree hand
could rest on the Khan's stedl.

That won't be enough. | shall live again, en?

Not yet. Maybe not ever. He hoped it would be never, at least never aslong ashelived, but . . .

You're a fool, Gray. What have you to lose? Your soul? That was lost the first time you
pulled me from my sheath. You need me.

He st himsdf for their approach. The Khan was probably right, as he usudly wasin such
circumstances. Any mundane sword could cut through the flesh and clothing, and agood dwarven sword
—knights of the Order were never equipped with less—would not shatter on lesser sted!.

But it wasn't the stedl. Gray's mundane sword was of thisworld, not the next, and carried no trace
of curse or blessing; darklings were only enough of thisworld to make it possible for them to manipulate
cold objects. Theologians argued whether they were really demons from Hell, or something less, but
there was no argument that they were foul asfoul could be, that their touch burned, that wounds
received from their hands wounded the soul as much asthe body, and that neither body nor soul ever
completely heded.

It could still be that he would have to release the Khan, again. And even that, horrible asit was,
might not be enough.

Oh, it will be enough. More than enough. If you don't mind taking another few souls, or
whatever a darkling hasinitsplace. | certainly don't.

The three knights moved forward, spreading out. Y ou often had to retreat before you could
advancein afight, and the best way to be sure that you had stable ground behind you wasto wak
forward over it.

Thiswasthe sort of thing that he had practiced, over three decades, from novice through seded
brother and sworn knight, and after, on more practice floors than Gray could count: he would take the
lead, and the other two would drop back, one to each side, close enough to protect him, but not so
close that he would have to worry about cutting them with even the broadest dash.

Bear to hisleft; Cully to hisright. If aKnight of the Order wasto die, this was the proper sort of
company with which to doiit. It would be a good desath, better than such as Joshua Grayling deserved.

You don't have to die. Release me.

Concentrate on the weapon, not on the one who carried it. In the Zone, at the juncture of
nightmare and substance, the darklings had other, far greater threats at their disposal, but here, without
the ability to draw strength and substance from cursed soil, they were limited by the same lack of



substance that made them almost invulnerable to ordinary wegpons.

Attack the wegpon, not the wielder. That might work; in their weakened state, they might draw
sustenance from the metal. And if it didnt, if it took unleashing the Khan to do so, well, then, that's what
alive sword did better than anything else, after dl, and that'swhy he carried it.

"No," Cully said. "l count sx. And—"

Cully launched himsdlf at them, his stick held high, and batted one darkling sword hard, sending it
spinning off into the night, then spun about to Strike at another that was moving, more swiftly than a
darkling should have been able to, toward hisside.

Gray had dready followed Cully. He struck up at one sword, then across at another, frustrated
when both of the darklings spun away into the dark, not losing their weapons, circling around back.

You can watch himdie, or you can release me.

If I haveto release you, | will. Otherwise, you can stay locked in your prison of stedl, Khan.

If you wait too long, you can release me to protect his corpse, Gray.

Stop bothering me.. . .

Hewould et Bear go first. Releasing holiness was not to be done casudly, but it fell more lightly on
the world than did unleashing evil.

Bear might aswell have read hismind. "Move back, thetwo of you," he said. "They're not hurt by
the meta, but if God does not will otherwise, it shal end now.” It sounded more like athrest than a
prayer.

As Gray moved to the Sde, the white, purelight flared from behind him, dazzling his mind even
more than its reflection from the gones did his eyes.

The darkling in front of him seemed to waver, and when Cully dapped his stick down on the
darkling's sword, the sword clanged on the stones, as though the old man had met no resistance.

Thelight flared brighter and brighter, until Gray couldn't see at al, and even through eyelids
jammed closed over hot tears, it still dazzled him; even with hisfree arm held up over his eyes, he could
dill fed itsicy brightnessthat shone through flesh.

And then, as suddenly as a soap bubble disappears on the tip of aneedle, it was gone, and they
were donein the plaza, surrounded by half a dozen swords, and an equal number of empty robeslying
limp on the cobblestones.

Bear's face was pale and sweat-dickened, and as he took a step toward Gray and Cully, his knees
began to tremble. Gray knew better than to approach him—not with the Name ess naked in his hands—
but Cully dovefor the Nameless's scabbard, retrieved it, then rose and, moving dowly, too dowly,
proffered it to Bear, who accepted it.

Bear sheathed the Nameless, and sat down, hard, on the cold cobblestones.

It was only then that he fainted.

Now it was safe for even Gray to gpproach him. He put to fingers to Bear's neck: his pulse was
fast, but strong.

| guess you don't need me thistime.

Not thistime.

I'm patient. You'll need me beforethisisall over.

The Khan sounded happy.

Then again, the Khan usualy seemed happy, and was always so when there was the possibility of
blood and death—and the more imminent the possibility and the greater the number of possible dead
bodies, the better.

"I think," Cully said dowly, carefully, "that | shall accompany you to see the Governor, after al.
Take hisshoulders; I'll takethe feet." He grunted. "He hasn't gotten any lighter over the years, has he?!



Interlude 1: Knight Moves

Creating the Order wasn't amistake, | think.

Turning agang of Arroy Forest brigandsinto his persona bodyguard was an obvious
sort of thing for Mordred the Grest to do, what with most noble familiesfirmly aigned
with the Tyrant since the Battle of Bedegraine, and dl the rest save the Orkneys
sudioudy neutrd, asthough if they didn't involve themsalves, it would al resolve without
bloodshed—their bloodshed.

They were, of course, wrong. Wars are like that, and civil wars are anything but civil.

Mordred the Great wouldn't have survived the first years without us—the remaining
Knights of the Table Round were hardly the only ones out to kill him, after al, even
before he broke with Rome. And if the truth be told—asiit often isn't, but 1've spent
sometimewith the Archivist, and he's certain—the stories you read about the people
greeting the new Pendragon as asavior from both the Tyrant and the Roman Empire and
Church are, at best, greatly exaggerated. We were needed.

Then.

But perhaps by the sixth or seventh Pendragon—certainly by the conquest of Rome
under Harold I1—the Crown and Dragon were as safe as adynasty can ever be.
Avalon, at least supposedly, waited, yes, but it had been waiting for centuries then, and
it'swaited longer now; possibly it will wait until the Fina Trump.

Perhaps it would have been better to retire the Order entirely.
Or perhaps I'm just trying to excuse my own damnation.
—Gray

* % %

Halloran didn't quite hate knights.

For onething, hewas one—a Knight of the Guard, athough Lord Sir Albert Halloran, OKG, OPE,
and KHMG, had never sood aguard watch in hislife, and was vanishingly unlikely ever to do so.

The Guard was amilitary order, yes, and not a priestly one, but that didn't make him asoldier; it
just made it possible for His Mgjesty's troops to take orders from aman to whom they were not
fealty-bound. The Administration was not abad career for the second son of aminor land-baron, and
Halloran's promotion to Governor almost guaranteed that the use-peerage that came along with the
promotion would be confirmed and become a court-peerage upon his retirement, but that didn't mean
that he had to like this assgnment.

And the sooner thiswas over, the better. He had been up for agovernorship in one of the New
England colonies, and had some supportersin Parliament on that, despite the tiff competition—but the
Pironesian governorship had come up &t the same time that his name had topped the list, and while one
could, in theory, pass up an assignment, that was only theory; he had taken it, of course, when it was
offered.

Pironesawas too hot, too dry, and much too far from the Court for histaste. Not just the court in
Londinium, dthough it certainly wasthat—Pironesawastoo far fromany court, in fact. His wife spent
most of theyear in Milan or Napoli, for just that reason, and if their marriage had been awarmer one, he
would have resented that, as he thought her notion of his ending up with aland-peeragein Itay was even



more afantasy than his own dreams of onein New England had become.

He was sure that he would have resented her absence if there had been issue, as he sometimes
wished there had been. It would have been pleasant to raise some sons, or even daughters; and any man
who could govern His Mg esty's Possession of Pironesawould have no difficulty with abunch of
children, after dl.

Thelocdswerelikewilfull childrenin their own irritating way. In dmost Six years as governor, he
gill hadn't managed to get the magjordomo—alocal, of course—to teach the cook staff—also locals, of
course—that spices were to be used with alight and judicious hand, and not put on and in everything,
leaving anormal man swesting in his clothes by the end of amed.

Perhaps it would have been better if the Crown had never conquered Inja, asthe Injans and their
thrice-damned peppers had infected dl of the south, certainly, and much of therest of the Crown. He
had heard that there were even curry shopsin Londinium itself of late, as Strange an idea as that seemed.
Why an Englishman would choke down spoonfuls of burning mush when there was good English food to
be had, well, it just didn't stand to reason.

He put hisfork down with amuttered curse, and turned back to the ever-growing stack of
paperwork on his desk. Thejoke, back when he had been in school, was that the answer to any
question about Pironesawas either "olives" "dried fish," or "resined wine," but it hadn't been very funny
then, and it was less so now, when the answer was usudly "more paperwork."

An empire floated on a sea of paper, yes, and the Crown was that, certainly, but why did al of it
seem to flow across Halloran's desk? Taxation reports from al over the centra idands, and supplements
for the surrounding idands that were adminigtratively bunched with Pironesa—and never mind that the
inhabitants of theidands didn't think of themsalves as Pironesian, and resented being thought so.

And then there were the proctors reports, each one of which had to be read, responded to, and
both the report and the response passed up the adminigtrative chain through Mataand Gibradtar, to
eventudly arrivein Londinium.

About twice ayear, that idiot McLowery out on Kedliphniawould decide that some lateen sailsthat
he spotted from his watchtower were the first Sgns of an approaching Caiphate invasion fleet, and each
time amessenger arrived, Halloran would have to notify Londinium that he was investigating, and then,
once again, report that no, it was nothing of the sort; just another Guild felucca that had gone south of
the usud central Mediterranean trading routes.

And then there were the intelligence reports. Several dozen beached Navy officers had taken up
homes in the outer Pironesian idands. Understandably so; there, they could live remarkably well on the
half pay that would leave them barely able to feed and clothe themsalves at home. But each one of them
seemed to have some relationship with Crown Intelligence, and as every ship that caled in the port
arrived, it fed the constant stream of coded messages flowing in both directions, each one of which had
to be copied—there were clerks for that, of course—and logged.

And since any coded message that passed through the office might, &t least in theory, be for
Halloran's attention, and since he couldn't share his own private codes with his clerks, he had to examine
each and every one at least briefly, looking for any of the six prefatory headersthat indicated it was
addressed to him.

Occasondly—rardy—one of them was, and he would have to go to the safe to break out his
code books, and not only decode it so that he would read it, but then search through yet another stack
of code booksto make sure that the sgnatures on it were vdid.

And thislatest, well, that was about as annoying asit could be, and if he hadn't been aman who
prided himsdlf on self-control, he would have dammed the signature book shut, or thrown it acrossthe
room.

Sir Joshuatravels under my orders and with my full authority, the letter said, and | humbly beseech
your full cooperation with any requests he might make.

The Archbishop had signed it with histight, cribbed hand, athough that wasn't necessary; his



coded signatures—as Archbishop of Canterbury, aswell, and not just as Abbot General! —proved its
origin. Thelack of any counter-signature showed that it had not gone through the usua channdls, but had
been, as Halloran had been told, handed directly by the Archbishop to Joshua Grayling—and proper
protocols be damned.

Given that, Halloran would have been well within hisrightsto send it back through channelsfor
verification and endorsement, athough he hadn't. That would only anger the Archbishop, who
consdered himself above the Adminigtration, on matters political aswell as canonica, an opinion
Halloran neither shared nor wished to dispute, even implicitly. Best just to go along.

Halloran shook his head. That was not his problem; he had aready referred that matter—through
the proper channels, of course—to the minister. Let him argueit out with the Archbishop.

Besides, the way that this message was sent was amessage itsdlf, and it was utterly clear. Halloran
would just haveto trust that His Grace knew what he was doing, even though he doubted it.

Hewouldn't even give ahint in private, not even to hiswife, that he thought making an archbishop
of the Abbot Genera of the Order of the Sword had been foolish of His Maesty, and making him the
Archbishop of Canterbury even more so, but Halloran didn't believe in practicing dishonesty within the
confines of hisown mind. It wasabad idea.

Y es, the Order of the Crown, Shield, and Dragon—what those insufferably pompous knights
amog invariably ingsted on referring to asthe Order, as though there were no other orders of
knighthood worth mentioning—was utterly loyal to the Crown and Dragon shield, and had been, ever
since the old days, when they had origindly been Mordred the Great's bodyguards, the origin of both
their longstanding feud with the Order of the Table Round and their specid relationship with the roya
family.

But that was then, and this was now, and as prized acommodity asloyalty was, it had no longer
been the specia provenance of the Order of the Crown, Shield, and Dragon for centuries.

What was needed in politicswas, by and large, more flexibility—a much rarer commodity, and one
that Haloran prided himsdlf on having. The destiny of Pironesiahad yet to be settled, and wouldn't be,
by roya edict, for another thirty-odd years. In the meantime, the Shgiperese and Macedoni intrigued in
duca courts from Taranto to Normandie for support for their possession of it in return for incorporation
asfederated gatesinto the Crown, and Boyaliristan continued its ancient balancing act between Crown,
Empire, and Dar asit sat astride the exit of the Black Sea, while Halloran smply tried to keep his head
down and not involve himsdlf in matters beyond the Adminigtration.

It could have been worse, he supposed. The Prime Minister could have prevailed on HisMgesty
to send aKnight of the Table Round again, and Halloran would have had to—again—spend his days
and nights entertaining one of those pompous twits, instead of attending to hisred duties. He had been
through that before, and his head till ached in memory of the morning after. Nobody could put away
winethe way aKnight of the Table could, and even pretending to try to keep up was punishing.

At least these two had smply left the. . . item in his safekeeping—as though he were some sort of
clerk!—and then gone about their business, leaving him to his own, of which there was dways more than
enough.

Hedidn't complain, though. It would have been unseemly, and, while it was lessimportant, in fact
he liked hiswork; it suited him, and—

There was aknock on his door, and it immediately opened, before he had a chance to ask who it
was.

Helooked up in annoyance.

"I'm sorry to bother you, Lord Albert,” that damned Grayling said.

A handsome enough man, Halloran would have said at first glance, but there was something about
his eyesthat was dark and ugly, athough Halloran couldn't have quite said what that something was.

"Not at dl." Haloran forced asmileto hisface. "And I'm even more sorry that one of the carls
didn't announce you, Sir Joshua. I'll have to have aword with Miconou; he's been much morerdiable.”



Grayling blinked. "May we comein?'

You aredreadyin , hedidn't say. "Of course, and be welcome," he said, pulling at the bell rope as
he rose to greet the knight.

Grayling and his peasant-looking companion had some sort of unwashed, raggedy peasant in tow.
The old man carried himsdlf with a sdf-confidence than Halloran thought quite improper.

The other knight, the big man who was—supposedly, dthough he didn't look it—the third son of
Baron Shanley, seemed to have trouble keeping hislegs underneath him. Without so much asa
by-your-leave, Grayling settled the big man into Halloran's own chair by thefire, laid Shanley's swords
across hislap, then turned back to Halloran, and drew himsalf up straight.

"Lord Sir Albert Halloran," Grayling said, "'l have the honor to present Sir Cully of Cully's Woode,
of the Order."

So the ragged peasant was supposedly aknight? And of the Order, at that?

"The Order of the Crown, Shield, and Dragon, | takeit?' Halloran asked, trying to keep the
sarcasm out of hisvoice.

"Of course.”

ThisSr Cully—if indeed hewas aknight at al, much less the famous Cully of Cully's Woode, and
not some peasant that Grayling was passing off as astrange sort of joke—smiled, and touched the end
of hisrough-hewn walking stick to hisforehead in amockery of asaute. "Y our servant, Lord Albert. |
beg the governor's pardon for my appearance,” hesaid. "I'm . . . largely retired, these days.”

"Nothing to apologizefor, of course, but accepted nonetheless.” He forced himsdlf not to sniff.
"Please" Halloran said, waving to the chairsin front of the unlit fireplace, "make yoursaves
comfortable." Hedid his best to makeit sound as though he had nothing better to do with the evening
than entertain the three of them, and, as critica as he tended to be of his own performance, thought that
it came off assincere.

Haloran's vaet, Miconou, was nowhere to be seen, but Papilodos, the mag ordomo, appeared in
the doorway, aheavily laden silver tray balanced easily on one pam, and Halloran excused himself for a
quick moment to cap hisinkwell and tidy his desk before joining the others, while Papilodos set out a
small repast of bread, cheese, and wine. Good man, Papilodos, despite his affection for spices; he
anticipated most of Halloran's needs without much prompting, and from the looks of it, had had the tray
under preparation from the moment the knights had passed through the gates.

It was nothing terribly fancy, thankfully; in Pironesia, "fancy” meant “unbearably hot,” and it would
be bad mannersindeed to inflict on his guests a so-caled mild local sausage that would be doing the
dance of athousand knivesin their colons before the next morning, as amusing as the menta image of Sir
Joshua Grayling squatting over achamberpot in agony might be.

"I've taken the liberty of sending for the bishop,” Grayling said, from around a huge mouthful of
bread and cheese, without the decency of engaging in any smal talk firg.

"How interesting.”

"Not nearly asinteresting as the hdf dozen darklings we chased away in the Plaza of Heroes,"
Grayling sad. "Well, Bear—Sir David and the Nameless did that; Sir Cully and | just kept them off him
while he did 0." He washed the food down with half hiswine. Apparently, Grayling thought that wine
wasfor drinking, not for tasting.

Are you certain?Halloran didn't ask. He tried to avoid stupid questions—Grayling wouldn't make
such an absurd claim if hewasn't sure.

Halloran was reaching for the bell rope when Grayling spoke up again—"And I've dso had words
with Father Czerny. He's blessing the grounds right now.”

It wastypica of aKnight of the Order to impinge on alocal governor's prerogatives, but Halloran
tried not to brigtle. It was, after al, moreimportant that it be done, and quickly, than that Halloran
himself order it done.

Halloran nodded. "'l see.”



"Then Your Lordship isdoing far better thanam 1," Grayling said. "I haven't heard any reports of
darklings south of Aba-Pauojain ageneration.”

"Nor havel," he said. "But it should be asmple matter. The right blessings, and we shouldn't be
bothered."

North of the southernmost border of the Zone, of course, darklings were just this side of unkillable,
but the ground of every square mile of both Crown and Empire had long since been halowed, and
cursed ones were unable to draw sustenance from it—even if the blessingsto keep darklingsin
particular away had apparently evaporated.

Understandable. Pironesiawas not connected by land to the north, and running water was
supposed to be abarrier to darklings, and to al the unhaly.

Still, the bishop probably should have renewed the blessings as amatter of course. Haloran would
have to have words with him, which would be a pleasure, of sorts—Anastadiadiswas anative, and his
natura hot-bloodedness had not been cooled awhit by hisyearsin the seminary in Norwich; handling
him with theright delicacy was amatter of some art, and Halloran took pleasure in doing hisjob
properly. But with this Grayling having sent for him, it would be best to get his business done and him out
of here before Anastadiadis arrived—native or not, the bishop was an Anglian, and jedous of his
prerogatives. It would probably take afull hour to unruffle hisfeathers at the thought of having been sent
for by an Order knight.

"And we gtill don't know why they were here,” Grayling said. "They're not like termites, you know,
Y our Excdlency."

"Y ou think it has something to do with that . . . item you camefor?”

"It would seem likely." Grayling shrugged. "1'd ask Brother William of Occam, but | don't think it's
worth raising his spirit for this.”

Cully smiled. ™Y ou have indeed risen in estate, Joshua, to spesak of such things so casudly, even if
only to dismissthem. Asfor me, I've never lost the common fear of wizards, and would rather avoid the
whole matter—"

"Shh." Grayling turned back to Haloran. "Y ou till have the sword?!

"Of course" hesaid. "I'd hardly throw it away, after all.”

Grayling nodded. "We need to examineit more closdly, and while | think well have things under
control, it might become more. . . interesting than it ought to be. Y ou might wish to take the evening air
whilewe ook at it?'

The nerve of the man! Halloran didn't know whether he found the notion of Grayling trying to
commandeer his office moreirritating than Grayling'simputation of cowardice, but he didnt much like
ether.

"I'd just as soon observe," he said, pleased with how calm hisvoice sounded. "If, of course, that
meets with your gpprova, Sir Joshua"

"Asyou wish." Grayling looked over & Sir David. "Bear? Do you need afew moments?

"Therésno need towait on me" Sir David said. "'l can manage, if need be, with little difficulty.”

"It can wait until you're ready.”

"lam ready, Gray."

Shanley roseto hisfeet, the wobblyness of hisknees giving the lieto his claim; he had to catch
himsalf against the chair as he bent and retrieved one of his scabbarded swords. It was the White one,
no doubt, although there was no way that Halloran could tell from the scabbard or grips; they were plain
wood, wound with brass wire for a better grip. Halloran had been presented with afine-looking sword
when he had ascended to the Guard, but knights of the Order of Crown, Shield, and Dragon were
boastful in the affected smplicity that extended even to their weapons. Haloran had no doubt that even
with the ornate surplice and miter of his office, the Archbishop of Canterbury sill kept an ostentatioudy
plain sword belted around his ample wais—two ogtentatioudy plain swords, in fact.

"If Y our Excdlency wouldn't mind having the sword fetched?" Gray more ordered than asked.



"That's not necessary.” Hdloran dlowed himsdf to show some dight irritation. "I'd hardly put such
athing in another'shands," he said, risng from his seet.

The safe was st into the wall behind atapestry of lambsfrolicking in ameadow, asit had been
when Halloran had assumed his duties here, and—unlike when Halloran had assumed his duties—the
heavy iron door was now well maintained, and sivung silently open upon itsregularly whale-oiled hinges
when Halloran put his hand into the recess and grabbed the handle. Hiswrist dwaystingled when hedid
that—from fear, not from the magic—even though he knew full well that the safe door had been attuned
to hisown vibrations. Thiswas an old safe door, from the time of thefirst Pironesian governor, and in
those days, the trap was set to cut off the hand, whether from the influence of what was done to thieves
inthe Dar a-1dam, Halloran didn't know. He would have preferred the more modern type, where the
mechanism would smply clamp down, holding awould-be thief in place, unlesshewaswilling and able
to cut hishand free,

He stepped insde, and walked past the the carefully labeled bags of coins and jewels on the racks,
aswell asthe ever-growing pile of account books that were a history of histenancy in the governor's
palace. At the very back of the safe was the shelf where the sword lay, carefully wrapped in layers of
burlap. He picked it up then backed out of the safe, reflexively if somewhat avkwardly closed the safe
door with his boot before turning to set the package on the table before the knights.

Grayling had pulled a pair of lambskin gloves from his belt pouch, and dready had them on ashe
untied the twine and unrolled the burlap, deftly working the knots and cloth with his gloved fingers.

The sword lay there, what there was of it; it wasjust abare sword, with no hilt or pommel covering
the naked tang.

Without being asked—and without deigning to ask permisson—Sir Cully took the lamp from
Halloran's desk and brought it over, peering closdly at the bright sted!.

It was agood-enough-looking blade, the swirls of the Damascus pattern fine and close. The blade
was thicker and wider than was common these days, dthough it was atypicd length for amodern
sword. The blade was bright and unmarked, save for aspot, about the width of a palm, halfway down
the blade, which was caked with some tarry substance that Halloran presumed was dried blood.

Savefor that, there were no markings on the sword &t al, none that Halloran could see. The only
swords he had ever heard of without makers marks were Army- or Navy-issue weapons, and each of
those was always stamped with acceptance marks. While Halloran knew little and cared less about such
ordinary occupations as smithing, he knew that Crown, Empire, Dar d-1dam, or esewhere, the making
of asword was an affair of some great effort, and any smith that Halloran had ever heard of would
surely wish to sgn the product of hisart.

"Mmph," Sr Cully said. "An awfully plain blade. | couldn't placeit to country, much lessto century.
Pettern-welded stedl, yes, but that doesn't help much.”

"Eader to say what it'snot,” Grayling said. "About the only thing | can say for sureisthat it doesn't
look Byzantine or Damask. Tien-shin wegpons tend toward the plain, when they aren't overly fancy.”

Sir Cully shook hishead. "A Tien-shin straight-sword? Possible, | suppose, but not likely."

"L ook at the hammer marks, though,” Sir David said. "It's either reasonably new, or it's been
preserved well without being much polished.”

Grayling nodded. "That was my thinking, aswell. It was, so | understand, in seawater for some
time. Evenif rust had been polished away, there would be some pitting.”

"Red?White?' Cully asked. "Isit liveat dl, or just devilishly cursed?’

Grayling shrugged. "I haven't . . . tested it. The only thing | know isthat the fisherman who picked it
upisdead." He gestured at the mottled markings. "Which doesn't necessarily meanthat itislive; a
cursed sword can certainly kill, true enough, but—

Sir Cully nodded in gpprova, then nodded some more, as Grayling went on: "Bt it is definitely
enchanted, if that'swhat you're asking, and it'slikely something beyond what would be needed to
protect it from rust.”



"Indeed.” Sir Cully'sfingerstrembled as he brought them near the blade, and he yanked his hand
away sharply. "Shit," he sad, in adecidedly unknightly exclamation. "It moved.”

"Easy, Father—"

"Cully. Just Cully." He gestured at the blade, then seated himsalf heavily in the chair. "Take it off the
burlap and set it on thetable. Y ou hold it down, and I'll dide my hand aong the table toward. Safer, |
think, to haveit solidly under control." His smile seemed forced. "Asit would be for me, too, | suspect,
but there'slittle that can be done about that, en?’

Grayling nodded, and did just that, then gestured to Sir David to take his place to one Sde of Sir
Cully, while he took a position on the other side.

"Be careful, Just-Cully," Grayling said, with athin amile. "Brother Bear and the Namedess One have
had enough exercise for one night—"

"And if they areto have more, weld dl rather it not be them hacking through this ancient neck, en?
| know | would, and that'safact." He gave aglance down at Grayling's hands, as though to reassure
himsdlf that Grayling was till wearing gloves. "Hold it down, please."

Grayling set his own, still-scabbarded blade on the table, and held down the naked sword with
both gloved hands, leaning heavily on his pams, hisfingers spread widely, as though to keep hisfingers,
even though gloved, away from the sword's sharpened edges. "Anytime you're ready.”

Sir Cully took adeep breath, closed his eyestightly for amoment, then laid his hand on the table
and inched hislong fingers forward with excruciating downess—and were those fingers trembling? It
was probably just Halloran's eyes, but perhaps not.

Halloran had never seen aknight of the Order actually make contact with alive blade—their
mundane swords were invariably used for ceremony, and for al but the direst of other occas ons—but
he had certainly heard enough about it.

Before, the blade had seemed to want to move toward Cully'sfingers, but now the very air around
it seemed to jdl in opposition to his movement, and Sir Cully's forehead beaded with swest as he forced
hisfingersever closer to its surface, never quite touchingit.

His head sagged forward on his neck, and his eyes closed. Ancient, cracked lips parted dightly,
but his bresthing became dower, much dower—not faster, as Haloran had thought it would, as hislined
face drained of color.

"Pull him away, Gray," Sr David said. "1 don't likethe looks of this."

Gray took astep toward the old man, but stopped himsdlf; Halloran couldn't tell whether because
he would have to remove one of his hands from the hilt or scabbard of his sword, or because Grayling
immediately made a patting motion with the fingers of his hands, telling Sir David to move back, athough
not releasing the pressure of his gloved pamsthat kept the sword anchored to the table astightly as
though it had been welded there.

"No," Grayling sad. "Leave him be, Bear."

"That wasn't my suggestion, Father,” Sir David said, gesturing with his scabbard.

"The Nameless One is much holier than | have ahope of ever being, but it doesn't know Father
Cully aswdl as| do. Weleave him be, Sir David."

"BU—"

"There's no buts about it, Bear—just stand by."

Sir Cully stopped the argument by leaning back in his chair, his head coming erect. Hiseyes
opened dowly, and his breath left him in aquiet whoosh.

"Shush, the both of you," he said. Hisface was pae, and sweat stained histunic dark asblood
under hisarms and across his chest. He shook his head. "Wdll, you were right to use an expendable old
mean for this"

Sir Joshua Grayling smiled. "Not a White blade, | take it?" he asked, casudly, his question more
rhetorica than anything else. The only way aWhite blade could be created would be with the consent of



one who was dying anyway—suicide was incompatible with ablade of virtue—and while saints tended
to have short lives, they had dways been in short supply.

Even during the Age of Crisis, when Mordred 111 had ordered the making of as many White
Swords as could be created, it had been more amatter of luck for the Order to bring awilling volunteer,
atadented smith, and an accomplished wizard together at the right moment, and then even more luck if
the volunteer turned out to have the requisite purity of soul—something you could only know after the
fact.

Most often, the attempt had failed, and a Red Sword had been the result. A Red Sword, after al,
didn't require that the volunteer dready be dying, or even that the subject be a volunteer, and legendsto
the contrary, most Red Swords now in existence had come from failed attemptsto creste a White,
rather than by the execution of the guilty; the Khan and Sandoval were two of ahalf dozen exceptions.

Turning murderers and would-be conquerorsinto wegpons of justice and defenses againgt the
ungodly was, in thelong run, one of those sensible-sounding ideasthat had far too many unintended
conseguences, most of them negative. Halloran had visited Linfield, once, which was at least onetime
more than enough.

"Hardly." Cully shook hishead. "But it's not like, say, the Khan or Sandova, or even Jude." His
brow furrowed. "No sense of crudty; no thirst for revenge, nor a hunger for blood. Anguish without
anger; fear without thought of retribution; innocence, rather than virtue. A blank date, | think, not one set
insn or sanctity." He shrugged. "Buit it's Red, sure enough. And worse.”

"What could be worse than a Red Sword that nobody's ever heard of ?* Halloran asked.

Sir Cully closed hiseyes.

"It'sno more than ayear or two old," he said, softly, as though by making the words soft it would
soften the truth. He opened them again. "And it remembers lying quietly, in awooden rack, aboard a
ship, with adozen others."

Chapter 2:Red Rain

The world does not revolve around the live swords, athough theres dwaysthe
temptation for those in the Order to think that way, when we're not thinking that it
revolves around the Crown, Shield, and Dragon.

No: the three pillars of the world are faith, wisdom, and justice. They're shaky supports,
at their best; and there are timeswhen | think we have damndll to do with any of them.

—Gray

A storm was coming.

While the morning sun was hidden behind the bulk of theidand, it had risen only alittle later than
Niko had; beyond the cove, the horizon was clear asfar as he could see, and the seawas calm, with
only the wide deep swellsthat gently raised and lowered the skiff at the cove's mouth, and barely atrace
of chop beyond.

Still, the east wind was far too strong for the smoke from Kelasidand, just now asmudge at the
very limit of vishility, to carry any messages—save for the fact that the paucity of the smoke suggested
that her family's smokehouse wasn't nearly as busy as Niko'swas. He found himself somewhat smug
about that, and felt even more guilty at his smugness.

But the storm was coming. Niko could fed it in hisbones, just like Grandfather could, athough
with Grandfather it was dways his knees and knucklesthat hurt. At least, that'swhat Grandfather aways



said. Niko thought it was worse than that, not that Grandfather ever complained.

For Niko it wasjust, well, hisbones, in agenera sort of way, without any pain. What pain he had
wasinside, and could be kept there. He had even stopped crying himself to deep weeks ago. Father
was dead, that was all, just as Mother and his dimly remembered Grandmother died before him—
athough, granted, not in front of hiseyes.

But he could save those thoughts for late at night, when he couldn't push them away.

Now, heran easily aong the dmost invisible path across the rocks, hisfeet landing on the usua
amogt-flat spots on the stones without much thinking about it, ignoring the way that the occasiond
tide-scattered sharp stone cut into the long-hardened soles of hisfeet. He would soak hisfeet in brine
again, tonight, as usud, while working on the nets, and they would grow even tougher. Hisone pair of
sanddswasfor visting neighbors—K ela, more often than not—or the rare trip to Pironesia.

Hedidn't want to look like abarefoot fisherman, not in front of her father or on the streets of
Pironesa

Though that'swhat he was, after al. Just that, and nothing more. A fisherman, who would spend his
life hauling bounty from the seato be exchanged with traders for those necessties that the seaitself
couldn't provide.

Hewould live with that, and, wereit not for the traders bringing stories of distant lands, it probably
wouldn't have occurred to him that there even might be anything eseto live with.

In the meantime, ignoring the way that the salt on the stonesincreased the pain from the cutsin his
feet was something he was used to, and might as well stay used to—today he was working the net
alone, and thelonger he left one end open while the other was staked down, the more fish would
escape, and thislooked to be alarge haul. They would spend the rest of the day salting down the
sardines and smoking the rest, and have alarger-than-usua |oad for Captain Andros when theKalends
arived onitslatest trip, which meant alarger than usua payment.

He amiled at the thought of anew bolt of sailcloth and one of woven cotton, aroll of good
netting-string and another one of brass wire, afew sacks of flour and turnips, abag of nails, even afew
carefully wrapped injan candiesfor the girls, and asmdl leather pouch filled with bright coppers—and
perhaps even anew knife for Niko, as repeated sharpenings had worn Father's old knife down to less
than afinger'swidth.

And perhaps they would buy some hickory, if theKalends had some, and had agood price on it—
hickory-smoked fish brought a higher price than seaweed-smoked, although both Niko and Grandfather
thought that it didn't taste nearly as good, not that they ever mentioned that to Captain O'Rellly of the
O'Rellly ; heether had atagte for it himsdf, or more likely had a better market for smoked tunnyfish
than Androsdid.

Niko made the sign of the trident, and touched it to hislipsin hope. The gods were crud, athough
you weren't supposed to talk about the gods.

It had aways been that way. In Grandfather's youth, they had been supposed to worship the
three-in-one Triune God; by Father's boyhood, that had changed to the One God, athough Grandfather
sad that the only difference he could tell wasthat the language the new priestsin Pironesiainssted that
they pray in wastrader-talk, rather than Latin; the priests even dressed the same, after all, and the only
difference between aOne True Church priest's cross and a Triune's crucifix was, Grandfather explained,
that acrucifix was usudly heavier, generadly fancier, and dways hung around a Triune priest's neck.

But, of course, Niko'sfamily did worship the old gods—just not in Fironesia. High on the ragged
peak that topped the idand, the midday sun gtill shone brightly over the ancient tone dtar for its
seasond joint sacrifice to Zeus and Demeter, and every full moon saw the monthly sacrifice to Poseidon,
and while the atar was scrubbed fresh of blood immediatdly after, that was just from habitua caution
that had long ago become part of the ritual, not because there had been any danger of aship of the
Inquisition anchoring offshore since Grandfather had been aboy—the Inquisition was an office of the
Triunes, not the One True Church.



Regardiess of which church claimed hegemony over the idands, the gods would have their blood,
and it was best that it be asacrificid goat for Zeus and Demeter and afat tunnyfish for Poseidon; the red
blood was the same, and the same as that which flowed through Niko's veins, and it was safest to offer
the red blood willingly and fredly, lest the gods decide to choose their own sacrifices.

And, besides, Zeus and Demeter only wanted the liver and heart consumed by fire for them, and
Posaidon only the blood and viscera of the tunnyfish dumped into the sea; Niko's family wasfreeto eat
therest, aslong asthey properly thanked the godsfor their generosity with every hite, lest the food turn
to ashes—or worse—in their mouths.

Y es, the gods were crud, but their cruety was every bit as unrdiable astheir kindness, Father's
degth had been followed by a dramatic improvement in fishing off theidand, asthough Poseidon himsdlf
was sending them fish in apology for the awful, fiery death that had been brought to shorein the nets,
and, of course, they had aways offered the odd sacrifice to Him, even though they weren't supposed to
worship the God of the Sea anymore, the priests said.

Grandfather said that it was more important to show appropriate gratitude than it was to keep the
priests theoretically happy over things that wouldn't bother them because they'd never know about if you
just keep your mouth shut when outlanders are around, like agood boy, Niko, eh?

And while there was much to resent, there was much to be grateful for.

The cave that they used as a storehouse wasfilled with baskets of salted and smoked fish, so much
so that Niko and the girls were spending almost as much time gathering sdt at the salt pans and
sretching out seaweed to dry on the sand asthey did in anything else. Very strangeto bein astuation
where they had more of a shortage of salt and seaweed than of fish, but that was easily enough
remedied. Therewas no luck involved in that—all it took was work.

There had aways been more than enough work to go around, and it was more so now that Father
was dead. Even with alighter catch, handling the net wasredlly ajob for at least two, but the morning
wind had carried Grandfather and the boat out past the mouth of the cove and into the heavier seas
beyond, leaving him barely enough time to set the net—the combination of handling the skiff and setting
the net was really another two-man job in any kind of wind—and Niko wasn't about to wait until
Grandfather could manage to make hisway back around the point before hauling in the catch.

He pulled harder on the net, feding it struggle back againgt him.

Heamiled. It never failed—the fish could fed the storm coming, too, and that drove them in closer
to shore for reasons that even Grandfather couldn't explain. With Father dead, and Linaand Mara up on
the ridge salting down what remained of the morning's disappointing previous catch, that left Niko to
handle the net by himself. Neither of the girls had enough strength to handle the lines, and would be more
of ahindrance than ahel p—athough he envied the way that their smaller fingers could gut afish far
fagter than histhick, clumsy ones could.

Each to hisown, he decided, and set hisfeet firmly against the rocks and pulled.

He had to be the man of the family, Grandfather said, athough at fourteen summers he didn't know
that he felt like aman.

A fisherman, well, yes. Niko couldn't remember thefirst time he had held netsin his hands, and
balancing his pull on the two linesto keep the edges of the netstogether was almaost second nature to
him. He had to set hisfeet into familiar indentations in the rocks and pull hard, but balance was the way
of it. Too much pull on thefloat line, and the ends would open; too much pull on theweight line, and it
would tilt the flat wooden float, making it impossible for even someone with much more than Niko's
weight and strength to move the net ashore.

But pull it ashore he did, and the nets were heavy with wriggling silver flashes of sardines, leavened
with the occasiond bulk of ablue-and-gold tunnyfish or silvery mackerel, the odd dragonet and ermine,
and even afew crabs.

The crabs had to be dedlt with first. He took the short wooden club from his belt and quickly
cracked their shells, even before he opened the net. A panicky crab would damage vauable fish with its



sharp pincers—and worse, the net. Asit was, his evenings were too often spent with thread and awl,
patching the nets.

They did crab, of course—a shorebound fisherman couldn't neglect any of the bounty of the sea—
but Grandfather and Niko had set the brass-wire basket crab traps the day before, and wouldn't return
to them until tomorrow, at the earliest. Let the sea hold them until theKalends arrived again, and let
Captain Andros's crew pack them in seaweed to keep them dive for the reatively short trip into
Pironesa

He smiled, remembering the unusua oaths that the sailors swore when a crab managed to move its
nimble pincers faster than the sailors could move their clumsy fingers. Listening to sailorswas one of the
best waysto learn parts of the trader-language that weren't in the Bible.

That was much more fun than this, he decided, not for thefirst time, as he sorted through the fish,
pitching the sardinesinto a broad, shalow indentation in the rock that served, at low tide, asa
holding-pool. The tunnyfish he quickly gutted with his sharp knife, spilling their gutsinto the chum bucket
—afisherman wagtes nothing of the fish—then stooped to rinse off the bright red blood from fish, knife,
and handsin the water, digging hisfingersinto the cuts on hisfeet to make sure that it cleared out the
sand. Sand and diirt, left done, would fester, and cleaning it out was a constant irritation; he would rather
have been on the boat, where he could merely have dipped each foot in the water in turn, and expected
the wounds to have closed themselves up before he had to return to shore.

But Niko was stuck on the shore for the day, and despite the necessity he resented it, and missed
the weter.

There was something pleasant about diving down, into the dark seg, the heavy basket-hook in his
hands pulling him down, down, down, al the while searching through the haze for aglint of brassthat
showed where the trap was, hisfeet kicking him over as hefdl through the cool blue, then quickly
examining thetrap to seeif it wasfull, or smply needed to be rebaited. Rebaiting could be done quickly
—it wasjust amatter of taking ahandful of chum from the bag a hiswaist and thrugting it into the cage.
If thetrap wasfull, it was even easier; that wasjust amatter of fastening the hook to the lip of the cage,
and then kicking himsdf up toward the surface, pulling himsdf up dong theline, asssted by his
fagt-kicking feet.

There he had to move fast, while the fire burned hotter and hotter in hislungs, asthe roof of sky
grew ever closer, until hefindly brokeinto the air that always, aways tasted sweeter than honeyed wine.

Here, the only thrill came from carefully avoiding the spines of the two dragonets that had
gpparently been injudicioudy away from their usud hiding placesin therocky bottom. Pretty fish—while
their backs were the dull gray colors and mottled patterns of the rocks on which they hid, these two had
lovely beliesthe colors of asummer sunset—and tasty, but the flesh didn't keep well, even when salted
down, and tended to fal gpart in the smokehouse. Eating-fish, not sdling-fish. Wdll, the family had to
edt, aswdl as |, after dl.

He carefully gripped first one then the other by their tails, and threw them back up the beach along
with the cracked crabs, smiling as Linasquealed in ddlight from the ridge above. Linawas more than
passingly fond of dragonet, and while dl of the flesh would go into the stewpot, Niko was more than
certain that most of it would, eventualy, find itsway into Linas bowl.

Which wasfine with Niko.

The skiff appeared from around the point, tacking back and forth. Niko beckoned to the girlson
the ridge above, dthough they were dready making their way down the path. He walked back above
the high waterline and took off first his belt, and then hiskirtle, and then carefully set belt down on top of
thekirtle to keep it from blowing away.

Y es, it was soaked, but he once had had akirtle blown away by an offshore wind very much like
this one, and Father had explained to him, in great detail, just how many sardinesthey had to salt down
to pay for that small scrap of cloth that he had carelesdy offered to the sea.

He waded into the water wai st-deep, then set out for it with quick, sure strokes that kept his eyes



above the water. Connecting with the moving skiff wastricky, and Grandfather, who had little patience
for Niko'soccasiond clumsiness, would be aslikely to come about onefina time as he would beto
drop thesall.

But thistime he not only dropped the sail at Niko's gpproach, but actudly knelt in the skiff and
reached out his hand.

Niko gripped it; it was rough and caloused as his own; the gunwa e tipped dangeroudy closeto
the water as Grandfather pulled him aboard, but righted itself with the aid of agust of wind.

"Ah, Niko," Grandfather said, "'l see you'veleft the girlsto do the work while you went for aswim,
eh?' Hissmiletook the sting out of hiswords.

"Wdl, Grandfather," Niko said, putting one hand on the gunwae, as though he were about to vault
back into the water, "if you want to beach the skiff al by yoursdlf, I'll be more than happy to let you."

"No need to go that far." Grandfather laughed. "1'm happy of the help, at that," he said, ashe
finished lashing the sail in place. He gave aglance at the beach. "The netslook good and fat.”

"That they do." Niko followed Grandfather's gaze. The girls were already busy at work; there was
certainly plenty of it to do.

Grandfather unshipped thelong oar, and set it in the oarlock at the rear of the skiff behind thetiller;
Niko took up the long gaff, and took up hisusual position at the bow, ready to shove the skiff away
from the rocks that seemed ready to bite it. Beaching the skiff was easy at high tide, asthe rock
formations were buried far enough benegth the surface that they couldn't endanger the hull, even with the
centerboard down. It it wastricky at low tide—there was a narrow passage that had to be carefully
navigated, with the waiting rocks always eager to reach out and stave in the hull, and Grandfather would
be busy with sail and tiller and centerboard.

Niko had a scary moment when agust of wind combined with aswell dmost made the butt of the
gaff dip off thetall rock that Father had named Acharis—Father had been much for naming things—but
he recovered at the last second and swung the bow away, into the safety of the final approach to the
dip. Grandfather's grandfather had, so the family legend had it, carved it from the stones dl by himsdf,
with long-worn-out tools, and generations of diding boats up and down from the water had |ft it dmost
glassy smooth, polished enough that two men could dide the boat up and far enough beyond high tide to
be safe even from astorm.

A quick plungeinto the water, and several minutes of grunting and pulling, and the skiff was safe
ashore.

And then the day'swork redly began.

It was midafternoon before he findly had to take abreak. It wasn't the work as much asthe smoke
—there were only so many timesthat he could unload dabs of smoked fish and replace them with raw
dabs on the racks before the combination of the smoke and the heat made it impossible. Y ears of
practice had given him thetiming of it; hislast stoking of each smoldering fire pit with just theright
amount of dried seaweed left just enough so that it would have amost died out when it wastimeto
unload it, but the difference between "amost died out” and "redlly died out” had hiseyestearing, his
lungs onfire, and his body swesating so much that even guzzling water in between tripsinto the
smoke-tents had |eft him ready to pass out.

Mara set the long wooden spoon down on the flat rock next to the kettle and ran over to him, the
waterskin held in her skinny arms. She was every bit as nut brown from the sun as he was—at least as
he was under his present coating of smoky dirt and streaked swest.

"It'sgoing well," she said, with asage little nod that she had inherited from Father, accompanied by
the usua broad amile, reveding the gap where her new front tooth hadn't quite grown in.

"Oh, and you say thisfrom your long experience?' he asked, returning the smile to take any sting
out of hiswords. He gave her head an affectionate shake as he accepted the waterskin, then used both
handsto tilt it back, careful not to waste any—the pool refilled itsdf just fine from the rainstorm runoffs,



but every cup had to be carried uphill.

Shefrowned. "Y ou don't think so?'

"No, | think it'sgoing very well," he said. He lowered himsdlf to asquat to rest, while she laced up
the smokehouse door, her smdl fingers working the lacing more quickly than histhick ones could have,

Helooked around for the next basket, and was rewarded by asmile.

"That wasthe last one. And Linas got dl the sardines sdlted down,” Marasaid.

Grandfather walked up the path that led to the cave, stacked empty baskets dangling from each
end of the yoke that he easily balanced across one broad shoulder. Hislong beard, afew black strands
gtill visible among the white, was caked with smoke and sdlt, but there was a decided bounce in his step
that couldn't be accounted for merely by his light burden.

"Not abad day's work, en?" he asked, snatching the waterskin out of the air when Niko threw it to
him. He drank deeply, and wiped his mouth on the back of one sun-browned arm. "I think we can take
therest of the day off," he said, frowning judicioudy. "It's possible that | might even be prevailed upon to
read some."

Marasqueded. "In thedaytime 7'

Reading lessons were for nighttime, when the family gathered around the fish oil lamp with one of
the few, precious scrolls and printed books. Niko and Linaknew all the books by heart—they had
learned mogt of the trading-language from the thick Bible scroll—but Marahad yet to memorize most of
them.

He shrugged. "Why not? Were very low on seaweed, and I've just finished cleaning out the sdlt
pans and putting away the nets. There's anice patch of kelp beyond Nicarus, but even if wefilled the
skiff with it, it would be aweek before it was dry enough, and | think that sailing toward the storm would
beabadides, dl indl." He gave aquick glance at the darkening sky to the west. "1'd be tempted to
send Niko over to Ari'sto seeif they've got any extra seaweed for trade.”

Ari'sidand was closer, yes, but Kelas family generdly had more seaweed—they had a good patch
just south of their idand. "Perhaps Stavrosss, instead?’ he asked.

Grandfather smiled knowingly, and shook hishead. "Or Stavros's, instead, but with the stcorm
coming, he'd likely haveto stay overnight, and I'm not surethat Kelawill tolerate his presence for that
long," he said. "Too windy to smoke amessage, asking," he said, rubbing his knuckles. His mouth
twisted. "Think you'd be welcome?!

That, of course, was addiberately silly question. Neighbors, of course, were dways welcome, and
too littleseenintheidands.

"It'sapossbility,” Niko sad.

"I could help you get the skiff into the water, if you'd liketo go."

He didn't need to be asked twice.

* * %

Thereisnt much in theworld that's easier and lazier than sailing with afull wind at your back, Niko
decided, not for thefirst time. The wind blew from the west more often than not, and the trip out to
Kedaswas amost always much quicker than the trip back, when he would have to tack back and forth.
It didn't feel quicker, of course—sailing close-hauled to the wind made you think you were going faster
than you redlly were, just as running before it deceived you the other way.

It was faster, easier—the only tradeoff wasthat it was hotter; the aft wind pushed the skiff dong
quickly, but it Ieft little breeze to cool Niko as he sat at thetiller, sweating under the sun.

He cast alook over his shoulder. The dark, oily clouds were growing closer and closer asthey
chased the skiff ahead of them, and he thought, when he sguinted, that he could even see an occasiond
flash of lightning, dthough he couldn't be quite sure.

The skiff rode high in the water, which made it jounce across the chop even more than usua. What
cargo therewas—adall for Kelaslittle sster that Niko had carved out of apiece of driftwood; a smal
sack of wild onions; abag of sdt; and ahaf dozen pots of Grandfather's famous pickled octopus—



wasn't much balast at dl.

But there wasn't much to do except to tie thetiller down, and then bathe himsdlf with the bailing
bucket while the skiff jounced around so hard that the |oose cake of soap dipped out of hisfingers more
than once, and if he hadn't been careful to be lying on the sole as he bathed himsdlf, it would have easily
gone over the sde, and dong with it all the work that sogpmaking was.

Asit was, he banged his head hard against the mast, and cursed the waves dmost as much ashe
cursed himsdlf for having been in too much of arush to add some rocks for balast. The two things that
they were never short of were seawater and rocks.

But, ill, by the time he was ready to come about so that he could round theidand and approach
the leeside cove, he was clean and dry, and his kirtle—which was the first thing he had washed, and
which had spent the trip hanging from the mast, not drying much in the absence of afdt breeze—was
only annoyingly damp around hiswaist. His sandals, dong with his gifts, were safely—he hoped—sed ed
inthe oilskin bag, shortly to bejoined by hiskirtle. If none of the Antillides family saw hisarrivd, he
would have to anchor the skiff until he could get some help beaching it, and he would no more think of
arriving at aneighbor's empty-handed than he would of spitting in their shadow or failing to belch loudly
at the end of ameal. Niko was asimple fisherman, but Father and Grandfather had raised him to
understand simple courtesy, even though it had taken a clout or two.

He was s0 busy coming about to swing wide of the rock spit that spiked out of the north side of the
idand—jibing would have been quicker and easer, yes, but ajibein aheavy wind could capsize the
skiff, and was harder on the boom rigging—that the ship seemed to gppear in front of him.

Hisjaw dropped.

He had dways thought of theKalends as large—and certainly it was not only larger than any of the
other regular trading shipsthat called on them, and larger than most of the shipshe had seenin hisrare
tripsto Pironesia—~but this ship could dmost have carried it as alaunch, and the launch being raised by a
dozen seamen was itsdlf easily twice the Sze of Niko's skiff.

The ship was along and deek mongter, two-measted, with rigging for probably afull dozen sails,
athough none wereflying asit lay at anchor, of course. Niko could count easily adozen men on the
deck, besides those working the pulleys and ropesto raise the launch.

The black flag of the Crown, Shield, and Dragon fluttered atop the foremast; and below it, the
red-and-gold pennant of the Roya Navy, and below that a golden cross on awhitefield, representing
the One True Church, and, finaly, ablue and white one that Niko couldn't identify.

The deck was crowded with half adozen ballistae, and large trapsin the side of the hull more
promised than suggested that there were catapults below; Niko didn't need to see the flags to know that
it was aship of war, not of trade.

"Ahoy the skiff! Drop your sailgl" the watchman shouted in trading-language from the raised rear
deck. "ThisistheWelledey —what ship are you?"'

I'm not a ship—'m just a fisherman on a skiffdidn't seem to be agood answer. The Navy
wasn't known for having a sense of humor or brooking disobedience, so he let the boom swing free, and
quickly dropped the sail.

"Niko Christofolous" he called back, usng the family name that the Triune Church had given the
family, and the One God Church had left done. "The skiff doesn't have aname—it's bad luck to namea
skiff." He was surprised that the outlander didn't know that, although he shouldn't have been; outlanders
were notorioudy ignorant. "I'm afisherman.”

Thewind and the current kept carrying him closer to the man-of-war, and he started to reach for
the gaff before he decided that that might be seen as a challenge, and youdidn't chalenge the Crown, so
he made hisway forward, dowly, empty-handed. He could always hang on to the bow and stop the
skiff from bumping into the ship with hisfeet.

"Morelikeafisherboy, I'd say," the man said, with a chuckle. His comment was directed at
somebody just out of sight behind one of the wooden boxes stacked on the rear deck, but the wind



carried it to Niko's ears, and he felt thetips of his earsreddening. "And your business here, fisherboy?'
"Vigting," Niko answered, "and seeing if | can get some dried seaweed—we use it to smoke fish,
and—"

"Enough.” The seaman cut him off with an upraised hand. "'l don't have al watch to stand and listen
to you chatter. On your way, then. Y ou'll need a call-and-challenge from ashore before you leave.” He
looked up at the sky. "Not that anybody's going to be going anywhere for awhile," he said, turning away
indismisa. "Hey, you—yes, you, Blodgett, you clove-footed son of a Byzantine whore and her
priest-pimp—get that rack lashed down, and smartly now. Theré's a storm coming, and while | don't
careif awave shoved arack up your back passage, it probably wouldn't be good for the rack and |
suspect the captain wouldn't like the spectacle of you jumping around and capering about while
squeding like astuck pig, and yesitwill end up up your back passage if it's not smartly lashed down, as
I'd shove it up there mysdlf, so moveyour lazy ass. . ."

Niko didn't have any intention of leaving until the storm passed, and he didn't envy the sailorswho
would be aboard the ship when the storm hit, but it wasn't his problem, and he was still being carried
toward the ship.

Heraised sall, pulled hard on thetiller, and tacked into the cove.

* * %

A party was waiting for him on the beach.

Niko had dways envied Kela her beach: broad and sandy and with only afew boulders, and a
deep cove, instead of rocky outcroppings, which made landing alot easier.

A smdl launch was beached just above the waterline. The family skiff had been beached, aswell,
athough the skiff had been pulled far up the beach, dismasted and flipped over, in anticipation of the
gorm.

Kelawas nowhere to be seen but her father, Stavros, and brother Andreawere waiting, along with
three outlanders, the two younger onesin the overly heavy outlander clothesthat Niko didn't envy, while
the old one was dressed more sensibly, at least for an outlander. All three of the outlanders stood silently
watching Niko without comment, while both Stavros and Andreawaved a gresting.

The two younger outlanders were obvioudy nobility, of some sort—each man carried two
sheathed swords, stuck through the black sash around hiswaist.

Niko dropped his sail, raised the centerboard, and let the skiff coast in to where he knew it was
shallow enough to beach himself, since Stavros and Andreaweren't dropping their kirtlesto the sand
and swimming out to help him. He was about to toss off hisown kirtle and lever himself over the side
when Stavros and Andrea dropped their clothing and waded into the light surf, Stavros making a be-till
paiting with both hands, and Andrea beckoning for the line, which Niko obediently tossed him.

"No need to get wet," he said, in afriendly enough way, athough without the usud smile. "The
outlanders want to talk to you," he said, quietly, as he gripped the gunwale, and leaned over.

"Me?

"I don't think they know of another Niko Christofolous, son of Niko Christofolous; | certainly
dont. It'sabout your father, and that sword. Just as well you came here—they were talking about
heading over to see you, even with astorm coming.”

"They're not saillors." Niko didn't know theinsand outs of it, but some Crown sailors were nobles
—you could tell by the fancy clothing, and the swords. A sailor would know enough of stormsto stay
anchored on the lee Sde of theidand.

"No. They're priests, among other things,” Andreasaid, with afrown that flashed into asmile. "The
big oneingsted on confessing al of us."

"Priests, with swords?"

"Either that, or they werejust playing with us. Me, | confessed the usud sins, and muttered the right
phrases, and suggest you do the same, when it'syour turn.”

Niko went through the rituals at the church in Pironesia, of course, whenever they went there, but



those priests wore smple caftans, with the strange high collars and the silly cloth capsthat barely
covered the top of the head, and couldn't possibly have been of any red usein the sun, and the priests
were, well,priests , not nobles.

Theidands had, in their time, been ruled by adherents of other religions than the Triunes and the
One True Church, and the idanders had always smply gone along with whatever the foreign rulers
inssted on; fisherfolk were, of necessity, practical folk. But compared to tales of the days of the Triunes
and their Inquisition, or even to the Mussalmen that the Triunes had replaced, the One True Church that
was bound to the Crown and Dragon was an easy master.

Keeping their priests as happy as priests could be wasjust amatter of learning their ritudsin the
trading language, paying an occasiond visit and contribution to the church in Pironesia, and confessing
the appropriate sins—and never, ever mentioning offeringsto the gods—and there was no trouble that
Niko had ever heard of.

Perhaps their One God could read the mind and soul of aman, but of a certainty the priests
couldn't, and largdly left theidandersdone.

Maybe that was changing—priests coming out to the idands? It would hardly be worth their
trouble to collect the scant offerings that were dl fisherfolk could afford—aship that large would essily
cost adozen coppersaday, just for the hire of the sailors!—but perhaps they had religious reasons? To
take confessions? That sounded too much like the tales of the Triune Inquisition—adid they think that
Father had been worshipping that sword?

That would be very bad. Thetolerance of the One True Church didn't extend to what it called
idolatry, any more than to heresy, and though Niko wasn't exactly sure of the difference between the
two, he was very sure that he had no wish to be hanged for either.

Niko wanted nothing more than to turn the boat around and make for the open ses, but there was
no point in that, even if these strange priestswould let him, even if he could dip by the anchored ship.
The storm was coming, and even without that, theWelledey 's deek two-masted launch could easily
have caught up with hisskiff, inlight air or heavy.

And, besdes, if thiswasto be the One True Church's version of the Inquisition, it wasn't just Niko
who was at risk, but the rest of the family.

Hee? That was afine idea, but how? Where? There was nowhere to go. He squared his shoulders
and walked over to where the three men stood.

They were a strange-looking group, even for atrio of outlanders. Their skin was outlander pale,
even paer than city folk, athough the old one, who was wearing only a blousy white shirt and trousers,
rather than the robes of the others, had darkened some; Niko could tell by the fish-belly white where the
shirt was open to mid-chest.

The old one had afull white beard, but the other two had theirs close-cropped, and had shaped
their beardsin that strange outlander way, leaving the skin on their upper cheeks naked, save for some
stubble. None of them had their hair bound back in a proper queue, or even hanging loose around their
shoulders, but had the hairs trimmed, to perhaps afinger'slength.

Priests? Nobles? Or some combination?

Niko stopped before the old one, and dropped to one knee. "1 am Niko Christofolous, Y our
Excdlency,” he said in thetrading language, not sureif "Excellency™ wasthe right honorific. British
noblemen were addressed that way, but priests were to be addressed as " Father."

"Y ou don't need to knedl," the old one said—in unaccented language, not in trader-talk. "And
we're not 'Excellencies.” Come on, boy—on your feet, on your feet. That's better. Sir Joshua Grayling,
sometimes known as Gray," he said, indicating thetall, gloomy-looking one with the long face and
deep-set eyes. "Sir David Shanley”—the big one, with the wide nose and the gentle smile—"sometimes
caled Bear. You cdl them 'Sir Joshua and 'Sir David.' They're knights—addressed as'sir." And I'm
‘Cully.' Just 'Cully." "

"Sr Cully," Grayling putin. "At the very least, Father." Hisvoice waslower in pitch and volume



than Niko had expected, dthough he wasn't sure why.

Cully ignored him. "We're looking into the matter of the sword that we're told your father found.”

Y es, Father had found the sword in their nets, and picking it up had killed him, right in front of
Niko's eyes.

"Yes" Niko said. "It came ashorein our nets, and when he picked it up—"

"It killed him." Grayling nodded. "Infact, it atle—"

"It wasvery sad, I'm sure,”" Cully said, interrupting. "And from there?'

Niko explained that Grandfather had prodded it with agtick, at first gingerly, then more vigoroudly,
and findly worked it onto anet and dragged it away, offering it over to Andros of theKalends . He had
heard of cursed swords, and passing the curse along to someone else only made sense, even though
Androsingsted on having what he would have paid for their catch in payment for taking it and its curse
avay.

"Hedid, did he?' Grayling tilted his head to one Sde. "That'sinteresting, and—yes? What isit?

"I mean no offenseto the Sirs," Stavros said, "but we do have astorm coming.”

Grayling, who seemed to be the leader, nodded, as he looked at the darkening sky. "Well, then,
we probably should return to the ship and continue this discussion there," he said without any visblesign
of relishing the prospect of riding out astorm on even so large aship.

"Will you honor my home?" Stavros asked, as custom required. "And you, too, Niko, of course.”

There was no particular enthusiasm in either request. Vidtors were one thing, but outlanders—
outlanders with swords, no less—were another thing entirely.

Grayling didn't seem to notice. "Wed be delighted,” he said, smiling, patting at his somach. "'l was
hoping you'd invite us; | redlly hate the rolling aboard a ship even in clear wegther."

While Niko was trying to sort that out—how could somebody possibly be bothered by something
s0 ordinary?—Grayling raised a hand, and aman that Niko hadn't seen before appeared from behind
the trees, tucking his pipeinto his belt as he approached. Thicksat, fiftyish, and with the same sort of
outlander beard that the others had, athough the only weapon he carried was aknife at his belt.

Niko would have guessed him to be a sailor, except for the fact of hiswearing apair of fine boots
—what would a sailor need with boots? How could he afford such?

"Bosun,” Grayling said, "unload the launch, please; the three of uswill be staying the night. Tell
Michael that heis not to come ashore; we can see to our own needs for one night, without being waited
upon.”

Bosun—was he one of the outlanders with only one name?—had leaped into a curious position
when hewasfirg addressed by name: hisarms held straight down at his sides, hislegs and feet close
together, his eyes staring straight ahead. It wasn't just that he didn't meet the Sir's eyes—he stared off
into the distance, hisface blank and expressionless.

Outlanders were very strange.

"Aye, aye,dr ," hesad, far too loudly. "Will there be anything else, Sir?”

"Yes. My compliments to the captain, and tell him that he's free to ride out the storm where and as
he seesfit—well expect to see theWd ledey offshorein the morning, if it's clear; otherwise, the day
after.”

"Yes, sir. Complimentsto the captain, and he'sto ride out the storm as he wishes; returnin the
morning if it's clear, return the day after if not. By your leave?!

"Onyour way, Bosun." Grayling smiled. "And good luck to you.”

"Aye, aye, Sr." He stuck two fingersin his mouth and whistled, and half adozen more men,
dressed smilarly, even to the boots, ran out of the woods and to the smal launch and quickly removed a
half a dozen canvas bags, then removed their boots and launched the boat with Bosun climbing aboard
at thelast moment that he could without wetting his boots.

Bosun kept up astream of invective a how dowly and clumslly they were moving, athough Niko



couldn't find any fault with it, and it wasin just amatter of momentsthat the six men, three on aside,
were quickly pulling at their oars, dl in perfect unison, while Bosun glared at and insulted them, his
words and his glances not seeming to have any effect, one way or another, on their precision.

Grayling beckoned the others over to the canvas bags. "Y our hospitdity, Stavros, is most generous
—I wasn't looking forward to anight riding out the scorm. Y ou'll find that we're good guests, | trust,” he
sad, "and where | wasraised, aguest aways brings gifts.”

"That isour custom, aswdl,” Stavros said, with asmile. "Although | wouldn't teke offenseif it
waan't yours, Excellency.”

"Would afull bolt of good Londinium denim beinsultingly small?"

"Smdl?Not at dl, Excdlency—you arefar too generous. Guest-gifts are usualy sometrifle |
couldn't think of—"

"Then abalt of denimit shal be." Grayling handed one of the bagsto Niko. "Y ou'll favor me by
carying this?'

"Of course, your—I mean, of course,dr ." Niko tried to draw himsdf up straight, like Bosun had.

Grayling smiled, and Cully laughed.

* % %

Thegorm hit.

Outside the cave, rain sheeted down, and below, waves shattered themselves upon the rocks, as
though trying to claw their way up and to the cave mouth. Lightning lanced from cloud to cloud,
occasiondly painfully bright, crooked fingers dazzling his eyes while the thunder rang in hisears asthey
reached down to claw &t the seaitsdlf, in Zeuss ancient reminder to Poseidon that while Poseidon ruled
the sea, Zeusruled dll.

Niko thought that he envied the Antillides their cave even more than their beach—it was much
larger than his own, and bent back into afishhook shape, leaving the deeping chamber completely
protected from the e ements.

The only thing about it that he didn't envy was the crack aong the roof of the outer chamber, which
quickly started dripping water in even the lightest sorm. Whilerain barrels had been carefully placed to
catch the stream, they now had al been filled to overflowing, and the leak had become a constant stream
that ran down and exited the cave mouth, only part of it obediently adhering to the too-shallow channel
that had, ages before, been carved into the stone.

Even so, there were advantages; one could relieve onesdlf into the stream without getting battered
by the storm, as strange asiit felt to pissinto fresh water.

He could hear Kela splash up from behind him, and adjusted his kirtle before he turned.

"Kea"

"Niko."

Therewas only alittle light lesking out from the ail lanterns farther back, and what little there was
illuminated her outline, though not her face. That didn't matter. He knew it dmost aswell ashe knew his
ssters. And while Grandfather said that his ssters Linaand Kelalooked enough alike to be able to pass
astwins, Niko didn't think so. Certainly being donewith Linadidn't give him that strangefeding inthe
pit of his stomach, much lessfarther down.

It was strange to be left dlone with her without a proper escort—Niko was no more | eft done with
Keathan that gangly Arno that found every opportunity to visit Niko'sfamily would be left done with
Lina; it was indecent for agirl who had reached her bleeding-time to be aone with aboy—but he
guessed that it wasn't aproblem. With a dozen people gathered around the fire in the deeping chamber,
they weren't redly done, werethey?

Stll, it seemed dmost indecent, and it made him nervous.

"I'm very sorry about your father," she said, just as she had said when she, Andrea, and Stavros
had come visting to pay their cal. She glanced behind before she made the sign of the Trident and
touched it to her lips. "The outlander prieststalk about the sea giving up their dead someday, and they



could beright.”

He shrugged. There was no point in talking about it, after al. That just madeit worse. Better to
think about other things.

"How have you been?' he asked.

Has that Milos Abdullah been visiting you again?he didn't ask. He didn't like Milos, and it
wasn't just because Milosinsisted on being caled by both first name and surname, as though he was
some sort of outlander nobility.

The Abdullah family had not been assigned a surname by the One True Church. While proclaiming
their loydty to the One True Church, and till making it apoint to visit Pironesiamore often than
anybody ese Niko knew of, the Abdullahs had given up the hated surname that the Triunes had laid
upon them and resumed their Mussalmen name, athough—so it was said; Niko didn't know nor care—
they had not resumed their Mussalman rituals, whatever those rites might be,

Niko didn't know why he didiked Milos so, unlessit was smplejedousy. He didn't much care
about whether or not they were performing whatever Musselman rituals were, although he had never
seen any sign of such; everybody knew that only sacrificesto the old gods mattered, after dl, and the
rest was just superstition or going-along.

The Abdullah family'sidand was actually atrio of close-set idands, and the smdlest onewas larger
than Niko and Kelasfamilies idands put together. A preposteroudy huge number of people lived on the
Abdullahidand; Stavros said it might be as many asthree, perhaps even four hundred, athough surely
that was an exaggeration. Their great numbers et them be traders, aswell asfisherman, and their fleet of
three ships seemed to be in constant motion, whether fishing in deeper waters and for more days than
the shorebound could, or carrying their catch and what they traded for not just to Pironesia, but
sometimes as far away as Gazipasa, or—rardy—even to Konya, braving the dangerous waters around
the pirate havens on Seeproosh to trade for gemstones from the Dar d-1dam.

They even managed to keep livestock. Not just the chickensthat Niko's family kept, or the wild
goats that roamed about the high ground of their idand, the goats that Father or Grandfather would,
once or twice ayear, take with bow and arrow for meat and leather. Kelasfamily did the same, asdid
most of the families on theidands, athough afew supplemented that with the occasiona pigs.

The Abdullahs, on the other hand, had chickens, andtamed goats,and a huge flock of dozens of
sheep and even afew cows, when the wind blew the wrong way on a Sunday, distant hints of the
tantdizing smell of roasting meat were often carried across the water.

"Yes," Kedlasad. He could more hear than fed her smile. "Milos Abdullah has found quite afew
occasionsto guest here, of late.”

"Oh"

"Then again, Father wonders aloud, every now and then, how 1'd fed being ajunior wifein the
Abdullah family, and he seemsto worry about that."

Niko smiled.

"Then again, he aso wonders out loud, even more often, asto what sort of bride-price an Abdullah
might be able to offer, as compared to some other people | might name."

Hissmile went away.

Shelaughed at him, which only made him angry. Niko didn't like being laughed at.

"Don't beso lly," she said. Shereached out ahand and touched hisarm. "I'vetold you that I'll ask
Father to set my bride-price at something you can afford, athough I don't know what hell say.”

"I hope you manageto find amoment to bring it up before he marries you off to Milos."

"I'll talk to him soon, | promise,” shesaid. "I'd rather . . . beabig Sster to your sstersthan bea
scullery maid for Milosand hismother.”

W

"Keda," the harsh voice sounded from behind him. "Thisisnot proper.”



Stavros face was sern in the flickering light of the lantern that he held high above and in front of
him, probably more for the benefit of the three Sirs, who picked their way carefully across the unfamiliar
cavefloor.

Her mother, Nikea, waddled around from behind, and fastened her thick hand on Kelasarm. Kela
ducked her head as her mother pulled her away.

"I'msorry , Father," she said. "But we weren't—we were just—"

"Y ou were just done and unaccompanied with aman not of our family,” Stavros said, shaking his
head. " And with honored guests present, as though you were some shorebound whore, and—" he
stopped himself when Sir Cully cleared histhroat.

"There's no problem on our account, good Stavros," Cully said, gently. "And, asagues, I'd take
any insult to your daughter's virtue as apersond dight,” he went on, less gently, "were there someone
here who would be so crude asto utter such—as of course, | believe that thereisn't.”

Asif in answer, lightning flashed and thunder roared so loudly that Cully had to wait amoment
before going on. A smileflickered across histhin lips. "And, truth to tell, where | grew up it was not
unknown for acouple of young people to find some private time by themsalves, when they could—just
to talk. Speaking of talk, we need to talk to young Niko; embarrassing you or your family isnot our
intent.”

Stavrosdidnt likeit, but they were both guests and nobility, and he ducked hishead briefly. He
hung the lantern in awall niche, and ushered Kela and Nikea back toward the residence chamber.

"S0, young Niko . . ." Cully said. Hetilted his head to one side. Y ou don't like being called that?’

"I'veno complaint, gr."

"Then why did you look like you'd bitten into a piece of meat and found half amaggot?* Sir Joshua
asked.

"I've no complaint, sir," he repeated. But he wasn't 'young' Niko, not anymore. With Father dead,
that made him the man of the family, Grandfather said, and entitled to his name without the diminutive.
But he could hardly say that to these outlanders; they might teke offense.

"Niko, then? Isthat better?'

Niko nodded. "I don't mind if you call me Niko, sir," he said, choosing hiswords carefully.

"W, then, Niko-gr," Cully said, amiling, "we—"

"Standeasy , boy," Sir David said, his growl somehow more reassuring than frightening, dthough
Niko couldn't have said why it was s0. "We don't mean you any harm, but you look like you're about to
bolt." He gestured toward the storm outside. "Which doesn't seem to me like agood idea, even if we did
mean you any harm—"

"Which we don't." Cully raised both hands, fingers spread, the thumbstight against the palms.
"Truly, we don't. Wejust need your help.”

Niko was having ahard time figuring out which one of them wasin charge. At firgt, he had thought
it was Grayling, despite Cully being the elder. And then it seemed that Grayling wastaking hislead from
Cully, but they kept interrupting each other—even Sir David, who he had thought was the junior of the
three of them.

Niko didn't know which one he was supposed to be addressing, so he just stared off into the
distance, not meeting any of their eyes. "Anything you want, sirs, I'll tell you. It'sal about that cursed
swvord?'

"Cursed sword, indeed,” Grayling said. "More than you know." He patted at the hilt of the
uppermost of the swords supported by the sash around hiswaist. "Likethisone. That oneislockedina
strongbox on theWelledey at the moment, and the only key isaround my neck, even though theré's not a
jack aboard who would be foolish enough to touch hisflesh to its stedl "

"Yes gar.”

"Do you have any ideawhere it came from?"'



"It camefrom the seg, Sr," Niko said. "Father and Grandfather just hauled it up in our nets, just a
short ways beyond Silver Point, off Marcosa; there's good bottom there." He started to shrug, then
stopped himself. They might think he meant he didn't care about answering their questions. "Y ou get an
odd thing in the nets every now and then, particularly when you're deep-dragging on asandy bottom.”

"Silver Point? Marcosia?' Grayling asked. "I don't recall those names on any of the charts.”

"I don't know anything about chartages, sr—"

"Charts”

"Marcosais probably aloca name" Sir David, the onethey called Bear, said. "This region hasn't
been properly surveyed—were ill using the Byzantines charts.”

"There were probably better onesin the Vatican—if they hadn't been carried off to Byzantium,"
Cully said. "Not that it would make much of adifference. Idiotic to put it to the torch, | dwayssaid.”

Sir Joshua snorted. "Wl take that up with His late Mgesty, when next you see him, Cully. He
hed hisreasons, I'm sure.”

Cully snorted. "Always the obedient servant, en?'

"Always." Grayling answered Cully's smile with astern expression.

"I've never thought that loyalty ought to be blinding; it's supposed to be enlightening.”

"Some other time, Cully." Grayling made a patting, be-still motion. "This il leaves uswithout a
proper chart." He turned to Niko, araised eyebrow asking the question.

"Yes" Niko said. "I could show you where Silver Point is. Or Stavros could—anybody could.”

"It'sabig sea. Do you think you could find that exact spot again?

"Of course, Sr."

It was asilly question. When you found a good spot for bottom-dragging, one where your nets
wouldn't catch on rocks, you aways memorized it. This onewasn't difficult. Niko could seein hismind's
eye how, at that spot, Scolia's Rock, the big boulder that stood like awatchman at the shore of Silver
Point, wasjust |eft of the big, jagged crack in the rock face of theidand itself.

"The Crown will pay for your time, Niko," Cully said.

"l wasn't trying to cadge money, sir," he said, although it was nice to hear. An extra copper or two
would aways be more than welcome. "I was thinking that my family will expect me back by dark
tomorrow, at the latest, or they'll start to worry about the skiff."

"Eadly enough handled—Stavros or one of his sons can be dispatched there in the morning, aong
with some guesting-gifts, and perhaps an advance payment on your account. This could teke afew days
—unot that you're likely to need the few coppers. Easy, boy—there's no threat meant in that.”

"Thereward." Grayling nodded. "Live swords belong to the Crown—and there's always areward
for ther return.”

Do you lose them a lot?he didn't ask. "But we paid Captain Androsto take the cursed thing
avay!"

"The Crown will settle with Captain Andros asto that. By rights, your family should split the
reward with him—you for thefinding of it, him for the surrendering of it," Grayling said. "It was
subgtantia —"

"| should say s0," Sir David, the one they called Bear, said. "And it's cheap, at two hundred golden
crowns, to havethat in hand.”

Two hundred crowns? That was a preposterous amount of money. Niko couldn't imagine what one
could buy with five or ten crowns of gold—and hundreds?

Hehad to ask: "My family isentitled to some of that? Sir?"

"Oh, I think your family isentitied to dl of it," Grayling said. "I'm not pleased & dl by this Captain
Andros cheating you; I'll have aword or two with the Governor about that.”

Niko's hopes had been raised only to be dashed. The Governor? Who would such an important
man side with? A well-to-do ship's captain, or abarefoot fisherman? It wasn't difficult to guess.



Well, it had been anice fantasy, even better than visons of ahuge net filled with struggling fat
tunnyfish, but that was al it had been.

Cully chuckled. "Sometimes, Gray, you can be such afool—Niko,Gray will pay you the reward,
out of hisown funds, and get the Governor to reimburse him. Halloran can squeeze the money out of
Andros—and it'sathing he should do personally, and athing hell probably enjoy.”

"Of course." Grayling appeared puzzled. "I'd give you the money right now, but our traveling funds
arein the strongbox aboard the ship, and I've barely got a couple of crownsin my purse.”

A prepogterous clam—why would even anoble need to travel with such wedth?

"So give him that now,” Cully said.

"Excuse me?' Grayling drew himsdlf up straight. "'Is there some reason that my word is not good
enough?"

Bear laid ahand on hisarm. "Y our word, Brother and Father Gray, is better than gold for me, and,
| trust, for Father Cully, aswell—"

"'Cully." Just 'Cully,’ Bear. | don't wish to have occasion to tell you that again.”

"—but for an idand boy? One who only knows the Crown, Shield, and Dragon from the
Occupation?"

Bear reached down to hiswaist and produced asmdll leather pouch, dipping hisfingersinto it
momentarily to remove aring and smdl glass vid, which he tucked into the deeve of hisrobes before he
handed the pouch to Niko. "I believe there's three or four crownsin there, Niko. Does that make you
fed better?'

Wéll, of courseit did, he thought, as he let the half-dozen-or-so coinsfal into his hand, and made a
fist around the hard, cold weight after aquick glance downward.

Niko had never held agold coin before, although he knew that you were supposed to biteinto a
gold coin, to make sure that it was gold, but the knights would surely take offense at that, and he did
believe that these were indeed gold. Niko didn't believe in this nonsense about amost two hundred more
to come, but what of that?

Thismoney aone could purchase enough hickory to smoke alifetimes-worth of fish, apile of hard
candy that wastdler than hissgters, and still leave more than enough Ieft for acalf and abull and enough
oats to feed them forever.

New nets, bronze wire for more crab traps—he was suddenly arich man, one more than ableto
meet any bride-price that Stavros could think of asking. If Father had known that his death would bring
such wedlth to hisfamily, hewould surely have thrown himself on that cursed sword with asmileon his
worry-lined face,

And for the promise, abelievable promise, of dmost two hundred more?

Bear was till waiting for him to respond, and Gray's face had clouded over.

"I would have taken your word, sir," Niko said, choosing hiswords carefully.

"But gold in the hand is even better, eh?' Bear amiled.

Gray glowered.

Cully laughed out loud.

Thelightning flashed, and the thunder roared.

* * %

The storm had passed, leaving behind good fortunein its wake.

For thethird day in arow, theWelledey lay a anchor just off Silver Point, rolling dowly inthe
gentle, post-storm swells. Off in the distance, the ship's launch was moving quickly, close-hauled,
toward where the twin masts of the Abdullahs fishing doop was just bardly visble, whiletheWdledey 's
longboat was beached on Marcosia next to Scolia's Rock so that a hunting party could try for some
more goats to supplement the ship's stores with fresh mest.

That last vaguely bothered Niko, athough he didn't know why; Marcosia hadn't been inhabited in



living memory, and there was nobody to careif the Navy swept it clear of life, and nobody who would
object, evenif they did care.

Niko took a secret pleasure in the Abdullahs being shooed away like they were bunch of chickens,
and he surreptitioudy patted at the pouch conceaed benegth hiskirtle, trying to ignore the discomfort of
the doubled thong he had tied too tightly around hiswaist.

It wasafair enough trade. Most of the coins, of course, were till in the knights' strongbox,
athough Sir David had ceremonioudy counted them out for him, and separated them into aseparate
leather bag, not commenting at al when Niko had taken out ahandful, and put them in the pouch that Sir
David had given him.

He needed to keep that with him. He didn't realy believe that he'd be allowed to keep the entire
fortune, but adozen crowns was asum so large he could barely wrap his mind around it, and if the thong
bit into hisflesh, what of that?

Much better to put up with that discomfort than have to worry about losing dl hisfamily's
newfound fortune, which he did, day and night, deeping only alittle, and waking at the lightest sound. He
had been billeted with what were called the mid-ship-men, athough they seemed to havelittle to do with
the middle of the ship, and were not men at all, any more than Niko was—Iess, if anything; not one of
them had a proper beard.

Their quarters were well toward the bow of the ship, on the second deck, and the "men" were
boys of about his age who, strangely, seemed to be given deference by the sailors, dthough he couldn't
seewhy. It wasn't that the sailors treated boys that way—the "runners’ got their share of muttered
curses and occasiona clouts.

Maybe it was the clothing. The mid-ship-men wore officers clothes, while the runners had merely
sallors trousers and jerkins.

Stll, it wasinteresting to listen to the mid-ship-men talk at table, with the oldest one presiding, and
enough of that strangely potent wine regularly served to have him redling off to bed to lie down on his
pouch and fal adeep immediatdy thereafter.

Themain result of him being billeted with these men-who-were-boys was that sailors and soldiers
treated him with the same deference they treated the mid-ship-men, and, unless engaged in some work,
al but the officerswould stand and assume that curious tiff posture when he walked by, athough they
didn't bring their handsto their foreheads for him.

Outlanders were strange, but he could get used to that part of it, asfunny asit looked.

It was strange not having any real work to do since the skiff had been taken aboard, and in fact he
was going to leave the ship with it in better shape than it was taken aboard in, as a bunch of particularly
scruffy-looking sailors—mid-ship-man Reifer had called them "prisoners at large,”" whatever that meant—
had been set to working on its hull with bricks, sand, and tar in the middle hold, while the boy who
seemed to be the sailmaker's servant busied himself with reinforcing seams and patches on the skiff's
sails. Mid-ship-man Reifer had explained that Niko was not to speak to the men working on the hull—
and certainly not pay them—>but that afew coppers to the sailmaker's boy were traditiond, and had
shown disdain when Niko had inquired precisely how many were"afew."

Niko could live with the scorn. They weredl outlanders, after dll.

The only thing that was uncomfortable was being required to hel p supervise things from the raised
rear deck, along with another man named Bosun, while the captain and Sir Bear |ooked on, saying little.

This bosun was strange-looking in a different way than the other one; where the other one was
sguat and muscular, thisonewastall and lean—uwith hair the color of straw!—and a peg where of his
right foot and part of hisleg should have been. That lack didn't inhibit either his movement or his mouth—
he kept moving about the raised deck, the brassferule capping his peg maintaining the beat of his
incessant stream of abuse to the sailors walking round and round, pushing the wooden arms of the
strange devicethat, so Sir Bear had said, constantly ddlivered fresh air to the divers below, and that
surely kept the calm sea churning with bubbles.



Shipboard life was agpparently not terribly busy, as easly adozen sailorswerelolling againgt therall
below, just standing and watching what was going on, gpparently not having any rea work to do, other
than staying out of the way of the soldiers—Sir Bear said they were called "marines’'—engaged in some
bizarre outlander rituasthat involved al performing the same motions on space that had been cleared on
the main deck.

Other groups of sailorstook turns seeing how quickly they could load and fire the foremost
mangone s and catapults, the mangonels gpparently for distance—rocks were cheap, and could easily be
resupplied from shore—and the catapults for accuracy, using one of the severa targets that had been
towed some distance away, then anchored in place.

Therewas, unsurprisingly, some cursing from the bosun's friend supervising it when the catapulters
missed, but only silence when, about onetimein five, the bolts actualy hit the floating target.

Still, there was constant talking, and that took some getting used to, and he still wasn't quite used to
it.

The man standing on the platform at the top of the main mast was constantly shouting out reportsto
nobody in particular, and one of the young boys cdled "runners' were always coming up to the captain,
taking that strange tiff pogition, and rattling off something that always began with somebody's
compliments and ended with the captain gravely nodding, taking apuff on his pipe, and giving aset of
ingtructionsthat dways ended with "on your way, and smartly.”

How anybody was able to think with all this chatter was beyond Niko's comprehension. A
fisherman'slife was much ampler.

Grayling and Cully were nowhere to be seen. For the past days they had mainly stayed below,
which left Niko thinking that Bear wasthe junior of the three, minding to their affairs while his seniors got
away from the noise and clatter. Asfar as Niko had seen, the only time that the two other knights were
regularly on deck was for their late-afternoon sparring sessions, where dl three knights would don
padded clothing and go at each other—sometimes one-on-one; other times two-on-one, or each on al
—with various wooden implements aswell as bare hands, only quitting when al were bresthing heavily
and bathed in sweat, and would unselfconscioudy strip down to their bare skins and go over the side for
aquick swim, leaving behind their gear to be gathered up and washed by some of the same
"prisoners-at-large” who were working on Niko's skiff.

A couple of times Bear and Gray had even put on that strange meta clothing over their padding,
and that had been even stranger to see.

Bear looked over the side at the diver on the raft below, and shook his head. "Nothing, he says.”
He opened his mouth, closed it, and opened it again. "I've got something to ask you, Niko, but | don't
want you to think it athreat. | meanyou noill, | swear."

He kept saying things like that, as though the words would reassure Niko, and, well, maybe they
did, a least alittle. Anything was better than the piercing saresthat Sir Joshua gave him.

"Yes, gr," Niko said.

"Oh, don't stand at attention. It looks silly on you—you're not in His Mgesty's service, or in Hers,
either. Areyou sure that we're at the right spot? The same spot where you brought it up?”

"Yes, ar." The question had been hanging in the air for the past three days, and he had checked,
time and time again, but he went through the motions of looking at Scolia's Rock again, but the jagged
rock face was just to the left of it, as he remembered.

"I could take aturn below, if youd like" he said, hopefully.

Niko was more than alittle curious about the diving bell. The notion of being able to get the benefit
of returning to the surface without returning to the surface was enticing, athough it seemed like chegting.

But, as Grandfather dways said, anything that filled the nets with fish was the right thing to do, and
it might be possible to use even ahoop-net to gather fish, if you could smply loiter around on the bottom
and wait.

"I've thought on that,” Sir Bear said, then shook his head. "But theré's some tricks to using adiving



bdl—it's not quite as easy asit looks, and there's a sickness you can get if you stay down too long or
come up too quickly—and I'd not want to lose you, evenif | didn't find you pleasant company. As| do."
He smiled and gave Niko afriendly pat on the arm, then beckoned to the captain, who dispatched the
latest runner with the usua "on your way, and smartly now,” and stalked over to join them.

"I'mthinking,” Sir Bear said, ""of moving the ship again—of asking you to move the ship again, that
is. Perhaps ahundred yards out?’

Captain Johansen puffed afew times on his pipe before answering. "Hmm. Begging your pardon
and dl, Sir David, but perhaps you could tend to your knitting and permit meto tend to mine?'

Niko haf expected the sky to split open and vomit lightning and thunder, but the big knight just
smiled. "1 could. Perhaps you could explain to me why?!

"Of course." Johansen nodded. "Of course. It'sabig sea, Sir David. Very big," he said dowly, as
though he wasn't sure that the knight had noticed that the seawas large. Perhaps he hadn't been told that
it was wet, either? Outlanders were strange. "' And the currents hereabouts are damnably tricky," the
captain went on, "and change with every tide; something on the bottom could easily tend to be pushed
thisway and that, andthis way might be amuch longer distance thanthat ." He pointed the stem of his
pipe at the windward shore of theidand. "Anything driven to a stable position would belikely driven
there, which iswhy I've had the longboat over there most of the past two days, in water shalow enough
that the divers don't need the bell, and they've found nothing there, either, save for some old pottery
shards, which suggests to me that the currents sweep things clean hereabouts.”

"Whichiswhy—"

"If you'll excuseme, s, that'swhy, if were going to find anything that was on the bottom here,
we're going to find it near here, or we're not going to find it at al." Hetook afew puffsfrom his pipe,
thinking it over, or at least affecting to.

"Y ou give me half the Fleet and half a century, and | could search this stretch of sea, perhaps. But
ded isheavy, and meta, when it'sthrown in the water, itsinks —sted rardly floats, Sr; not even small
pieces—and if something or somethings, if you take my meaning, were thrown over the Side here, even
some long time ago, they're likely on the bottom here, even now, unlessthey'retoo far awvay to find. I'm
assuming that if thereis another sword here—and | sayif —it was covered and uncovered by sand, not
blown about like a bit of fluff, or driftwood." He puffed some more. "The bottom sand is deep here,
deeper than any of the sounding poles can reach. I've got my divers searching the bottom, of course, but
poling the entire bottom, even for just afew leagues, would take months, or longer.”

"Andif wecant findit?'

"Then ether it's not here, or nobody el se could find it here, any more than we could, without aflest
and a century, and some bloody good luck. Sir."

Sir Bear nodded. "Which will haveto do.”

"Thereisthe other dternative, Sr. A master wizard, Sir, of the Roya Academy—"

"Would be no more capable finding alive sword than adiver would, and much less so, unlesshe
were askilled diver himsdlf. It's not like the swords announce themsalves, Captain, athough | wouldn't
doubt that most would want to, some exceptions aside.” He patted at the hilt of the sword at his hip.
"Red Swords tend toward the thirsty,” he said, with aquick glance at Niko, "and they cal out asloudly
asthey can, so I'm told, but you have to be in contact with them, metd to flesh, to hear it—at least, very
closeto that contact.” He shook his head. " Perhaps one of the Great Wizards could hear the call ashort
ways away, but even She wouldn't be of much usein this—we're talking about afew feet, at the most.”

The captain Sarted to say something, but then stopped himsdif.

"No," Sir Bear said. "I didn't ask Her mysdlf; | wouldn't disturb her. But Gray—Sir Joshuadid.
Widl, She summoned him—that'swhy we're here. Word of what sounded like it might have been an
unknown live sword worried Her, Captain. Asit should.” He shook his head. "No; the only way we
could locate it by unearthly meansisif God Himsdlf takesahand.”

"He answers prayers upon occasion, I'mtold,” the captain said.



"He dways answers prayers, Captain. And that's what Father Cully and Sir Joshua have spent
every spare moment doing, over the past three days. I've spent amoment in prayer on the matter myself,
aswdl."

"A moment?'

"Yes; just amoment.” Bear nodded. "It's one of thethings | disagree with many of my fathersand
brothers on. It seemsto me that snce He notes the sparrow'sfall, aquiet word or two is sufficient; He
does not need to be shouted a. | pray thrice aday, but | do so for the sake of my own soul, not to nag
Him." Once again, he touched his hand to the hilt of one of his swords; once again, he sighed. "So beit.
We're done here. Please be so kind asto recall the divers, the cutter, and the longboat; prepare to raise
anchor.”

"Aye, ar." The captain casualy touched the stem of his pipeto hisforehead and walked away,
aready beckoning to the waiting runner.

Bear turned to Niko. "WEell get you home, and then return to Pironesia. Perhaps there have been
some developmentsthere, or perhaps Cully or Gray will have some other idea” He smiled. "I'll seethat
you're paid your full reward before you're off-loaded; there's no need to worry on that score.”

Niko nodded. "Thank you."

"Then why the concern?'

"I—I don't know." He till couldn't understand these knights.

"Redlly, Niko—it's safe to ask me any question; I'm not easily offended.”

"Widl, sr, meaning no offense, honestly, S, but I've been trying to figure thingsout, and if |
understand it correctly, you're the junior of the three knights—but you didn't ask permission from the
other two before ordering the captain about, and, well, thisisabig shipand . . ."

Helet hisvoicetral off; Bear was smiling, and Niko wasjust rambling.

"Wdl," Bear said, "when it comesto Father Cully, it's much more complicated than that, although,
yes, Gray'smy senior in the Order, not just in years, but in rank. But | am aKnight of the Crown,
Shield, and Dragon, Niko, and aknight is expected to be able to make decisions by himsalf—and |
don't need to beg Gray's permission when it comes to matters so obvious." His grin widened. "Although
when we were boys at Alton, matters were somewhat different. But we were both just novices then, not
knights

"But enough of that. Mmmm . .. and | should hear your confession, and that of the rest of your
family, aswdl, unlessyou'd prefer that Gray hearsit? | know that you don't travel to the port very often,
and thelocal bishop seemsrather lax in dispatching priests,” he said, frowning in disgpproval.

"Whichever, sr. You'd be fine. So would either of the other two." He tried to seem eager; you
were supposed to be eager about that sort of thing.

Bear amiled. "Good. Not that it should make any differenceto you, but I'm alighter penance than
Gray is, and Father Cully . . ." Helet hisvoicetrail off, then shook hishead. "Wdll, Father Cully is of the
opinion that he'snot a priest anymore, so he probably wouldn't hear your confession in any case. Let's
find ourselves some privacy and get to it, shal we?'

"Yes gar.”

It had been an interesting few days, but not asinteresting as the thoughts of what two hundred
crowns of gold could buy. This business with the swords was the knights affair, not his, and whilethey
had treated him well, he'd be more than happy to see theWelled ey vanish over the horizon, leaving the
gold—two hundred crownsl —behind.

"Y ou say that your—that the One True God often answers prayers, Sir Bear?'

"Always." Bear nodded. "He aways answers prayers, Niko. But often, so often, the answer isno.”

* % %

Home.
Even ashdlow-water fisherman could find rounding the lee Sde of hisidand awarming time, and



thistime Niko had more to be warmed about than the usual. The gold had been loaded into asmall
strongbox—they had just given it to him!—and locked with akey that even now hung from the thong
around Niko'swaist beneath hiskirtle, dong with the small pouch that he couldn't quite bear to let go of.

Unsurprisngly, the family was till working hard—the wisps of smoke blowing across the water
gpoke of active smokehouses and that spoke of some remarkably good shore fishing.

There was much to think about. Hisfirst thought was that they should keep the fortune a secret—Iet
Grandfather negotiate a decent bride-price, before Stavros found out about it. But would Stavros fed
that he had been taken advantage of ?

And what would they do with it? Father Cully had spent an evening talking to Niko about what he
caled investment, asthough afisherman could just walk into Pironesig, lay down gold to purchase, say,
adockside warehouse, and expect to keep it.

Probably the best thing to do would beto let out word that the outlanders had given him some
relaively small amount of money. Word of this sort of fortune would spread fast and far, and might even
reach asfar away as Seeproosh and draw pirates. That kind of money might make therisk of entering
Navy-patrolled waters appeal to a pirate, although perhaps not.

Another thing to think abot.

But it was probably worth spending at least some of the money on an appropriate sacrifice. The
very ideaof buying abull to offer up to Poseidon would have seemed preposterous aweek ago, but
now it seemed like it could be auseful investment. What did abull cost, anyway? Two silver crowns,
perhaps four? It would have to be handled carefully, making it clear that the bull was being bought for
breeding, lest the One True Church think that they were sacrificing it.

As, indeed, they would.

It could be that the seawould disgorge itsdlf of another of these cursed swords, and the reward
would turn that into a blessng—thistime, he would know better than Father had, not to touch hand to
metal, and would know better than Grandfather had that there was not only a curse on the sword, but a
reward, aswell.

It was a—

Wait. There wasn't too much smoke, but it was too broadly spread.

And there was something strange on the shoreline. The remnants of afire? But why would
Grandfather make afire on the shore?

"Three bodies, g, lying on the shore," the lookout called from atop the mast. He raised the glassto
hiseye again. "Hard to say for sure, but | don't think they're moving.”

No.

Niko's gorge rose. He dropped to his knees, his bowels heaving.

Chapter 3:Dark Star

RevengeisMine, saith the Lord.
Bear used to remind me of that, every now and then. | used to remind him that the Bible
doesnot add, "and it's never, ever for the likes of you, Joshua Grayling.”

—Gray

Gray sat, quietly, cross-legged, on the cold stones, the Khan, still sheathed, across hislap. Prayer
hadn't hel ped; meditation wasn't of any more use.

The Khan spoke to him, begging, pleading, promising.

Kill them, kill them dll, he said.



Kill who? How?

Everybody. Anybody. You believe your God will sort out the righteous. Let Him do hisjob,
let you and me do ours. It's one thing that you're very good at, Gray. Better than anybody who
has carried me before. It'swhat you and | do, Gray—and we're better than Alexander, even, no
matter what they say about him and the Sandoval.

No.

He became awarethat Cully had been standing in front of him, sllently watching him.

Moonlight shattered on the waters below, and the wind had changed, now carrying the smell of
smoke away. Off in the distance, agull screeched in triumph or frustration, or perhaps both. Gray was
beyond frustration now, and perhaps beyond anger. He just felt cold and empty.

"Feding better, now?" Cully asked, leaning on his staff. "Or has the Khan persuaded you that killing
everybody at hand is till and dways the best and only solution to any problem?’ His face was pae and
ashen in the moonlight, but hisvoice was cam and level, asdways.

"How isthe boy?' Gray asked, not because he particularly cared, but to change the subject. Gray
had to live with the Khan; he didn't have to talk about him.

"Adeep. Bear not quite forced half a bottle of wine down histhroat; the surgeon had it spiked with
some concoction or other—probably laudanum, athough he didn't say. It seemsto have worked.” He
smiled. "It worked on Bear, too; | had him drink the rest of it. HE's going to need hisdeep. Aswill you.”

"Yes." Gray nodded. "Much to do, come morning. Too much to do."

"Frg thingsfirgt, Gray," Cully sad. "We ill don't know near enough—"

"We know that somebody murdered those three people. And for al we know, they died
unconfessed, in sin, sent straight to hell without having had the wit about them to make afind act of
contrition." He shook his head. Horrible.

"Ascould be." Cully nodded. "And if you believe that Sitting here on the cold stones, letting the
Khan stoke your anger, would cool thosefires, then St here and commune with him. Failing that, get to
your feet and come with me." He rapped his staff on the stones. "Now, if you please.”

"Give meafew moments”

"I've given you severd hours, and I've come to the conclusion that you're just letting yoursalf go
because I'm here. If it was just you and Bear, you'd have attended to necessary matters yourself, and
not |eft them to an old man.”

"Could you please—"

Cully dapped him across the face, hard enough to make the lights dance in Gray's head.

"Enough,” hesaid. "If you don't careto betreated like awilfull boy, then act like aman, Joshua."

Kill him, the Khan said.

No.

Cully struck down at him again, but Gray caught hiswrist easly, and fastened hisfingers around it.

Thewrigt felt bonier than it should have, and when Cully tried to pull away, Gray was more than
strong enough to hold himin place, and Cully just stopped pulling. When had he gotten so feeble?

Gray could have snapped the old man like atwig, but he just let the wrist drop, and stood.

"Very well, Father Cully—"

" g

"—and if you're going to treat me like astripling, shaved-headed novice boy, by God you'll stop
your endless complaining about me calling you Father, or well have that out, right here, right now, you
and me,Cully ."

Yes.

Oh, shut up.

He untied his sash and st his swords down on the cold stone, then turned to face Cully.

Cully's smile was ghosily and ghastly in the moonlight. "Asyou wish. It seems strange that you'll



tolerate me dapping you about, but not correcting your misstatements—but leave it be, leaveit be. Call
me whatever you wish," he said, raising his handsin surrender.

"And that goesfor Bear, too. Enough of thisplaying a being a shepherd.”

"Vey, very well—have it your way. Just understand, if you plesse, that I'm surrendering to the
intengity of your fedling, and not for any other reason. | won't say I'm not afraid of you, Joshua, but 1 will
say that | don't let fear rule me. Asyou well know."

For amoment, the smile dropped, and Gray remembered that thiswas till Cully, after dl, with al
the rdlentlessness of asaint, if little of the equanimity that supposedly came with asaintly persondity.

Cully dropped his hands and squatted to pick up his stick. "Now, if you're quite done with your
tantrum, would you pick up your swords and comewithme. .. ?'

Gray nodded.

Cully led him down the stone path, toward the shore.

The bodies were il there, but now they lay wrapped in shrouds. Two of the marines, each with a
lantern set nearby on the stone, stood watch over the bodies, from arespectful distance away.

Cully gave him alook. "Somebody had to attend to the necessary.”

"Thank you, Father," he said, accepting the reproof.

"Y ou there—Sterling isit?—I'll need your lantern, again.” The marine, acompact sort of man with
abrigtle of amustache, stalked over and handed Cully the lantern, then returned to his post.

"Look here," Cully said, unwrapping one of the bundles.

Gray put his hand on the Khan's hilt to calm himself. Deeth and mutilation didn't bother the Khan at
al, and the emation, or lack of it, wasinfectious. Carrying the Khan was, dl in dl, more of aburden than
ablessng, but that didn't mean that there weren't some benefits.

It was the body of agirl, of perhapstwelve, thirteen or so. She had probably been pretty inlife, in
the olive-skinned Mediterranean sort of way, athough it was hard to tell. There were dark, gaping holes
where her eyes should have been, and dl of the left breast and most of the right had been cut entirely
away. Cully started to pull the blanket past her waist, but stopped himself.

"Torture," Cully said, hisvoicelow and even, too low and even. " Same with the younger one.
Bodies stiffened up, but haven't started to loosen yet—figure they're dead at least aday, but not much
more."

So whiletheWellesley had been bobbing around at anchor, somebody had been hacking little girls
breasts off in front of their grandfather.

Gray knelt and covered her face up. Even with hisright hand on the Khan, it was difficult; the
fingersof hisleft hand couldn't sop trembling, even when he fastened them on his belt for support.

Wewill avenge them, the Khan said.

Yes.

There were many timesthat Gray had wished he had been picked to carry asword less dark than
the Khan, but thiswasn't one of them.

I've never wanted affection. Respect, yes; blood, more often. Affection is for women.

"And the grandfather?' Gray asked. "Should | look at hisbody, aswel|?!

"l see no need. He had some scratches and bruises, and then adlit throat.” Cully shook his head.
"Very unsystematic, thelot of it. Not the Inquisition or the Cdiphates style a al."

Which didn't mean much of anything. The Congregation of the Defense of the Faith was not what it
once had been, what with the power and reach of Byzantium aremnant of what it had been at the height
of the Church's power; athough the Ministry for Promotion of Virtue was, if anything, more of aforcein
the Caliphate than it had ever been.

But centuries of virtua stalemate among the Crown, Empire, and the Cdliphate had taught the
agents of the Cdliphate even more of the subtlety that seemed to come naturdly in the Levant, and those
of the Empire had aways been so, both in history and in legend, from before the time of Mordred the



Firgt, Arthur the Tyrant, and the beginning of the Age.

"It lookspiraticd," Cully said. "Not exactly unusua for Seeproosh piratesto torture his childrenin
front of aman to extract his secret cache, and they're aremarkably clumsy lot.” He shrugged. "Bt |
doubt that we'd have pirates in these waters without them having struck somewhere nearby first."

Gray nodded. Pironesiadidn’t produce much. Fish, some wine—particularly on the larger idands—
and the mutton and wool, aswell asthe olives. Neither fish nor mutton traveled particularly well, and
better wine, athough not cheaper, was available just across the Channd from England, although certainly
both fish and sheep helped to feed the Mdtafleet. And while olives were tasty, certainly, and traveled
well after being pickled, they were, after dl, only olives.

Pironesia had nothing like the wealth that poured out of Injaor New England. Which madethem a
relatively unatractive target, what with Antalya, Kizmir, and Koosh closer to hand, and if not much
richer, at least much more vulnerable. With the Caliphate controlling the south, the Crown the north and
eadt, and the Byzantines the north and west, there were gill ample uncivilized regions aong the ragged
ex-Turkish boundariesfor those pirates who didn't want to sneak past Gibby and go out to sea, traveling
for monthsto get into the rich pickings of the Kareeb, some never to return.

Besdes, while the old man wouldn't be of much valueto pirates, it would take some serious
moativation for apirate to kill acouple of young girlswho could easily be sold for good money on any
beach in Suryah, or morelikely auctioned off in the markets of Aladikyah.

Of course, alive sword would have been more than sufficient motivation for araid into Pironesia,
and more—if they bdieved that the old man was hiding one.

Alexander wasliving like aking in Qabilyah, at last report, at least whenever he and the Sandova
weren't off running bloody errands for the Caliph. The docents of the Roya College didn't haveahigh
opinion of their equivaentsin the Cdliphate, but there was no reason &t al to believe that a Caliphate
wizard was no more incapable of joining alive sword to live man than a Royd Wizard was, of a
certainty they were every bit as capable of producing cursed weapons, athough nothing as powerful as
the live swords.

Fastening acurse or ablessing on asword was difficult, yes, and while Gray didn't know much
about the details, and wished he knew less, he knew creating alive sword was another order of difficulty
entirdy, and that the doing of it entailed seriousrisksfor al involved. Sincethe end of the Age, it was
supposed to have grown more difficult, year by year, to create such afocus of power, and even She
couldn't do so, not anymore.

Hewould have said that it wasimpossible, until just afew days before.

"What are you thinking?' Cully asked.

"I'm thinking that we'd have heard of pirates, or Caliphate raiders, or anybody el se out of placein
these waters," Gray said.

"Probably. Almost certainly. All those haf-pay officersin theidands?'

Gray nodded. "Which means that whoever did thisis somebody who belongs here.”

"Alocd?'

"Possibly. Or atrader, morelikely." Guild traders, whose only homes were their boats, plied the
Mediterranean from end to end, just as they did the European coast, protected here more by the fear
that loca authoritieswould losetrade if they were interfered with than with the Navy or the Cdliphate's
protection—although that was scant protection from the Seeproosh pirates, or the Barbaries.

Thericher clans of the remnants of the ancient Hanseetics had taken up the newer routesto New
England and Darmosh Kowayes, some for pure trade, and some others for whaling, competing with the
New England industry, athough avoiding sailing too closeto any of the colonies; it was best, for a
trader, to avoid the obvious conflict.

The Atlantic was much harder on ships than the Mediterranean, and more than afew ships smply
disappeared—there was more profit to be had, but more risk in the taking of it. Much safer to tradein
the Med, where there were dozens of established routes, bringing spices or gold or cedar from hereto



trade for fish or wool or wine from there, those to be traded for something €l se somewhere el se, the
route established by custom and need as well as opportunity. Gray had aways thought that direct trade,
from point to point, made more sense, al in dl, but the world seemed to work in ways that Gray found
sengbleonly by accident, if at dl.

"Somebody who heard about the sword in Pironesia,” he said, idly, "or somebody who heard
something from somebody who heard something. Or one of Niko's neighbors?!

Neghborlinesswas of high valuein theidands, asit wasin many places, but the thought of what a
live sword would go for, from the Caliphate or the Empire, if one wereto ignore the law, would bea
huge temptation, no matter how neighborly onewas.

But that was the sort of secret that couldn't be kept, not long. Somebody would talk to somebody,
no matter how insular theidand familieswere.

If, of course, they'd gotten alive sword.

If there had been another.

If—

Cully shook his head. "If there was, the boy doesn't know about it, and his story made senseto
me," he said, answering Gray's thoughts, instead of hiswords. "It's possible, | suppose, that what they
found was a cache of these, instead of the single one that they said had been swept up in the nets, but |
think not. Not everybody betrays everybody dse, Gray, and the boy seemed genuinely surprised at the
amount of the reward—wouldn't he have said something if there were more here?’

"If he knew. If his grandfather wasn't hiding something from him. If heisn't being duplicitous. Hard
totdl." Hewasfairly surethat Niko was asignorant as he seemed to be, but Gray would very much
have liked to take the measure of his grandfather for himself.

"So you'll want to keep him nearby?" Cully asked.

"That seems sengible, no matter what | believe." Gray shrugged. "Buit if it wasaGuild ship, that
gpeaks of some foreknowledge—risky thing, isn'tit?"

Cully nodded. "Yes, it would be, at that. Be interesting to take alook at the records and reportsin
Pironesia, and see what ship hasn't shown up that should have.”

Gray nodded. Pity that it was just him and Bear and Cully—pouring over records was the sort of
thing that Brother Linsen doted on. Whiletheloss of hisleft arm had barely dowed him down, the age
and feebleness that went with it had made Linsen give up the Goatboy five years before, accompanied
by thetraditiona and suitably hypocritica protestationsthat it was morein relief than regret, despiteiit
being a White Sword.

But Linsen had been and till was a Knight of the Order, by the grace of God; and aKnight of the
Order of Crown, Shield, and Dragon could still practice service, honor, faith, and obedience from a
chair in alibrary as much as from the back of ahorse or the deck of aship, aslong ashismind was clear.

"We might make aguess asto where they'd head,” Gray said. "Welledey's afast ship. Make at
least twice afat-bellied merchantman's speed, better in astiff wind—"

"Whichisjust fine when you know where you're going. Usdlessif you'rejust picking adirection.
Doubly usdessif you don't even know what you're chasing.”

"Maybe not." The fastest way to get away from anywhere on the open seawasto put thewind at
your back. "Eagt, with thewind a our back—"

"—and if whoever it was took flight that way, but headed just a point or two off the wind? With a
day's head start?" Cully shrugged. "If you had three or four fast doopsto spare, maybe. But\Welledey
and the cutter? How quickly do you give up?'

Well, if they were both wrong—Gray agreed with Cully—there would soon be somebody missing
from the idands, or some ship that had been plying the trade routes having disappeared. That part of it
could be |€ft to the Administration in Pironesia. Halloran seemed to be a capable enough man, and the
capable surrounded themsalves with the equally capable.

Gray was about to say something to that effect when Cully beckoned to the nearer marine, who



more marched than walked over. "What do you think?' Cully asked.

"Sir. It'snot my placeto listenin, nor to say, Sr."

"Y es, but youhave been ligtening," Gray said, "whiletrying to look like you haven't. Just stand easy
and talk—" he beckoned to the other "—the both of you."

"Sir, I'm supposed to be on gation.”

"I'll square thingswith your corpord, if he comesby," Cully said. "Go ahead and smoke, if youd
liketo. Haherty, isit?"

He nodded. "Sir. Private Seamus Flaherty—" he dropped the brace at a gesture from the other
marine. "l dunno, Sir. | seen placesthat have been raided by pirates, and thisjust doesn't smell right for
that." He reached for his belt pouch, presumably for his pipe, but desisted at a head-shake from the
other.

Sterling nodded. "Y esh—Shim's got the right of it. Never knew apirate to waste flesh, or leave
anything that isn't nailed down, not even when there's more va uable Stuff to be had. It'slike. . ."

"Well, go ahead.”

"It fed s like somebody's trying to make me mad. | got kids mysdlf, back home—aboy and agirl.
Haven't seen them in better than ayear, but the boy should be just about ready to make his mark and
join the Fleet, and the girl's just about the age of the older one of those, by now.” Hisface barely held a
trace of any expression, but hisvoice had some hedt init. "What | want to do isfind the bastards, no
matter where the hunt'd take me. Me, I'd start with every fucking one of theselittle idands around here,
and see who jumped when | said boo, and since everybody'd jump, I'd be chasing things down for a
good time to come—which iswhy if it wasn't one of the natives what doneit, whoever it wasd have
plenty of timeto put enough sea between himsdf and here to drown afish, and be off to wherever the
hell he thinks he's off to, if you get my meaning.

"Shit—me, I'd say that it smdlls of the Dar, say to hell with them al, and Shim 'nd me send the
cutter to Pironesia, and have the Gov send one fast doop to Mdta and another to Gibby, telling the
Pelican and theRefuge and theArk to load up the King's Own, the Red Watch, and what they've got of
the Scots Guard, and set sail with the rest of the Fleet around them, stop off on Seeproosh to put it to
the torch from end to end, then put in a Aldikyah, burn that, and carve our way east dl the way to
M'dina" He smiled. "Which'd be adamn fool thing to try to do, | know, given the size of the Fleet and
the size of the Dar and dl, but I'm just amarine private, sir, and not no Admiral or General or Duke or
the King—God save him, Sr—which iswhy it'sjust aswell that decisions about such things aren't made
by thelikes of Shim and me, but by you folks with the titles and the swords and the respongbilities, eh,
Father? Begging your pardon, and al."

Gray nodded. " Somebody who didn't know better might think that a Knight of the Order would
fed thesameway."

Someone who didn't know any better, for that matter, might think that a Knight of the Order would
have that kind of authority, which Gray certainly didn't, and no Knight of the Order had, during living
memory. Gareth and Gaharis had been their half-brother's commandersin chief; Dinadan of the Ideshad
been first sealord and Sir Alex the MacPhee field marsha to Good King John, true, but that was just
higtory. Giving military commands to Knights of the Order had long become uncommon, and both
military and nobility resented the Order Knights authority and royal access enough asit was.

Y ou heard mutterings around Court about how they were fine as bodyguards, but that they
shouldn't make such ahabit of overreaching themselves.

Gray thought that the mutterers had apoint.

Getting theWelled ey seconded into their service had not been a battle only because Admiral
Dougherty knew full well that Gray was utterly capable of doing as he threatened. Had Dougherty
continued to delay, he knew that could have looked out hiswindow to see Gray hopping into ajitney to
ride acrossthe city, and coming back with aletter from the King, or perhaps even the King himself.

At that, even after winning the concession on theWdlledey , Gray had had to threaten the direst



consequences at Dougherty's attempt to strip off both the senior officers and the marine contingent and
send theWelled ey out with agreen crew of mainly landsmen and atraining company of marine recruits,
rather than its present master and seasoned sailing crew, dong with the marine company from the Blue
Watch that Gray had firmly indsted on.

"All that service, honor, and justice Stuff, sir," Sterling said, "going for justice the way we marines
go after blood. Instead of whatever you should be doing. Sir."

Cully nodded, and smiled approvingly. "One can aways trust amarine to obey orders, evenif the
order'sto beinsolent, eh?

"Yes, gr." Sterling drew himsdlf up straight. "And you can count on thismarineto takethe
consequences of overreaching himsdlf,gr "

"Oh, be till." Cully snorted. "The only consequence you've got to worry about is me asking you
some other time what you think; | told you to speak your mind, so drop the brace and relax, man.”

There was another player in thisgame—at least one. Gray didn't believe in coincidences—
somebody had gone to some trouble to turn darklingsloosein Pironesia.

And now this? Coincidence? No.

"Yes" Cully sad, "Private Sterling has a point. Let the governor and the Navy handle whatever
happened here. If there was another sword here, let him try to find out whereit's gone. It's our job to
find out whereit came from."

Gray nodded. Our job, eh?

He smells blood, he does. The Khan was amused, and, for achange, Gray shared his amusement.

"And how exactly do you propose we do that?' he asked.

Cully shrugged. "Well, we know it'salive sword, and we know it's new—finding anything else out
from it requires more magic than holiness. Nearest place to find that, in more supply than | like to think
about, is you-know-where."

Gray nodded. "Pantdleria?’ He wasn't afraid to speek its name; in the old days, Cully wouldn't
have been, elther. Too much time among superstitious Pironesians, Gray supposed. Not that there
wasn't reason enough to be nervous about Pantelleria.

"Yes. Likely awizard or two on Malta, but nothing like what we'd find you-know-where."

"Morerdiability, though."

"Gray, you're thoroughly reliable, and | trust your considered opinion completely—what doyou
make of the sword?"

"Nothing. I don't know enough.”

"My point precisdly.”

Therewasthat. "Very wdl."

Sterling made aface, then resumed hisblank expression. "By your leave, Sr?'

"Carry on, Private.”

Niko went along without protest. He didn't have achoice, and it was hard to care, and impossible
totry.

Hejust went dong, whether it was having the ship'stailor fit him out with more of these
strange-looking outlander clothes—which, bizarrdly, included clothes that he was expected to wearunder
his clothes—and the cobbler and his assistant busy at work on not just one but two pairs of boots, each
of which would have done justice to awesdthy trader.

Hejust went along. He had donned the under-clothes, and the blouse, and then the heavy but
elegant jacket and trousers that he had been given—just like the officers and mid-ship-men's clothes,
save for the lack of decoration on the deeves—and he padded barefoot up the ladder to the
quarterdeck behind Bear and Cully, as he had been told to do. If he was to be ouitfitted with strange
clothes, he would have preferred the looser and more clearly comfortable tunic, trousers, and robes of



the knights, but nobody was asking him, and walking about the deck in these garments, as though he had
any business wearing them, was more than enough pretentiousness, at that.

"The matter that we need to decide,” Cully said, "is precisdy what to do with you."

Niko shrugged. "1 should just take the skiff and go home."

"That would not be possible, I'm afraid,” Cully said, shaking hishead. "At leadt, a the moment.
But, after we're done with you, if you want to return to the idands, it can be arranged. Y ou'd have your
choice of familiesto marry into, what with the gold, and al. I'm sure that Stavros could use another
hand, and, if not, arrangements can be made.”

"| can help with that,” Bear said. "A word or two—"

"| just want to go home."

Bear's eyes widened at the interruption, which had surprised Niko probably even more than it had
surprised the big knight.

But instead of cuffing him for the impertinence, as Niko no doubt deserved, Bear just nodded.
"Understandable, at that."

"Whether it's understandable or not,” Cully went on, "as| said, it's not possible, not a the moment.
In due course, perhaps. Or you might want to try lifein Fironesa, at least for awhile.”

"He's more than old enough to interest the Press, Father,” Bear said. "No, Niko, I'm not
threatening you—it's just amatter that hasto be handled. A letter from Gray or me can give him immunity
—with anote that acopy has been filed with the Governor to remove any temptation from the press
gangsto losetheletter.” Heturned to Niko. "If you're accosted, you'd just need to be sure that they see
the letter. Not that the Navy's abad life, mind."

"Not when seen from guest quarters,” Cully said. "It's somewhat a different thing when seen from
the aft hold. Well, asthe Founder said, ‘when you don't know what to do, do what you know how to
do.'"

"Train him?1 don't see much point, Father."

Train him to do what? Niko's brow hurt from dl the furrowing.

"l don't see any harm, and for afact I'm finding his constant cringing around everybody alittle
irritating.” Cully's smile took some of the sting out of the words. "Bruises hed, and giving one good hit on
abreastplate can have aboy walking about as though he thinks hel's ten feet tall, as you might remember.
It's been some years since | faced anovice on atraining square, but | think I can remember how, eh?!

Both of the knights smiled &t that.

"Y ou and Gray might aswell do theformd part,” Cully went on. "Start him on first postionin the
moming—the Wellington sequence, not the Cumberland, | think. Seeif Lieutenant Haversham has any
objection to him drilling with the marinesin the afternoon.”

"Well, there's enough practice swords aboard, and leather enough, but helll need both sword and
dagger for the Wdlington."

"The armorer will have ample spares—make sure he's given good stedl, not some Bombay pot
metd.”

"One advantage to seconding ataut ship liketheWdlledey , Father, isthat one doesn't haveto
worry about such things. Nor about some lazy armorer not properly fitting gripsto the hand.” Cully
sarted to say something, and Bear raised hispamsin surrender. "But I'll seeto it, Father.”

Niko'sfingers clenched on therail, and the pouch benegath his kirtle was cold and leaden. He had
been staring off into the distance so long that it took him awhile to redlize that both Father Cully and Sir
Bear had stopped talking to each other, and were just looking a him.

"Lugtisasn, Niko," Bear said, gently, "whether it'slusting after flesh or anything ese—gold, or
vengeance. It's aso pointless, as Saint Paul says."

"It'sdsoincomplete, Bear," Cully said. "Y ou know the previousverse, aswell?"

"Previousverse?'



"Y ou were about to quote from Romans 22— 'V engeance ismine,' no? Y ou do know what comes
before and after it, don't you?'

"Of course. 'If possible, so far asit depends on you, live peaceably with al." Then: ‘'My loved ones,
never seek for vengeance for yoursaves, but leave it to the wrath of God; for it iswritten, vengeanceis
mine, | will repay, saysthelLord.""

"I never much cared for that |etter to the Romans,” Cully said. " Saint Paul wastoo flexible."

"That's not acommon criticism of him."

"No, it'snot.” Cully shrugged. "Buit it's mine—too much of theif-it's-possible, and if-you-can, and
such. Y ou do remember the next verse?"

"Yes. 'But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword in vain; heisthe servant of
God to execute hiswrath on the wrongdoer.' " Sir Bear patted at the sword a hiswaist. "But one hasto
find the wrongdoer, first, and be sure that he is awrongdoer, and be sure that oneis serving God."

Cully nodded. "Standard, sound doctrine, that. The devil is, of course, in the details.” He jerked his
chintoward the shoreline. "But if it is sound doctrine, would you explain Gray to me?"

Bear shrugged. "Thereslogica reasonsfor it—there's aways reasons for what he does. If thereis
another sword hidden somewhere on theidand, it's best that it not be | eft for easy discovery, and
important enough that he draw the Khan to make that s0."

"But he could have left adozen marinesto search for it, dong with one of the bigger launchesto
bring them back to Pironesia, in success or failure.”

Bear smiled. "I'm not saying that he's being reasonable, just logicd.”

"I'm thinking that the Khan wantsto destroy something, anything, and that Gray'sletting him.”

"Thereisthat, too, | expect." He turned to face the shore, athough Niko couldn't say what he was
looking at, what Sgnd held seen.

But there must have been one.

Without warning, without lightning or thunder to presageit, theidand burgt into flame, drawing
incoherent gasps from Niko's throet.

The night flashed into an awful red brightness. Fire roared, and the wind brought more than atrace
of sulfur with it. Even from this distance, Niko could fed the hest on hisface. Sparksflew upinto thear.

The sailors had apparently been warned of that—buckets of water were already being hauled up
on ropes to wet the sails, accompanied by imprecations from the bosuns.

The launch was cagt off, and rowed swiftly toward the cloud of smoke and steam that covered
where theidand was. Had been. Rocks still remained, but they were just rocks, and no longer the home
toany living thing.

"l would hope he gave them aproper, Christian burid first,” Sir Bear said, making the One True
Church gesture over his massive chest.

"Shh. Of course hedid.”

Theidand seemed to collapsein onitsdf, in afountain of fire—and steam, as the melted rock hit
the water.

"The Injans used to talk about Shiva, God of Destruction,” Cully said. "Probably still do. Probably
talking about somebody alot like Gray."

"Blagphemous, too many of the Injans," Bear said. "They worship Christ out of one side of their
mouths, and then turn around and pray to the rest of their absurd pantheon out of the ret, with their
filthy fakirs encouraging them the moment that the Church turnsits back.”

"And what would you do to stop that, Bear? Turn the Order into the Inquisition? Turn thewhole
Church into the Inquigition”?”

"No." Niko had never seen Bear angry before. "No, Father, | would do no such thing, asyou
should know. For my part, | would preach to them. With the Gospel's under one arm, and the Analects
of the Order under the other, with no sword a my waist, and with no shoes on my feet."



"Y ou would preach peace, and love, and turning the other cheek, asHe did?’

"Y es, athough He preached that and more, as| would. And if you wish to remind me how He died

"No. I'll not tempt you to martyrdom, David. Y ou dready arefar too tempted in that direction.”
Cully gestured to where the launch had emerged from the cloud of smoke and steam. Gray stood at the
bow, as though attached there, not wavering for amoment as the bow rose and fell in the swells, not
even as he sheathed his sword, and replaced the sheath in hisbelt. "No. I'd say this: preach to Gray first."

Bear nodded. "Asyou wish, Father Cully."

Chapter 4. Pantelleria

Wizards. | don't much like wizards. I'd rather dedl with with acompany of
saracens than with one such. At least | know what todo to a company of saracens.

—Gray

Dark clouds gathered over the sea behind them.

Niko couldn't help turning in his saddle to look nervoudy over his shoulder, and hetried to act
reassured when Bear would smile and nod &t him, athough he didn't fed in any way reassured. It fet like
the clouds were herding them, like apair of netters funneling aschool of tunniesinto asmal covefor the
daughter. And the wind kept blowing—more so the farther inland they rode, as though the netters were
getting more and more excited.

Cully seemed to catch his nervousness. "Interesting idand, even if you don't include
you-know-who," he said, hisvoice raised just enough to easily carry over thewind. ™Y ou notice the
groves down by the port?"

"Y ou mean with thewalls?" It had seemed strange, at thet. "Thieves?'

"No, wind—orange trees and lemon trees, well, don't like alot of wind, for some reason. Neither
do vines—they're planted in sconches. And you might want to look &t those olive groves outside of
Porto Pantelleria—they've been trimmed to grow out, rather than up. Arabs used to cdll it Bent -Rhia
—theidand of thewind." His horse was starting to edge ahead; Niko envied the quick and easy tug on
thereinsand click of the tongue that brought it back beside hisown animal, every bit aseasly asNiko
could have pulled a kiff into adip on aperfect day.

Niko had aways thought that it would be pleasant to ride on ahorse. Sort of like a skiff, except
that a horse would know enough to keep its feet on the right course, and not have to be constantly
watched to prevent it from cgpsizing.

So much for dreams; even when they turned out to be true, they turned out to be unsatisfactory.
For one thing, ahorse walked so much more dowly than a skiff moved; he could probably have kept up
with it by walking, not that he had been offered the choice.

And yes, the horse didn't tip over, or thresten to, and it certainly kept itsfeet on the trail without
any urging, but what he hadn't dreamed was that every step that the animal took would bounce his
tallbone againgt the hard legther saddle, any more than he had that getting off the animal waslargdly a
matter of tumbling to the ground in acontrolled way.

And getting on the horse was far more difficult than it looked, at least for him, dthough he hadn't
thought himsdlf weak of arm.

Gray didn't seem to notice his discomfort, or much of anything else. He kept watch on the hills, as
though expecting something awful to stream across them the moment he dropped his gaze.

Cully was more solicitous. "Y oull hurt worse in the morning, but less every morning after,
particularly if you stick withit." His horse seemed impatient with the speed of Niko's, and Cully had to



keep giving little jerks on the reins to keep even with Niko. "Me, aswdll; it's been someyearssince |
last forked ahorse, and I'm cursedly clumsy.”

It didn't show. It looked like Cully's hips were stitched to the saddle, just like with the other two.

That wasn't the only annoyance. This Pantdlleria, or Bent €-Rhia, or you-know-where, wasn't a
proper idand. The rocks weren't even anormal rock color, but an amost pure black, both at the
shoreline and where they jutted up from the earth here and there.

The shore had been honeycombed with caves, but not proper caves—many of them hissed and
spouted steam and an awful smell, as though theidand was rimmed by entrancesto the hot Hell of the
One True Church. Even past the shore, gapsin the earth still spouted an occasiond gout of steam that
Bear had said was "volcanic" when Niko had first screamed and shied away from one, as though that
explained anything.

Another one, perhaps a hundred feet away, but hidden in the dark greenery, spouted steam and
gink into the sky.

Niko ill flinched, of course, but he didn't shy away. He believed Cully—athough how a priest of
the One True Church would give credence to Hephaistos for anything—even under the false Roman
name of Vulcan—was something that Niko didn't understand.

Stll, he didn't want to discussthe matter. It was one thing for apriest to know about that sort of
thing, but Niko wasn't supposed to even know about Hephaistos.

Theidand wastoo round and even, and the hillstoo low, asthough they had grown old and too
tired to thrust up toward the sky. There were no trees—and except where the black bones of the earth
showed through, the idand was covered by a carpet of greenery, molded into strange shapes that made
them look as though they had been carved, to what purpose or intent Niko wouldn't have wanted to
guess.

"Notice anything strange?’ Cully asked.

"Everythinghereis strange.”

Cully laughed. "True enough. The thing I've been thinking about isthat we've been riding for severa
hours, sraight up into the hills, more or less."

"Y es, Father?"

"Thewholeidand islessthan twenty miles around—it'sjust about five milesthelong way, and haf
that acrossthe waist. Ride straight across, and you should be over the top and down the other sidein an
hour or two, at most.”

"But we've been riding much longer than that.” He eyed the sun. They had anchored off the cove at
the northeast end of theidand just after daybreak, and the sun was now high in the sky a noon, more or
less

"That was, | believe, my point. I'll show you the charts, when we return to the port. The Montagne
Grandeisamilefrom the Punta Karascia, but even allowing for the twists and turnsin theroad, we've
ridden much farther than that, with more to go. lllusion? Or isthe contained larger than the container?
The pure of heart are supposed to be able to see through deception, even from the Father of Lies."

"Soit'ssaid,” Niko said skepticaly, athough he wasn't sure whether he was more skeptical about
theidea, or about Cully being pure of heart.

"No, not me—Bear," Cully said. "If ever there was such thing as the pure of heart, it would be
Brother Bear. Yet if you ask him, hell tel you he thinks weve been riding since dawn, aswdll. It's not
the only thing that's strange here—have you noticed how you fed ?*

"Fed?What do you mean?' The pain in his backside was intense, but other thanthat . . .

"The sense of misery and doom?"

"l don't fedl asense of misery and doom.” Which was strange, come to think of it. Thoughts of
Grandfather and his ssters had dominated hiswaking hours, and nightmareswhat little deep he could
manage. But . . .



"Yes. Y ou have not happened to have eaten any lotus recently, have you?'

"B

"Never mind. Theres something inthe air here, and something else. The Wise control things here;
they apparently don't like strong emotions about.”

"Wise Ones? Y ou mean wizards—"

The ground rumbled at the word, and another gout of steam shot skyward just afew oar lengths
away.

"It'sbest to speak in. . . indirect terms hereabouts," Cully said. Y our father, perhaps, taught you
not to refer to Tisphone, Megaera, and Alecto by their names, or as the Furies? The Good and Kindly
ones,' no?' Cully smiled. "Oh, please. Bear and Gray haven't been living in Pironesafor the past ten
years, but | have, and I'm aware of what goes on when the, err, One True Church isn't thought to be
watching, and whoisto say that it'sall just supertition?

"Y ou've aready decided what to sacrificeto Tisphone, | suppose, and | can't see the harm that it'd
do, athough I know I'm supposed to. Saint Mani to the contrary, there is more than smple good and
pure evil that struggles across the face of the world, more players than Him and the Foul One. Even the
cursed Triunes have begun to recognize that their rejection of Manicheanism was correct, but for the
wrong reasons—but save that for another day, when perhaps you know what an old man isrambling on
about.

"For now," he said, pointing at the castle that stood at the crest of the hill ahead, "be careful in what
you say or do. | think they'll be unlikely to offer the three of usfood or drink, but you might bea
different matter. Regardless of how thirsty or hungry you are," he said, "'1'd advise againgt accepting it.
Srongly."

"Poison?"

"| doubt that. It's possible, | suppose, though unlikely. It's certainly reasonable to trade with any of
the villages aong the shore for food and water, if you wish; there's no harm in that, and the port villages
do alot of trade, some of it between Crown and Dar. Pantellerias got quite good cuising, infact. It'sa
function of having been conquered by everybody—the Sesiati, the Phoeniciadti, the True Romans, the
Dar, and findly the Crown, just before the battles of the Age of Crisis, when the Wise Ones seized the
centra highlands. The food here—aong the shore, that is—is very good. Sciakisciukais one of my
favorite dishes, even though it disagreeswith me. If we stay ashore tonight, eet your fill, and enjoy.” He
shook his head. "But not here, not once you leave the coast, not until you return to the coast.”

"Might | ask why?"

"Because I've never heard of anybody who accepted any food from the Wise ever having left.”
Cully smiled. "Y ou may now say 'oh.""

"Yes, Sir Cully," Niko said. "Oh."

* k%

The gates to the castle stood open.

Bear dismounted without waiting to seeif he could force his horse to go through the gates and into
the courtyard beyond. It had aready been trying to shy away, and there was no point in trying to make
the anima do something againgt its nature, not when there was an easier, gentler dternative.

He left the other three behind, and walked in through the open gates.

Bear had heard tales of the castle on the impossibly distant highlands of Pantelleria, but it was, a
least at first look, much lessinteresting in redlity than it had been in Sory. Life was often that way, he
supposed.

He had expected something rather more exotic. The grounds, while well manicured, seemed
strangely ordinary and utilitarian. The three-story main residence that stood in the center of the
compound wouldn't have seemed much out of place in Pendragonshire. It had been built of huge carved
stones, rimmed by carefully trimmed hedges that blocked hisview of any entrance besidethe main,
arched onein front.



It al spoke more of careful maintenance than great age or great magic.

A low stone building clung to the east wall. The shutters had been pulled back, and the rows of
narrow bunk beds, each with avariety of spears, swords, and armor made it clear that it wasa
barracks, dthough there was not asoldier, or anybody €l se, to be seen. The huge door on thetaller
building—the building was built of well-wesathered wood, rather than stone—against the east wall would
have proclaimed it to be astable even if the wind hadn't brought the familiar and pleasant stink of fresh
manureto his nogtrils.

It al looked so0 ordinary, save for the absence of anybody in sight, although it certainly wasn't
absent of sound.

The familiar clattering of metal on meta from beyond the residence told of soldiersat practice, as
much asthe distinctive metal-on-metal squed of apump, followed by clay shattering from behind the
residence spoke of everyday dishes being washed—and some broken.

He quickened his pace and walked toward the sound. The hedges were layered; the gap in the
outer hedge was severd feet awvay from the gap in the inner one, and when he walked through into the
small sheltered courtyard behind the residence, he was aone, the only evidence that there had been
somebody there was the water-darkened ground benesth the very ordinary-looking cast-iron pump.

He knelt down and felt at the ground. Y es, it was damp, but there was no trace of fragments of any
sort, clay or otherwise. But he had heard the sounds, and they had come from there, but—

"Good afternoon, David," sounded from behind him.

He spun about, quickly, his hand flying to the hilt of the Nameless by reflex, dthough the distant
cold comfort was no real comfort at al, not here and now.

Be cadm, David, the Nameless whispered. If you can't be the stream, be the rock that the stream
flows about, and not aleaf pushed thisway and that at every whim of the flowing water.

"Beeasy, David," the stranger said. "There's no danger here. At least none for you—if you behave
yoursdlf, which I'm sure you will."

The stranger was abig, blocky man with asmiling face that |ooked familiar, although Bear couldn't
have said where he had seen it before. His feet bare, he was wearing nothing more than trousers and a
smple, blousy shirt that Bear would not have called peasant-style because of the whiteness and fineness
of the cloth. The deeveswererolled back to bulging biceps, which flexed as the stranger finished wiping
his hands with acloth made of smilar materia, then tossed it to one sde and held his hands up, fingers
spread, as though to show that he was carrying nothing else.

When Bear glanced down at the ground where the cloth had fallen, it was gone.

"In the name of —"

"Please. Don't say anything in the name of anybody, not here," the man said. "That would present
both of uswith some difficulties, you rather morethan I. Let'sjust Sit and talk, instead,” he said gesturing
to a stone bench that stood next to around, wood-topped table. The surface of the old wood was
deeply scored, the other brushed some chips fromit; it had apparently been used as some sort of
chopping board, and recently so, but there was no sign of acleaver or knifein evidence.

"Y ou have the advantage of me, Sir," Bear said.

"True enough. Then again, what else would you expect, here? Still, you do need anameto cal me
by. Wolf will do. Y ou're here about that live sword, eh?' Wolf sighed. "A bad business, that. There's
power in necromancy, but—"

"Necromancy?'

Wolf shrugged. "Necromancy, death magic, call it what you will. At the very least, doing it even
under the most ideal circumstances balances on the edge of the black arts, and it's a sharp edge indeed—
but death-magic is dways dangerous stuff. Powerful yes—as you should know better than |,
worshipping it asyou do."

"1?" Bear drew himself up straight.

"Oh, please. Take no offense, or if you do take offense, take it away from here. What would you



cdl theorigin of your curiousreligion, if not death-magic? God the Father sacrificing His Son to purge
souls of thelr taint? He could safely involve Himself init, but look what happened to Filate, despite his
margina involvement." His eyes narrowed. "Oh, calm down. Wasn't it you who used to say that the truth
isimmuneto blasphemy?'

His hand went to the Nameless—not to attack, but for the reassurance.

Words are just words, David, the Namel ess whispered.

But he refused to let the familiar interna voice cdm him. "It's not just me; Saint Jerome of Albans—

"Then remove your hand from the hilt of that saintly sword of yours.Right now, if you please.”
Wolf'svoice held no trace of heat or anger, and his expression was an emotionless mask. "Thisis not the
place for your religious arguments, be they carried out with words, or with enchanted sted that I'velittle
desire to see, and none whatsoever to fedl. It's apparently not the place for you at dl, das; | had hoped
otherwise." Wolf shook hishead. "I think it would be best if you'd leave. Pity."

* * %

The gatesto the castle stood open, freshly so—Gray could tell by the deep arc that the posts had
scored into the hard-packed ground

Above his head, feet somped in time along the ramparts, and torches set into the wallsjust outside
the gates burned wanly in the bright daylight, fresh tar burbling and hissing, as though the torches had just
been dipped and placed.

His horse refused to walk through the gate, as expected, and he hitched the nervous gelding to the
sguare hitching pogt, giving the knots an extraturn and tug. He let hisfingersrest on the wood for a
moment—the pine was il sticky with resin, as though the wood had been freshly cut, dthough there
were no trees of any sort, anywhere on theidand.

Hewalked insde. He had only been on Pantelleria once before, and that had been close to twenty
years before—that nonsense with the Barbaries—but was unsurprised to find things as he had last seen
them: acentral residence, its high, pointed arches covered with green vinery that should have held a
thousand bird's nests, and which did, to the ear (the chirping was annoying, in avague sort of way) but
with no trace of beaks or wingsto the eye.

Even the sky above held no sign of the ever-present gulls, dthough they had beenin ample
evidence near the shore. It was as though the castle was separate from the rest of the idand, from the
rest of theworld, and he fought against the sense of cam that threatened to enwrap him.

The man Gray had been expecting sat on the steps|eading up to the main building; heraised adim
hand in greeting as Gray approached.

Hewasalittle bit above average in height, in the tunic and robes of the Order, but without any of
theinggnia—no slver piping dong the cuffs, nor any sign of the Crossat dl. While his boots were tightly
laced, Order-style, with the loose trousers properly bloused, no medalions had been laced into the
boots.

Beneath the open robe, his sash was bound tightly across his hips, but there was no sheeth of any
sort supported by it. The only thing that |ooked even vaguely like aweapon was adim stick, perhaps
two feet in length, that he held in his hands, just enough off-white that Gray couldn't decideif it wasash
or bone.

Hisblack hair, shot with gray at the temples, was freshly cut, as was his close-trimmed beard.
Beneath dark, sunken eyesthat didn't blink nearly enough, his prominent nose had no breaks or bends,
and when he gave abrief amile, histeeth were white and even—somewhat too white and far too even.

"Hdlo, Joshua—Father Joshua, | guess | should say." His voice sounded familiar, asit had before,
but Gray couldn't place where he had heard it. "Or should it bejust 'Sir Joshua?'

"You can ill cal meGray."

"Gray itis, then." He paited &t the stone next to him, inviting him to take a seet, which Gray did.
"It's been sometime since I've seen you."



Gray nodded. "Twenty years or more. We both |ooked much younger then.”

"Wll, yes, wedid. But if | may gill call you Gray, you can il call me Black.”

"Y ou have my permission.”

Black's smile was thin and momentary. "Well, hand it over,” he said, gesturing to the bundle under
Gray'sarm. "Please," he went on, when Gray hesitated. "Bad enough to have your Khan here—and |
hope you'l oblige me by keeping your hand away fromit?'

Hispam itched for the Khan'sstedl, but . . .

"Yes, it could a the very least damage me, perhaps worsg; it lives at the juncture of the godly and
profane, the magica and the mundane, and is quite deadly in dl three directions. It could of a certainty
dicethrough my own defenses just as much asit could one of your pitiful wizards protections. But you'd
haveto cut mewith it firg—"

Black was suddenly standing a dozen feet to the right of where he'd been.

"—and that would, | think, be difficult. I'd certainly try to makeit so. There would be advantages
to meto utterly prohibiting knights of your Order from setting foot on the idand, but there are perhaps
some potentia advantagesto permitting it, aswell, as| hope you never have occasion to find out.”

Inthe blink of an eye, Black was again Sitting next to Gray. "Still, let's not have any unpleasantness,
eh, Khan?' he said, addressing the sword directly. Black held out his hand. "Asto the other sword you
hold, well, hand it over, if you please. | would hardly want to keep such afoul thing here, evenif you
wanted meto. Which you should, | expect. Not that you will."

"Want to? Or leaveit?'

"You'l do neither, I'm afraid. It would be the smplest way for you to handle things, but your kind
has dways made s mple things complicated beyond my comprehension. It'sworth trying, though—the
smplething to do, right now, isto hand the sword to me." Black's hand remained unmoving, palm flat
and upraised. "Or you could smply walk away, with it tucked under your arm, raise sall for England,
and let your Roya College examineit. Weeksto get there, and forever for them to make any sense of it.
That's exactly what I'm talking about—a sadder group of men and women | could hardly imagine,
learning more and more about less and less until they know utterly everything about absolutely nothing at
al. Leave, or stay; go or hand it over; your choice, Gray. It'sredly that smple.”

Gray handed Black the sword.

Black'slong fingers barely touched the knots that held the blanket wrapped tightly around the
sword, but the twinefdl away.

"Ah. As| expected,” Black said, as he unwrapped the sword. "If the likes of me started to take up
death-magic, cdling usthe Wise would become foolish sarcasm instead of unintentional accuracy.”

Black let the blanketsfall away from the sword, and held it up in the bright sunlight, not even
flinching when hisfingerstouched the stedl. "Nicely done, for an awful thing to have done," he said. He
examined the tang closdly with aloupe that Gray hadn't seen him produce, much less set so deeply into
his eye socket that it seemed to amost have replaced the eye. "No marks at all, save for the hammer.
Can't think why such an artist wouldn't want to sign hiswork, unless, of course, he doesn't want
everybody and his brother hunting him down. Or her, or them—there's no way | have of knowing. |
could probably learn more by testing the edge against my arm, but | think I'll skip that; I'm fond of both
of my ams."

Black touched histongue to the tang. The loupe was gone, athough Gray hadn't seen it go, any
more than he had seen Black produceit. "Hmmm . . . it'stasted at |east two souls, beyond the trapped
one." He made aface. "Cully, for one, | suppose—no, Cully of acertainty; I'd not mistake that particular
bitterness for anybody else's. Seared another and burned yet another worse than the others. Can't blame
the man it seared—he didn't want to have anything to do with this, aswho would, en?'

Black set the sword down on the blanket beside him and smiled a Gray. "Nothing near the number
that that Khan of yours has burned and damned, eh? But not bad for a baby."

"Andthat'sdl you can tdl me?"



Black shook hishead. "No. But that's al Iwill tel you—unlessyou'd careto join mein adrink and
discussit further? | could have afeast laid out by the time we walked into the great hall—your favorite
dishisroast duck, | believe? Or would you prefer pottage-pig? Larksingrayled?’

" think not."

"Y ou shouldn't think that you can avoid any contamination, Gray. Y ou've breathed the air not just
of Pantelleria, but of the. . . keep here. Of living knights of your Order, that putsyou in a select crowd—
avery sdect oneif you still include those who are ill bound to the live swords they've carried. Y ou with
the Khan, Bear with the Nameless, and John of Redhook—Big John, you cal him?—uwith the Goatboy.
It would connect you somewhat more to me, to here, were you to take more nourishment than what you
can breathein, but | think you'd find it interesting. And the duck, | can promise, would be the tastiest
you've ever had."

"As| sad, | think not."

"Well, haveit your way, then. Off with you—don't come back with another one of these, not unless
you're prepared to stay. And if you stay, you'll hardly need alive sword. Or be dlowed to keep one.™

"Bu—" Gray reached for the sword.

Black, gill holding the sword, was again standing a dozen feet away. He made a shooing-away
gesture with hisfree hand. " Off with you, Gray; as| told you, the sword won't remain here, for roughly
the same reason that you might examine aviper, but not clutch it to your own bosom and think to make
ahousehold pet of it."

"Then—"

"Then nothing. Just go: discourses with the saintly are quite bad enough; talking to the damned is
much more unpleasant, and every whit as pointless.”

The gatesto the castle stood open, athough the interior was darkened, as though the blue sky
above wasfilled with storm clouds.

Leaving his horse behind with the others, Cully walked into the gathering darkness, which only
deepened with every step. By the time he was a dozen pacesinsde the gate, it was night. But a strange
kind of night: the sky seemed clear and cloudless, but only one star shone, low over thewadlls, to the
west. It was aslent night, aswell; the crickets should have been out and chirping, but they weren't.

Lamps st into the entrance arch of the residence cast awan light across the marble-floored
courtyard, and each step echoed in the silence.

"Hello?' hecalled out.

No answer.

That was strange. He had expected that it would be like the other two timesthat destiny or chance
—or both—had brought him here: he would see only one person, and that person would look like it
could have been Cully himsdlf. Oh, adifferent Cully—more at ease with himsdlf, lessworld-worn and
weary, but Cully.

"Isanybody here?'

Again, no answer.

Perhaps the distant star had grown brighter, and as he stood there trying to decide if it had, or what
todoif it had, it grew brighter till. Not bright with the warmth of the sun, but bright in a cold, white-blue
sort of way that dazzled without warming.

It flared into an awful, actinic whitenessthat forced his eyes shut for just amoment.

He opened them.

"Hello, Cully," She said, Her voice low and musicd.

A thrill ran through him; hefdl to hisknees.

"My lady—"

"Cdl mealady if youwish, but I'm not Her. Not in any red sense, unlesswe are al of aoneness,



and in that sense, I'm everyone, Morgaine included. Usdessif true.”

The last time he had been here, the Wise had appeared as himself—smoother of skin, less haunted
of eye, but Cully nonetheless.

"Yes" shesad. "That was when you trusted yourself rather more, as Gray and Bear do
themselves, each in hisown way, despite their protestations—al though for amoment | was tempted to
manifest asWolf to Gray, and Black to Bear. Asfor you, these days your own opinion of Cully of
Cully'sWoode is not quite so lofty, isit?1 do tend to appear as atrusted one, there are reasonsfor it."

"BU—"

"Oh, | don't think appearing as your Lord would be agood ides, at al. He might take offense, and
not just because He might think me to be mocking Him. | think it'swiser to Smply manifest asHer, as|
don't have need to worry if She does, not at thisremove. Still, do give Her my greetings, when next you
see Her, if you do.”

She stood in front of him, the right Side of her face and body barely illuminated by the light of the
dar, the left side cast into utter black shadow. Her hair, black asthe raven, cupped the side of her face
asit fell about her. Beneath the hair, her skin was pae asfine Han porcelain, so thin and trand ucent that
he could see the traceries of blue veins beneath the dim arm that extended toward him.

"Thenwhy?'

"Takemy hand, asyou would Hers, and I'll tell you al you wish to know," she said, smiling. "Love
me asyou've loved Her, with your heart even more than your loins, and al will be reveded.”

A red apple stood balanced on her outstretched palm. " Just one bite—it will be good for you,
Cully. I don't promise you the knowledge of dl things, after dl. And I'm hardly aserpent.” She amiled.
Her teeth were impossibly even, impossibly white, the white of sun-bleached bone; the nipple that
peeked through the black sea of raven hair was not the reddish pink of real flesh; it was a dark, deeper
red, the awful red of fresh blood from the heart.

"l think not," hesaid.

"Of coursenot,” shesaid. "If you'd turn away from Her, even loving and trusting Her as you do,
you'd turn away from asimulacrum of Her, no matter how persuasiveit can be, dthough | can bevery
persuasive, Cully, just as| can be many other things." She leaned close to him, her breath cold on his
cheek. She smelled of roses and pepper. "Ah, to be young again, eh? Even if only for amoment,” she
sad.

Her hand cupped hisgroin; her lips, red as her nipple, were just inchesfrom his. Her tongue darted
out for just amoment, its ordinary pinkness touching the frightening redness of her lips, then retreated,
thelips quirking into athin smile. "Although it gppears that you are young again, if only for amomert,
eh?' She drew away from him, and hit into the apple. "The stiffness my appearance has brought to your
member isfree, Cully. Knowledge," she said, talking around amouthful, "aways comeswith aprice.
Wisdom is more expensive. Would you careto seeapricelis?

Hetried to breathe shalowly; her scent had hishead spinning. "Lady, | . . . if | wereto surrender to
knowledge, or to wisdom—"

"It would beto Her, and not to me." She nodded. "Wéll, it was worth asking. Y ou can't blame a
girl for trying, can you?" She sghed. "Just when you think things are settling down, they get complicated,
eh?'

"I had thought that mysdif,” Cully said.

"Y ou thought you would spend your last years on ahill overlooking the sea, watching over sheep?”
Shelaughed. "How foolish of you. Life doesn't admit of such smple ends, even if there wasn't danger
about. Asthereis. Some thing that has dept long appears to be wakening. Isit some ancient power? Or
just foolish lust and insensate greed in the hearts of modern men? Good questions, are they not?”

"I'm moreinterested in the answers," he said.

"Oh, good—very good, Cully!" she dmost squealed. ™Y ou want to know the provenance of this
live sword," she said, "o that you can go and destroy whoever it isthat has created such a cursed thing.”



"Yes"

"Just aswell you've come here, then. She wouldn't allow one of these into Her presence. Not if
She had any sense left. Which, perhaps She doesn't—the Great Ones do get tired, and while Merlin has
been off having hislittle ngp, Shel's been faithfully trying to protect Her nephew'sfamily, evenin Her
weskened state, when She haslittle to offer beyond cautious guidance, and hasto pay quite apricefor
dispensing that. Wisdom costs even more to give than to receive, and She's turned out to be quite willing
to pay the price. | wouldn't have thought it of Her, but people do surprise me, from time to time, and
thereé's much of the humanin Her.

"Y ou, on the other hand, don't surprise me much—your tired protestations to the contrary, you're
far too much aKnight of the Order. 'Order,’ that isthe word—you prop up the order, the regulation, the
status quo, the way ofis , rather than could-be."

"Enough. Just tell mewhat it isthat | haveto do. Where | haveto go."

She sniffed. "Why, nothing and nowhere, of course. Knowledge and wisdom come only with
sacrifice—you could ask your Lord, or the One-Eyed, if you doubt me—but it doesn't have to be your
sacrifice. Give methe boy. | have ausefor him, and | can assure you it's not one he would mind, except
at first, perhaps.”

"He'snot mineto give, and—"

"And you wouldn't even if hewas, would you? Y ou and Gray are cut from the same strange cloth,
Cully. Either of you would sacrifice your own soul without hesitation, even if it'sfor nothing—as you
have, and asit is. But if you could bring on the End of Days, with Heaven beyond, by torturing asmall
child to desth—just one smdl child, asickly one, onethat waslikdy to die momentarily anyway—what
would you do?

"Say that | make you that offer, right here and now, what would you say to it?"

Cully took a step back and reached to his side for Jenn, but, of course, she wasn't there. She
hadn't been a his side for ten years, and he hadn't gone an hour without missing her, even more than he
missed Her.

"She'slost to you forever, Cully. Y ou can't count on her to answer your questions for you."

No, he didn't have Jenn. All he had was awalking stick. No; that wasn't dl. He had the stick, and
he had two feet and two hands, and by God's blood he had teeth.

That would be enough to end it, one way or the other.

He had long ago given up theillusion that he was more than any other man—not morein holiness,
not morein wisdom, and lessin loyalty and devotion than others—but he was, despite hiswishes, Sir
Cully of Cully'sWoode, and he knew what was required of him.

"I'd do my best to take the life of the devil who made me such an offer, for that isadevil's offer,”
he said, taking the stick in his hands and settling hisfeet against the gravel. "No matter what form it took,
even Hers. Paticularly if it was Hers™

"You think s0?" her smile mocked him. "Y ou think that you could fight me, here, without Jennin
your hands? With just asmple stick?!

"Absolutdly." Heforced his shouldersto relax, and hisfeet to find stability and support on the
ground. "I'd kill you, or I'd dietrying."

"Ah. Thenit's best for you that | haven't made you such an offer,” shesaid. "I'll just send you on
your way with somebody smpler and therefore far more sensible.”

* * %

"Niko!" Grandfather's voice cdled out. "Niko—come here, boy."

No, it couldn't be—but itwas .

Niko broke into arun, and amost fell over. It was one thing to ride a horse wearing these boots,
but walking in them was strange, particularly on such aflat and unmoving surface. It was different than
with the sasndalsthat |eft hisankles done.



Grandfather had been stting on the flat stones of the entrance to the huge building, but he rose a
Niko's approach and stood waiting, his arms open.

Hefolded Niko tightly in them, and hugged him to his bare chest.

"Niko, Niko, Niko," he said, his breath warm in Niko's ear. "I have something for you."

Chapter 5:Playing With Fire
Hewho lives by the Rulewill be hoist by the Rule.
—Gray

The night was coal.

Which, Gray decided, was adecidedly different thing than either the food or the conversation. "
don't likeit any morethan you do," he said to Cully, forcing himself to keep hisvoicelevd.

"| frankly doubt that." Cully shook his head, and then took another careful spoonful of the awful fish
stew that he had specidly ordered. "Then again, I'm sure that you don't like this sciakisciuka as much as
| do, sothingsal baance out.” He grinned.

"Father, don't try to change the subject.” Gray set his elbows on the table, tented his hands over his
plate, and leaned forward. "I'm over my head here, and | like that even lessthan thisinedible. . . stuff.

"But | do know how to handleit: we set sail for England in the morning, and turn the boy over to
the College—I et them take the sword away from him. The sword is property of the Crown—do you
think the Council will let it stay in the hands of some barefoot Pironesian boy?!

"Heisn't barefoot; we bought him boots," Cully said. "Dressing him up isn't aproblem. He'slarge
for hisage—just about your size, Gray, and | don't doubt that your tunics, leggings, and robes could fit
him."

Gray snorted. "I don't think that dressing him up like an Order Knight would persuade the Abbot
Generd tolet him retain alive sword.”

Cully shrugged. "No, of courseit wouldn't. Not even if it'sthe wisething to do. The Order is
jedlous of its prerogatives even more than the College is™

"Could we save your criticisms of the Order and the Council for another occasion?”

"No," Cully said. "Not if they're relevant, Joshua, as they appear to meto be. | don't think we
should count on having time to consult with others before doing anything useful, and I'm not expecting
Ralph to do theright thing, in any case. Much better to settle thingsin Napoli, if you're unwilling to
handlethem.”

"It'snot amatter of consulting,” Gray said, trying to control hisanger at the suggestion. "It'sa
matter of authority—and of getting the right authoritiesinvolved. The Duke of Ngpoli isn't theright
authority, with al respect to Thomas Pendragon.”

Gray understood why Cully would have wanted to get the closest royd authority involved, and the
fact that the third Duke of Napoli was one of His Mgesty's uncles—just as the Duke of New England
was—made theideaattractive, at least emotionally.

But Pendragon or not, anything involving the swords was a Crown matter, not aduca one. Yes,
Crown dukes necessarily had great authority in their own person and office, and the further they were
from Londinium, the more so in practice, if not necessarily in theory. It was one thing for the Duke of
Y ork to send a messenger or courtier—or himsaf—to Pendragon Castle, and only alittle more
time-consuming for the dukes of, say, Northmarch or Normandie to do so. By the time one got asfar
away from the capital as Napoli was, it wasimpractica to wait for an answer to any pressing question.
While English and French dukes were known to appear on their own behdf in Parliament, it wasjust this
side of unknown for southern onesto do so; they were, in practice, dways represented by their Court



barons.

Asfor the colonies, William Pendragon, the second Duke of New England, wasin practice rather
more an independent prince than anything ese, and it wasn't unusud that years would pass without him
returning to Londinium to pay homage to his nephew and king, and there was awaystalk thet,
eventudly, his nickname asthe Prince of Whaeswould, eventudly, become something more officidly
true, aswdll, athough probably not under that name.

But there was an ocean in between Londinium and New Portsmouth, not just a couple of weeks.

"Perhaps we should consult the Fleet admira, on Mdta?' Bear asked. "It's not far.”

"Better than sending off to England, and that'safact,” Cully said.

Gray shrugged. "What do you think Admira DuPuy would do? Strip the Fleet to go chasing after
this? We only lose aday or so by heading over to there, but—"

"No." Cully shook hishead. "Probably nat, if he's given an dternative. Cautious man, the admird,
whichisasit should be"

"It'snot just an aternative—it'sthe right one, and it's my decison. We go home."

Bear camly conveyed another mouthful of the horrid loca fish stew to his mouth, and chewed
dowly and thoroughly, then washed it down with another glass of theinky wine. "I think that heading
home would be unwise, Gray," he said. "Consider thetimeit would take. Three weeksjust to get there,
unlessthewinds, seaand tide all cooperate, al of thetime."

"And as much timeto get back,” Cully said. "More, if the Council isas dow as they've been known
to be, unless we can take the matter directly to HisMgesty.” Cully took a careful sip of wine from his
glass. "Whichishardly the only problem withit." He gestured toward the bottle of wine. "Take adrink
and relax for awhile. We can't do anything tonight besides eat, drink and talk, and | intend to have my
fill of dl three"

Gray poured himsdlf another glass, but imitated Cully by only taking asmdl sip. He needed to keep
his head about him, and it would have been easy to guzzleit down, glass by glass, until hishead wasdl
abuzz.

The ride back from the castle had given him apainfully sharp appetite and a horrendous thirst, but
Gray had not only refrained from drinking from their waterbags or the parchment-wrapped provisonsin
their saddlebags asthey rode away, but had inssted that the others follow his example and throw the
food and water away. It had been out of their sght, after all. He wasn't worried about poison, but it
would have been amatter of just afew moments for somebody or something to pour athimbleful of
water from a Montagne Grande spring into any of their waterbags.

Would that mean that whoever drank from such would never leave? Gray didn't know, and didn't
careto test the matter, not when the option had been smply afew hours of thirst, no matter how burning
thethirst, asindeed it had been.

Quarts of water for drinking and gallons of water for washing had relieved some of the sense of
having been turned into a piece of knightly jerky, and even the one glass of wine that was al that he had
alowed himsdf had hisbrain buzzing.

He sat back in his chair, and tried to relax.

It should have been easy. It was a pleasant night out on the plaza.

The breeze was cool, but not cold, and ever so light and gentle; the waveslap-lap-lapp ed on the
shorein timewith the dow best of hisheart. Their suite of rooms at the inn was large and airy, and the
small bacony off them jutted out over the water, giving the sensation that they were done with the
breeze and the night and the sea.

Bardly visible beyond the waters of the cove, theWelledey bobbed up and down on the gentle
swells. Those of the crew who had been given shore leave had been gently encouraged to choose aninn
down the coast dmost haf amile away, and while the raucous cries and singing carried, they were far
enough away to be an amusement instead of an annoyance.

All of whichwasjust aswdll. A fat barkentine flying what Gray was sure was the sword-and-star



pennant of the Dar—a though which emirate flag flew below it he had no idea—Iay at anchor along
bowshot beyond theWdlledey . Gray wasn't sure where the saracens were staying, other than that it
wasn't in thevillage of Porto Pantelleria, and he wasn't eager to find out, although he would have
guessed they had landed their launches no closer than Suaki or Sataria, what with theWelledey
anchored at the entrance to the harbor.

Whilethe Wiserardly ventured down out of the hills or became exercised over goings-on on the
shoreline a al, there was dways the danger that anything percelved as misbehavior would change
Pantelleriafrom aneutral stateto an aligned one, and it wasin the interest of both the Dar and the
Crown not to bring the Wise in on the other side.

Would something as small asafight in ashoreside tavern do that? Gray didn't have the dightest
idea, and neither did Lieutenant Johansen, master of theWelledey , who had restricted liberty to men he
thought senior enough to obey hisrestriction to the village proper, upon threat of being treated as
deserters. Gray would have kept them al aboard, and had briefly considered instructing the captain to
do so, but had decided againgt it. Getting good service out of the Navy wasn't just ameatter of giving
orders, after al.

Neither wasit with Cully, unfortunately, but regardless of whether or not Cully liked it, Gray wasin
charge.

"Well haveto get the boy and the sword home," Gray findly said.

"Niko'shomeisnt England,” Cully said.

"Three weeks, perhaps," Gray went on, trying to ignore the distraction, "if we travel by sea. At that,
we could stop at Mata and commandeer asmaller, faster ship. TheWelledey 's reasonably fleet of foot,
but it'shardly the fastest thing afloat. Or we could take the land route.”

"Y ou don't save much by taking the land route. Two, three daysto Villenueve," Cully said. "Then
another ten days, two weeks overland to Normandie and Cdais. Perhaps alittle lessif you want to kill
some horses and do without an old man who smply can't ride from dawn to dusk, but not much. Much
more time when we detour around Borbonaisse, and we would.” Hetook a careful bite, and smiled.
"Capers. | love capers, and the pickled ones are but apalerdic of the fresh.”

Gray waved away the attempted distraction. "Why would | want to detour around Borbonai sse?"

"Y ou might not; | would. Monsieur |e duc du Borbonaisse perhaps doesn't have my portrait
hanging from every lamppost in the province these days, but I'm sure he would be happy to have me
hanging from just one."

"Thesedays?

Cully shrugged. "l wasinvolvedina. . . Stuation there after | left the Order, and I'm still wanted,
I'm quite sure.”

Gray redly wanted to know what Cully was talking about, but he knew Cully too well—if Gray let
him digress, held be listening to Cully'stales until morning, and no doubt that was Cully'sintention. "If |
tell you to go overland, you'll go, Brother Cully."

"Not anywhere where the fleur-de-lys flies under the bend sinister. Suicideissinful, and it's not one
of those Sns| careto take up, not Smply to save you sometimeif you're already wasting it by the
bucketload. Y ou may think I'm aknight of the Order, and my person sacrosanct—but without any way
of proving it, not I'm confident that the authoritiesin Borbonai sse would readily agree.” Cully tentatively
dipped ahunk of fresh bread in the stew, then shrugged and spooned a huge spoonful of thefiery stuff
on the bread, and stuck the whole thing in his mouth, an dmost betific expression on hisface ashe
chewed. "I'll suffer for this before morning, but it'sworth it, | do declare.” Hisface darkened. "And it
washes the taste of some other things from my mouth, if not quite my mind."

W

"Excuse me,” Bear said. "The Edicts say that when Knights of the Order meet on a matter of
importance, the junior speaksfirgt, do they not?'

Gray frowned. "Y es, of course they do. But what does—"



"As| understand it,” Cully said, casualy interrupting, "the ideaof the junior spesking first arises
from the fear that the junior will defer to the senior. When it comes to argument, if not obedience, Bear,
I've never known you much for deferring.”

"That may be s0." Bear nodded. "I speak as seemswiseto me. As| was taught to do—by you,
among others. Y ou'd violate the Edicts, Father Cully?

Cully snorted. "It'snot up to me. Tak to Gray."

"Very well." Bear nodded, and turned to Gray. "' had barely begun speaking when you interrupted
me, much lessfinished." Helooked Gray directly in the eyes. "Isthisamatter of importance?’

"Of courseitis, and—"

"And | takeit you don't careto relieve me of my vows, Gray?"

What was Bear going onfor?"| don't have any such desire. Or authority.”

Cully shook hishead. "Y ou can speak better to your desires than any other man alive, but that's not
the case, about the authority,” he said, peremptorily tapping arough-bitten fingernail on thetable. "Y ou
were sent on thismission by the Abbot Genera, and travel with his authority—his authority both as
Archbishop of Canterbury,and as Abbot Generd. That wouldn't supersede the
Archbishop's-as-Archbishop authority in Sicilia—primus inter pares, and dl, despite what some say
about the Archbishop of Canterbury being the Anglican pope—not on ecclesiastical matters, but we're
not in Sciliaa the moment.”

Gray frowned. "That'sjust atechnicality. Pantellerias barely forty milesfrom Sicilia, and Siciliais
the nearest Crown possession—"

"From suchtechnicalities does your authority arise” Cully tapped afinger againgt hisown chest.

"Y ou had the authority to call me back into service because of thetechnicality of me having been
relieved of my vows rather than cast out of the Order, and thetechnicality of your clam that | was
essentia to your mission. Y ou have the authority not only to hear confessions and order penance but to
permit Bear and me to do so because we aretechnically on mission, and our confessions and penance
and absolution aretechnically just asbinding asif they were given by the loca priest, under the authority
of the locd bishop. Since thereis no bishop—archbishop or bishop ordinary—whaose diocese includes
Pantelleria,technically speaking, you have the power of ordination while you are here, which necessarily
includes the power to dismiss an ordination asimprovidently granted.” He smiled. "l dont mind at al if
you release me, or Brother David.”

"You'reteling methat | should release Bear from the Order?

"I don't have the authority to tell you what you haveto do in the exercise of your office, Vicar. Yes,
Vica—your authority, here and now, isjust the same asif you were the Abbot General himsdlf, both in
an ecclesiagtica and tempora sense. Y ou've used that tempora authority to pry theWelledey from a
reluctant admiral, and you've used your ecclesastical authority to force me back into service contrary to
my will, and if you're not going to listen to Sir David as required by the Edicts, you're obligated to relieve
him of hisvows. | thought you were the one who indsted that knightslive up to their obligations, or was|
wrong?'

"Cully—"

"You could just ligento him, instead.”

Gray had been enjoying the fresh bread, athough not the horribly spicy stew that came with it, but
he found himsdf without appetite. In frustration, he heaved the chunk of bread high into the air, and
wasn't at dl surprised to seeagull snatch it out of the air asit reached the top of itsarch. "Very well. Go
ahead, Bear."

"You didn't apologize, Gray," Cully said.

Gray's hand had tightened on his wineglass enough that he forced himsdlf to loosen his grip, for fear
that hewould snap it. "1 stand corrected—you have my apologies, Bear. Please proceed.”

"Thank you." Bear set hisown wineglassdown. "l think that it makes more senseto follow what
clueswe have where they lead, rather than just return to England and let the Council start over again.”



"Which necessarily means|eaving the boy in possession of thelive sword.”

Bear shrugged. "I don't see an dternative. It's bonded to him, every bit as much asthe Namelessis
bonded to me, and the Khan to you."

Or more so0. Gray didn't understand the mechanics of it, but bonding a sword to a human's essence
was by no meansatrivia bit of wizardry, despite how easy and smple Black had made it sound.
"Taking up alive sword," he sad, "isdifficult, yes, but no more difficult than putting one down." He gave
alonglook at Cully.

"Depends on the Situation, Joshua," Cully said.

"There are other dternaives,” Gray said. "Not that | like any of them.”

A bond between live sword and its bearer could be broken by awizard, just asit was created—or
more smply, if brutaly, by the desth of the bearer, dthough Gray had no intention of running the boy
through for the minima crime of having been taken in by the Wise, or having fdleninwith Cully.

"Y ou shouldn'. If you're serioudly proposing to kill the boy to break the bond between him and the
sword, I'd be surprised.” He smiled. "But since you're not, we don't haveto seeif | can manageto
defest you and the Khan with awalking stick, en?”

Gray ignored the implied threat. He wasn't going to kill the boy just to make things eesier, after all.
Not unlessit was absolutely necessary.

Cully turned to Bear. "Areyou quite finished?"

"Yes, Father." Bear ducked his head.

"You'resure?'

What was Cully giving Bear such difficulty for? His quarrd was with Gray, not Bear. Bear was on
hissde, after dl, and—

"Then that would make it my turn, no?" Cully asked.

Bear nodded, and after amoment, Gray joined him. Gray was, as Strange asit felt, senior to Cully
—not in service, but in authority.

"Very well," Gray said. " Spesk your mind and then—since you've suddenly decided that I've the
authority to make decisions, then I'll speak my mind, and then I'll make my decision, and you, Sir Cully,
ghdl abide by it. All according to therules.”

"Fair enough." Cully smiled, and raised hisvoice. "Niko?Niko ."

The boy waked through the open doors and onto the patio, standing awkwardly in what wasa
nava utility uniform save for the broad sash about hiswaist. The sword, till wrapped andtiedina
blanket, looked awkward in his sash next to the Navy-issue blade, although not quite as awkward asthe
boy himsdlf appeared.

" told you to spesk your mind, Cully—"

"Shhh. It'smy turn. Permit me." He turned to Niko. "Y ou do redlize that it wasn't your grandfather
who you met up there" he said, pointing his chin toward the heart of theidand.

Niko nodded dowly. "l guessso. Bt . . ."

"But what?"

"Butitfelt like Grandfather. Not just the way he looked, but . . ." He shrugged. "But theway he
hel ped."

"And you think that him giving you this sword was ahelp ?* The nerve of the boy.

"Shush, Gray. Y ou're scaring him. Go ahead, Niko."

"Grandfather said it would help me find the ones who were responsible for hismurder.”

"Injust those words?'

"Yes, gr. Injust those words."

Gray drummed hisfingers againg the surface of the table, desisting only when Cully put his hand
over Gray's.

"He didn't say the oneswho killed him?" Cully asked. "He said 'the ones responsible?’



"Yes, Sr. | mean, no, sSr—hesadwhat | said he said.”

"Did he happen to say how?"

"| tried to ask, but he just smiled, the way he dways did, and said, 'Niko, you must trust me." "

Gray snorted, and Cully smiled.

"Whenever somebody says| must trust him, that's my signa to put one hand over my pouch,
another over my testicles, and another on the hilt of my sword,” Cully said, smiling. "And never mind that
| don't have three hands, and don't have or want asword. Still . . ." Hewaved Niko to a seat. " Sit, boy
—this concernsyou, and you might aswell ligentoiit.”

"Yes gar.”

Gray didn't like where thiswas going. "Y ou're suggesting that we let him keep it, and try to useit,
somehow, to find the people who killed hisfamily."

"Not precisely,” Cully said. "But that's part of it, certainly.” Cully'sjaw tightened just for amoment.
"What | think you redlly ought to do isrdlieve me of the cdl into service, and let Niko and me go about
our business. Y ou and David can trot back to England and lay it all in the laps of your betters, if you are
so surethat you're incapable of handling matters. Asfor me, I'm minded to look into this, and—"

"Asforyou , Sir Cully, you're just as much a Knight of the Order as| am, and—"

"No. Not quite." He shook hishead. "I'm betwixt and between, Gray. Y ou've pressed meinto
service, but al that meansisthat my old oath compels me to obey you while you need me—"

"To the extent that you're compelled by an oath, which doesn't seem to be the case, at least not
when you think it's best to do otherwise."

"A fair accusation, indeed.” Cully laughed. "Wdll, that's not likely to change; I'm rather too setin my
ways. But—"

"But you think that you'll weasdl out of this because of yourstatus ?*

"One can only hope. I'll certainly try. Y ou've pressed me into service because you claimed you
needed meto help you test Niko's sword.” Gray started to object at that characterization, but Cully
plowed on: "Very well; I've complied, and I've followed you thisfar—but you hardly need me to keep
you company on atrip to England, do you?"

"No, | guess not."

"Then | takeit I'm released? | may do as| please, go where and as | please? Without you claiming
that I've violated my oath?'

"Wel, yes, | guessyou may."

Cully wasright. Gray had no need for him smply as acompanion, and while most of the Knights of
the Order were otherwise occupied or on mission, if he really needed more than Bear, the Abbot could
surely assign one or more. Keeping four knightswith live svordsto serve asHis Maesty's personal
bodyguard was traditional and wise, but not obligatory, and there was ample precedent of replacing one
or even dl with Order Knightswho carried only mundane sted, although the most recent precedent that
Gray was aware of had come close to being disastrous, as Cully knew better than anybody else.

The Abbot Genera would hate doing that. Gray didn't much like the idea himself.

Cully turned to Bear. "Do we know where dl the Red and Whites are?’

Gray tried not to smile. Cully had said "we," after dl.

"Wdll . .." Bear shrugged. "More or less. Eric and Lady Ellen are trying to handle some problems
in New England—"

Cully snorted. "The Abbot till letsthe two of them work together?”

"Shut up,” Gray explained.

"—Water and the Beast | eft on a peace misson to the Dar just aweek before we left—"

"A wagte of time" Cully said.

"Pleass?"

"—Big John was hunting Kadi-worshippersin the Kush, last anybody heard from him; the Saracen



isgill recovering in Coventry, from that messin Bosnia™

"He'sdill carrying Jerome?”

"Yes" Bear nodded. "For how much longer, | don't know. And then there's Guy of Orkney—"

"—who is proof beyond any doubt that innocence and idiocy are not incompetible.”

"If I may go on?Or should wejust leaveit a that?'

Cully let air wheeze out through hislips. "Let'stry it thisway: who might be available?!

Gray thought about it for amoment. "There are eighty-three full Knights of the Order on the active
lig—eighty-four including yourself. Add another fifty or so brothersin teaching assgnments a the abbey
—perhaps athird of them young or undamaged enough to be of any use. They're scattered about, of
course, but there's certainly three dozen or morein England.”

"But none of them Red or White?"

"We're spread thin, as usud. Everybody eseis on misson somewhere—athough | guessit's
possiblethat Guy isback, but | doubt it. In terms of who you can count on being in Londinium, it'sjust
His Own—and the Abbot General himsdlf."

"Who carries Jenn." Cully said softly. Too softly.

"There's three dozen or so on the reserve ligt, like poor Becket," Bear said. "None of them Red or
White, of course.”

Of course not. The live swords were too few to be left in the hands of somebody who wasn't able
to use one.

"Y our family is<till watching over him?* Cully asked. "Very noble." The words could have been
mocking, perhaps. It was hard to tell.

"Noblesse oblige doesn't enter into it," Bear said, hissmiling warming in the night. "Truly, heésno
bother; he and Father St up telling old war stories most nightsthat Parliament isn't in sesson.” Bear's
smile widened. "Mother ingststhat her confessor have her tend to him as a penance, and bathes him
hersdlf, with her own hands—and with some help, granted.”

"I want to be sure that | understand this—you two were the only Red and White available?!

Gray nodded. "There was some resistance to sending both of us." He shrugged. "The other choice
was, of course, to second one or more of His Own."

Cully grunted. "A terrific idea—assuming that every possible heir was clapped in the Tower asa
precaution.” Cully wasjust blowing smoke, of course—'every possble heir," after al, included al of the
noblefamilies.

Gray shook hishead. "We talked about it—His Own, that is. Prince Eric'sthe junior middie on the
Tusk , and Prince John's just started at Eton. Both have Order knights in attendance, of course. It would
be difficult—not impossible, but difficult—to nate them both at the same time, and more so to kill
both them and His Mgesty and even after thet . . ."

"After that, it would depend on the House of Lords" Cully said. "Which it doesanyway, if the King
wereto die, given Eric's age; hed need a Regent, and the idea of leaving that up to Parliamentary politics
has no gpped at dl to me, any more than it would to Ralph."”

It bothered Gray to hear the Abbot Genera referred to so casudlly, but he didn't complain. At least
Cully hadn't firg-named the King.

"I don't liketheidea of leaving His Mg esty unprotected,” Cully went on. "He doesn't liketo mingle
theway hisfather did, but he's dways been far too eager to be seenin public.”

Mingle. That was anice way to put the late King's habits.

Bear nodded. "I've heard tales of the last time that the King was left naked.”

"Just be glad they're only talesto you, Bear," Gray said, not a al pleasantly.

"l am, Gray," Bear said, gently. "I hope | would have served aswdl asal of you did, but I'd not
wish to be put to such atest.”

Niko was |ooking puzzled—not that Gray blamed him—abut there didn't seem to be any point in



going into detail for the boy's benefit.

So Cully, of course, did just that. " 'Naked' isjust afigure of speech, Niko; the King doesn't
prance about without trousers.

"It happened about thirty years ago. Kings tend to rely too much on Knights of the Order as
problem-solvers, and Hislate Mg esty was no different—for what he thought was good enough reason,
he stripped himsdlf of his persona guard of Red and Whites. His younger brother, John, the Duke of
Y ork, took the opportunity to try to assass nate both his elder brother—the King—and his son, the
Prince, who was a baby at the time—"

"God save the King," Bear intoned; Gray ducked his head and echoed him, and gave Niko along
look until he repeated it. The boy was polite enough, but utterly ignorant of ordinary manners.

"Yes, God savetheKing," Cully said. "But it didn't quite work out that way."

Gray amiled. "Oh, | don't know, Cully. God works Hiswill through stranger vessals.”

It would have succeeded, if ayoung Order Knight hadn't seen through the plan and taken it upon
himsdf to solve the problem in a particularly ruthless manner, with nothing more than his own mundane
swords, aclassful of noviceswho had only been at Bamora for presentation and oath, and one lone,
elderly Knight of the Table Round, who had, for some reason, decided to trust aknight of therival
order, rather than the Duke that he had known dl of hislife.

Saving the King's and the Crown Prince's lives had done much for that young knight's satus, as
well asthat of the surviving novices, athough it had used up most of the novices and the knight of the
rival order in the process, in about the same way that sending lambs through the door of a
daughterhouse used up the lambs.

The names of the dead novices had been added posthumoudly to the List, aswas only proper. And
while Sir Bedivere of Lincoln had been buried by the knights of his own order, as also was proper,
every novice boy at Alton since had made the pilgrimage to Bediverés graveto lay flowers, and to kned
down to say aprayer for the soul of that Knight of the Table Round.

Totheend of hisdays, Gray would remember Cully standing in the doorway over Sir Bedivere's
fallen body, Bedivere's sword naked in his hands, barely able to stand on the blood-dickened stones,
barely moving from side to side as he blocked each spear thrust, ducked the crossbow bolts that hissed
through the gaps between the combatants, while Lady Mary, ignoring her own wounds, huddled in the
far corner, shielding the baby prince with her own body as much as her borrowed armor, and Gray and
Alexander had each grabbed one of the King'sarms, holding him up againgt thewall to the sde of the
door, ignoring his shouted demands that he be given asword and allowed to relieve Cully in the
doorway.

Say what you would about the late King, he was no coward.

Not while | breathe, Cully had murmured, over and over again. Gray and Alexander had ignored
theking'sincreasingly loud orders and obeyed Cully.

Gray raised aglass. "To lost companions.”

"Logt companions,” Cully echoed.

Gray stood. "So beit," he said. "By the power vested in me, as the Abbot General's Vicar, |
hereby restore you to your full status as Knight of the Order of Crown, Shield, and Dragon, Sir Cully of
Cully'sWoode." Hetook his mundane sword from hisbelt and set it on the table. "Now take up your
sword and stop this nonsense.”

"Y ou plan to go about with one sword?’

"You can give it back to me when you get apair of Navy swords from theWelledey —and stop
trying to digtract me."

"Asyou wish." Cully pulled the scabbard to him, and drew afew inches of the blade. "Nicely
sharpened,” he said, sucking blood from histhumb. "Now, if weredone. .. ?'

"| asked you to stop trying to change the subject. Asthe Abbot Generd'svicar, | direct you to
return to the home abbey of the Order, with me."



Cully nodded. "Asyou command, Sir Joshua." Hislipswere white. "I'll want that in writing—
particularly the restoration of my status." Hislip curled in an uncharacteristic sneer. " So thereésno
dispute when I'm presented to the Abbot General? 1'd rather not be clapped into ironsfor
impersonating, well, Sir Cully of Cully'sWoode." The sneer changed into agrin. "Although, intruth, |
can probably do that better than any other man dive, en?’

Gray forced himsdlf not to answer angrily. Did Cully redly think that Gray wouldn't admit what he
had done?"Very well. Would the morning be acceptable, or—"

"Y ou've restored me now, and you've ordered me now; | think that it al ought to be done now.
Unless, of course, Sr Vicar, you order otherwise?' Cully's smile was mocking.

"Asyou wish." Gray picked up the bell on the table and rang it, forcing himself not to shake the bell
as hard as he wanted to shake Cully.

In moments, one of the servitors appeared.

"Yes, Your Excdlency?

"I need severd sheets of parchment—not just paper—and pen and ink."

"Yes, Your Excdlency.”

"And some blotting powder, if you please?’

In afew minutesit was done. Cully tipped more blotting powder on the parchment Gray had given
him, athough Gray hadn't used alight hand with it himsalf.

"Dry enough?"

"Well, let'ssee” He blew away the powder, then carefully folded the parchment twice across,
unfolded it, nodded, then refolded it and put it in his pouch. "It will serve, | think. " Another drink,
perhaps?’ he asked, dready pouring three glasses of wine.

"Vey wdl."

Again, Cully raised hisglass. "To falen comrades” he said, drinking.

"Tofdlen comrades." Gray drained the glass angrily, then resumed his seet.

* * %

Sunlight was streaming down on hisface, and Bear was shaking him.

Gray's head pounded in bright red agony with every heartbeat, and by the way Bear's forehead
creased in pain with every shake he gave Gray, Bear wasn't much better off than Gray was.

"He'sgone," Bear said. "He took the cutter, and the boy, and the sword—and apparently
rummeaged through your chest; | think some of your clothes are gone, aswell. He had Niko's skiff
towed, but put the cutter's crew in it an hour or so out of port, and sent them back.”

"Of course." It wasimportant to keep histemper, despite the temptation. His hand found itsway to
the Khan'shilt.

May our enemies know great pain before they die.

Gray was knowing enough great pain a the moment, and, angry as hewas, hewouldn't kill Cully
over this. Probably.

"Therésanote, | suppose,” he said. Cully would leave anote.

Bear nodded, then grimaced in pain as though he regretted the movement. "Y es. He sent back to
the captain—his runner woke me just afew moments ago." He held up a piece of paper. Y ou should
reed this"

Gray took the note from Bear's hands, but his eyes couldn't focus. He closed them and shook his
head.

"He drugged thewine," Bear said.

"I've dready figured that out." And he had drunk more of it than Bear had. "Can you read this? His
cursed drug gill hasmy eyes, damniit.”

"| dready have. He's off to find the source of the swords, with the boy, starting back in Fironisia,
and—"



"And? Theréds more?

"Wadll, yes"" Bear hesitated.

"Out with it, please. Don't make me drag it out of you."

Bear soread his hands, helplesdly. "It seems he's knighted the boy."

Niko had had things easier.

Sailing the cutter wasredlly ajob for at least four, preferably sx, and it was more than alittle
difficult to do it with just two, particularly asthe wind picked up—from astern, of course. The cutter was
beautifully balanced, with just atrace of weather helm; much safer than lee helm, and Niko assumed that
was ddliberate, and under most circumstances, it would have made it relatively essy.

So, of course, the perversity of the seabeing what it was, the wind was out of the east, and they
hed to sail amost exactly due west, before the wind, always watching for any sign of the wind changing,
ready to turn into the wind and haul in the sheets.

There should have been one man constantly at the helm, at least while thewind was at their back,
and another two or three for the sheets, at least.

Instead there was Niko, and Cully, and while Cully was probably stronger and certainly much
nimbler than most men his age, he barely had sealegsat all, and Niko fdlt that if he didn't keep a
congtant eye on the old man, he'd be over the side before Niko could blink, and probably have long
drowned before Niko could circle back for him.

Niko didn't grumble about it much, not even to himsdlf. That wasthe way of the sea—it never
seemed to manage to arrange anything for afisherman's convenience. Y ou had to settle for what you
could get—when it didn't interfere with hislife or his profit, the sacrificesto Poseidon were wdll worthit.

"Well, we could have taken your skiff, instead of putting the sailorsin it and sending them back to
Pantelleria," Cully said, as he worked at untangling the mainsheet from the capstan, while Niko kept the
forward length taut around ahitt. "But that would have had other problems—there" he said, easing it off
just alittle. "Got it."

"Areyou sure?'

"No. But try it anyway.”

"Haul smartly, as soon asyou get any dack.”

"You'vetold methat fivetimes dready, Niko."

So now it's six, he thought, but didn't say. In someways, Cully reminded Niko of Father and
Grandfather, and was about as likely to tolerate insolence as they were. Had been.

Niko took astrain on the sheet, and released it from the bitt with a practiced flip, and, just as hed
expected, the sheet got away from him, athough not from Cully. The mast rang like adrum asthe boom
swung out on its newfound freedom, but not far—Cully had hauled in on the sheet just as Niko had
released it, and after afrightening moment, the cutter settled down again.

Niko didn't likeit. Granted, the mast was kedl-stepped—he had checked that for himsdlf, athough
he hadn't expected any less from a Navy boat—and asfar ashe could tell, it was solidly so, but . . .

Niko released the whedl and pointed the cutter afew more degrees away from thewind, justin
case, then pegged the whed down again. Sailing with asteady wind at his back was one thing on the
skiff, where he could ether haul in the boom or just let it swing free if—when—the wind changed, but
the cutter didn't just have more sailsthan the skiff, it carried far more sail, and the strength of the thicker
mast hadn't grown proportionately, and Niko's own strength hadn't grown at all.

Cully just smiled, and said something about how the next leg would be essier.

Niko hoped so.

The sheets quickly wetted from the spray, and stayed wet, and fouled al of thetime, particularly
the mainsheet, which seemed to take any attempt to surgeit asan invitation to tie itsalf into knots. What
was just amatter of ataking aturn or two around abitt on the skiff required severd turnsaround a



capstan, trying to smultaneoudy baance and put a brake on forces that could easily have dragged both
Niko and the old knight over the Side, and probably would have, if Niko hadn't made adecision that,
even when the wind waslight, jibing was out of the question, no matter how smoothly and easily the
sallorshad doneit.

Coming about, particularly with the wind astern, was more time-consuming, but it wasfar safer,
and the brisk stern wind certainly gave the craft more than enough speed to make it not only possible,
but as easy as such athing could be.

"Y ou congdered having us take the skiff, and sending them back in the cutter?' he asked.

"Not redly. The cutter'sfaster than your little skiff, by rather alot, carrying as much sail asit does.
Wouldn't want to take it through heavy seas, but aslong as the weather holds fair and the wind's not too
heavy, it'sfaster than theWelledey , whichisthe point. | want Gray chasing us, not catching us.” Cully
took another turn around a bitt, then tied the sheet in place around a brace with aknot that Niko didn't
recognize, and didn't much like.

It must have showed in hisface. "Oh, go ahead—fix it, Sir Niko," Cully said. "Y ou're the captain of
this, I'mjust your crew."

"Firgt aknight, and now aknightand captain,” Niko said, retying the sheet properly. "I'm coming up
intheworld."

Cully laughed. "Well, don't get used to being a captain. WEll take on afull crew back in Pironesia
Y ou can expect some deference, but don't expect too much.”

"A crew? For where? And what are we going to do in Pironesia, of al places?’

"Oh," Cully sad. "Weretaking about two different things—when | say Pironesia, | mean the
whole group of idands, including the outer ones. Y ou mean the colonia capitd city on oneidand, the
one for which His Mg esty's Possession of Pironesiawas named. We're not going to that one, at least
not for now."

"Then where are we going?"'

Cully looked at the compass, again. "At the moment, just alittle north of west, whichiswhat |
want. Navigation'san arcane art, and it'sone that | don't have, and you dont, either. Weve no sextant,
nor rutters, much lessthe art to use them well—so it's best to keep things ssmple. | know there's some
deight involved even with the compass—it doesn't quite point true north, athough it's been too long
since | studied such things for me to remember what to do about that, or even if it matters, at thislatitude.

"If we'retoo far north, we can follow the shore south; even just alittle too far south, and we could
dip between Kithiraand Kissamos, and not find any land this sde of Seeproosh, or worse. Not that
thered be much worse for the two of us, even if thewater did hold out that long.”

"I didn't mean where are we going at the moment. What | meant was where are wegoing 7'

"Y ou're going to haveto tell methat, eventualy,” Cully said. "For now, though, any one of the
Fironesianidandsin the outer cluster will be fine—any one of your neighbors—just like | said in the note
| sent with the skiff. The Abdullahs idands, probably. Are they good sailors?”

Niko shrugged. "There's good sailors among them.”

"But you don't like them.”

"They're neighbors. Theywere neighbors.”

"Yes. I'm assuming that the sword came from somewhere to the east of you, so we're headed in
theright direction. | hope. What I'm trying to buy is enough time to get some direction from you—and
fromit." He gestured at the hatch. "And before we make landfall, 1'd best find sometimeto fit some
gripsto the sword, for that matter. I'm fairly good at that sort of thing—I can't promise you anything
fancy, but | should be able to pull the grips from your Navy sword, fit the undersidesto the live sword,
and bind them in place without much difficulty, if I can find some gloves—I know there's a spool of
brasswire aboard. And you'll need your hair cut, and ashave." Heraised hisright hand, miming gripping
aknife but ddiberately twitching it, as though he had the palsy. "1 think that can wait until we're ashore,
though; | assume you're attached to your nose, and wish it to remain attached to you. With that, and



Gray's robes, you should ook a proper knight."

"I've spent perhaps a dozen hours with asword in my hands, Father Cully," Niko said. "I don't
think you should count on meto be of much use."

"I'm counting you to look like aknight with asword, and not like aboy carrying around something
wrapped in ablanket, that's al. We've no time or materials to make a proper scabbard—but it will fitin
one of the Navy scabbards, with abit of wadding insdeto hold it in place. Just be careful with it, and for
Her sake, don't touch your hand to the stedl. And no, I'm not expecting to have to fight, not at the

Niko nodded. "Training." He felt awkward trying to take the positions that the marines had started
teaching him, but there was something about it that appeded to him, even though it made him achein
unusud places, like theinsdes of histhighs. He was used to much harder work than taking up an
awkward-feding stance—it was strange that it was so draining.

"Traning?Yes—but I'm trying, for my sins, to get you to be able to stland and move like aknight,
nothing more. Turning you into aswordsman isn't something | can do in afew days, or even afew
weeks."

"BU—"

"Not with an ordinary sword, no." Cully smiled. "Not for another thousand hours of practice—if
you'reafast learner. But using alive sword isn't really swordplay, not most of thetime. Y ou saw what
Gray did to your idand, and—"

"Yes, | saw that." Niko'sjaw clenched.

"—and you saw what your sword did to your father. Live swordsare. . . powerful, and the Khan
ismore so than most." He Sghed. "Too powerful —it takes a certain something to use that power in
combat with any kind of restraint, and it isn't accidental that Knights of the Order spend adozen yearsin
training before they can even be considered to bear one. Have you ever heard of atown called Linfield?!

"No."

"Areyou sure? Y ou've never heard of the Linfield Horror?"

"Yes, gr. | mean no, gr, | haven't heard of thisLinafeld of yours.”

"Linfield. But perhaps | shouldn't be surprised—thereisn't aLinfield, not anymore. Hasn't been for
alittleless than two hundred years. One knight of the Red Sword in one moment of uncontrolled,
drunken anger—theidiotic feud with the Table—and land blackened for milesin al directions,
deconsecrated for tens of milesin all directions, thousands of people dead. And worse.”

"Worse?'

"Much worse. White swords are dangerous enough—Yyou don't want to be in the path of the rage
of asaint—but for most purposes, Red swords are worse, and the Sandoval is about as bad asit gets;
the Sandoval is capable of doing far more evil than smple murder.” He shook his head. "Darklings,
deodands—the full range of the demonic. Churches changed, in aflash, into locii of dark horrors. Even
ordinary things went black—you il hear, every year, about small children being carried off by deeth
kitesin Sussex. A wave of plague, carried throughout England and onto the Continent by things that had
been rats. Locusts the size of robins, with abite that paralyzed—and that's just part of it. It was bad. A
little taste of the Zone, and it could have been worse.™

"Y ou think that my—that this sword can do that?"

"Unlikely. The Sandovd, like the Khan, is particularly powerful; I've got no reason to believe that
your sword is anywhere near that dangerous. But it could be. Or more so, for dl | know." He shook his
head. " Although that would seem unlikely, al in dl. Well have some better ideaonce you actudly takeit
inhand."

"But why—"

"Why dl this?" Cully shrugged. "Asthe Jews say,Ayn Brera —I had no choice." He sighed.
"Joshua was a good boy, and he's a good man—Dbetter than he thinks—but he's dways taken the
obedience part of 'service, honor, faith, and obedience' too serioudly, just as David's too much a man of



faith. Gray trustsin authority too much, whether it'sthe Abbot Generd, or HisMgesty, or even such as
me.

"That rigidity probably makes him a good candidate to carry something as awful asthe Khan, but
too much of anything is, well, too much of that thing.

"Asfor me, | think that this matter of the swords could be—is—too urgent to wait for Ralph to
decide what to do, even if held decide the right thing, another matter on which | havelittlefaith, and less
influence

"I would have preferred to lay it dl on thelap of the Duke in Napoli. The Negpolitan navy islarge
enough, and good enough, and the Duke is independent-minded enough to handle thingsin his own court
without worrying about being recalled to Londinium—~but anything to do with the swordsisa Crown
matter, and that means Governor Haloran in Pironesia, and Admiral DuPuy in Mdlta, if action isgoing to
be taken quickly. Halloran's not a problem—for Gray—and DuPuy will probably listen to Gray, given
hisletters of reference.

"| tried to talk Gray into getting Mata and the Fleet involved, but he wouldn't hear of it. So I'm
forcing his hand. There'stoo much wrong going on.. . . darklingsthisfar south, the sword, the deeth of
your family, and it al fedslike matters are coming to ahead, and—out with it, out withit."

"G

"Y ou've got aquestion—out with it, boy. As| used to tell my students, thereisno such thing asan
impertinent question, just an impertinent boy, and | found | could beat the impertinence out of the boy
just fine, thankee very much.”

"Y ou think that you can . . . handlethis?'

Cully shook hishead. "Unlikely. At best, I'm hoping to blaze atrail for Gray and Bear and the rest,
and sound an alarm that DuPuy and Halloran and eventudly Ralph can't afford to ignore.”

That was the second time Cully had used the name; Niko hadn't recognized it before. "Raph?’

"Sir Raph Francis Wakefield, by the Grace of God and Order of His Mgesty the King, not only
the Archbishop of Canterbury, but the Abbot Genera of the Order of Crown, Shield, and Dragon, and
for good reason and perhaps someill, not one of my admirers.

"Right now, unless| know Gray far lesswdl than | flatter myself, theWelledey ismaking as quick
time as possible toward Mdta, intending to give chase once they put in there and pass the word—and,
perhaps, if he's as sensible aboy as he used to be, take on what additiona forces he can pry from the
Admird.

"Regardiess. . . from Mdlta, afast courier ship will be heading to England, and shortly, there will
be the clopping of hooves on Londinium streets, and the sounds of aset of boots running up the stone
cathedral steps and down the marble corridors." He chuckled at the thought. "I'd like to see Ralph's face
when he opensthe envelope, but if | could see hisface, held see mine, and that would lose the virtue of it
dl—Ra ph might decide that he doesn't have any better ideaithan | do asto how to find the origin of
these new live swords, but he won't like the idea of me being off on my own, not with the authority that
Gray was foolish enough to give me, and Ralph's not quite afool; astempted as| often am to think him
one, hesagood man.

"Hemay not agree with me on theimminence of danger, but he surely will think that having me off
on my own, getting involved in it—with you bearing alive sword—needs to be handled promptly, and |
know hell have to see the King about that.

"HisMagesty will, | think, give me the benefit of the doubt asto how important thisis, and whatever
€lse can be said about Ralph, he knows how to obey an order from the King.

"A week or two a mogt, until frigates from Mdtaare in the eastern waters; figure six, perhaps
seven weeks, and this part of the world should be crawling with Knights of the Order, ships of theline,
and various and sundry other things and folk. Probably including His Own." He bit hislip. "If, of course,
the purpose of the wholething isto strip HisMgesty of hisbest protection, I've just left the King
undefended. | never was avery good chess player; still, that seemslike an unlikely move, dl indl.”



Niko didn't understand most of what Cully had said. But—"Why knight me? Not that I'm
complaning, ar—"

"Ah." Cully smiled. "Particularly snce were heading back toward your home, eh? Two hundred
crowns of gold in ahandsome strongbox, fine clothes on your body, and you're now Sir Niko
Cristofolous, at least for the time being, and not just Niko Cristofolous, fisherboy.

"Seemslittle enough reward. But that's not why | did it. | have my reasons—severd of them. For
one, asaKnight, other knights are required to hear you out. It'simportant that that be in Cully's report—
for your safety, among other reasons.

"They'd listen to me when they'd not listen to you?"

"They may not have that opportunity. Littleloss." Cully shrugged. "l said | wasn't agood chess
player, but not that | was an utterly incompetent one. If we have any luck at dl, well have gotten closer
to whatever isgoing on before they catch up with us, pawns like me tend not to survive contact in such
circumstances.”" Henodded. "Whichisonly fair, after al. What isn't fair isthat your chancesareonly a
little better than mine."

"If that bothers me too much, we can turn the boat around?" he asked, not sure if he wanted to or
not. There was something about Cully'sintengity that was persuasive, even intoxicating.

"No. It wasn't right of meto get you into this without asking, but | don't dways do what'sright.”
Hissmilewas crooked. "I don't even aways do what's right on the rare occasions that | know what's
right. Asfor this, | need the sword both for information and as bait, and that meansthat | need you,
regardless of the danger I'm putting you in. The only way | can seethat you can get out of thisisto turn
mein; you should have the chance soon enough.”

"I wouldn't do that. These are the people that murdered my family that you're going after.” 1t wasn't
possible to forgive the gods and the sea, and afisherman was no nobleman, who could hold agrudge for
generations, but . . .

"Perhaps not. When one of the Wise tdlls you the truth, you can be sure that they've not told you
thewholetruth. I'm not a al sure what this sword will do in your hands, and finding that out, as soon as
we've a safe place to do so, isour first order of business—for that and other reasons.” He rose. "Enough
talking. Let'stake amore northerly tack for an hour or two so were not running so before the wind—
give ussometimeto eat, and | can fit some gripsto the sword, if | can find apair of gloves aboard this
scow, and perhapsto work out.”

"Asyouwish, gr."

"My wishes have nothing to do withit.”

For just amoment, Cully's expression reminded Niko of Grandfather's, although he couldn't have
sadwhy.

Interlude 2: Serenity

Choose your enemies, before they choose you. Y our friendswill choose
themsdlves

—Gray

Thewind changed.

It brought the smdll of hot pitch to Tucker's nogtrils, making him shudder for just amoment.

Presumably at thefirg officer's command—al though Captain Michagl Tucker, RM, wasn't paying
much attention to that, having other things on his mind—the helmsman dacked afew points away from
the wind's new direction.

Thelast thing theSerenity needed to do right now was [uff into the wind, not with nothing but the
Serry blocking the open sea behind the pirate, and the two other ships coming up asfast asthey could,



which wasn't very. TheSerry was the chaser because she was the fastest of the three, although the
gmallest, aswdll.

Behind and above Tucker's head, up on the quarterdeck, the captain called out some ordersto the
firgt officer, who bellowed them over the wind to the bosuns and mates rather than smply caling for the
piping of All Topmen Aloft, and the bosuns and mates bellowed the commands at the topmen, and quick
as you please—moving even before the piper had finished blowing the six notes of Topmen Aloft—the
foretopmen were scrambling up the rigging like the rope-monkeys that they were, while, unsurprisingly,
the mizzentopmen moved somewhat dower. It was cal for more sail, presumably—getting the fastest
speed under the circumstances was amatter of congtantly reefing and unreefing; there was hardly timeto
fly additiona sails, not with the pirates close at hand, athough there were hardly moreto fly, theSerry 's
measts being loaded to the topgd lants.

Tucker ignored what the topmen were doing as much as he could. After fifteen yearsin the
marines, Tucker could have followed not only exactly what they were doing—which was easy—but
make an educated guess as to why—something more difficuilt.

But he didn't bother. He had other things to think about, and, more important, other thingsnot to
think about, at the moment. The shouted commands and manic actions of the Navy crew—ifrom the
mangonel crews on the forecastle, to the hook crews off to the side of the main deck, to the port and
gtarboard flinger crews, and never mind the constant yammering of the mizzentopmen and particularly
the foretopmen—those were just noise to his ears, and the only way it would have distracted him wasiif
it stopped, in much the same way asthe rolling of the deck benegath his feet would have been disturbing
only if it was absent.

He could have spent the time before battle second-guessing himself, and there dwayswasthe
temptation as he looked over his section, crowded toward the middle of the forecastle mainly to be out
of the way of the sailors on both sides of them. The marines were, at the moment, the bundles of boltsin
the catapults. weapons, waiting to be used.

Soon. It would be soon.

Holtz had finished checking his squad, and was sitting on the deck with his back braced against
Denton's, endlessly stropping the edge of aknife againgt the well-worn spot on the deeve of his
boarding-jacket. He seemed to be utterly immersed in the task, but to Tucker that just made him look as
nervous asif Holtz had been, like Bartles, congtantly looking back and forth, peering at everything likea
rabbit trying to decideif it was safe to emerge from hishidey-hole.

Tucker didn't blame him for being nervous, for al the usual reasons, and more. He had promoted
Holtz to corpord after Erikson's death, even though there were severd privates who were senior, and
even trusty old Fotheringay had disagreed, in the same blunt terms that had burned Tucker's earswhen
he was a new lieutenant and Fotheringay his batman—athough, asdways, in private. Fotheringay was
now the company's sergeant, but he had never stopped |ooking after Tucker, and even dipped and
cdled him "Lieutenant” every oncein awhile, when he was particularly aggrieved, as he had been this
time.

But you had to go with your ingtincts and judgment in this bloody business, and while Tucker
couldn't have exactly said why, he thought that Holtz was just atouch better for the spot than Fitzhugh or
Kely or Williamson, and that was that.

Thetime before contact was atimeto relax. If Tucker couldn't redlly relax—and he couldn't, of
course; the musclesin the back of hisneck were so tight that it hurt to move—it was important that he be
seen to relax. Nervousness was contagious, fear more so, and panic most of al—the commander of
Serenity 'smarines had no desireto infect his men with his own shortcomings.

Moving easlly acrossthe rolling deck, he walked over toward one of the mangond firepots, noting
with somerelief thet, at least thistime, the idiots hadn't overfilled the bubbling vet, and that the heavy
potmetd lids were lashed to stanchions nearby.

It'd be safe to borrow somefire; he reached for the pipe stuck into hisbdlt, intending to light it with



astrav—hisfirst captain, back when he was a lieutenant, had aways smoked before battle, and it had
aways|ooked reassuring—»but he felt hisfingerstremble, and stopped himsdlf. Pity; heredly wanted a
smoke about now.

So he tamped the tobacco down, hard, with his thumb, and stowed his pipe in the pouch laced into
theinsde of hiscuirassfor just that purpose, then hooked histhumbsin his harness belt and continued
hiswalk across the foredeck, pretending to be supervising the corporas as they checked the men's gear.

Hedidn't have to intervene; his marines knew what they were doing, and he affected not to seethe
way that Nicol gave Wetterling afirm cuff acrossthe back of the head, and then indgsted on retying
Wetterling'sleather himsaf—accompanied by more than afew oaths and more cuffing—uwith the proper
knots that could be released by a sudden jerk on the ball knots at the end of the thongs, at least half the
time

Armor was cheagp. Working through the night with his knives and awls and dobbles, the Navy
armorer could make anew cuirassin about aday's work. It took much longer than that to turn a
landsman into amarine, athough there were no landsmen among the marines on theSerenity —the
marine commander of the chase ship got his pick among the volunteers, and the better food probably
had as much to do with it as did better prize shares; it would be a bit much to expect marine privatesto
look beyond their next medl.

Unsurprisingly, fat Fotheringay waddled over to check Nicol's checking, and then went for'ard to
where Holtz was waiting with his squad, carefully looking over Holtz's squad while pretending to chat
with Holtz, going to far asto check the no-doubt shaving-sharp edge on Holtz's knife.

Tucker smiled. The edge of an oversharpened knife would break about as often asit would cut,
and an oversharpened tip was even more delicate, but you could, if necessary, shove a snap-tipped
knifeinto an enemy'sface or chest, something Tucker knew from persona experience.

Nicol, of course, had been right—about haf of the marines who went into the water would be able
to release their armor and strip off their boarding clothes to make it to the rope ladders, but half was
much better than none. For some reason, the fatter the man was, the better chances he had of making it
back to the surface—Fotheringay had gone overboard three timesthat Tucker knew of, and had
bobbed up like achubby cork each time.

L eather armor wouldn't even dow acrossbow bolt, but it would turn a sword's edge religbly,
which was the whole purpose of it, after al. Of course, if one of the marines went over the sde—and
while Tucker had heard of aboarding where that didn't happen, he believed they were just seastories,
as held never seen one—the combination of the armor and the waterlogged padding attached to the
body-side of it would sink him just about as effectively asif it were plate armor, unless he managed to
releaseit, and Tucker preferred to avoid losing any more men than necessary.

Wetterling was obvioudy of the opinion that he was sufficiently strong that nobody and nothing
could force him over the side, but it wasn't his choice—it was Captain Michagl Tucker's, after dl, and it
was Corpora Flem Nicol'sjob to seethat Tucker's orders were followed to the letter.

Nicol was much less good about enforcing Tucker's orders against gambling, but since Tucker
didn't officidly know about that, he didn't have to do anything about it officidly at dl, and didn't bother
doing more than telling Fotheringay to keep aquiet eyeonit, so it didn't get out of hand.

Some hypocrisy was anecessary part of command. Men who were about to go into battle tended
not to think about the long term, but their commander did, and having some private owe ayear's pay to
another one—or, worse, to a corporal—was bad for morale. Too easy to missa half step at the wrong
moment, and never mind the possibility of outright murder under cover of battle.

Tucker forced himself not to fidget with his own gear. 1t wouldn't be long now; the pirate ship was
lessthan half amile off the starboard bow, and theSerenity was closing fast, coming in from upwind.

A gtern chase wouldn't have been to Rafferty or Serenity 's advantage, and Captain Rafferty had
avoided it as carefully as he could, something that Tucker approved of, athough the commander of the
Serenity 's marines would no more have thought of offering Rafferty an unsolicited opinion on matters of



seamanship than Tucker would have asked the captain's opinion on matters involving what do when—
and it waswhen, he sincerely hoped, not if—Serenityclosed with the pirate.

Which would be soon. The Serry had gpparently been built with piracy in mind—+but from the
other sde; it wasn't built for chasing down and taking other ships, not like theFairchild and theBuffalo ,
the flagship, such asit was, of the pocket squadron. TheSerry in fact was a prize ship that had been
captured severd years before in these same waters, or hereabouts.

Pirates had some of the same needs that those who pursued them had; theSerry was built aong
reasonably fleet lines, and faster than she looked, asthough she wastrying to live down her previous
incarnation as a pirate ship.

He more felt than saw Finnerty walk up from behind to stand beside him. Finnerty had presumably
finished hisingpection of his own section on the raised poop deck and, as usud, had made hisway
forward to have afew fina wordswith Tucker.

There would be no chance for any words onceit all started—Finnerty would have his section to
handle, just as Tucker did his. Redligticdly, onceit al started, they were no longer captain and his
lieutenant, but two effectively equal commanders.

Like Tucker, Finnerty wasin full gear: leasther cuirass and greaves, leaving hisarms bare save for
histhick but supple leather boarding-shirt that had him sweating just as much as everybody else. A brace
of knives was strapped to each hip; a scabbarded issue sword, twin to the curved saber naked in his
hand, was bound diagonally down his broad back. His sted helmet wasin his free hand rather than on
his heed—donning it would be the last thing before he made his mad dash down the boarding ladder.

"Captain,” he said, not saluting. Nava traditions were different—and, in Tucker's considered
opinion, more often stupid than not. Marines on aboarding misson dl dressed the same, and salutes
whilein boarding gear were every bit as forbidden as they were compulsory under other circumstances.
The pirate ship wastoo far off the bow for any of the piratesto be able to pick out individuals by sight,
lessto take an aimed crosshow shot from the murderer's perch or the deck, much lessto hit when
shooting from the onerolling deck or aperch onamast . . . but the habit of ingraining good habitswas
itself such ahabit that Tucker only thought about it to give his mind something to chew on lessfrightening
than the thought of what a pirate's blade—or worse, abucketful of pitch—could do to him, and
compared to pitch, abolt was something to laugh at.

Let them shoot at the Navy officersif they wanted high-ranking targets.

That said, stupid as he thought it was, if theSerenity 's captain actualy wanted to prance about the
quarterdeck in hisfull undress blues, his cocked hat making him a prominent target, Tucker had no
problem with that, and the bright yellow-and-red ribbon striped across his chest provided afine enough
target. The captain didn't owe Tucker any money; the first officer was a perfectly good sailor, and
Tucker madeit apoint not to get too chummy with the Nava officers anyway.

Prize shareswere divided among the living, after dl; the seaswalowed the dead, and if the living
hoisted afew glassesto their memory, that was all that could be asked. Tucker had enough memories of
his own without having to add unnecessarily to them.

"Lieutenant,” Tucker said. "I'd ask if you'reready," he said with aforced smile, "but | wouldn't
want to insult you." Finnerty was not the brightest officer who had served under Tucker, but he wasn't
bad—just overly eager, and too quick to take offense, even if sensible enough not to act onit, at least
while shipboard. Then again, they wouldn't dways be shipboard, and the proscription against dueling
only applied when under sail or under orders, not back in Birmingham, asfar awvay as home seemed at
the moment.

"I'm ready, and S0 ismy section,” Finnerty said. "Just checked with the surgeons—tables are
cleared, the water's hot, and the fires out." The surgery was aft, two decks down from the poop deck,
and making surethat it was ready was Finnerty's responsibility, just as making sure thateverything was
ready was Tucker's.

"Checked with, or checked out?' he asked, keeping his voice casud.



"l saw toiitin person, sir.”" Finnerty's blank expression told Tucker that he didn't need to be told—a
second time—that the way to see that something was done was tosee that the thing was done.

"Good." Tucker didn't seefit to mention that Fotheringay had already been down to the surgery,
and had reported to him just minutes before that that idiot of achief surgeon hadn't yet doused the fires—
then; Fotheringay had watched him do so with his own eyes. Thefact that the chief surgeon carried a
sublieutenant's rank was of no importance to Fotheringay any more than it wasto Tucker—it wasa
Navy rank, after dl.

Not that Tucker gave atinker's damn about whether or not the thumb-fingered butchers burned
themsalvesto ashes. . . after they had done what was needful for his marines.

The battle would be only amatter of minutes, but the screams of the wounded would go on for
hours, or days. Tucker rubbed at the left Sde of hisface, where asplash of burning pitch had barely
missed his eyes off of Miskonos—or wasit Teleria? It al ran together after a couple of years, and he
had been at thisfor more than thét.

Hedidn't give any last-minute ordersto Finnerty; Finnerty knew hisjob, or at least the important
part of it. Once theSerry came aongsde of—more smashed into—the pirate, and the hook crew had
sunk their irons, the ladderswould go over, followed immediately by the marines.

Tucker would take the for'ard boarding party—for'ard in orientation to theSerry; locking noseto
tall was hardly unknown, athough unlikely for this encounter—while Finnerty would take the aft. First
party to make it past the midpoint of the enemy ship and bury aknife in the mainmast would buy the
beer when theSerry next made port, according to the tradition of the Fest.

But that would have to wait.

For now, it was just amatter of waiting—waiting for the captain to maneuver close enough that the
seamen on the mangonels could fire the pirate's sails while the crosshowmen and catapulters would pick
off asmany pirates as they could—damned few, usudly—then waiting until the captain came aoreast of
the pirate long enough for the crew to fix the boarding irons, and then it would begin, &t least it would
begin for Tucker and the marines. If the pirate had been abigger ship, they might well have had to smply
hold off adesperate counterattack while the dowerFairchild closed, aong with itslarger complement of
marines, but Tucker both thought that his company could handle aship this size by itself, and had no
particular desire to share the prize money with Colonel O'Neill and his men on theFairy .

Bad enough to have to share far too much of it with Rafferty and his crew, for doing little more than
bringing the marines to where they could do their own job.

Finnerty nodded, as though he was reading his commander's thoughts. "Figure maybe forty, sixty
ras?"

"Shouldn't be much more. Could easily be haf that." The pirate ship couldn't carry many more, not
and keep enough hold space for supplies going out and booty coming back.

It al depended on what the pirates had been planning on hitting. Thisfar east, the odds were it was
fishing villages dong the Kargizian coastline. Southwestern Turkee was, by and large, of little interest to
the Balakaziri, being far more concerned, by and large, with seeing exactly what position they should
take for convenient buggering by the Byzantines, who, even these days could have rolled over them but
for the convenience of having Bdakazistan as something between a state-as-catamite and alargely
theoretica buffer against the Northern Caliphate. Nothing much to admire about the Bal akaziri.

"Well, at least thislot hasn't hoisted the Scimitar and Star.."

"Thereisthat.”

Absent unusual circumstances or ordersto the contrary, a pirate crew was executed, man by man,
on the spot. Crown and Dar generdly left each others ships aone, even in contested waters, and gave
each others nava squadrons awide berth these days, stopping flagged ships only to make sure that they
were what they said they were, and perhaps engage in alittle unofficia trade between captains, navy or
merchant.

Every oncein awhile, though, someidiot of apirate captain or collectiveidiot of apirate crew,



particularly in waters close to the Dar, would reinvent the clever idea of raising the Scimitar and Ster,
sometimes with an emirate pennant below it.

Tucker hated that.

Them doing that meant that they would have to try to take some prisoners, to be turned over to the
Dar in sometruca port, and while Tucker wasn't a squeamish man by any means—alifeinthe marines
wasn't for those who couldn't take blood and screaming—he didn't like to think what the experienced
torturers of the Commission for the Prevention of Vice and Promotion of Virtue would do to somebody
who they believed had defiled the flag of the Dar d-Idam.

"Beinteresting to see what cargo they have," Finnerty said. "Silks? Gold? Women?"

Tucker suppressed hisown irritation. Granted, he himsdlf had been daydreaming about what he
could do with his prize share, but he wanted Finnerty to put his mind on the job that was shortly to be at
hand.

sill . ...

A marine officer didn't make much money from his pay, and had few of the chancesfor graft that
left many a Navy master well-off when hefinaly hit the beach for good, but prime duty like pirate patrol
could leave Tucker enough to buy land rightsto asmall plantation in western Victoriawhen he retired,
perhaps bringing Fotheringay and afew of the corporas aong to manage the transportees. He wouldn't
be the first marine officer to do that, and any men who could take on hardened Seeproosh pirates had
little to worry about from some cowed transportees—or poxy, half-starving Chirokee or Kriks—after
dl.

He could end up asaland baron, in practiceif not officidly—the chances of abaron's crest were
bescaly nil—and it was an attractive thought, at that.

Hewasjolted from his ddliberate daydreaming by a shout of "Letfire I" followed by the digtinctive
thumpwhoosh of afor'ard mangond cutting loose, that wasimmediatdly followed by thethumpwhoosh
of the other one, and ayowl! from some poor navvy who had gotten asmall splash of pitch.

Thewooden bals, heavily wrapped in flaming, pitch-soaked cloth, arced high through the air, but
fell well short and to port of the pirate's broad beam, about as Tucker would have expected.

Somebody was overly eager.

But the mangond-bunnieswere fast in reloading, four landsmen working the twin windlasseswith
manic speed under the bosun's shouts urging them to even greater speed, while more experienced sailors
stood by with other balls aready pitched, and it was only afew seconds before another pair were arcing
high through theair—

Only to bracket the pirate, splashing usdlesdy into the water.

"Clear, damnyou,clear ," the bosun on the bow catapult shouted, as someidiot of alandsman
mangonel-bunny hadn't vacated the space between the two mangonels quickly enough for histaste, and
for his shot, and he had to wait until the rise and fal of the bow suited hisam—aiming a catapult wasfar
more art than science—until the moment was, so he thought, right, and he smashed hisfoot down, hard,
on the release arm, sending the bundle of crude boltswhizzing on itsway.

Most of the pattern arced well over the pirate—the bosun had either been rushed, or just plain
unlucky—and some tore usdlesdy through the top of the mainsail, but abody falling from the crow's nest
showed that at |east one of the dozens of bolts had found flesh, pointless though it was to take out the
pirate'slookout at this point.

Wéll, no harm done; the lookout would have to be taken out anyway.

The pirate turned toward the wind, trading off speed for angle away, but Rafferty had apparently
been anticipating that, and the bow of theSerenity swung about, well past the wind. Tucker couldn't see
theFairy or theBuff from his vantage point, but he had no doubt that theFairchild was moving to cut off
that possibility, aswell, dthough he hoped it wouldn't cometo that, just as he was sure that Colonel
O'Nelll on theBuff and McPhee on theFairy were hoping that the pirate would escape theSerry and fall
to them.



Which seemed unlikely, but not impossible. Y es, the lateen-rigged felluca could sail closer to the
wind than the square-riggedSerry could, of course, but unless the wind changed dramaticaly, pointing
not quite into the wind was suicidad—that was why theFairchild and theBuffalo waited downwind; it
wasn't an accident that the smaler, faster Serry had sailed downwind past the pirate before coming about
and turning back to close the trap around the pirate's unwashed neck.

The sublieutenant and middies officering the starboard mangone crews had either anticipated that,
or morelikely had heard awarning that Tucker hadn't paid any attention to; asthe ship came about, the
garboard battery fired in unison, Sx flaming bals arcing high through the sky, and—

"Yeq"

Tucker didn't see where the others had gone, but one flaming ball caught the mainsail squarely, and
wetted or not, the sail began to burn. The pirate started to heel over—perhaps one of the others had
burned the hdmsman?—and Rafferty responded immediately by turning to starboard to give the port
mangonels a chanceto fire, theSerenity maneuvering quickly and nimbly, as though the insensate wood
of the ship smelled blood in the same way and with the same hearty appetite that her crew did, the same
way that had Tucker's heart beating painfully hard in his chest astheSerry moved in for thekill.

Fotheringay walked up beside him, and gave the dightest of nods. He already had his helmet on,
the shortened boarding pike that he preferred as a persona weapon clutched in one thick hand.

Broad asalorry, the top of his helmeted head barely reaching Tucker's chin, Fotheringay wasa
preposteroudy ugly man. Histhick nose had been broken enough timesthat it was now permanently
flattened againgt hisface, under histhick brows. Despite the earholes, his sted hedmet hid wherea
Saracen had hitten off hisleft ear, back in that mess on the Barbary, and if histhick, battered lips had
parted when he smiled—they didn't—they would have showed that held long sincelost dl of hisforward
teeth, leaving him with aligp; Fotheringay couldn't even manage hardtack unless he soaked it in something
—rum, usualy, off-duty; and water on.

"Shouldn't be too long now, Cap'n," he said.

It's time for you to issue the ready order, he meant, and afair enough comment, with theSerry
coming up fast on the pirate ship. Nosed into the wind, it meant that Finnerty's section would be going in
through the smoke at the stern, while Tucker'swould bein clear ar. There were advantages and
disadvantagesin both directions, but there was no point in woolgathering over them, when it wastoo late
to change places with Finnerty, even if he wanted to.

"Mr. Finnerty, take your place." He didn't wait for Finnerty's aye, aye, and the sound of boots
running across the deck before turning to Fotheringay.

"Attheready,” hesad, quietly.

"Makeready ," Fotheringay bellowed, and to aman, the marines buckled their hedmetsin place,
then squatted and gripped at the grab bars that had been made fast to the deck cleats, while the pirate
grew ever closer. Tucker handed his saber to Fotheringay, and quickly buckled his own helmet under his
chin before retrieving the wegpon.

Asaways, Tucker feared for one horrible moment, that theSerry would crash, bow-firgt, into the
sde of the pirate, most likely sinking them both, despite the reinforcement of theSerenity 's bow. A
four-hundred-ton ship was small as FHeet vessels went, and theSerry was more nimble than most, but it
couldn't be flipped about like a cutter or longboat.

"Y ou, too, Cap'n," Fotheringay said, pulling on Tucker'sarm until he knelt down next to the nearest
deck clest, fastening his own hands on the bar next to the sergeant's.

Sowly, too dowly, the ship started to turn as the pirate fellucca came up fast and faster, so close
that Tucker could hear the crackling of its burning sails, and choked for amoment from the smoke.
Something had caught fire—he hoped it was something on the pirate, rather than theSerry .

Then cametheloud, sickening crunch that seemed to go on forever asthe deck of the Serry
bucked and reared asit tried to throw Tucker from his purchase.

Halyards sang and the mizzenmast gave adeep thrumm that was quickly overpowered by a



scream, followed by a sodden thump as abody dammed into the deck just feet away from where
Tucker and the sergeant crouched—one of the mizzentopmen had apparently lost his purchase; not
Tucker's problem, and probably not the surgeon's, either, for that matter—and the sounds of thethin
chansclankety clanketyclanking asthey paid off of their well-greased spoolsin response to the port
catgpultsfiring off their gaffs

"Heave now,heave ," one of the bosuns shrilled unnecessarily, asthe sailors on the chainswere
aready doing just that. As usual, most of the gaffs hadn't found purchase, but three had, and sailors on
other teams dropped their dack chains and raced across the deck to join those who were pulling and
grunting and heaving the shipstogether, locking them into one unit.

"Boarding ladders,” Tucker said.

"Boardingladders ," Fotheringay echoed, unnecessarily—each of the five-man teams had aready
retrieved itsladder the moment that the ship had stopped shuddering, and most of them not bothering
with the quick-release knots when they already had asword or knifein hand, some grunting as they
moved the heavy iron ladders over to their deck clests, quickly tying their endsin place.

Therailing on both port and starboard had been removed for just this moment; the ladders
smashed down onto the deck of the ship half adozen feet below, smashing through railing and debris
aike, one of them smashing down on apirate, the spikes pinning him to the deck of his ship pointlesdy,
asthe heavy weight had surdly killed him anyway.

The more ladders the better, of course—qgive the pirates anarrow entry point to protect, and they
could hold off the marines for minutes, perhapslonger.

Tucker tugged at the strap that held his hemet on hishead; it held.

"Board," he said, quietly, the same way that the death sentence was usualy passed.

"Boarders, over the side! " Fotheringay bellowed as he ran toward the nearest ladder. Holtz's
squad was mostly over the side on the next ladder over before Fotheringay reached the closest oneto
him, hisboarding pike held properly vertica, but switching to the horizonta the moment he reached the
ladder; Tucker wasjust haf astep behind him.

The rungs of the ladder were deliberately flat and wide, leaving only enough space between the
boardsfor the easy insertion of abooted foot, and the flat soles of the marines boarding boots had been
designed to minimize the chance of any hed catch.

Some of the marines ran down the steep incline, more than afew faling forward asthey did, but
Fotheringay smply launched himself feet-first, diding down onto the main deck of the pirate ship, with
Tucker close behind him, feet widespread to get what purchase he could on theraised rails. The
backplate of his boiled-leather armor smashed the padding benesth it hard against his back, not quite
knocking thewind out of him, but he managed to gain hisfeet on the deck below, asthe screams and
shouts sounded from dl around him.

A bare-chested pirate came out of nowhere to smash into Tucker'sright side, but ablow from the
butt of Fotheringay's pike stopped him for at least amoment, the dash from Tucker's heavy boarding
saber opened him from shoulder to belly, and akick from Tucker's heavy boot sent him sprawling avay
backward across the deck.

Tucker turned to square off with another one; the greasy bastard hesitated just amoment, and one
of the marines—with the smoke Tucker couldn't tell who it was under the helmet, but it should have
been one of Holtz's squad—economicdly planted aknife in the naked back with acrue twigt, then
kicked him away, another of hisknivesaready in hisfree hand. One hand for the ship and one for
yourself was good advice, most of the time; aboarding wasn't most of thetime.

The plan cdled for Holtz's squad to make their way as quickly as possible to the mainmast to cut
the mainsail's halyards, both to drop the hoped-for burning sails on as many piratical heads as possible,
but mainly because aboom swinging across the deck was likely to be more of a problem for marines
whose hemets precluded any peripheral vison than for agang of haf-naked pirates.

But, as shouldn't have and didn't surprise Tucker, that hadn't happened yet, and while God may



have looked out for saints and fools, He didn't seem to spend much time watching out for marines—the
massive boom, propelled by a change of wind that filled its burning sheets, swept toward him, knocking
pirates and marines abouit like skittles.

Tucker threw himsdlf flat on the deck, but not quite quickly enough—the bottom of the boom
clipped thetop of hishelmet, leaving his head and ears ringing, turning the world loud and bright, and
then gray and distant, athough for how long he was never quite sure.

He became aware that strong hands were gripping the collar of his cuirass, dragging him acrossthe
deck, and he lashed out with his empty hands—where had his knife and sword gone?—nhisfig impacting
on hard leather.

"Easy, Cap'n," Fotheringay shouted, helping him to hisfeet. He dipped the hilt of Tucker's sword
into his hand, while Tucker retrieved another one of his daggersfrom hiship. "Y ou're not bleeding—you
hurt?'

"No." Tucker shook his head. Doing that made him wince, and made the sparks dance behind his
eyes again, but the sergeant wasn't asking if he was uncomfortable, but wounded.

Not thistime, thankfully.

It wasal ending dmost as suddenly asit had, findly, begun. There was abizarre symmetry to a
ship-to-ship battle, where hours or days of pursuit and preparation would resolve themsalvesin but a
few bloody minutes, leaving hours and days of clean-up after.

But it wasn't quite done, not yet. Holtz, his helmet gone, was at the mainmast, his saber aready red
with blood as he methodically waked among the bodies, spearing each economically while he moved to
the next. Y ou could never be sure that what appeared to be a dead man was, and—

One man screamed and tried to rise, but one of Holtz's squad— Tucker couldn't tell who it was
because he till had hishelmet on—Kkicked him in the heed, hard, then held him down with a heavy boot
until he stopped twitching, while Holtz kept thrusting into him, over and over, groaning with apassion
that seemed amogt sexud, or was perhaps more than almost so.

The sail was till smouldering in spots, but a couple of the marines had already taken bucketsto it.

Asusud, it had al been just a matter of afew moments. Training, preparation, the chase, and
boarding—all of it had resolved itsdlf into bodies silently bleeding on adeck now awashin red, and
Tucker had missed most of it just by being knocked down for afew seconds.

A dozen enterprising saillors—or, at least, ones under an aggressive bosun's mate—had aready
made it down the ladders, and were busy detaching the boarding irons from whatever they had managed
to snk themselvesinto, whether it was deck, magt, or pirate.

The only remaining fighting going on was where asingle pirate had backed himsdlf up and into the
bow, holding off three marines, none of whom was eager to be the last man wounded or killed inthe
assault.

It was only ameatter of time, and—

A crossbow bolt seemed to spring out of the pirate's bare chest. He screamed, a horrible,
high-pitched womanlike scream, and dropped his wide-bladed scimitar to clutch at his chest, and one of
the marines just lowered his helmet and butted him into the railing and over, rewarded by adistant splash.

Shouts and cries coming up through the hatch madeit clear that there was till somefighting going
on belowdecks. Tucker resheathed hisknifeto claw at the buckle of his helmet, shoving up and
dropping the preposteroudy heavy thing to the deck; he stalked toward the hatchway, Fotheringay
rushing up to join him, not quite barring hisway with the butt of hispike.

"You in some sort of rush, Cap'n?' the old sergeant said. He had removed his helmet, too. His
scraggly hair was plastered againgt his scalp with swest, and the bloody wads of cloth jammed into his
huge nostrils announced that he had, somehow, broken his nose yet again.

"Seeto thewounded,” Tucker said, by way of answer. That was an order he should dready have
given, and—

"Done." Fotheringay's toothless smile was reassuring; he pointed toward the stern with the butt of



the spear. "L ogt five overboard from our section—don't know about the lieutenant's. Navy's aready on
it; boats arein the water. Another four down—that shitter at the bow was fast and lucky; he got Nicol
through the throat.” He shook his head and pointed toward where alimp form in marine leather had
collapsed over arack, then spat in the direction of the hatch.

"All of our people accounted for, | think; Lieutenant Finnerty's below, with most of his section;
went down the aft hatch, dick asyou please. Y ou wouldn't want to rush down the ladder there and
frighten one of Lieutenant Finnerty'sbabies, sr. Give 'em afew minutesto sort things out—I think that's
theway of it."

It made sense, and, besides, he was hurting, and very, very tired.

"Very well," he said. He sat down heavily on abox and set his sword down beside him.

What he redlly wanted was a change of clothes, and abath—he'd pissed himsdlf again,
unsurprisingly. The clotheswould be easy to come by back on theSerenity , but anything other than a
bucket bath would, of course, have to wait for port.

Hisfingers, seemingly of their own volition, had retrieved his pipe from its hidden pouch, and he
was pleased to see that hisfal hadn't sngpped the stem. He stuck the stem in his mouth, finding the
bitterness strangely comforting, and started looking about for the pirate's smudge pot.

Fotheringay, as he should have expected, had dready anticipated him—the sergeant produced a
tar-ended lighting stick, reached over behind Tucker, and cupped his free hand around the flame and
bowl of the pipe.

Therich Victorian tobacco filled hislungs, and seemed to ease the pounding in his head.

The sounds from below had died out, as presumably had the pirates.

He was tempted to get to hisfeet and head down the hatch, but he could wait afew minutes
without shaming himself,

Besides, some of Finnety's marineswould, certainly, take afew small souvenirs—aswould
Tucker's, when they went below—and that was fine, aslong asthey didn't get too greedy. A few coins,
here and there, were no problem, and unlikely to draw attention. Hewould, asusud, leaveit to
Fotheringay to make surethat it didn't go much beyond that, and to be sure that if it did, matters were
adjusted before Tucker had to take any notice.

Hisjob, in essence, was over for the moment. A captain in the marines didn't draw high pay, unless
you cdculated it by the few minutes—hours, a most—in his career that he actualy wasin the way of
sharp stedl and pointed wood, and then it was a princely sum indeed, despite how quickly and easily the
money managed to spend itsdlf.

The meta boarding ladders and deck irons that had wel ded the ships together had aready been
drawn up theSerry 's Sde as a precautionary matter, and replaced with ordinary cable that could be
severed by afew seamen with axes at aquick command, not that that was likely to be necessary. The
pirate ship wasin no apparent danger of sinking, although Tucker would not have been at dl surprised if
theSerry 'sdeck hoist would shortly lower the spare pump to clear the bilge.

The sensible thing for atrapped pirate to do would be to smash the seacocks open, after all. Just
as pirates preyed on coastdwellers, to one extent or another, the pirate patrol squadrons of the Navy
preyed upon the pirates, and while you could never be sure what riches, if any, would befound ina
pirate ship, afast ship wasitsdlf aprize, and thiswould be thefirgt timein ayear and ahalf that Tucker
had earned the boarding officer's shares.

The last blow againgt him that the pirate crew could have made was sinking the ship. Tucker
certainly would have, if their Stuation had been reversed.

But Tucker didn't redlly expect afilthy, murdering pirate to take the long view of such things,
athough the thought amused him, and from his viewpoint, seated on awooden box amid a scene of
carnage, there was damndl to amuse him.

The thought of climbing up the ladder to theSerry had no apped at the moment, even though he
had no doubt that Finnerty could handle things here, for now. It was hisjob to remain aboard for the



time being, and that was sufficient reason—although the cursed exhaudtion that dways followed afight
wasinitsef reason enough, aswdll.

Shouts and ordersfrom therail of theSerry drew his attention—the hoist had been deployed to lift
the wounded marines aboard, asthey shortly would any promising cargo, which would haveto be
carefully inventoried by theSerry 's purser, under the supervision of thefirst lieutenant.

Tucker could let the bastard hacks of surgeons do what little they could for the wounded—and
hope to hdll that there were none of the all-too-common belly wounds that would kill aman dowly,
painfully, over days, ninetimes out of ten.

Therewasno rush.

Hewould have to turn the ship over to Captain Rafferty, of course, aslaw and tradition demanded,
for the captain or morelikely the commodore to assign aprize crew to bring it into port under the watch
of theFairchild , whiletheBuff andSerry continued to try their luck.

The fire had rendered pirate's mainsail usdless, of course, but the jib had just been dropped when
the halyards had been cut, and was probably more or lessintact. A few seamen working afew hours
could refly the jib and probably improvise some sort of mainsail from theBuffal o 'simmense stores, even
if the pirates didn't have a spare mainsail aboard. Turning the fellucainto a proper doop could wait for
Malta, and the lesswork it needed, the larger the prize shares.

For the time being, though, the ship was Tucker's, and nobody ese's. Asaways, he would take
the chance to nose around the lower deck of the prize, just out of curiousity. No souvenirsfor the
commander beyond atrinket or two that would fit in his pouch—Hennessy, who served as his batsman
when he wasn't seconding Nicol, snooped through histhings, after dl, and even sallors didn't gossip the
way marines did when there wasn't anything better to do.

Feet thundered from the ladder below, and Richards emerged, his hands empty, apparently having
left his sword and helmet below, once the fighting was over. That was something that Tucker would
want to deal with |later—a gtiff word to Finnerty would suffice.

Richardstook up atiff brace.

"Lieutenant Finnerty's compliments, sir, and he said that you—he asks that you join him below a
your convenience,” Richards said.

Hedidn't sdlute, of course, even though the rule was pointless at the moment. He probably couldn't
have—nhisright hand hung limp, bound up with abloody strip of cloth, atwin to the onetied tightly on his
left thigh, but his curiass wasintact, which was dl to the good, and likely would need only agood
binding of hiswoundsand alight leeching.

"For'ard? Or to the stern?" Tucker asked, aready risng. He was reaching for his sword when
Fotheringay dipped it into his hand; hisfingers closed reflexively around the familiar grips. It wasn't one
of those wonderfully cursed swords that awell-born Navy officer might carry, but it had, once again,
done afair enough job, as Tucker himsdf had, cometo think of it.

"Hesat the stern, ar," Richards said. "We've some prisoners.”

"Ours?' Why would that idiot Finnerty take prisoners? Tucker had just had that discussion with
him, and—

"Theirs, gr. And there's something el se, too, he said.”

Tucker nodded, and turned to Fotheringay. " See that Richards getsto the surgeons,” he said,
walking away. Pour half abottle of rum down the poor sod's throat, and the other half into the wound
before the hacks sewed it up proper and then leeched him, and more than likely the arm could be saved
—and the sooner the better, while Tucker was as far away from Richards's screams as he could be. Y et
another reason not to hurry himsdlf back to theSerry .

"Holtz," Fotheringay shouted, "yes, you, unlessthere's another Holtz wearing corpora's stripes.
Get this man up to the surgeons, and quickly now." He hadn't fallen more than astep behind Tucker as
he barked commands at Holtz, and deftly made his way over the bodies and debristo beat Tucker to
the hatchway, giving one of hislipped smiles as he nodded to the captain, then preceded him down.



Tucker had to chuckle. Well, he hadn't explicitly ordered Fotheringay to escort Richards back to
theSerenity , after dl, and truth to tell, he thought, as he carefully descended down the rickety |adder,
Tucker liked having the old sergeant with him.

He stood till and puffed on his pipe for afew moments, hoping to adjust hiseyesto therelative
darkness bel owdecks.

There were no lanternslit. Sunlight filtering through gapsin the planking of the deck above striped
the deck, showing the usud after-fight abattoir, one band falling acrossa pair of unblinking dead eyes so
brightly that it was amoment before Tucker could make out that it was a naked pirate, and not one of
his marines. The eyes always|ooked the same.

Hetook a step forward—

Ow. Again, sparksjumped behind his eyes as pain shot through his aching head. "God'steeth !"

He hadn't seen the lantern hanging from the hook above, and the godforesaken thing had managed
to impact directly on the aready swelling bump on hishead, just above the hairline.

"Begging your pardon, ar," Fotheringay said, making hisway around Tucker. He clomped afew
steps up the ladder—"McGar ry—isthere someother McGarry? Do any of your bloody lot even know
your own cursednames ?—yes you , McGarry—get me atorch down here. No, atorch , not alantern
—they got bloodylanterns down here, you motherless son of amotherlessidiot, but—just get mea
bloody torch, and be quick about it."

Fotheringay hadn't quite finished histirade when the torch was passed down to him. He quickly lit
the lantern, then extinguished the torch in apool of offa on the deck, and led Tucker down the
companionway, idly poking at each and every one of the bodies with thetip of his pike before he passed.

Past the compartment bel ow the main deck, the companionway leading toward the stern was
narrow, and the deck had been set high, presumably to alow more cargo space below; Tucker had to
duck under each thick beam, although the shorter Fotheringay managed to clear them without any
difficulty.

Except for the bodies, the companionway was neater than most, which didn't bode well. A
well-laden pirate would have its companionways filled with booty of various sorts, what with the holds
aready full, and the wisdom of keeping the topside deck as clear aspossible.

Pity. He had half hoped that the pirate was coming back from raids, not heading out from wherever
itsport was. It was best, taking the overd| view of things, to kill a pirate before he did any damage, but
the shares were always higher when they caught a Seeproosh pirate heavily laden with booty.

Seeproosh was more of ageneral term than a specific location; alarge number of the Seeproosh
pirates had their home portsin the arc of land from Kurtulus to Iskenderun, protected as much asthe
idand-dwellers were by the aliance between Seeproosh and the Eastern emirates, as well asthe ongoing
chaosin the Turkish south.

Doorless compartments lay on each side of the companionway, and Fotheringay stopped a each
oneto gtick the lantern in, whether out of curiogity or caution Tucker wasn't sure, and didn't object to,
since he shared both.

Nothing unusua, and while the ship would require an intensive cleaning before meeting even dack
Navy standards, it wouldn't gpparently require much more. It was al fairly ordinary: each bulkhead
supported racks of bunks, each barely large enough for aman to dip in and out of, with barely enough
room for ablanket underneath him; afew rough wooden tables, apparently solidly fixed to the deck,
rather than chock-wedged into place.

One compartment was hdlf filled with hogsheads. Tucker was curiousif they were empty or full —
and what they werefilled with, if the latter was the case—but that could wait for later, or smply be
skipped dtogether. Still, it would beinteresting to seeif this particular pirate was utterly free of wine or
rum, as some were, giving riseto suspicionsthat at least some of what were putatively Seeproosh pirate
crewswere in fact Mussalmen under the supervision of one of their sharp-eyed priests, who would
tolerate any sort of mistreatment of Nasrani captives or smoking of kheef, but would cut aman's hands



or balls off for having aglass of wine or amug of beer.

One door stood closed, and Fotheringay reached for the handle, but Tucker just grunted ano, and
he moved aong. Finnerty's men had already cleared the lower deck, and while Tucker was curious asto
what was behind adoor that Finnerty or his men had thought worth closing, he wasn't curious enough to
make Finnerty wait.

Pickering, one of Finnerty's corporas, was waiting with Smulated patience at the &ft, just above the
open trapdoor that led down into the hold.

"Thisway, 9r," he said, preceding them.

The hatch directly above was il closed—it would have made things easier on everybody if the
paired hatches had been opened, but the dripping of some dark fluid that Tucker was sure was blood
explained why nobody had gotten around to it. The marinesdid the killing, but let the Navy handle the
bodies afterward. Marines wallowed in enough blood asit was when they had to.

Let the sailors clean up; it gave them something useful to do for their quarter-shares.

Helooked down. Quiet whimpering sounds trickled up through the dark hole, and Fotheringay
stepped in front of him and stood there, his stubby legs widespread, blocking Tucker's path.

"Lieutenant?' he called down.

"Sergeant?’ Finnerty called up. "I believe that | asked for the captain." He sounded irritated, but
nothing more.

Fotheringay nodded—"Hesright here, Lieutenant” —then stepped out of Tucker's way.

Tucker repressed a smile as he climbed down the ladder.

Too cautious by haf, the old sergeant was, when it cameto his old lieutenant's safety, but there
was no point in trying to change the old sergeant's mind on such things, and, truth to tell, Tucker found it
more charming than annoying, as usdess asit was at the moment.

He hoped it had passed Finnerty's attention that Fotheringay never called him"sr," but dways
addressed him by hisrank. Be kind of interesting to see how the two of them got on if Tucker was
killed, but, then again, if Tucker waskilled, held hardly be ableto seeit.

The hold was, surprisingly, compartmented; abroad bulkhead, running side-to-side, stood about
hafway down the length of the ship, blocked off the rear, and distant clicking and clucking—ducking?—

Finnerty followed his glance, and nodded. "Rigged for dave-taking, in quantity, | think," he said.
"Hdf full of livestock, a the moment—cages of chickens, and a couple of goats. Fair number of trade
knivesin theinventory—only a couple of barrels of rum, and those sealed.”

"Maska'paia?" Tucker asked.

"Probably." He jerked his chin toward the door to hisleft. "What'sin hereiswhat's more
interesting, to me—but watch yoursdlf; they bite."

They?

"Well, a least one of them does; | don't suggest you test the others, sir.” Finnerty knocked on the
door. "Coming in," he said, taking the lantern from Pickering. He opened the door dowly, and Tucker
followed himin.

Inthe dim light of the lantern, dull eyeswidened in something that |ooked more like resignation than
fear. Four young women, wearing nothing more than dirt and bruises, were chained to the far wall by the
wrists. The blankets that served astheir beds had been nailed to the deck, athough one of the women
had managed to tear part of it loose and had it arranged in her 1ap, in some sort of futile attempt at
modesty, Tucker supposed.

Tucker started to take a step forward, but Finnerty held up ahand. "I'd take it dow, sir. Pickering
tried to see to them, but the one on the left bit him, when he got too close. Still got somefight in them,
urprigngly.”

Fotheringay grunted. "Pirates supplied themsalves with dl the comforts of home. Wouldn't want to
have to wait to dip their wicks until they hit the coast, en?" He stepped in front of the two officers, and



tried afew phrasesin Arabic, Hellenic, Turkish, and acouple of other languages that Tucker couldn't
quite place.

One of the women—aqirls, redly—shook her head, but the othersjust stared blankly, asthough
they knew what was going to happen next.

Not that they were right. The marines had been at seafor only a couple of weeks, and it would
take alot longer for such filthy wretchesto look good to even asailor.

But it was more than that. There also was, as strange as the notion sometimes seemed, amatter of
honor involved. Filthy wretches the women might be, but they had just been rescued by HisMagesty's
marines, and were not to be summarily mounted like the women of a sacked city—even if they had been
the well-groomed beautties that they no doubt would become in the sea stories that the men would tell.

"Turkish, | think," Fotheringay said, squatting in front of the nearest one, who backed herself up
even moretightly againgt the bulkhead.

"Merhaba," he said. " AdimSergeant Fotheringay bey. Adinoz nedir? Su? " Hemimed drinking.

She shook her head, then nodded.

"Qu," shesad quietly. "Lazczia."

"Lazczia?" Histoothless smile was forced, as he shook hishead. "No savvyLasczia. Ekmek? Su?

"lsmim Lazczia," she said, chains clanking as she touched afist against her own chest. "I stiyorum
su, bey. Istiyorum ekmek."

"Fckering—get some water," Tucker said. He didn't know much Turkish, but he could managesu .
"Ekmek?"

"Bread, dr," Fotheringay said. " 'Lazczid is her name—she hasn't introduced the others. Pickering,
get them some tack, too—I don't think the ladies have exactly been overfed, of late.”

"Aye, aye, sergeant.” Pickering mounted the ladder.

"Wait." Tucker held up ahand. "And get the armorer from theSerry —tell him to bring sometools
—well need to get them out of the chains." The wrenches used to fasten the chainsin place were, no
doubt, somewhere aboard the ship, but finding them would likely take more time. Thisway, it would be
only areliable few minutesto get them out.

"Aye, aye, gr."

Finnerty'sface quirked into aquestioning smile.

"Well, well haveto turn them loose" Tucker said.

"Soon enough, certainly,” Finnerty said, agreeing. "But for me, 1'd just as soon not get bit for my
troubles. Absent your ordersto the contrary, | think feeding them first to gentle them down abit isin
order." Hismouth quirked into asmile. "But | didn't send for you to admire afoursome of Turkish
lovelies," hesaid. "What do you make of these?"

Thesewere four long wooden boxes, each about the size of a coffin, lined up on the deck on the
opposite side of the compartment where the women were chained. It wasn't just raw pine, but some
darkish wood—mahogany, perhaps—oiled and polished to ahigh sheen.

"If I had to guess asto where the valuables are,” Finnerty said, "'I'd guessthey'd bein these. No
need for such afancy box to keep trade knives or beadsin. Something interesting, moren likely—
perhaps some coins or even jewels a pirate might want to take out and play with after . . . refreshing
himsdf?'

Tucker was curious, and he wasn't sure that he would have waited for his commander before
opening the boxes.

Then again, it would probably have been wise for him to have waited until he had acommissioned
witness. Or, perhaps, cdled for acommissioned witnessafter opening abox of vauables and removing
afew triflesfor himself, which he more than haf suspected was the case. Finnerty seemed just alittle too
pleasad with himsdif.



Well, if abit of petty theft was the worst thing that Tucker had to worry about with Finnerty, hed
be more than glad of the bargain.

The box lids had been pegged down, rather than being ether left loose, or nailed down, which was
curiousindeed.

If Finnerty had dready opened them, he wasn't about to reved the hidden catch to Tucker.

"Isthereapry—"

"Got one here, ar." Fotheringay had found arusty pry bar somewhere; he set it down on top of the
box, then worked the end of atrade knife under the lid of the box, and carefully levered it up and down
to create enough room to dip thetip of the bar underneath.

The box resisted; Fotheringay grunted, and pressed down harder.

"Doesn't seem want to giveway, Sr," he said.

Tucker joined him on the bar, and pushed down hard, putting al of the weight of his body behind
it. For amoment, he wasn't sureif box lid wouldn't just shatter beneath the strain, but then the peg
nearest the bar'stip broke loose with aloudchunk , and the others broke away as well, popping thelid
right off and over onto the deck.

Thewomen screamed.

Silently, avague form in dark robes rose up, a curved sword in its hands, and floated acrossthe
deck toward Finnerty, while the other three box lids shattered, and three more vague shapes, al in dark
robes, each with asword held in avague, ghostly hand, rose into the air, the hems of their robes barely
brushing the deck.

For just amoment, Tucker denied the evidence of hiseyes. Darklings.

Finnerty was faster than either Fotheringay or Tucker; he shoved Tucker out of the way even
before Fotheringay could—

"God save the King!" he shouted, as he snatched a dagger in either hand and launched himself at
the nearest of the darklings.

Good enough for last words.

The darkling seemed to gain size and substance asit fed upon the sodden earth that half filled the
box—the casket—and it didn't bother with its sword asit enfolded Finnerty in agrasp that seemed
amog tender or even loving, muffling Finnerty's screamsin its ghostly breest.

Tucker wanted to run, he wanted to flee more than he had ever wanted anything, but he found
himsdlf turning his back on Finnerty's dying screamsto grab Fotheringay by the collar of his cuirassand
more throw than shove him through the door, ignoring the way that the sergeant's mouth was working.
Tucker couldn't hear him, anyway; the pounding of his heart, and the rush of blood in his ears drowned
out everything except the screams of the women chained in the hold, and Finnerty's dying screams.

He dammed the door shut, and dropped the bar.

"Call abandon ship and break open the seacocks,”" he shouted, although Fotheringay should have,
would have, known to do that without being ordered. He would know enough to dash any lanterns he
could find to the deck, aswell.

"Wedge this hatch shut, but moveit, man, moveit.”

It was only amatter of moments until the darklings overcame Tucker asthey had Finnerty, and only
seconds later that they would be swarming out the door and into the rest of the pirate ship, and from
there up the sde of theSerenity , killing asthey went.

It might not stop there—could darklings sail theSerry or one of her boats? Were they intelligent
and substantia enough to load their own cursed soil into a ship's boat?

It didn't matter if they weren't given the chance, and there was no point in waiting.

He dashed the lantern againgt the far bulkhead, on the off chance that the fire would dow the
darklings down, at |least for afew moments. It would stop here, with fire from the shattered lantern, and
water flooding the damned pirate ship.



The women screamed even louder.

Fotheringay was still pounding on the door. "Dammit, Lieutenant, Lieutenant—open the door,
Lieutenant, damn your eyes.”

"Obey your orders, Sergeant,” Tucker said, backing himself against the door.

He had dropped his pipe when he drew his own daggers, and amost smiled at the thought that if he
stepped on it, he would break the stem. That didn't matter now.

Stll, it would have been nice to have alast taste of tobacco and nicer to have alast drink of rum,
he thought, as he turned to face them.

He considered for amoment the idea of launching himsdf at them, then decided that he would hold
the door until they overcame him, al the better to give Fotheringay afew more secondsto do hisduty,
asthe old sergeant surely would; and he thought about how it was a pity that he wouldn't be ableto
report that Finnerty's last words had been a credit to the Roya Marines, but knew that Fotheringay
could, and would report, and would make up some for Tucker to have said; and he thought that perhaps
hisofficid last words would be every bit as good as Finnerty's. Maybe Fotheringay would think of
something even better. Or maybe not.

And then there was no time for such thoughts, asal four of the darklings were upon him, and there
was no room for thought in Alvin Tucker's mind save for the fervent prayer that desth would be the end
of pan.

Chapter 6: Affirmation

Lifeis properly amatter of balance, so Cully used to teach—inword, if not dways
in action. Bdanceis, I've thought, dways much easer to find when things are quiet.

—Gray

Halloran tried to ook on the bright side of things: he didn't miss Surrey, at least not at the moment.
Hedid missthe Governor's palace in Pironesiaand his chair by thefire, and even hisdesk piled high with
papers, apilethat was surely growing by the minute—with Clarendon dternating between being too
hesitant on routine matters and too aggressive on others, and would end up being more of amessthan if
the man just | eft things aone.

But he missed deep, mostly, and—strange though it was anywhere in Pirones a—he missed
warmth.

The cabin was cold, and dank; he pulled hisfeet up into his nightshirt, buried himself more deeply in
his comforter, and tried to go back to deep.

Hewasirritated with himsdf for missing Pironesia, of al places. It was absurd.

Or maybe not totaly absurd, at least not under the circumstances. The lieutenant—he preferred to
be caled captain, as most masters did, and Halloran avoided the issue by addressing him by name and
rank—in command of theConveyance had given his cabin over to Haloran with only the minimum of the
good grace that protocol demanded, but exchanging the comfortable splendor of the governor's palace
for aroom that Halloran would have thought miserly for akennd was hardly an improvement, and the
congtant rocking in the surf would have made degp damnably near impossible anyway, without the
congtant ringing of bells and the scomping of feet on the deck over hishead. He had the suspicion that
MacKenzie didn't tolerate such comings and goings whenhe was trying to deep, and was taking revenge
for the governor's unwelcome presence in a petty way, but it was the sort of thing that one smply had to
endure, asit would seem even more petty to take notice of it.

What were those damnable knights up to? Halloran knew his own limitations, which hardly
included him being any sort of man of action, but he aso knew hisresponshilities, and the combination
of the news and demands for information brought by the sailorsfrom theWelledey and the absence of



the Order Knights appearing in person to brief him had drawn him out of the port, with barely a
half-dozen secretaries and attendants.

Murder? Piracy? Swords?

It was enough to make aman turn to strong drink.

Not that it took much to turn the Navy to strong drink. Dinner at Lieutenant MacKenzie'stable
was far more drinking bout than dinner, and the sometimes-reliable Miconou reported that it was Smilar
in the petty officers quarters next to the captain's overly generoudy labeled stateroom—where
Hdloran's staff was billeted, more for Halloran's convenience than any other reason—athough the usud
fare there was more chegp New England rum from the ship's stores and much less properly casked
French wine from the captain's private ones.

Hewas just drifting off to deep again when there was aknock on the door.

v

"Captain's compliments, and he prays you join him on the quarterdeck at your convenience,”
sounded through the door. Halloran couldn't tell which one of the middiesit was, dthough he had made
itapoint to learn dl of their names. Only one of the middies was ayoung nobleman—theConveyance
was hardly the sort of prestigious assignment that anoble would try to procure for his son—but today's
midshipman might be tomorrow's admird, after dl.

"Thank you; I'll bethere directly. Miconou?Miconou? " Where was he?

He sghed. As he should have expected, his valet was not waiting directly outside his door;
Miconou would have announced the middieif he had been where he was supposed to be.

Wéll, it wasn't thefirgt time that Halloran had dressed himself in recent years, and at least Miconou
had laid out clean clothes on the lieutenant's desk before retiring, as well asleaving afresh thundermug.

It was only afew minutes later that Halloran was climbing up the steps to the quarterdeck, ignoring
the seamen scrambling out of hisway.

"Good morning, Governor,” MacKenzie said.

Haloran had had alook at hisfile, and it wasin accord with what Halloran had subsequently
observed: the thick-waisted MacK enzie was a Scotsman who had seemingly spent yearsto removethe
last burrs of his Scots accent from his voice, ending up sounding like a poor imitation of an upper-class
West Ender, under the clipped speech of the Navy that predominated. He was constantly grooming his
short, unkempt Scottish beard; a Scottish heritage was of no particular benefit in the Navy, and it was
vaguely surprising that MacK enzie had actually risen to acommand, even aminor one, as he wasfrom
an Edinburgh merchant family—a second son, of course—with some minor weslth but no perceptible
influence or noble connection.

Absent some unlikely heroic misadventure, MacKenzi€'s only hope for further advancement would
have to come from influence and interest, and one would have thought that the man would have gone out
of hisway to ingratiate himsdf with Halloran, who had such influence and could generate at |east some of
the interest, but he was apparently too stupid to see the obvious advantage.

Miconou hurried up the stairsto join Halloran, his hair uncombed, tucking his shirt into histrousers.
Halloran gave him aquick glare, but didn't say anything; agentleman didn't upbraid a servant in front of
others, after al. He would have words with Miconou later, in private. Short words, mostly of one
gyllable each.

"Good morning, Lieutenant MacKenzie," Halloran said. " Some news of note?"

The lieutenant nodded. "A cutter flying the Crown beached on the windward side of theidand just
after dawn,” he said. "There appear to have been two Order Knights aboard. They're apparently asking
some questionsin the north-side village, and are busy hiring on acrew.”

"They haven't had the courtesy to cal upon me—upon you?'

"No. Curiousthat they'd pull in on the windward side of the idand—it's much more rocky, and
heavily shoded." MacK enzie took athoughtful pull on hisrough-carved pipe. "1'd want aloca sailing
madter if | wasto try it under sail willingly, even with something as shallow-drafted as a cuiter,



particularly in any wind at al.” He smiled around the well-bitten stem. "I'd suspect that they're trying to
avoid theConveyance , were | the suspicious sort.”

If they weretrying to avoid theConveyance , which Halloran doubted, they could do that much
more easily and securely by bypassing the Abdullahs idands entirely.

sill ...

"l have alongboat ready to be lowered; | can send for them, if you'd like," MacKenzie said.

Sending for apair of Order Knights as though they were servants had an evil gpped to Haloran,
but it was impolitic, and he rgected it out of hand. "No, I'll go to them." He turned to Miconou. "I should
wear something atouch lessinformal, | expect.”

"Yes, gr; I'll lay out your brown morning-coat directly. Messieurs Bowman and Langahan to attend
you? And mysdf?'

"Yes, | think s0." Halloran nodded.

"Yes, dr." Miconou scurried off.

MacK enzie nodded. "I thought you might say that, Governor. I've asked Mr. Henderson to have
two natives waiting on the shore as guides. Henderson, two of the middies, and four of the marineswill
accompany you, if that's acceptable.”

"Y ou're not suggesting | might need military protection. Here? With theConveyance lying offshore,
and ahdf dozen frigatesin these waters?'

"Begging the governor's pardon, but weve had three very suspicious murdersin these idands—"

"l know. That'swhy were here” And why Halloran had recalled more than a dozen beached Navy
officers, dl of them with intelligence portfolios, or at least Crown Intelligence cyphers. He resented
having to pay them out of hisgubernatoria purse, but that couldn't be helped. Murder of aloca was, of
course, presumptively alocd affair, and piracy more than presumptively anava one, but Halloran had
no intention of having thisfall through the cracks smply because there had been no reports of piratesin
Pironesian water, particularly with these Order knights nosing about. He had no conviction that he would
discover anything of interest, but he wanted to be able to report that he had looked into it personally.
Thiswasn't the usual thing of one drunken peasant knifing another, and, equaly important, it wouldn't
sound to the Adminigiration asthough it was.

"Y es, Governor—and until that's disposed of, | think it best that your persona safety be seento.”

"Mr. MacKenzie—"

"I'm afraid that | relly must ingst, Governor.”

It was addlicate point of law. The master of aship was, in law, the master of dl aboard the ship;
the deference shown to Halloran was from political necessity and tradition, not alega requirement.

Then again, once Halloran set a booted toe on dry land—particularly dry land that was part of His
Majesty's Possession of Pironesia—he was no longer under MacKenzi€'s authority at all.

But governing was not, Halloran had long ago decided, merely an gpplication of law and regulation;
and while one's authority would rust from disuse, Halloran hadn't et his own lapse and found no need to
use it now, despite the definite temptation.

Still, even though Pironesawas hardly the Kush, where a sensible man wouldn't venture out into
the countryside without a company of cavary in attendance, you never redly knew what locals would
do, and it was unwise to trust them any more than necessary.

Besides, in his experience loca headmen were aways more cooperative when they had to keep
glancing over Haloran's shoulder at afew marines. Marines did have their uses, after dl.

"Very wdl, Mr. MacKenzie, dthough | doubt well have any difficulty finding these knights, and
while I'll confess|'m perhaps atouch lessfond of the Order of the Crown, Shield, and Dragon than |
ought to be, | can'timaginethat I'd be in any danger from two knights."

MacKenzie garted to say something, then stopped himself.

"No, | know you weren't suggesting that, Mr. MacKenzie." Haloran smiled. Délicacy in politica



judgment was not restricted to members of the civilian adminigtration, either, of course.

MacKenzie turned to the middie waiting patiently at the foot of the ladder. "Mr. Midshipman
Tumbull—my complimentsto Mr. Henderson, and please inform him that the Governor will be ready to
go ashore—" he raised an eyebrow in a question; Halloran nodded—"as soon as the launch can be
reedied.”

"Aye, aye dr."
Niko had resolved to obey Cully'singtructionsto look knightly, and to keep his mouth shut as
much aspossible.

The second was easier; at least, he knew how to dothat . He wasn't sure what it meant to look
knightly—other than seeming to aternate between being sdlf-confident and self-questioning, to judge by
Cully, Gray, and Bear.

It seemed to at least have something to do with Sitting up straight, and Niko knew how to do that,
too.

Drinking coffee was another matter. He knew he was supposed to be honored to be offered a
heavy mug of the thick, disgusting stuff, and doubly so that Samir inssted on serving him, ashe had
Cully, with his own hands, but heid much rather have been honored with asmple mug of fresh water to
wash the taste from his mouth.

Niko spped dowly at the warm brew, hoping that he could manage to drink enough for courtesy's
sake without actualy emptying the mug and being offered more before Cully had finished hisbusiness
with Samir Abdullah. It tasted awful, and it was al he could do not to make aface with every sip.

"What werequire" Cully said, "isinformation, four or five good sailorsfamiliar with small craft who
don't mind being paid in Crown copper, and provisions. That's for tomorrow; for today, al we need is
some cleared space, and privacy."

"My homeisyours, of course," Samir said, his expansve wave indicating that he meant thewhole
idand, and not just his admittedly impressive house.

"It would be better if there's nobody €l se around—safer, aswell. Sir Niko saysthat that small
idand just to the north and west is yours, but unoccupied?'

"Yes," Samir Abdullah said. "Of course; consider it yours, please.”

"Thank you." Cully sat back in hischair, idly adjusting hisrobes around him. He seemed
comfortable as he sat back in the huge chair, sipping at his coffee asthough he did it every day.

The Abdullahs were far wedthier than most in the idands, and the home of the patriarch of the clan,
built of sone, was no ordinary house—not only had it been floored and walled in some dark wood, and
polished to ahigh gloss, but the the shutters had been opened to revea actua glass windows, so pure
and clear that they had barely abubble. Niko didn't like to think how much those had cost. He had
heard that they made such glassin far-off countries, dthough he didn't know where.

The room was floored in contrasting panels of highly polished dark wood that Niko thought might
even bered Injan teak, and dl of the furniture stood on woven carpets whose provenance Niko couldn't
beginto guessat.

It wasn't just the wood and the glass. The stones that made up the outer walls of the house hadn't
been merely mudded to keep the wind out, but mortared, and the sharply danted roof was covered in
date rather than thatch, asthough the Abdullahs were bragging that neither wind nor rain would ever
enter without permission.

The room reeked of wedlth in other ways. A sdeboard held asilver tray covered with plates of
food, and the walls were covered with shelves holding riches, prominently among them crucifixes, as
though to reassure visitors that the Abdullah clan had not gone back to its Musselman ways. It was a
strange notion—an entire room dedicated to the receiving of visitors —but Niko had heard Milos
Abdullah bragging, more than once, that as much business was done in the visiting-room of his
grandfather's home as was done in many counting housesin mgjor port cities, and judging from the look



if it, perhaps that wasn't just Milos's boastfulness.

They were alone, at least in theory, dthough Niko was certain that there were still earslistening
carefully beyond the beaded curtains, and not just because Samir Abdullah had only raised hisvoice
ever s0 dightly when he had called for therefill of the elegantly inscribed slver sasmovar of coffeethat sat
on the sideboard next to the matching tray. Cully seemed to have an insatiable gppetite for the horrible
Suff.

But it was strangdly quiet—the only sound that came through the open windows was the
whispering of the breeze, and the distant, familiar crash of waves on stone.

Samir Abdullah reached out awithered hand and poured more coffee for Cully, then set the
samovar back down and folded his handsin hislap.

Thelast time Niko had seen him, Samir had been down &t the pier in an ordinary kirtle, hisskin
darkened from the sun just as much as anybody else's as he stood supervising the transfer of fish from
the smokehouses to the waiting ship, watching everything and saying little, leaving the bellowing of orders
to hissons.

Now, he sat back in his chair, brushing down the front of hisfine, white-linen robes. Hiswhite hair
and beard had been freshly combed, and were vaguely damp, as though a some signa he had bathed
and changed while Cully and Niko were being conducted across the idand to where his house
overlooked the seq, as, of course, was entirely possible.

Samir Abdullah nodded. "Whet | haveisyours, of course, Sir Cully," he said, carefully looking at
Cully, and not at Niko. "Defkonosiswhat theidand is called, as Niko hastold you, I'm certain—"

"Sir Niko," Cully sad.

"My gpologies, Sr Cully—and Sir Niko." Old Samir didn't seem terribly apologetic, but he ducked
his head nonetheless, for just amoment. "Sir Niko it is. Asto Defkonos, nobody haslived there for a
generation, not since we bought theMarienios ; you'll have dl the privacy you need for your rituas,
whatever they might be. Asto crew, | can certainly find sufficient numbers of my grandsonswho would
be pleased to sail your craft where and as you please, dthough none of them have much of any head for
trade." He frowned. "My sons are not much better, alas—if it weren't for the enduring bounty of the sea,
I'm sure we would starve, for their failure to be able to get afair price for anything. 1'd think that they
think weweren't in businessat dl, if | wasn't here to congtantly remind them otherwise."

Cully smiled. "I certainly don't mind negotiating their wageswith you," he said. "I noticed afine
barkentine anchored off your pier. Would that be available for hire?!

"At your command, of course.” Samir smiled. "TheMarienios isrigged for fishing, of course, and it
might be difficult—" abrief flash of yellow teeth indicated that he meantexpensive "—to reconfigureit to
suit your needs. Perhaps | could be more helpful if | knew what your needs are?"

"I'm not entirdly sure at the moment what my needs are, except thet they're likely to involve trave,"
Cully said. "Certain to, in fact. Asto where, that's something that Niko and | are going to go to—
Defkonos, you said?—Defkonosto try to discover.”

"Ah." Samir barely raised an eyebrow, asthough asking for an explanation. Hissmilefrozeitsdf in
place when none was forthcoming. ™Y ou will stay for the noon medl, of course—my daughtersrarely
have guests from outside of the idands, and we do pride oursalves on our hospitdity, although rarely do
we have an opportunity to display it, and | can't ever recal having the opportunity to display it for such
honored guests.”

"I'm grestful for the offer, of course" Cully said, setting down his coffee mug and starting to rise.
"But | think it's best we be on our way."

"Supper then? My ancestors would rise from their graves and throttle meif they thought | was
discourteousto apair of knights."

"I'm greetful for theinvitation, but a the moment | can only say perhaps. Perhaps well know more
by dark. Sir Niko? Let's be on our way."

Niko sat hismug down and rose, cursing himself for his clumsiness when he amost dropped the



sword on thefloor.

He snatched at it, and the sword rattled in theill-fitting shegth; he clapped his hand over the hilt, the
meta cold againgt hispam, and—

Pan.

Fear.

Darkness, and fire, and a huge sweat-dickened face leaning over her, itsthick mouth moving,
making complex soundsjust like the One Who Smelled Like Food did. She couldn't move, but it wasn't
like when One Who Smelled Like Food had held her wrapped tightly to her chest; that was warm and
comforting—thiswasfrightening.

And her hands hurt. She had aready wet and soiled hersdlf on the cold stone but that wasn't out of
fear, and she felt more wetness dither down her leg and this one didn't care about that, not like the One
Who Smelled Like Food did. It didn't care.

Where was the One Who Smelled Like Food? Why had she abandoned her?

Cries mixed with her screams.

The face made more sounds, but not the cooing sounds that the One Who Smelled Like Food did

—these were harsh and distant, somehow. It held something shiny and glistening in its huge misshapen
hand, and—

* * %

Niko. A voice cdled to him from far away. Niko. Nikonikonikonikodammit nikowoul dyouwakeup
niko would you—

" ... would youplease wake up, Niko."

A face loomed over him, but it wasn't that huge, sweaty, greasy face; it was Cully, and Niko
became aware that Cully's hand was shaking him with careful gentleness.

"Easy, boy," he said. Niko couldn't seeto the side as Cully turned and spoke to somebody outside
of Niko'slineof vison. "Hep melift him him, and gently, gently."

Strong hands dipped beneath him and lifted him first to aSitting position, and then easily to hisfeet.

"No—don't set him on hisfeet. Back into the chair—and watch the sword.”

The world went gray again asthey placed him back in the chair, and when he could see or think
again, somebody had tucked a blanket all around him, and tied a short length of rope around it. He
struggled to get his hands free, and was only vaguely relieved that it was easy—

"Easy, boy." Cully wasknedling in front of him. "We've not tied you down." Deft fingers removed
the loose knot, and Cully placed the palm of hishand against Niko's chest to steady him, and keep him
from faling forward. "Don't try to move for afew moments—Samir? Do you have any of that arak
handy?'
"Yes, of course, it'sright here," Samir Abdullah said. Niko tried to turn his own head so that he
could see the old man, but quickly found that it was too much effort.

Hewasn't in pain anymore. The agony of the cut down his chest was gone—

Wait.

A cut down his chest? He could remember the bright, strangely curved knife, he could still dmost
fed thered agony asit diced down his preposteroudy smooth chest toward his bulging belly—

But his chest wasn't smooth, and his ssomach was fisherman-flat, not bulging.

Or wasit?

Panicky, clumsy hands scrabbled at the front of histunic, yanking it up. Helet his head loll forward
and was only mildly surprised to seethat it was his own nail-bitten fingers that were doing it.

And it was dill his chest, with the thin mat of hair, and theflat belly below it. He found himsdlf
strangely seized of the urge to make sure that his mangtick was gill where it ought to be, and wasn't sure

why.



"Easy, boy," Cully said, pulling histunic down and easily pushing Niko's nerveless handsto one
sde. "Sit back. Relax. You're not hurt, at least not on the outsde.” He rubbed afinger against a spot
above Niko's eyebrow. ™Y ou banged your head when you fell—just amark, though; no swelling. How
doyoufed?

It was too much effort to answer, and besides, when he tried to talk, the only thing that came out of
his mouth was drool that ran down hisface and into his scant beard.

Hedidn't know what he felt, other than tired. It was as though he was avisitor in hisown
inhospitable body, looking out through his own eyes as though they were impossibly clear glass. The
scars dong hisleft index finger from the times he had dipped while sharpening knives and hookswere
the same pattern of ragged white linesthat they had aways been, but it was as though he was looking at
them for thefirg time.

Digtant fingers forced something between his mouth, and he drank the stinging cold liquid to avoid
choking, then did choke and cough most of it out in adistant spasm that burned histhroat and nogtrils.

Histunnel of vison dowly expanded, reveding Samir Abdullah and an ugly, thickset woman he
didn't recognize a dl, even though he had known Y assramiryam Abdullah, Samir'swife, dl hislife, as
shewas asfamous in theidands for the excellence of her smoked cuttlefish sausages as she wasfor the
sharp tongue that kept her vast brood of grandchildren and great-grandchilden under tight control—

Wait.

Heknew Y assramiryam, and not just her name. There was a huge moleto the right of her flattened
nose—Samir, o legend had it, had had some trouble with her in their early years of marriage—that was
amost atwin to asimilar one on the left hand that was hidden in her formal robes.

Her lips parted in a gap-toothed smile that was strangely ingratiating, and when she reached out
with the clay bottle to refill the thumb-sized bronze arak-cup that Cully held out, he could see the mole.
He didn't understand why she deliberately touched her fingersto her lips, and then again to Cully'shand
before recorking the bottle, but by the time that Cully brought the cup back to bring it to Niko'slips,
enough strength and fedling had returned to Niko's that he was able to cup his hands around it himsdlf.

"Bad, eh?' Cully more said than asked, then nodded in s&lf-agreement.

A fourteen-year-old boy would have agreed vigoroudly if held been honest, but whining wasn't part
of afisherman'slife, as Father and Grandfather used to say, and behaving properly around others had
been more important to them than honesty. "1've been hurt worse," he said.

Cully grinned. "That'saknightly thing to say." He gave Niko an affectionate punch on his shoulder,
then started to say something, but stopped himself. "'If you can stand, we should be on our way." There
was an undercurrent of urgency in hisvoice, something Niko understood.

"No doubt you'll wish to pay your respectsto the Governor,” Samir Abdullah said, nodding. "I'll
have my grandson conduct you to—"

"The governor will have the opportunity to pay his repectsto uswhen it's convenient—forus ,"
Cully said, hisface grim. He stared a old Samir for along moment until the old man looked away.

"Of course, Excdlency, of course. Y our pardon for misspeaking; | smply wanted to ease your
course. No offense was intended—"

"Nonetaken," Cully said, the snap in hisvoice not particularly convincing. “Not persondly, that is,”
he said, hisvoice softening, "but it'sa matter of the Order and its prerogatives. | am asworn Knight of
the Order of Crown, Shield, and Dragon, and I'm subject to His Mgjesty, and under the orders of the
Abbot Genera and the Council—I'm not subject to any local authorities. I'm sure that Governor
Halloran wouldn't disagree, and | wouldn't want you to think otherwise."

"No, no, of course not."

He gave asmilethat Niko thought was entirely caculated. "I'll see the governor, but—asyou've
just seen—the matter of this particular sword is much more pressing, and Sir Niko and | had better
attendtoit directly.”

"Asyou wish, of course, Excellency.” Samir nodded. "My grandsons await you &t the landing;



they'll guide you over to Defkonos, and return here to await your signd, if that's acceptable. And then,
perhaps, we can discuss what your needs are?’

And, of course, discusswhat Cully would pay for them. Samir had recovered quickly from Cully's
reproach, despite how much it seemed to have scared him.

"Of course. Let usbe on our way, Sir Niko."

Getting to hisfeet was only alittle more difficult than hauling afully laden skiff ashore would have
been, and for amoment Niko thought that his trembling kneeswould betray him, but they didn't, not
quite.

Gripping the scabbard until his knuckles were white, Niko stuck the sword through his belt and
preceded the old knight out into the harsh sunshine.

The Governor and his party met them on the steep trail that twisted up from the cluster of houses
below toward where Samir Abdullah's modest home stood a one on the highest point of theidand.

Cully cursed, but he kept his curang to himsdf, and directed it at himself more than Halloran.

He probably should have smply sailed on past the idands when he had seen the sails and the
pennants, but he had decided—probably foolishly—that the worst thing he could do would be seen to
be running too soon, particularly since he didn't know where he ought to be running to.

The boy was adecent hand with sails and rigging—better than Cully, certainly—»but their chance of
escaping acrack Navy crew wasnil. A Navy cutter could fly more than enough sail to capsizeit in any
kind of wind at al—cutters were built for speed, and with speed there were risks—and setting and
adjusting the sails for maximum speed under constantly changing winds and seawas something for the
constant attention of expert sailing hands, not afisherboy and ashepherd, or even acouple of knights,
red or faux. An Order Knight'straining made him ameaster of afew crafts and ajourneyman at others;
novices were pressed into service on training voyages more to keep them busy and broaden their
education than with any expectation that it would turn them into even ordinary seamen.

Cully'splan, such asit was, did cal for the authorities to be alerted and set on histrail—but by
Gray, and Gray would choose hiswords carefully, once theinitia anger had faded, or probably before.
Gray would befurious, of course, but he would see the danger, if not the solution, in much the same way
that Cully had, and he would go aong with Cully's solution when presented with no other choice, and
Bear and the Name esswould act as a moderating influence on Gray's hot temper, and that of the Khan.

Therewastimeto cam down. Gray would have sailed for Mdtafirst, before chasing after Cully,
and that added at least another few daysin which to work.

Theimportant thing, Cully had decided, at least in the short run, wasto find out what the sword
knew.

If it knew anything. He hoped it did. Jenn could have guided Cully to the village where she had
died; Bear and the Nameless would have had no trouble in finding the spot where the Namelesss bo
tree had stood; Cully had been in the very square where Emil Sandoval had been hanged. But the
Goatboy didn't have the dightest ideawhere he had died of the black fever, and it was hardly the only
live sword that couldn't remember.

Maybe this one could.

If, theword of the Wiseto the contrary, it wouldn't smply burn the boy's soul the moment he took
itin hand. The only timeto trust the Wise was when you had no choice, and if—

If, if, if—you could put athousand ifsin one hand, and a piece of redity in the other, and theifs
would dwaysweigh less

He had given serious thought to trying to find some unoccupied idand between Pdlenteriaand the
coast, but he didn't know those waters—he cursed himself for having enjoyed the hermitlike nature of
tending hisflock up in the hills, often spending weeks on end without hearing the grating sound of a
humean voice—and he hadn't thought it wise to spend the few hoursthat he could count on Bear and
Gray remaining unconscious pouring over theWelledey 's captain's charts and references. 1t would have



been just as bad to put in somewhere unknown to Niko or to him, somewhere that might well have a
suspiciousloca factor in resdence.

It was best to make avirtue of necessity once more, asit so often was: he quickened his step,
putting his hand behind his back for amoment to make a patting motion to Niko to dow down.
"Governor!" He forced asmile—not too much of one—and broke into an easy |ope and ran down the
path to meet them.

Halloran was accompanied by asurprisingly smal party: ayoung but well-turned-out officer with
sublieutenant's braid on his deeve, a couple of middies, four marines, a couple of clerks, and aswarthy,
local-looking man who Cully remembered from the mansion as being one of the governor's servants—
Miconou, that was the name.

"Sir Cully," Haloran said, nodding. "'l wasinformed of your arriva here.”

"As| was of yours," he said. "We planned on visiting you as soon aswe'd completed more
pressng matters.”

Cully had no objection to lying, except when the lie could easily be discovered, so he decided to
stay with the truth, at least as much as possible.

"Hmmm. . . I've dwaysthought that there's dways ample time for manners," Halloran said, not
quite with asniff.

"| agree, and manners quite properly cal for introductions,” Cully said, turning to the sublieutenant.
He bowed dightly, but properly, hisleft arm folded across his middle, hisright hand steadying the sword
stuck through his sash.

"Sir Cully of Cully'sWoode," he said, surprised at how good the phrase felt on hislips, "Knight of
the Order of Crown, Shield, and Dragon.” His eyes on the sublieutenant's, he more felt than saw
Halloran gtirring to one side, and he pulled the folded piece of parchment out of his pouch. "My papers,
ar.”

The sublieutenant didn't unfold the parchment or even glance down at it; he drew himsdlf up
graight, his shoulders back.

" Sublieutenant Thomas Henderson," he said. "At your service, Sir Cully." He gave adight bow.

Henderson was a compact man in hisforties, clean-shaven despite his pocked face—most Navy
officers who had survived the pox covered their scarswith abeard, at least when at sea—and something
of thelilt of the highlandsin hisvoice, despite the lowlander name.

"May | present the midshipmen, Sir Cully?' he asked.

"Of course.”

By the time Henderson had finished introducing the middies, Niko had caught up with them, and
Halloran was only not fidgeting, Cully decided, because it was unseemly for such an important man to
fidget. He eyed the folded parchment till in Henderson's hand, and at agesture of permission from
Cully, Henderson handed it over to the Governor, who opened it with unseemly haste.

Cully let him be. It would be unwise to seem to be in as much of arush ashein fact was, and,
besides, thetaller of the two midshipmen seemed familiar. There was something about the sharp nose
and dark, sunken eyes.

"Have we met before, Mr. Turnbull?* No, they couldn't have. The boy was perhaps fifteen or
sixteen; Cully hadn't been back in England for ten years.

"No, sr." The boy shook hishead. "I know I'd remember—I've never even seen aKnight of the
Order before.

The other midshipman, Wadegrave, smiled indulgently, if perhaps patronizingly—Waldegrave, as
the son of the Earl of Burnamthorpe, had no doubt been presented at Court, with HisOwn in
attendance, watching the crowd with flat looks that hid a constant professiona suspicion—~but his
expression sobered at a microscopic headshake and mouth twitch from the sublieutenant.

"Perhgps you're thinking of my uncle Smon?' Turnbull asked. "I'mtold | favor him."



Cully shook hishead. "Simon Turnbull? | don't recal the name.”

"He'smy mum's brother, sir. Smon Sebastian,” Turnbull said tentatively, hesitantly, asthough
expecting somebody to correct him, "hewas a Alton—"

"Yes. Started in twenty-three." Cully nodded. "Left in histhird year. Yes, | do remember him. A
good lad, as| recdl; if you take after him, you'll do your family proud,” he said, with just adight
emphasisonyour for Waldegrave's benefit, and was rewarded by a smile from Henderson asthe boy's
face brightened.

Barely oneinfour dozen of the boyswho started out in first form ended up as Order Knights.
Some were found wanting, and asked to leave. In some cases, they were moved to other seminaries
with aless demanding physicd regimen; others, with different failings, went to the military academies, or
to Eton.

Many left of their own request, as had, no doubt, been their families plan from the start. A year or
two at Alton wasn't ablot on ayoung man'srecord, and in fact conferred a certain cachet, embodied in
the ring given al those who completed first form, to be surrendered only upon taking the Oath; there
were many such rings on hands throughout both the Navy and Army, and in Parliament.

Cully had suspected that was part of the reason that Baron Shanley had sent sent young David to
Alton, and wouldn't have been at all surprised to learn that the Baron hadn't expected the boy to
Stubborn hisway through.

Not that Cully had ever had any doubt about Bear, any more than he had about Sister Mary or
Gray, dthough they both had been special cases.

There were some knights, like old Sir Alfred, who claimed that they could glance at the class of
firstersand tell who would or wouldn't make it to the siwearing-in, athough Cully never had that knack.
A few, certainly—he had seen something in the little ragamuffin named Grayling, and in Mary and
Alexander and Bear and perhaps a dozen others, but he had been wrong about as many as he had been
right on. He remembered Smon Sebadtian, an intenselittle boy who threw himsdlf into his studieswith
the same furious concentration that he put into his workouts on the parade ground. If Cully had had to
bet, then, he would have put down quite alot of coin that Sebastian would have ended up kneeling
before His Mgesty, to arise aKnight of the Order, but he would have lost. Just was well; gambling was
asn, after al.

"Yes, gr, HE's spoken of you—often, sir. HE'sin the New England fleet,” the boy said, with some
obvious pride. "Firgt officer on theReprise , out of New Portsmouth. I'm sure he'd send hisregards, if
he'd known . . ."

"Of course, of course.” Cully smiled. "When you write to him, send him mine, if you would—and
tell himthat | still remember his dreadful essay on the Age of Criss”

Thehbiblica injunction was againgt bearing fa se witness againgt others; Cully had never thought it
gpplied to agentlelie. Cully didn't actually remember the essay, but he did remember that Sebastian had
been in hisfirg-form history class, and the subject of the Age wasirresistible to the sort of young boys
who gtill hadn't had all the romance of the Order beaten and worked out of them, and young Simon
Sebadtian had definitely been one of those.

"I'll dothat, gr." The boy smiled.

Halloran wasn't quite bursting at the seams. ™Y our companion, Sir Cully is. .. 7"

"Ah. My pardon. Governor Lord Sir Albert Halloran, Knight of the Guard, may | present Sir Niko
Cristofolous, Knight of the Order of the Crown, Shield, and Dragon? Sir Niko—Governor Haloran,
Sublieutenant Henderson, Midshipmen Turnbull and Wddegrave.™

Niko bowed, correctly, but no more. The boy was teachable.

"Cristofolous?' Halloran raised an eyebrow. "That's a Pironesian name."

In aknight's robes, hishair properly combed back if not expertly cut, and the cheeks above his
scraggly beard given agood shaving, Niko didn't ook like abarefoot Pironesian fisherboy anymore, and
his dark complexion wasn't unusua, but Cully would have thought that the Governor could have



recognized aPironesian at first Sight.

"Indeed, it is, and quite properly 0," Cully said, "as Sir Niko is Pironesian. If you wish to discuss
the details of how and why he was made aknight, Lord Albert, I'll be more than willing to oblige,
athough | think that thisishardly the best place; it's addicate matter that should, | would think, call for
some privacy.”

Hewasn't sure whether hewasfinding it irritating or comforting that forma manners were coming
back to him; he had long since gotten used to speaking plainly, when he spoke at all, and the Pironesian
merchants he dedlt with spoke only alittle more than the sheep.

"But not a the moment, unlessyou ings—Sir Niko and | have to be off across the channd to
Defkonosfor some private Order matters. Might | call upon you this evening? Or had you intended on
weighing anchor before then?

"Thisevening will servewell enough, Sir Cully."

Cully nodded. "Samir Abdullah hasinvited Sir Niko and mysdlf to join him for dinner—I'm certain
that hell pressyou with an invitation when you call on him." A safe bet, that. A much lessclever man
than Abdullah would hardly fail to miss an opportunity to play host to even amuch lessimportant
dignitary than the governor. "Perhaps, then, we can take afew private moments for meto brief you?'

Halloran clearly wanted to talk now, but there was no obvious way to protest, so he smply
nodded. "That will serve quitewel.”

"Come, Sr Niko," Cully said.

Interlude 3: A Sad End for a Formerly Honest
Sailor

Thereismuch that can be learned from etymology, whichiswhy, I'm sure, that
novices gill haveto sart Latin in thefirgt form, even though it's not been used for liturgy
snce Mordred the Gregat broke with Rome.

Back when hewas teaching history at Alton, Cully used to Sart the novices classwith a
quick lesson in Sanskrit, scratching symbols on the chalkboard. | think the purpose of it
was to show theideograph for "cow," and then "want,” so that he could get to showing
that, at least in Sanskrit, theword "war" means "wanting more cows," more or |ess.

I'm not entirely sure that the Khan is correct that the Monglian word for "music* comes
from the phrase "the sounds one's enemies make when dying in grest pain.”

After dl, if aman has committed mass murder, hejust might lie.
—Gray

It was, he often thought, a sad end for aman who had once been an honest sailor.

DuPuy shook hishead. He puffed hard on his morning pipe, dthough it gave him little satisfaction.

Admird Sir Smon Tremaine DuPuy—not, by God, Admira Lord Sir Simon Tremaine DuPuy; he
had turned down abaron's crest yet again—stood at the crossroads of hisworld, taking his morning
pipe and coffee out on the bal cony overlooking the port, as he did, fair weather or foul.

He preferred foul; it tended to match his mood these days, these months, these years.

Perversdly, anice Levanter was holding steady from due east, under a sky that held not even ahint
of athreat of rain, and the air was S0 clear that he fancied a younger man could have made out the coast
of Sicily, even though it waswell over the razor-sharp horizon.



He sipped and puffed some more, enjoying the quiet, as much as he could.

The early morning, just as the dawn was bresking, was his quiet time, histime to himself. Onthe
lower floors of the building, the endless adminigtrative work that supported the Mata Fleet—such asit
was—was just beginning for the day. Clerks—some of them with officer's commissons, yes, but just
clerks nonetheless—churned through their little portions of the endless sea of paper that floated the
Fleet. The Fleet couldn't have gotten by without thern—or without someone in DuPuy's combined office
and living-rooms. After al, DuPuy was more of aclerk than anything ese, these awful, clear, cheery
days.

DuPuy didn't like to think on that any more than he had to, and he had to spend most of his day
with the unending demands of the facel ess busybodies who would, more than soon enough, be nibbling
therest of hisday like apack of rats gnawing on al that remained of aformerly meaty bone.

Rats, jackas, vermin al—he sometimes thought that every one of them had hishand out.

DuPuy did not. Ever. Y ou had to make compromisesin thislife, and compromise he did, but he
got hissix crowns seven every payday, and while as ayounger man he had augmented his pay by
gaming, he had not once taken abent penny in graft.

Hewould lie and cheat and steal, yes—and worse, much worse—but not to fill hisown purse.
Once you started down that road, you never knew where it would take you, and Simon Tremaine
DuPuy had never had to find out, because he had never taken a step down that road.

Helooked over at the drydock, and nodded as approvingly as he could. McCaulkin, at least,
could reliably be counted on to get good vaue for what he spent from the purse, taking only the
traditiona five-percent kickback, and with anew load of good black oak just in, McCaulkin would soon
be far more busy supervising the work in the drydocks than he would in counting his graft.

Work had proceeded on the three-magter in the drydock almost directly below him at only a
maddeningly dow pace, rather than an unacceptably dow one, but it waslargely done, findly, and only a
matter of aday or two until the ship would dide down the ways.

It could do that now—the hull had long since been readied, and the masts solidly stepped, rudder
affixed, hardware set in place—even the anchor had been catted. While there was endless carpentry still
to be done, nothing essentia remained except the rigging—the running rigging, of course; not the
standing rigging, which had been completed in proper order, just after the stepping of the masts.

Sleepy-eyed mates—DuPuy couldn't see them well enough, but any man would be deepy thisearly
inthe morning; DuPuy certainly was—were dready at work, bossng the equaly deepy-eyed artificers
who were, even now, up in therigging on their ladders.

Old superdtitions to the contrary, it was better to set the running while the ship wasin drydock,
when ordinary ladders could be employed for the use of McCaulkin'slot, rather than the ship'sown
rope-monkeysworking at preposterous heights. A master could and usualy would dter the running
rigging later, of course, and M cCaulkin had made that point repestedly, despite DuPuy'sinvariable
refusas.

Dammit, good as he was, McCaulkin didn't really understand that the purpose of the whole thing
wasn't merely to get the ship out of drydock and off McCaulkin's plate, but to put it into service, and
doing thework in drydock like this meant putting the ship back into service more quickly, rather than
having it bob usdlessly in the harbor for weeks until it could be properly sailed, and the running could be
set above whilethelast bit of essentia carpentry belowdecks was completed.

There had been more work to do than had been advertised, of course. Much more. DuPuy had
suspected that there was a catch when Humphreys had agreed to the transfer of the ship from the
Atlantic to the Med, and was sure that he was right when Digsworth hadn't tried to shortstop it at
Gibrdtar.

Ashe had known from just aquick perusa of the belly of the beast, the wily Mumbai thieveswho
had rebuilt theLord Fauncher in ought-six had cut every corner they thought they could, and then some
—subsdtituting bleached black oak for good white oak for the ship's knees had just been the start, and



hardly the end. DuPuy had not been at al surprised to find that al but the most accessible boltswere
deviled, and only alittle more when the notorioudy stingy McCaulkin agreed with him that they would
pretty much have to rebuild the ship from the kedl up, recovering what they could.

And, to be fair—DuPuy prided himsdlf on hisfarness—they had recovered far more than he had
initially expected that they would.

The former crew, now beached, was another matter. It would have been nice if he had been able
to make a bonfire of them, as he had of the rotted wood that had been stripped off theLord Fauncher
—or, a the very least, hanged afew of the worst offenders, just to make an example of them.

But you couldn't hang an officer or man just because you knew he was incompetent. Y ou had to at
least find some hint of acrime, after all.

Hard to do when dl the evidence was athousand miles or more away. The officers files,
unsurprisngly, had till been "ddayed in transmission”—a delay that was pushing ayear now—~but a
quick inquiry had told him that every man, from the master down to the cabin boys, had been freshly
assigned. Humphreyswas, as could be expected, using the opportunity to rid himself of every bumbling
nitwit of an officer and buggering thief of asailor that he could. A few of the former had made decent
clerks, surprisngly—but most had been set on half-pay, spending their nightsin the seeside taverns
drinking endless mugs of chegp beer, and their days deeping off their latest drunks, while those crewmen
who hadn't completed their impressment were pressed into service as dockmen.

But it would be done, soon, and the ship would join the Malta Fleet, such asit was.

Below, two dozen shipslay idly at anchor just outside the shallow harbor, athough the moorages
to the east were far busier than those to the west with supply boats coming and going with dmaost manic
Speed.

Aswidl they should! DuPuy had thought he had madeit clear to that idiot Bullworth that he
expected Red squadron to sail on thetide, by which he had meant the noon tide, of course. Little chance
of that—the squadron would be lucky to sail on the midnight.

TheCowper stown —he hated the name dmost as much as he hated the last-century, five-deck
desgn—had adamnably deep draft, and DuPuy had much lessfath in Bullworth'sfirg lieutenant's
abilities asasailing master than Bullworth did, or at least affected to.

Itwasjust aswell, dl inal. DuPuy couldn't quite chit Bullworth for not quite having obeyed an
order that DuPuy hadn't quite given, but he could demongtrate his unhappiness in another way, that
would turn out to be convenient for reasons having nothing to do with Bullworth.

DuPuy had done his duty, and that was al that could be asked. For now. If DuPuy was lucky, the
Cowperstown would run itself aground on the sandy bottom beyond the dredged channd to and
through the breakwater, doing more damage to Bullworth's career than to the ship, and DuPuy could
have Bullworth hauled before aboard of inquiry in Northhampton, brevet Randol ph to command of the
squadron, and work to make the assignment permanent.

But, no; that wouldn't happen. Bullworth was a careful sailor, which iswhy he waswaiting for the
tide; he wouldn't run aground, and Randol ph wouldn't be brevetted—even though he deserved it.

DuPuy smiled. Randolph, master of theRedemption , would have taken DuPuy's command to sail
on the tide as meaning to sail on the previous midnight; were Randol ph the commodore, there would not
be two ragged squadrons crowding the blue waters off of Kawraright now.

Hewouldn't say he liked Randol ph—quite the contrary—but he did admire him. It most certainly
wasn't amatter of Randolph being the son of the Earl of Moray—and the next earl, more sooner than
later, what with the present earl's age and the news just having reached Mdta of Randolph's older
brother having broken his neck faling off a horsein some hunting accident. Hunting boarsfrom
horseback? Absurd.

DuPuy cut no dack at al for nobility or royaty, not when they wore aNavy uniform; he never had.

HisMgesty himsdf, asamiddie, had served under him on the oldIndomitable , and Sublieutenant
DuPuy had nearly come to blows when both of the boy's two Order knight attendants had objected to



DuPuy having the young prince turned over the wardroom table for having fallen adegp on watch.

But DuPuy had done what was necessary, and His Mgjesty had taken every stroke without so
much as agroan, and that had been that, as far as DuPuy was concerned from the moment that he had
instructed Mr. Midshipman Pendragon to raise histrousers and return to duty, which, of course, he had
done.

DuPuy's opinion that that had ended the matter had not been universaly shared. Thefirst hadn't
much cared for DuPuy's disciplining His Mg esty—affairs of the middies and the junior sublieutenant had
been beneath the open notice of the captain, of course—and DuPuy had found himsdf summarily
reassgned to supervising the training of the enlisted landsmen. DuPuy had been sure that he had
sacrificed his chances of any promotion on the atar of duty until his name gppeared on the next lit,
supposedly for hisservicein the Battle of the Samothraki Straits, athough neither DuPuy nor any other
sober man thought that that had anything to do with it.

It was by order of the King himsdlf, undoubtedly &t the urging of the then-Prince, the same urging
that certainly had beached thel ndomitable 'sfirst officer, and retired the ship's captain.

DuPuy wasn't sureif the King was having ajoke, every time he had been presented, when His
Maesty invariably found occasion to rub aroya hand againgt his equally royal buttocks—but DuPuy
had no apologies to make, public or private, and always kept a boot-face on such occasions.

Heliked the King's attitude, and—not that he would admit it to anybody—he admired Randolph's,
aswdl, asstrange asit was for agrandson of aman hanged as a Republican to admit, even to himsdlf,
fondness for anobleman's performance.

TheRedemption was as taut a ship asthere wasin the Fleet, and never missed atick—»but to hear
Randolph talk about it, dl the credit was dueto others. If you made ageneral compliment, you'd hear
from Randolph that hisfirst, Braithwaite, was due dl the credit that couldn't be apportioned to the
second, and that Randolph hadn't seen a better bunch of middiesin years. If you made a comment about
how theRedemption flew anice set of sails, you'd hear about how Sticky Washhall and Sneaky Weems
were the best damned sailmakersin the Navy, and not just the Fleet; that the least of Bosun's Mate
Nivenss mizzentopmen would make aforetopman's bonus on most other ships; that the landsmen were
coming aong handsomely, and that Randol ph took |ast week's flogging as areflection on himsdlf, asa
decent commander shouldn't have to have a man put under the lash more than three or four timesayear.
If you chuckled about what damage the for'ard catapults had done to the floating target off theReddy 's
bow, the response would be that it was Flinger Fitzgerdd who didn't believein letting his hands|oll
about in port, and that Randol ph had had to concede that Quarters Marino's theory about how
Cagtdmaresaian carrots improved eyesight ought to be given more generd distribution—as should the
carrots.

Much better than Bullworth's endless whinging about how the quaity of seamen had dippedin
recent years, and while-I'm-not-complai ning-about-my-officers-Admiral—the phrase was one word to
that idiot Bullworth—everybody knew that the up-and-coming ones put in for the Atlantic, not the Med.

Idiot.

The world wasfilled with idiots and compromises. When the battle flags went up for red—and
they would—they would go up in the Med first and foremost, where the Crown faced the Dar d-1dam
most directly, and not in the Atlantic, where the Crown supply lines stretched from Londinium to the
New England colonies but the Dar was even more overextended, not just from Darmosh Kowayes
across the ocean to Rabat, but from Rabat to the heart of the Dar.

Cut the connection of the limbsto the heart, that was the way of it; the heart of the Dar Al ISam
wasn't on the African coadt, or even in the Cdliphate capitas, but in the cities of the Egyptian deltathat
churned out soldiersthe way a baker did biscuits. Cut the sealanes of the Med, and land troopsin Sfax
and d-Tarabaa, and it would be dl over within afew years.

But there weren't enough troopsin the Med to do that. An invasion of north Africa couldn't be
done with ten times the forces DuPuy had & his command.



The Crown could just wait, of course. Let the Dar build up in Africa, and let them plot and scheme
with the Empire, and soon, maybe only in five or ten years, the Dar would move north while the Empire
moved south, cutting the Med in haf. The late King had been afool not to finish with the Empire when
he'd had the chance. In its present shrunken state, granted, the anything-but-holy and no-longer-Roman
Empirewas but afragment and awraith of itsformer self, and not the threet, by itsalf, that the Dar Al
Idam was, but it wasn't dead and gone, after all.

DuPuy let hishand rest on thewhed; it comforted him.

By design, his balcony resembled the bridge of the oldSufficient as much as alandlocked bacony
could, and he had pretended not to notice how the overly dramatic Bugeawinced at the ordered
remova of the ancient marble to be replaced by the oak railing. What was |eft of theSufficient 'swhed
was mounted on the decking that had been laid on the stone, the hub that it now spun upon impotently
athough the hub was greased after every rain, just as the ancient brass smoking lamp from hislong-lost
love's quarterdeck smouldered from a hook on the outside wall.

It al reminded him of the one placein the world that he belonged; it waslost to him forever, but by
God he could mourn it properly this morning as he did every morning, as he waited for the two menin
the world he hated the most.

They would both be early, of course; he had invited one and ordered the other to join him at seven
bells, but he had, aswas his habit, risen early, for none of the reasons of duty that had never let him
deep through the night about theSufficient .

That had been different.

He smiled. The captain's midwatch-to-mornwatch visits to the quarterdeck had been widdy
admired and copied throughout the Feet; ageneration of lieutenants given their first command had since
taken to rising a the change of mid-to-morning, and probably no more redlly understood why they did
that than they did their adopted thin, effete trace of the butter-thick Marseilles accent that Mr.
Midshipman DuPuy had never been quite ableto rid himsdf of, Lieutenant DuPuy had stopped trying to,
and Captain and Admira DuPuy had found himsalf more and morefdling into, as though he was
regressing with age.

Which hewas, in more ways than one—now, he rose early because he couldn't deep through the
night, and tried to fool himsdlf that it was the softness of hisfeather bed.

What had been ablot on the horizon had clearly become a ship, and he bet himsdf ahaf crown
that he would be able to identify it before the shorewatcher did.

"My glass, Scraich,” he said, not looking behind him for his secretary.

Instead of handing him the glass, Scratch knocked gingerly on the wood of the balcony's arch.

"Both of them are here, Admird," he said. "At the sametime," he added, the only reproach in the
content of thewords, not in the tone. "'l've had Bugsted lay out your clothes," he said, resignedly.

"I'mfineas| am—you may have him put them away."

"Yes, Admird." Scratch didn't quite sigh.

It was, of course, every bit as much aviolation of regulationsfor the admird to wear utilitieson
ordinary duty ashore asit would be for a bone-buttoned middie to, but one of the few nice things about
this damned shore office was that there was nobody on Matawho wasin aposition to correct him
directly, although his secretary tried to, of course, and aslong as he wasn't too blatant about it, DuPuy
let it pass.

Hewas, by necessity, frugal. There were definite disadvantages to being an honest man, and not
supplementing his pay with even the ordinary graft was not the worst of them, given what the cost of
uniforms till did to his persond budget, despite him spending hisdaysin cheap utilities.

Hedidn't degp well at night, but it wasn't from his conscience bothering him—just his bowelsand
bladder.

"Show themin," hesaid.

"Tothe study?"



"Out herewill serve" he said. "Bring a couple of mugs—mugs, mind you, not that cursed chinathat
breaks at a cross look—and coffee for the both of them. And another cup for me, too." He'd rather
offer the two of them poison—but coffee, brewed thick and rich with apinch of salt added to the cup,
would haveto do. "And bring me my glass, dammit."

Scratch held out the tarnished old brass cylinder that had, of course, aready been in his hand; the
only apology DuPuy offered was a grunt as he accepted it and put it to his good eye, the left one.

Dammit, his good eye was going, too. Black flecks swum about hisfield of vison like aswarm of
lazy flies, another of the indignities of age. He had no hope of making out any sgna flags—much less
pennants—until it drew much closer, but he had been hoping to get afed for the sails. Y ou could tdll
much about amaster by the way he set his sails, as any schoolboy knew, athough it went far beyond the
elementary matter of Frenchmen and Spaniardstypicdly flying two jibs when one was sufficient for an
English master who knew how to use topgallants and stunsls.

All he could tell about this ship wasthat it was atwo-master; its provenance or identity was
beyond his ability to guess, at |east for the moment, and he'd be unlikely to be able to spend any time on
it for the next hour or so—he didn't need to consult a seer to figure that another haf crown into the
Widows and Orphans box wasin hisimmediate future, asill has he could afford it.

It shouldn't be a Crown ship.

DuPuy was more than vagudy familiar with Fleet schedules, and those of the fleet of merchantmen
that serviced the Fleet. Neither of the two ragged squadrons at sea to the east were duein for some
time, and the next dopman was ether theRefuge or theSpirits , but theRefuge had been dispatched to
Marsdllesin large part as amessage to the ever-greedy Bolognese merchants that the Fleet had other
options, theReffy would be coming in from the northeast, not the west. TheSpirits had sailed
west-norwest to Thessa onika, granted, and should be back any day, but it was afat barkentine, and
DuPuy's eyesweren't so bad or hismind so dull that he couldn't tell the difference between two and
three masts, dthough he couldn't guess whether it was a schooner, brig, brigantine, ketch, or yawl, or
even one of those strange two-masted fellucas you'd only find in the mild waters of the eastern Med.

Oh, well. He held out the glass, but Scratch wasn't there, of course, so he went back into the office
to find the case. He had amuch finer glass, presented to him aong with his fancy-but-usdessadmira's
sword, in admonition that he would, henceforth, be watching things rather than actualy doing things, but
he had never once so much as put the gilded piece of frippery to his bad eye.

"Good morning, Sir," Randolph said, stopping hislimping pace to cometo attention.

"Ah-salam oo-allay-koom," Abdul ibn Mussaa-Bakilani said. "A good morning to you, Admiral."

"G'morning, Lieutenant, and greetings, Sir," DuPuy said.

Scratch arrived with the coffee, and both men, of course, accepted it. Al-Bakilani would have
downed flaming pissif protocol demanded it, and he seemed to actudly like the admird's coffee,
athough that only meant that he thought it appropriate to seemto like the admird's coffee.

Both of the men he hated most in the world were dressed as they should be—L ieutenant Lord Sir
Alphonse Randolph in theimpeccably tailored first-class blues that, certainly by no accident, showed off
his broad shoulders and amost womanishly trim waist. He stood painfully straight, and not just because
of the high starched collar of the white blouse beneath the jacket and waistcoat; Randolph was that sort.

His meda s—the officer's uniform of the day on Malta specified medas, not just ribbons—had
somehow been secured to each other and the short, waist-length jacket, and didn't click together to
echo hisboot heds as he drew himsdlf up to an even gtiffer brace. Whileit wastraditiona that afamily
crest was displayed on theright breast, Randolph's was on the | eft, beneath the medal s that obscured
everything except the second motto: Fari Que Sentiat . Save for athin bristle of mustache below the
sharp Moray nose, hisface was shore-shorn, emphasizing the thick scar just below his cheekbone.

Technicdly, despite the medds, hewas out of uniform. The sword a hiswaist was one of those
overly curved Seeproosh-style sabers, not a proper officer's dress sword—as though to brag how he
had obtained it, dong with the limp. DuPuy probably wouldn't have corrected him, even if they weren't



aone, and even if DuPuy wasn't in utilities himself. A bit of quiet braggadocio wasagood thingina
master and commander, after all.

The Arab was arrayed in the long flowing robes of his people, only the high qudity of the
fine-woved linen and the slver gitching a the hems distinguishing him from any lesser man, dthough
there was some significance to the tiny golden pendant secured by a preposteroudy thin gold chain
around his neck, just as there was some scheme to the pattern of that rope-thing that would have
secured his headscarf in place. DuPuy had never bothered to learn about such things, and the headscarf
and rope-thing—called something like"argyle,”" if DuPuy remembered correctly—had been tucked into
a-Bakilani's sash in away that perversdy reminded him of the way that Randolph had his handkerchief
tucked into hisdeeve.

A handsome enough man, for an Arab, if only because his smooth, dark face was free of
pockmarks; the devil protected his own, after al.

Al-Bakilani had no weapon in evidence, athough he did have areputation asawarrior; the
Caliphate's emissaries depending on other things than their prowess with weaponsto protect themselves
on Crown territory, and his unusua willingness to meet with DuPuy without the usua entourage that
a-Bakilani's predecessor, amuch less clever man, had aways brought with him to any discussion.
a-Bakilani had gracefully dispensed with that, shortly after hisarrival. Perhaps he thought that DuPuy,
who strongly preferred smply getting business done and over with, would be more flexible—athough
that hopewasinvain, of course. Or maybe it was that he thought he was probing for some sign that
DuPuy might be corruptible.

Which, inasense, hewas, of course. But not by the likes of a-Bakilani.

Hanging aWestern Emirates ambassador was something that DuPuy would have gladly ordered—
the thought of a-Bakilani jerking and pissing and shitting himsdlf on the end of arope was an utterly
loverly image—but there were good reasons, and, more important, there were standing orders that such
persons were sacrosanct, after all, just as the del egates from the Crown to the Caliphate were.

DuPuy hoped that his opposite number in Sfax was every hit as aggrieved with his guest as DuPuy
waswith his. But lifewasrarely o jud.

|

"Admird—"

Both menimmediatdly shut up, d-Bakilani making an expansgve gesture for Randol ph to proceed,
which Randolph returned with a stiff smile and a perfectly correct bow.

"l beg your pardon, sir," Randolph said, "most humbly.”

"No, please; my fault entirely,” the Arab said, turning to DuPuy. "It appears 've arrived shamefully
early for my appointment with His Excdlency.” It wasthe closest that he would cometo criticizing
DuPuy for having committed the solecism of having the two of them arrive together.

"No, it'snot your fault,” DuPuy said. "I intended to make an introduction. Hope | didn't embarrass
ether of you—Shaykh Abdul ibn Mussa a-Bakilani d-MedinaHgjji, may | present Lieutenant Lord Sir
Alphonse Randol ph? Randol ph, Shaykh al-Bakilani. Should have done this aweek ago, but I'd
expected that—oh, never mind."

He hadn't expected anything, but it aways made sense to give a-Bakilani something to think about.
DuPuy had quite ddliberately generated an impression of deviousness by the smple expedient of being
as draightforward as he could, and while the smooth smile never dropped from al-Bakilani's face,
DuPuy could tell that he expected something subtle and clever from him, which DuPuy did hisbest to
provide.

"I am, of course, honored to meet the lieutenant,” a-Bakilani said. "My condolences on your recent
loss; | hope you wouldn't be offended if | wereto say abrief prayer for your late brother?

"Not at dl," Randolph said, his own boot-face firmly in place.

"Seems strangeto pray for aNasranite, isn't it?" DuPuy asked, just to see how al-Bakilani would
hendleit.



"Not at al." Al-Bakilani ducked his head as he murmured a short phrasein Arabic, then raised his
head. "Roughly: ‘whether it be of the True Believers, or those who are Jews or Christians or Sabaeans,
whosoever believe in God and the last day and act aright, they have their reward at their Lord's hand.'
So may it be for Francis Mordred Randol ph, son of Michael Francis Randolph, Earl of Moray, may
Allah show him mercy."

Al-Bakilani gave DuPuy athin smile. Since word of the elder Randol ph's death had only just
reached Mdtatwo days before, al-Bakilani was more giving DuPuy to know that his sources within the
Fleet were in place than he was, once again, showing off his apparently encyclopedic knowledge of
British noblefamilies

Which meant, of course, that either a-Bakilani had no such sourcesin the Fleet itself—something
DuPuy knew was not the case—and wanted DuPuy to send Weatherd to chase around looking for his
nonexistent spies, or that a-Bakilani was playing adouble-bluff game of some sort, as he was.

Well, DuPuy would be glad to berid of d-Bakilani. What business they had was|ong since
finished. Sad dayswhen you had to reved at least part of your schedules and timetables to an enemy to
minimize unwanted encounters at sea. What he should have been doing—what he wanted to do—was
to issue agenerd order that any ship flying the Star and Crescent was to be taken, and to have enough
ships and marinesto do that, and sack every city along the northern arc of the Dar, from a-Gaheer to
Bayrut, something that would take rather alot more than a puny six undermanned squadrons more suited
to pirate patrol than real warfare.

Therewas no point in letting his mind churn that over and over again, but while DuPuy controlled
hiswords and actions, he never had been able to get arein on histhoughts, and wastoo old to start
trying.

He cleared histhroat. "Thereason | arranged for the two of you to meet—should have done it
before, Shaykh; my gpologies, again—will be evident in amoment, | expect. Mr. Randolph, isthe
Redemption ready for sea?"

"Yes, gr." He said it with no qudification, and it hadn't escaped DuPuy's notice that the manic
supply boat activity in the rest of the squadron's berthings didn't includeRedemption . No need to rush
about like a headless chicken if you'd aready made yourself ready.

"Andyour firg officer—aMigter . . . Braithwaite, | believe?!

"Yes, gr. Lieutenant David Braithwaite, Sr."

"Would you say he'sready for hisown command?’

"Absolutdly, Sr.”

"As| thought." He looked past Randolph's shoulder to Scratch, and gave aquick nod. Scratch, as
was usua, overly theatricd, patted at his breast pocket, and departed the room with atypica hagte. "I'm
giving himtheReddy ; you're the new master of theLord Fauncher . Throckmorton's aready issued the
orders; you should have them in hand within the hour."

"Yes, ar." No expresson, dthough he was sure that Randol ph resented it. DuPuy certainly would
have.

Heturned to the Arab. "The lieutenant and theLord Fauncher will be your host on thetrip to Sfax;
you're due there on the thirteenth, as| recal.”

"His Excdlency recdls correctly, of course," a-Bakilani said, not rising to the bait. "And may |
congratulate the lieutenant on his new command?’

"Thank you," Randolph said. "I'm very much looking forward to it.”

DuPuy watched hisface closdly; if there was any indication that thiswasthe first that Randolph was
hearing of it, DuPuy couldn't seeit. Good. Throckmorton was the only officer he had told, dthough he
was sure that Throckmorton's secretary, like Scratch, knew aswell. Throckmorton wasn't DuPuy'sidea
of what aport captain ought to be, but at least he could keep his mouth closed.

"Now, Excdlency, if you'll excuse us?'

"Of course, Admird," d-Bakilani said, smiling gently. "I'm sure that you and the lieutenant have



much to discuss about his new command, and | believe that your captain Postlethwaite is expecting me?”

DuPuy waited until the door had closed behind the Arab until he spoke. Randolph was till holding
himsalf in agtiff brace; silent insolence of asort, but not the sort that DuPuy cared about.

"Sit, Lieutenant, Sit,” he said, then changed his mind and shook his head. "Better—Iet'sfinish our
coffee out on the balcony,” he said, as dways careful not to call it ‘the quarterdeck’ out loud. A beached
salor wasasdlly thing in and of itself; no need to be laughed at behind his back, any more than he
aready was—although there were, of course, worse things than being thought to be an utterly useless
old man: being an utterly usdess old man first among them.

"Yes, gr." Randolph followed him outside. DuPuy found that his own pipe had gone out, and
gestured an invitation to Randolph to light his own, which Randolph took as the command that indeed it
was.

"W, go ahead, speak your mind," DuPuy said. Heraised his glassto look at the distant ship. A
two-madter of acertainty, understandably if abit aggressvey flying afull complement of sallsinthelight
air, but he couldn't tell anything more than that, not without his glass.

"Aye, aye, dr," Randolph said, eying the ship as he puffed on his pipe. "If you don't mind me
asking, isthere something about theWelledey that | should know?"

"Welledey?Y ou don't mean theLord Fauncher ?'

"I mean the ship coming in from the nor'west, sr." Randolph didn't quite shrug. "1'd think it the
Wely, gr, unlessthere's another master who flies both unreefed royas and topgal lants without bothering
with sunsls, sr—that's one of Johansen's quirks. Doesn't much care for stunsls, for some reason.” He
took athoughtful pull on his pipe. "Good man, though. Probably be able to run a shakedown on theLord
Fauncher aswell asanybody else"

"Isthat acomplaint, Lord Randolph?'

Therewas aflash of expression before Randol ph resumed his boot-face. "Lord Randolphisn't at
issue here, Admird," he said. "Lieutenant Randolph, sir, has no complaint to make whatsoever." Hislips
might have tightened, just atouch. Perhaps not.

"Y ou're wondering why I'm reassigning you.”

"Wel, yes, sr, | am.”

"Speak your mind, Mr. Randolph,” he said, gesturing at the motto on hisbreast. " Fari Que Sentiat

means 'say what you think,' no? Something about atrip to Sfax beneath you? Y ou have some objection
to my orders, Mr. Randolph?’

"No, sir." Randolph told the lie without blinking. "If I'm to be transferred, 1'd have thought 1'd be
ordered to report to Assignments, rather than to the Admira. But I'll wager | can havethelLord
Fauncher flying the Blue Peter as quickly and aswell as most others, and better and faster than some.”

" She dides down the ways tomorrow. Y ou've got five days before you set sail for Sfax.” DuPuy
expected an objection, in posture if not in words, but didn't get one. It was an absurdly short timeto
ready a ship even for the most tentative of shakedowns, but not quite an impaossibly short one, given the
date of theLord Fauncher 'srepairs, and her hold, something that Randolph apparently was aware of.
"Y ou're not asking me about her condition, | notice. Y ou've been following the repairs?’

"No, gr. I've been busy seeing after theRedemption . TheLord Fauncher hasn't been amatter of
my concern until thismoment, and | think that one look about her isworth athousand questions—I
assume that Captain McCaulkin will find thetimeto receive me?"

"A safe assumption.” DuPuy pointed his pipestem toward the drydock. ™Y ou can proceed there
directly from here."

"Aye, aye, Sr. Do | report to Assignmentsto find out about my crew, or do you wish to give me
the bad news on that yourself? Sir."

Moreinsolence, but DuPuy just smiled. "Y ou can have your pick from the beach crew; see Shes,
and then Throckmorton. Hell have them report to you by the end of the day, even if he hasto have them
dragged by the hedlsfrom every tavern and bordello across the idand—as he more than likely will, with



some of thet lot.”

"Yes, gr." If Randolph resented having to pick among the beach crew, as he surely should have,
that didn't show in hisface.

"Unlessthere's some officers or men from theRedemption you fed you need more than Braithwaite
does?'

Braithwaite was probably abit junior to be given theReddy , but it would be interesting to seeif he
was as good a man as Randol ph claimed—as he probably was, DuPuy had followed Braithwaite's
career rather more carefully than he cared to let on at the moment.

"No, sir. Not with theReddy about to sail on the tide—noon or midnight. I'll take my dogrobber,
and leaveit a that, Admird."

Loydty wasagood thing. No doubt that Randolph would have preferred to have every crewman
from the Reddy transferred—something that DuPuy had not quite openly offered, and arequest that he
would have denied, if it had been made—but, of course, Randolph wouldn't ask for any such thing.

DuPuy cocked his head to one side. "'Y ou haven't asked me why, Mr. Randolph.”

"No, gr, | haven't.”

"Carry on, Mr. Randolph."

"Aye, aye, gr."

And then he was aone again, with his pipe and the cold dregs of his morning coffee.

Y ou couldn't persuade people with words, DuPuy had long since decided. If you couldn't order
them, you had to | et them see for themsdlves.

Randol ph had taken theRedemption asthe first command available, even though that had meant
transfer from the far larger and more prestigious Atlantic Fleet to the hinter-waters of Mdta, and had
spent most of hisyear with the Mata Fleet chasing pirates. Give him aview, up close, of Sfax, and heldd
at least begin to see—to seefor himsdf, dammit—afraction of the real forces arrayed againgt the
Crown here.

DuPuy tried to do that with dl hisyoung officers, making sure that each ship, in turn, was seconded
for amissonto aDar port.

Hewastrying to take the long view; ten, twenty years from now—if there wasto bea Crownin
ten or twenty years—the Admiraty would have at least aleavening of senior cgptains and admirdswho
had seen the enemy for themsalves, up-close.

That wasimportant. Spending time around the likes of a-Bakilani wasimportant, as well—Ilet them
know that the enemy could be charming, and soft-spoken, and even kindly, and they would beless
willing to accept assurances that the Dar now believed that trade, rather than conquest, was the way to
expand the Dar d-1dam.

But it was even more important to have that knowledge, that skepticism, and the passion created
and represented by that knowledge and that skepticism in Parliament, and now he would have more of
it, in the person of the Earl of Moray, sooner or later.

Preferably sooner, athough he would have to think long and hard about trying to arrange that
without doing something too obvious, or repetitious.

He made atsk ing sound to himsalf. Wesatherd| had spies dong the northern coast of Africa,
athough they were an untrustworthy lot, just as he was certain that a-Bakilani and the Dar had spiesin
Malta, even beyond the ever-reliable Scratch.

Pity. DuPuy had never had a better secretary, and Scratch had been—histreason asde—
unwaveringly honest, never even taking adrink from the bottle of harsh issue rum that DuPuy kept in his
desk. DuPuy could tell watered rum at ataste, and the level had never gone below hislight scratch
marks.

Oh, well.



Hewalked in to his office and unlocked histop drawer, pulled out the bottle, and poured himself a
quick tot, habitualy marking the bottle'slevel with the sharp edge of hisring, and then recorking it before
downing the glassin one nest gulp.

With the bottle removed from the drawer, his private correspondence file was on top, and the hair
he had placed between the second and third pages amost where he had | eft it. Scratch was almost as
careful as DuPuy himsdf.

The latest letter from Francis Randol ph, clumps of wax still attached, was at the very top of the
pile. It was only reasonable, after dl, that DuPuy would take afew momentsto reread his
correspondence with Francis Randol ph upon being informed of Randolph's untimely demise.

The handwriting was excdlent, if he did say so himsdlf; it was just amatter of taking one'stime, and
never, ever using anything but his deliberately crude scratchingsto sign his own correspondence.

... and you may have my assurances, my dear Admiral duPuy, that even absent our lengthy
correspondence, | would have and indeed have fully adopted your view of the prevailing situation
in the Mediterranean Sea, and will prevail upon both the earl and any others who will listen to my
voice about the necessity of reinforcing the Malta Fleet, to the obvious necessities that we have
discussed. | urge you to continue to take the long view on such matters, as this won't be solved in
afortnight or a month or a year, but it will be addressed, and what influence | have or will have
isentirely in service of this necessity.

Probably atouch too arch, but . . . it would serve. Forging Randol ph's persond seal would have
been difficult, but that hadn't been necessary—DuPuy had used his own sedl, and abar of privately
bought wax rather than Navy issue, and then removed dmogt dl of the wax, leaving just enough behind
to show that it had been sealed, no more. The paper had been a problem, but afew minutes with a bar
and razor had turned a sheet of good broadside into something that a noble might well have used for
private correspondence.

Good enough;, it would serve.

Ithad served; he had written this|etter more than ayear ago, the moment that he had been
informed of the younger Randolph'stransfer to the Mata Fleet, and it had sedled the doom of Francis
Randolph, unless the hunting accident was just that, which DuPuy didn't believe for amoment.

Randol ph the elder, like hisfather, was notorioudy apalitical, and was widely reported to have
been more interested in boar hunting than anything else. Brave of him, certainly, but even more usaess of
him, and while DuPuy admired bravery, it should bein aid of something worthwhile. If you were going to
spend your life, there were better and far more worthy causes than chasing a pig through aforest, armed
with nothing more than a spear.

Wéll, the letter had done its duty, and now it wastimeto berid of it, dong with afew of the others,
aswell; they would just go into the fireplace—although he would want to be sure that Scratch was away
from the offices before that, and would, of course, tir the ashes after the burning.

Pity he couldn't smply lay the matter on the Intelligence desk, but he had no faith in that idiot
Weatherall, who had been bequeathed upon DuPuy by his predecessor.

Now would be afine timefor the burning, if Scratch was off on some errand. Which he wouldn't
be, of course, until DuPuy dispatched him, so sending him off would be the next item of businessfor this
depressingly bright and cheery day.

"Scratch?' He barely raised his voice before his secretary was through the door.

"Yes, Admird?'

"I'd better speak to Assignments—would you ask Sheato see me as soon as possible? Tell himto
bring thelist of ensgnsand junior lieutenants on the beach crew—I want some recommendationsfor the
Lord Fauncher. "

Thelast thing he really wanted were recommendations, of course; he had no intention of tying
Randol ph's hands any more than he already had, but he did want to make it implicitly clear to both Shea



and Throckmorton that he would be most unhappy if the best available beached officers and jacks
weren't eadly available to Randolph.

Best of adaggardly lot, granted, but that wastheway of it . . .

"Yes, gr," Scratch said. "1 was coming in to see you, Admiral—I'm sorry to bother you, | just got
back from downgtairs; the cgptain summoned me. There are two Order Knights waiting downdtairs, on
amatter that's clearly of importance.”

His pipestemn snapped in his hands. Order Knights? A matter of importance—that they had talked
toScratch about? The only reason that Scratch was il dive wasthat there were no Fleet secretsin the
backwaters of Mataexcept those that DuPuy was busy manufacturing. The truth was smple, aas.

"It had better beimportant,” he said, snarling loudly to cover his anger—a himsdlf; hisfury a
Scratch had long since burned itself down to banked codls.

"I can assure you thet it is—they confided in me, dbet briefly."

"Very well. Show themin. And stand by your desk, man—if it is something important, I'll want you
closea hand."

It would most likely be. The Order, for dl itsfaults, did not raise abunch of panicky
flibbertigibbets, after all.

And write your will, you bloody traitor, he thought at Scratch's retreating back If thisisindeed
something important, and not just a couple of saf-important knights, you'll not see another sunrise.

It would be easy, and he had long since decided how to do it, when the time came, asit perhaps
findly hed.

Murder was best donein the dark and quiet. Tonight would do.

After DuPuy had goneto bed, he would arise, as though he had trouble degping, and walk down
the hall to summon Scratch from his own bed for some late-night correspondence, bring him back to the
office, and ask him to fetch his pipe from the mantel piece.

Hmmm. . . it would be akind of justice to take his saracen trophy battleaxe down from the
mantel piece, but Scratch might notice that it was missing. A smple baulk of wood from the wood bin
wasn't as degant, but it would serve just aswell. He didn't need to kill him with aquick blow to the
heed, it would be enough just to stun Scratch—athough DuPuy wouldntmind if it actudly killed him, of
course—and then it would be just amatter of splashing Scratch with some rum and then pitching him
over therail, following him with the smoking lamp from the balcony.

And then back to bed, to be awakened at al the commotion, or even in the morning, if nobody
noticed. An empty bottle beside his own bed, and afew splashes on his sheets, would explain his having
missed dl the excitement.

Not that it would be dl that much excitement. Nobody would suspect athing. A thieving admira's
secretary would have merdly been at the admira's bottle, and have gone out to the balcony to get himsdlf
asmoke without having to fear the smell waking the admird; the drunken Scratch would have lost his
balance, falen over therail, and shattered on the stonesfar below.

Nobody would think otherwise—except, perhaps, d-Bakilani, and what would he say?

Nothing, of course. But he would know, and while DuPuy would have had it otherwise were it
possible, he took quiet pleasure from the necessity of that, just as he did in the sealed envel ope that was
in Throckmorton's safe, to be opened only upon DuPuy's degth, in which he expressed abelief that
a-Bakilani had decided to have him nated—and referred to conversations with Scratch, who
would now never find himsdf hauled in front of Intelligence to be questioned on the letter, das—and the
small vid of poison secreted beneath his bed that would end his days when he was recalled.

Inlife, hewould do hisduty, evenif hisduty called for lying and deception; so would it bein death,
he hoped.

But not too soon.

He ill had moreto do, and if Simon DuPuy couldn't serve his King from the quarterdeck of a
warship, he would serve him as best he could from hisluxurious prison.



Therewas servicein that, and that it would never be known made it no lessa service; and there
was loydty, aswell, even though it would not be appreciated even if it was known; and if there was no
honor to be had, well, you couldn't have everything.

Strange for aman who had thought of himsalf one of honor to have descended into such depravity,
but needs must, when the devil drives, eh, old fellow?

He amiled to himsdlf. It would be a beautiful thing, initsown way, to end his dayswith ablow to
the Dar that he could never deliver dive, and if it wasn't as much of ablow as he would have wished for,
itwasal he could do, and aman couldn't ask for more than that.

But not tonight. Tonight was the time for Scratch to shuffle off thismorta coil; DuPuy's turn would
come soon enough.

sill . ...

It was, he often thought, a sad end for aman who once, long ago—too long ago—had been an
honest sallor.

Chapter 7: Swordplay

Y ears ago, when Bear and Alexander and | were off chasing down what |
sncerely hope and pray wasthe very last of the Linfield deodands, we followed a
twisting trail too far into the depths of Bedegraine, probably no more than amile from
where our attendants had pitched camp, but far enough away that they didn't answer to
Alexander's horn.

So, of course, we made camp for the night. Not the easiest thing to do without so much
asapot or blanket between us, and no food save for the jerky and waybread we had in
our pouches. Gathering dead wood for the fire was difficult in the gathering dark, with
only an occasiond trickle of moon shining through the huge trees, but starting thefire
was even more o, even though Bear had used his mundane sword as deftly asyou
could imagine to shave some birch scrapingsinto tinder.

A red woodsman would probably have been able to rub two sticks together and
produce aroaring fire, atrick I've never mastered, and which neither Bear nor
Alexander had, and for some reason the small stonethat | found couldn't strike a spark
off of my mundane sword, nor either of Alexander's, nor Bear's, although wetried,
figuring that the scratches on the spines of our blades could be polished out more easily
than we could get through a cold night in the Bedegraine Forest without fire.

All we ended up with, though, were scratched swords.

| was|ooking forward to acold night shivering in my robes beneath the treeswith
my usua equanimity—not much—when Bear, just ahuge hulking shape in the dark,
quietly asked the other two of usto step away, and drew the Nameless.

| had been expecting something dramatic—and had been about to curse Bear for using
the Nameless's power for such amundane task, if indeed he could—and | found mysdif
more outraged than relieved when he knelt in front of the tinder pile, the stonein hishand.

Sparksflickered aong the length of the blade, sending the tinder smoking, and quicker
than it takesto tell, at least as| remember it, we were sitting before aroaring fire, while
Bear, hisleather gauntlets il in place, was polishing the Nameless before returning it to



its sheeth, while Alexander and | just sat, mouths open, whilethe Khan, a my side,
muttered outraged threats at the sacrilege and disrespect—using aWhite Sword asa
sparking iron? How dare he!

Bear just amiled, hisface shiny in thefirdight. "The Nameless said to remind you that he,
like Our Lord, washed beggars feet. Should we need to dig alatrine-hole, he says he'd
be happy to be of servicein that, too."

I'll likely never understand the Nameless. I'm sure I'll never understand Beer.
—Gray

The afternoon sun gave off light and heet, but, strangdly, no warmth. Maybe it wasthe knight's
robesthat Niko wore, over the tunic and leggings, and them over the undergarments. It was il strange,
if no longer entirdly uncomfortable, to have so much cloth between his skin and the sun.

Niko sat cross-legged on the cold stone, the sword lying naked on the blanket in front of him, next
to its scabbard and the heavy |eather gauntlets.

He smoothed down the front of his robes, then snatched the hand awvay—it was trembling and
Swesty.

The best thing to do, perhaps, would beto sripit dl off and fold it carefully—if the single scrap of
cloth for hiskirtle was expensive, it was hard to imagine what these clothes would have cos—and let
thesun warm him, if it would. If it could.

Hisfingerstrembled; he fastened them together in hislap, which didn't help much, and seemed to
more transfer the trembling to his chattering teeth than anything dse.

"What am | supposed to do?" he asked, more to delay the inevitable than because he had any redl
doubt. He would grasp the hilt of the sword, and fedl the pain and fear again.

"For now, just try to cadm yourself," Cully said. "We have enough time. Let's not rush matters
without need.”

He sat, a so cross-legged, on the other side of the blanket. Like Niko, he was dressed in the
garments of the Order, and like Niko, he was freshly shorn, and then freshly bathed. Hissmilewas as
reassuring as asmile could be, which wasn't much. "I know that's easier said than done, but try. Or don't
try—think about something unimportant. What do you think the Abdullahswill servefor dinner?
Something good, I'd expect.”

"y es"

Niko wasn't hungry at the moment, but he didn't have to think very hard asto what the centerpiece
of the feast would be, nor did he have to guess that Cully wastrying to distract him. The wind brought
the smell of roasting mest across the water—perhaps overly seasoned with fresh wild onion, asthere
had been no time to properly hang and then brine it—and it had reached Cully's nose as surely asit had
Niko's.

Entertaining guests of such an devated station was something that any sensible fisherman would
wisdly turn his hand to, and the Abdullahs were more capable of doing that than mogt.

"Very well. Now try to clear your mind—yes, | know you can't force yoursdf to think about
nothing. Nobody can. But think of something smple and caming—apool of water isthe classic choice.”

A pool of water?

It sounded like asilly thing to think about, but hewould try.

A smdll pool of seawater, perhaps, cupped in adepression in the rocks at the shoreline, left behind
by thefdling tide. Sometimesthetide left ajdlyfishin such, and it was a smple matter to scoop them out
with awicker basket, and carry them high to the ridge above to dry. Marawould crunch the leathery
bits between her teeth, and laugh—



Mara. Gentle, clever Mara. And Lina. And Grandfather—all of them now rotting in the cold
ground at the bottom of a pit, as though they were shit to be covered over with dirt, not even given the
dignity of being returned to the sea from which al had sprung, and to which al would return, to be
received by Poseidon at his court, far beneath the waves.

Werethey in the cold arms of Hades? Or had Zeus taken them as Hisown?

Hetried to swallow, but couldn't.

"Shhh. . . easy, boy, easy. Just take adeep breath, and let it out dowly. Slowly, now—you're not
stoking your lungsfor adive beneath the waters. Sowly."

Niko did. It ssemed to help, strangely enough, dthough only alittle.

The sword il lay there, the pain and fear waiting for him.

"Better," Cully said. "Areyou cam yet?'

"Yes, gr."

"If you're going to lieto me, boy, do abetter job of it. Again: are you calm?"

He hesitated, then answered honestly. No point inlying. “"No." How could he becdm a atimelike
this? His hand went to the front of his chest.

"Can you hear your heart beat?' Cully asked.

"No, of coursenot.” A slly question, but . . .

"Hmm . .. wdl, wéell doit the first-form way, then: cup your hand, your left hand, against your ear."

"Sr Cully—"

"Just doit, boy. Listen carefully toiit, and it will dow down. It'll take afew moments, but just be
patient.”

Niko did, and found that he could hear thelub-dub-lub-dub of his heart, and, even more strangely,
that it seemed to dow, that itwas dowing, as he listened and willed it to.

Niko found hismind turning to trividities. It turned out that the distinctive knights haircut was
samply amatter of fastening three fingers, tight againgt the scalp, in aclump of hair, and cutting off what
remained, then repeating until al the hair on the head was of the same length. Cully had showed him how
to do it while hewas cutting Niko's hair, and then had Niko serve himin turn.

Trimming the beard had been much of the same thing, save that you scissored the beard hair
between two fingers. The only difficult part of the preparation had been the shaving of the upper cheeks,
which Cully accomplished for both of them with a strange-looking straight knifefrom akit in his
rucksack.

Even more strange: Niko hadn't been scared, even when Cully had had to put the straight knife
againgt Niko's well-soaped throat.

Lub-dub. Lub-dub.

"Better." Cully's smile seemed sincere, and of asurety, it reminded Niko of Grandfather's. "Now,
when you're ready—no rush, no rush at al—reach out and let your hand rest on the sword.”

"Not grab it by the hilt?!

"Don't grabit at dl. Reach out and touch it, gently, asthough you were trying to calm a frightened
dog"

Again Cully wastaking about things that Niko didn't understand. Why would anybody want to
cam adog? The dogsthat lived around Pironesiawerejust like giant rats, al in al, and about as useful.
When you saw adog, you looked for astone to chase it away with; you didn't pat it, as you would a
frightened child.

He could try to think of it asfrightened child, though. That might do, and it was easier than arguing
with Cully. Maybe if he thought of it as Mara—not the bloody hunk of mest left dead on the beach, but
little Mara, astiny as she had been, smiling up a him asshe sat in hislap, giggling even as she wet
hersdlf, gplashing him with warmth that echoed with laughter in the hut at his curses.

He smiled. It had washed off. And he had set her in Mother's arms before rushing out to wash



himsdlf.

So, Marait would be. Perhaps that would do.

He reached out his hand to pat the cold stedl, and—

She awoketo fear, and to pain. Sheimmediately started to scream again, and—

Thereisno pain; be till, little one.

She didn't understand. It wasn't the One Who Smelled Like Food, but its thoughts were amost as
gentle—although it was as every bit asfrightened as shewas.

More, | think.

It smelled like the other one that had touched her, the one that had recoiled in her fear and pain,
amplified by its own fear and pain, and then had gone away, leaving her once again alonein the endless
dark.

And it wasn't done—another one waswith it! And this one had aknife, too—abig knife, and—

Shhh. It'sjust Cully.

What wasa Cully?

[t didn't answer.

And what are you? And whereisthe One Who Smells Like Food?

| don't know, little one. | don't know much of anything. I'm just Niko the fisherman.

Its answers just led to more questions, and she didn't much like that. What was a Niko, or a
fisherman? And where was the One Who Smélls Like Food?

It didn't answer that, but she could fedl it smiling in reassurance, athough she wasn't reassured
about anything. The way to reassure her was tofeed her, to hold her to the warm flesh of the One Who
SmédllsLike Food, to let her suck and suck at the sweet warmth, while the One Who Smells Like Food
made those strange lilting sounds, and acted out the words with her hands:

Dandinidandini dastana
Danalargirmis bostana
Kovbostanci danayl
Yemisinlahanyl
Eh-e nini, eh-enini,
Eh-enini, nini,

Eh-e, eh-enini eh!

Eh-e, eh-enini eh!

Eh-e, ninni, ninni, ninni,
Eh-e, ninni, ninni, eh!
Eh-e, ninni.

Seep, my little Nadide-precious, my tiny Tezer-treasure, the One would say.
| don't understand.

It didn't understand anything important, but it was friendly—not like that huge one, with the knife,
the one that hurt, and—

Shh. That on€e's not here. It's just me and Cully, and we mean you no harm, truly.

Maybe this Niko and this Cully would feed her? But she didn't fed hungry, strangely enough. She
didn't fed much of anything at dl. Just scared.

I'm scared, too, but ther€'s nothing to fear, not here and now. Shh.
"Enough, Niko. Let go—and gently. That's enough for the moment."
She heard the words, athough she couldn't tell where they were coming from, and they didn't make



any sense. Ee-nuff? What was an ee-nuff, and why was an enuff important enough to yell about? Was
this Cully another mean and crud —

No. Cully isn't that. He wantsto . . . to help you, to help the both of us.

It was strange that she understood that this Cully wanted Niko to let go of her—

Let go of her? No. Don't, please don't.

Shh. Not yet. In a moment. But I'll be—'ll be back, and you'll be with me.

That was nice. She wasn't alone, not redlly. She didn't mind resting in the cool darkness, where
there was no time, no fedling, nothing. It would have been like degth, she supposed, but she didn't have
any ideawhat death was, dthough the idea of this death-thing frightened and angered Niko, and brought
forth visons of another big one—of severd of them, lying on cold sands, unmoving, athough two of the
big oneswere smdll, and she didn't understand that, either.

Don't be frightened, Niko. I'm with you. But where is the One Who Smells Like Food?

| don't know, little one.

I'm not "little one." The One Who Smells Like Food caled me Nadide-precious, Tezer-treasure.

Y ou want meto cal you Nadide, or all of that?

Just make those sounds that the One does. Or bring her here? | think I'm hungry, but | don't fed
hungry.

Shh.

Please? Make the sounds?

If you insist.

It started singing, but it didn't have avery good voice, and most of the sounds came out different.
She had no trouble understanding them, but there were thoughts under the surface that didn't make any
sense—what was a"trading language,” or a"Hellenic?'

It didn't matter, though,; this Niko was singing, in words that she had never heard, but which
somehow made senseto her, just asif they'd been the right ones:

Into the garden the calves did stray.
Gardener quickly turn them away.
They'll eat the cabbages without delay,

—it began, with the same cooing sounds &fter.

Not as good, of course, but its intentions were comforting, and shewould have put her thickfinger
in her mouth and sucked oniit if she could have.

Strange. Her thickfinger didn't seem to be anywhere around. Wherewasit? Wasit with the One
Who SmellsLike Food?

Shedrifted off peacefully into the welcoming, warm darkness, thinking of the One.

* * %
Cully wasn't happy. Angry, even. He adjusted his robes about him, and gestured & Niko to do the
same.
Niko felt stupid.

Hewasn't sure what he was supposed to have learned, but—whatever it was—the only thing he
was utterly sure of wasthat he hadn't learned it, other than it was a baby.

"A baby?"

Cully nodded. "A baby. That wasthe lullabye its—"

"Her."

"—her mother used to Sing?’

"Yes"



"Hmph. It doesn't sound familiar to me. Do you recognizeit?Y our mother didn't happento sing it
toyou?'

Niko shook hishead. "No. Not that | remember. Not with, with my ssters, either.”

"Well, it'sHellenic, not English, and that broad, lazy accent of yoursistypica of the eastern idands.
More clipped around Athenai, and some swallowed soundsin Thessalonika." He nodded, as though to
himsdlf. " She came from somewhere in theidands. That should be good, but it isn't."

"l don't understand.”

"Because | don't quite believeit." Cully shook his head as he dug through his knapsack, producing
abottle. He uncorked it and took along drink, then gave it along look before shaking his head once
again, then absentmindedly recorking it and putting it away without offering Niko adrink.

"Why don't | quite believeit? Thetiming of thisall suggests a presence, but not an immediate
presence. Let's say that the Abdullahs were the source of these swords, that it'sright here." He rapped
his staff on therock.

"You don't redly believe—"

"No, | don't." Cully shook his head. "Wed know of missing children in theidands, for onething.
Their own?1 can't believe that. Samir Abdullah impresses me as having greet control over hisfamily,
yes, but enough to take a baby from its—from her mother's breast and kill it? And where would he
come by apriest and awizard, at the sametime?

"But forget dl that, for just amoment—if it wasthem, if it was any of your neighbors, theright time
to set upon you and your family was immediately—before the siword was brought to Pironesia, if
possible. Not leave any bodies behind, no evidence at dl, nothing that aman could hold on to. You,
your sgters, and your grandfather would just disappear.

"But that isn't what happened. Word got out, and it took some time for word to reach, well, Them,
whoever They are, whatever they are.

"That's eadly enough done. Y our Abdullahs are traders, aswell asfishermen, and it'shard to
imagine that their shore stories, of late, haven't featured the cursed sword that killed Niko the Elder, and
the same for any of the other tradersthat stop in these idands, and for idanderstraveling to Pironesia
themsdves

"And | would bet copper to gold that Andros of theKalends had many agood, public laugh about
how he swindled your family out of the reward—and if he didn't, hissailors surely did, probably
accompanied by complaintsthat their shareswere insufficient, if he shared with them at dl.

"Gossp travels precisdly asfast asthe fastest ship, yes, and acursed sword killing afisherman is,
among other things, agood story, and They certainly took action as soon as They knew, but, still, it took
two months for word to get to England and for Cully and Bear to arrivein Pironesia, and the darklings
and whoever or whatever carried them weren't much ahead or behind that.

"Enough time, certainly, for word to reach Sfax or Tunis—or Baghdad, for that matter—and to
dispaich killers by sea, and even for the killersto arrive here, in some sort of trader guise.

"But darklings? Give the devil his due—the Cdiph isasblack avillain asthere has been since
Arthur the Tyrant if not Judas I scariot, and his courtiers strive to excel in murder as much as conquest,
but the Dar has no more trade in the Dark than the Crown does, nor does the Empire." He stood silently
for amoment. "Not that that would stop somebody dedicated enough, certainly. But traversing the Zone
isn't something to be done lightly, and it certainly can't be done quickly, not from here of a certainty. So,
Dar or no Dar, the darklings were waiting in Pironesia before we got there, and that's unlikely to be the
only place.

"So, what do you do?

"We. Y ou should be asking, ‘what dowe do? "

"Sir Cully, I don't know anything useful, and the only thing | can usethis sword for issinging
lullabies or knocking myself out, and—"

"Correct. Y ou don't know anything useful. Neither do |, a the moment.”



"So what do you—what do we do?"

"Shush. Let methink, and by God, another drink would help." He extracted the bottle from his
rucksack again, and took another drink, thistime holding the bottle out to Niko.

Niko accepted it and took a tentative taste, forcing himself neither to make aface nor spit out the
horrible burning liquid.

"Not to your liking?'

"Well, not redlly."

"It may grow onyou."

Cully sat dlently for amoment, until athin smileflickered acrosshisface. "But newstravelsfag,
and interesting newstravels faster, and its speed is neither sped nor dowed by the truth of it." He
cocked his head at Niko. "1 don't take you to be avery good liar, so your task, by and large, will beto
keep your mouth shut and look confident.”

Niko swallowed heavily, but found his hand reaching to Nadide's hilt for reassurance, and he only
stopped himself at the last moment.

"Good boy." Cully smiled. "Unlessyou fed like swvimming back to the Abdullahs, it's probably time
to sgnd for your friend Milosto come and pick usup.” He pulled asmdl leather pouch out of his bag,
and tossed it to Niko. "I'll gather more wood—you can sart thefire," he said, walking quickly away
before Niko could point out that there were ampl e driftwood scraps on the shordine, and that they
would haveto climb down anyway.

Oh, well.

Besdes, it was best to deal with the problem at hand, which was starting afire without getting his
fineknightly clothesdirty.

That was ssimply enough solved, he thought, as he began to undress. He knew how to undress, and
he could fold and lay them on ablanket, and he knew how to start afire. The rest would have to wait.

Thefood was good, and there was more than enough of it, which didn't surprise Niko.

He had been curious as to exactly who would be at supper at Samir's, and how they would be
served. He had, upon occasion, guested on the Abdullah's main idand, of course, but he had always
stayed in one of the unmarried-men's huts aong the windward side of theidand. That wasfar enough
away from the cluster of houses and buildings that the young Abdullah men could either have some
privacy or, morelikely, avoid the constant yowling of the babies. Thefood for their evening med had
always been brought down thetrail by Abdullah girls, properly escorted by at |east one of the older men,
to avoid the impropriety of Niko being left aone with them.

Thiswas, wdll, different.

The greeting room of Samir Abdullah's house had been cleared of dl itsfurniture, and ahuge table
had been mounted and covered with what the Governor had smilingly praised asasfinealinen cloth as
he had seen since leaving England.

There was some deight to the seating—apparently one smply didn't grab the nearest spot on a
bench—and the Governor had been ceremonioudy shown to one of the threered chairs next to one end
of the table—the "head" they called it, where Samir sst—while Cully and then Niko had been seated
across from the Governor, Niko on the end of the bench next to Petros Abdullah, and then Henderson,
with the two mid-ship-men past him, each with an Abdullah seated between them.

Niko wasn't sure about what the actua functions were of the men the Governor had brought along
with him, but judging by their clothes, they were every bit asimportant asthe Governor himself, which
probably meant something, as did the conversation that flowed around the table. Mid-ship-man Winston
seemingly paid rapt atention to Ari Abdullah's discourse on setting degp-seanetsin heavy wind, plying
him with questions whenever he paused to take a bresth or a drink—not that Ari Thumbfingers paused
terribly often. While Niko had noticed that the wine at the"foot" of the table came from an earthenware
jug whilethat at the"head" came from mottled-glass bottles, he doubted that wine was acommon



beverage for even the wedthy Abdullahs.

Asfor him, he could easily count on hisfingers and toes the number of times he had been given a
taste of wine, and except for two timesit had been the horrible pine-tasting stuff used in the One True
Church ritudsto symbalize, the priests dways carefully explained, the blood of the One True Church's
god, dthough it didn't taste anything like blood, as Niko had sucked on enough of his own cutsto know.
Blood tasted like the sea.

Niko tried to pay attention to the conversation and put in a question or comment every now and
then, mainly because Cully didn't give a private triple-tap on Niko's boot as long as he was doing that,
and triple-tapped if he went too long between talking.

They had only three Sgnds. onetap meant "yes' or "go on"; two was "no," or "disagree with me,"
and three was "talk more." That was more than enough for Niko.

And, intruth, he did find the conversation interesting. He thought he might learn something about
the handling of a ship larger than askiff, and that might be of interest in the coming days.

Hedidn't think it would be of any use, of course, but he had found the constant shoutings and
orders of the captain and first officer on theWelledey to be incomprehensible, and while he had seen the
sallorsamost congtantly climbing up into the rigging to make adjusmentsto the sails every timethewind
changed, even alittle, he had not had any real idea asto why, dthough he could specul ate about some of
it. It had been dl he could do to learn the sails names. Apparently, sailing atall ship required that each
sall have aname, and would refuse to cooperate if the top sail on the mizzenmast was called just that,
rather than the"topgdlant” or the "mizzen royde."

Henderson smiled a him, over therim of hisglass. "Interesting stuff, Sir Niko, eh?" he asked.

"Yes, itis, Lieutenant. | don't know much about the handling of big ships.”

"Bethat asit may, you and Sir Cully seemed to handle that cutter right smartly, if you don't mind
my saying so. Fairly tricky with only two hands aboard.”

A knight was probably supposed to sound sdlf-confident without bragging, but Niko wasn't sure
how to pull that off, so he just nodded. "We did well enough, | suppose. Mot of it, though, wasjust
avoiding being too aggressive, and watching thewind." He shrugged. "I learned not to try to get the last
bit of speed out of aboat the first time | capsized our skiff, Lieutenant.”

Henderson nodded, and conveyed another bite of lamb to his mouth with his eating prong, as
though he had been using such athing for dl hislife, as he probably had, cometo think of it. Even
stranger, he didn't take any gpparent offense a Niko caling him by hisrank.

Cully had cautioned him that he was to cdll the officers and mid-ship-men by their rank and never,
ever cdl any of them"Sr" or "Excdlency.”

If Niko wasirritated with one of them—that waswhat Cully had actudly said: "Ifyou areirritated
with one ofthem "—he was to express that without curaing, but by frowning and saying just what he
would have said anyway, and just in the way he would have said it, but to call the man by hislast name.

He hadn't done that. He was il perplexed by the notion that he would have to be told not to curse
the officers and mid-ship-men; Cully gpparently didn't think much of Niko'singinctsfor surviva.

"Made good time," Henderson said, "from . . . wherewasit you set sail out of again?”’

Niko hadn't said, but it wasn't a secret, asfar as he knew. Still—

Cully'sfoot tapped threetimes on his. "Pantdlleria," Niko said immediately, and al eyes near him
widened. "They—we had a matter that needed to be seen to on the Montagne Grande.”

That, too, was surely no secret, but the newfound pressure of Cully's boot on top of Niko'stold
him that he had said something he shouldn't have, even though he had been most specific that Niko was
to find away to work the word into the conversation if Cully didn't beet him toiit. It was al Niko could
do not to turn and ask what, but that surely would have been the wrong thing to do.

"Sir Niko," Cully said, turning to him, as dl the other conversation stopped, "I'd very much rather
you not discuss the events on you-know-where outside of the Order." Hisfoot tapped twice against
Niko's, thesignd for "no," or "disagree with me."



Wéll, Niko couldn't claim to understand what Cully was up to, but at least he could count to two.
The sgna wastwo taps, hewas sureit was, just asthe three taps had told him to talk more. But
apparently he wasn't supposed to have said what he'd said, and he hesitated for amoment, and Cully's
boot came down on hisagain, harder, and again it was twice.

"With respect,” Niko said—surdly it wouldn't do any harm to admit respect, would it?—"I
disagree, Sir Cully."

He wasn't sure why he was supposed to disagree, and was trying to decide what he should say
next when Cully drew himsdlf up straight, started to speak, and then stopped himself and held up his
handsin mock surrender.

"Ah, you're quiteright, Sir Niko; my apologiesto you—to al of you—for my outburst.” Cully tilted
back hiswineglass, then set it down on the table. "There's more than afew matters going on that aren't
for generd digtribution, but the bare bones of what went on thereisn't asecret.” He chuckled. "Not that
it can remain much of a secret, what with alive sword in that sash about your waig, eh?"

Governor Haloran looked like held bitten into a bad turtle egg. "I think, perhaps, we should not
bore our hosts with such matters?*

"Bore?' Cully snorted. " Bore?The live swords are many things, Governor, but one of the things
they're not now and never have beenisboring, sir.”

Therewasjust atrace of dur to hiswords, athough Niko didn't think it was from the drink; Cully
wasjugt acting.

"Nor," Cully went on, "I'm sure, would anybody find boring the facts and the reasons behind the
necessity of knighting a Pironesian fisherboy and giving him alive sword, eh?—although, yes, you and |
had best discussthat privately, later, and not . . . inflict that knowledge on anybody else, at least for
sometimeto come." Hisface wasagrim mask. "Enough of thisis going to come out sooner than later,
athough I'd very much gppreciateit if aslittle talk as possible were to reach theConveyance 's
wardroom, gentlemen.”

"Yes, yes" Henderson ducked his head quickly. "Of course, Sir Cully," he said, looking at the
mid-ship-men for amoment before turning back to the knight. "May | have your leave to discussthis
with Captain MacKenzie?"

"Well, yes, of course,” Cully said, then took another sip of wine. "Just don't go telling rail storiesto
the crew, eh?' He turned to Samir Abdullah. " Say what you wish to your family, and do ask them to be
reasonably discreet . . . but don't worry about it too much—I'm not inflicting Crown secrets on you and
your family, Samir."

Abdullah smiled genidly over the rim of hiswineglass. "We are, of course, loya to the Crown, but
it'sgood to know that when—and you did say when, Sir Cully; | made a particular note of that—thisal
becomes common knowledge, my family and | won't be blamed for that."

"Of course not." He waved the ideaaway. "The best way to keep a secret isnot to shareit with
anybody, and particularly not where it might reach abunch of chatting seamen—enlisted seamen, |
mean, Mr. Henderson; no reflection on your officers and middies. But some things can't be kept secret,
without hanging everybody who knows, and maybe not even then." He drained his glass of wine, and
when he st it down on the table, Samir himsdf refilled it with aremarkably steady hand.

"Asto what you asked me thismorning, Samir, | think that it would be best if your barkentine sets
sl a firg light—or even before, if your son who commandsit . . . would you remind me of his name?’

"Sdim. My fourth son,” he said, gesturing at Salim, who was sitting next to one of the Governor's
assgants.

"If you and Captain Sdim think that he can manage the shod s offshore before the sun'sfully up.”

It probably was difficult to seem offended and ingratiating at the same time, but somehow Samir
Abdullah's expression managed it. "He'saclumsy boy, with no head for trade, but | do think he can be
counted on not to stave in the hull on familiar rocks. The question of the crew comesto mind,
as. .. hedtant as| am to discuss business affairs at table.”



Cully laughed. "Wéll, asfor me, I'm a confirmed commoner, and when it comesto discussing
business, I've dways thought that there's no time like the present,” he said, "dthough at present my head
is buzzing with this most excellent wine that you've provided, and talk of numbersismorelikely to make
my head swim off my shoulders than offend anybody.”

"Perhaps | can help with that." Governor Halloran seemed relieved that the talk had turned to less
dangerous matters. "1'm sure that Mister Langahan can work out afair hire-price. If that would be
acceptable, Sir Cully? Migter Abdullah?”

Abdullah just nodded, while Cully postively beamed.

"Acceptable?' Cully asked, hisvoiceincreasingly loud. "It's bloody generous of you, Governor,
and so much so that I'll not even question whether or not your Mr. Langahan iswilling, but jump upon
the offer like awolf on athree-legged sheep—and no offense intended by the comparison, Mr.
Langahan, no offenseintended at dl, gr.”

"Nonetaken, Sr Cully." Langahan smiled genidly. "1t would, of course, be my privilegeto be of
any assistance | could provide.”

"Ah, good. Wdll, then, to findize thisugly talk of business, Samir, well just need the barest sailing
crew, and they may leave their nets safely ashore here—I doubt well be doing much fishing, dl indl.
Well take on more crew in Pironesia—I'm not going to take any more of your grandsons away from
you than | need to, as| can't say how long we'll need the barkentine, mind you, but—"

"But the hiring-price will, of course, be by the week—or month?—and | see no problem, Mr.
Abdullah," Langahan said. "Provisons, Sr Cully?'

"WEell provision in Pironesia; have to stop there anyway, and my suspicion isthat the marines will
be happier living on smoked mutton and beef than even thefinest of dried fish, dl in al—not to mention
rum and beer. | don't like it when marines are unhappy—they tend to pout.”

Henderson smiled, and Halloran merely nodded at the mention of marines, and old Samir'sface
was impassive, but Langahan leaned forward. "Marines?’

"You know," Cully said, hisvoice now definitely durred, "those felowsin the blue uniforms? 1l
definitely need agood company, and—oh, excuse me, Mr. Langahan, I'm an old man, and I've dined far
too well tonight for aman of my age. God takes pity, soit'ssaid, on drunkards and fools, and | fully
qudify on both accounts, the latter in particular at the moment." He clapped ahand to Niko's shoulder.
"Thankfully, another of our Order is behaving properly. Not that I'm surprised, mind you. The Order's
aways been lucky when it comesto our oddities—and no offenseisintended, Sir Niko, but your
knighthood is every bit as much an oddity asLady Ellen'sisor Sster Mary'swas, may her soul restin
peace—and more so than the Saracen’'s.” He stopped himsdlf. His face was ashen white, and he looked
like he was about to cry. "Damnme, | once swore I'd never speak Mary's name without remembering
her properly, and here | am too old and too drunk, and . . ."

He held up ahand as he fought for control of himsdlf, and the English al looked away, whilethe
Abdullahs, understandably, stared.

"By your leave, Sr." Mid-ship-man Turnbull, who had been silently watching, pushed back from the
bench and stood himsdlf sraight. "I'm the senior midshipman, Sir Cully; it'smy privilege, | believe.”

"Indeeditis" Cully said, wiping at hiseyes. "Please. If you would, if you know . . ."

"My privilege, Sir," he repeated. The only criticism of Cully's drunken state that Niko could seewas
in the repetition, and in the way Turnbull held himsdlf. He found himself more than alittle jed ous of
Turnbull's self-confidence; Turnbull was, after dl, no more than ayear older than Niko, and gtill beardless
—aboy, who held himsdlf, at least for the moment, like aman.

"I'll need but amoment. Gentlemen, charge your glasses, if you please,” Turnbull said, holding out
hisown. The Navy officers and the Governor were immediatdly on their feet, the Abdullahs only alittle
dower, and Niko the dowest of al.

Turnbull waited patiently until al the glasses werefilled, then raised hisown.

"Gentlemen, | giveyou Lady Mary Catherine de Camp et du Maurier,” he said, pronouncing the



namewith acuriouslilt to hisvoice, "late of the Abbey of St. Almesbury; seeled Knight of the Order of
Crown, Shield, and Dragon. Lady Mary, who protected the infant crown-prince-that-was and
king-to-be from the traitors knives and swordswith her own body, having no more armor to offer His
Majesty than her own back; Lady Mary, who bore her scars and her pain—and the cursed Sandova —
with courage and grace and unfailing courtesy to dl for years after, until her last day; Lady Mary, most
foully murdered by the cursed fase knight Alexander Smith, while she dept in her bed.

"l don't ask that she rest in peace, gentlemen, because | know that she does. | know that God
Himself roseto greet her upon her arriva at the Pearly Gates, and | say that any God who would not
gather Lady Mary to His Bosom isno God I'd care to worship.

"Lady Mary." Heraised hisglassand drained it.

"Lady Mary."

"Lady Mary."

Niko had expected Cully to stop leaning on him the moment that they rounded the bend, but Cully
surprised him.

"Easy, boy," hesaid. "Let merest for amoment.” Using his stick to steady himself, he lowered
himself to an awkward crouch, teetered, and would have falen if Niko hadn't rushed to grab hold of his
shoulders.

"Shit, boy, I'm getting too old for this" His voice was ill durred, athough there was no need to
keep up the pretense. "Think that it worked?"

"Worked, Sir Cully?' Niko didn't understand.

"Worked. It'sasmple English word. Worked, asin, did they believe that | know far more than I'm
saying, that I've figured out what the source of these swordsis, and that dl that's needed isto kill those
responsible. Shit, boy, shit | hopeit did. Gossip travelsfast, but gossip about an old man making up
storieswon't do any good at al.

"Drank like aman who knows something awful—and that | do, that | am—but nothing ussful,
dammit al, nothing useful, nothing to do except paint abright target on both of our backs and see whose
arrows sprout out of it."

The drinking hadn't been some sort of ruse?"Y ou're redly drunk, Sir Cully?'

"If you know some way to down more than two bottles of wine without getting drunk, boy, you be
sureto let me know. In the morning, in the morning. Now help me up.”

Interlude 4: The Saracen

Envy isasn, and weadl aresinners.

| try toavoid sin, but | fail, timeand timeagain. Lust | can usualy conquer—awaysin
deed, if not in the occasional momentary thought, as I've not had awoman since |l
shaved my head as anovice, and the occasionad dreams of the flesh that haunt my nights
arejust demonsto be cast out by awakening.

Greed hasrardy tempted me; | think that's a gift of my birth and upbringing. | save my
wrath for the appropriate. Ascritica as| can be of mysaf—and | do try—I don't think
of mysdf asdothful.

But envy, ah, envy. | amfilled to bursting with envy.

| envy my brother Michadl hisbirth order; | envy Father hiseasy laugh. | envy the Abbot



Genera hiswisdom and authority, and | envy Gray his devotion—carrying Red isfar
more of aburden than White, asthe Nameless has never other than lightened my load.

Thething that Gray most envies about me, | think, ismy home—what he thinks of asmy
home, dthough he'swrong. Fallsworth isawonderful place, granted, and it's been my
family's homefor many, many years. | think | know every treein the woods that's bigger
around than aman's arm, and while Mother complains about the castle being drafty no
matter how often the stones are mudded, it's always seemed warm and homey to me.

But just homey, not home. When Father dies, it will be Michad's home, not mine, and
whileI'm surel'll be welcomewhen | visit, | will bevisiting then, just as| do now.

My home, like Gray's, isthe Order of Crown, Shield, and Dragon, and it dwaysiswith
me, and whileit comforts me, it doesn't merely comfort me.. . .

Inthat, | fail again: pride, too, isasn.
| am asinner who cannot and will not repent of that.
—Bear

He had even started dreaming in English.

That was agood thing, he guessed. Probably.

Whistling in time with his quick pace, Stavros made hisway through the twisting streets, down
toward the docks, his teabag over his shoulder.

It was along walk down from the hillsto the docks, but he didn't mind, not a the moment. Even
from the cluster of sunoikiaup in the hills, he could see that there were new shipsin port, and that meant
work, which meant money—and other things, aswell, and it was high time he got back to seg, if only to
avoid the long daily walk, athough he certainly had better reasons than that.

Sunoikiacloser to the water were more convenient, and of better quaity than the miserably stuffy
room at the edge of town that he shared when ashore, but the ones at the fringe of the city werefar
chegper, and he wouldn't have | eft hisfew miserable possessions unguarded even in the better ones, not
when they would fit in histeabag, and when he could rdliably assume that everybody in any of the
sunoikiawas athief.

Like everybody ese, Stavros used his seabag as a pillow, and was not unusua in making a point to
empty and repack it in view of the others, to make sure everybody in the sunoikia understood the
scantness of his possessions. Necessary, given how both Hellenes and their English masterstolerated
thievery in practice, if notinlaw.

Hewould have smiled to himsdlf if he ever much smiled.

Sunoikia, indeed. He was thinking in Hellenic, as usua, which he supposed was agood thing, one
way or the other. Hetaked in hisdeep from timeto time, Elikinasaid, but dwaysin English, which she
thought strange—although it was unremarkable, under the circumstances.

He certainly thought in one or the other most of the time, and that was, certainly, dl for the best. He
didn't eventhink of the6? K- e y®K asthe 6? K- &{ y®K, or ashay'at al-amr bilma'ruf wa
al-nahi “an al-munkar or even asa-Bilma, but, rather, as"the Committee’ when he did, and he tried
not to think of it at al, and sometimes he even succeeded.

He thought about himsdlf dl thetime, but as Stavros K echiroski—known as " Stavros
Andropolounikos' dockside because of his origin; Andropolouniki were not common this far south—and
he never even thought of himself as Nissm a-Furat anymore, and, truth to tell, days and even weeks
went by without him thinking of Nissm'shome.



Once amonth, at least when hewasin the satrapa capital, he would find some time, privacy, pen,
and paper—the privacy was the hardest to come by; time the easiest—and write down everything he
had seen that even might be of interest, usng the smple substitution code where Hellenic letters
substituted for Phars ones. Pharg, of course, not Arabic; even though it was highly unlikely that Royal
Navy Intelligence ever would come across any of hiswritings, much less break the code, it could
happen, and the added misdirection might be useful. Let them think that the near-mythical Hassasanites
had been reborn, if they would. The Committee traced its lineage from much more reputable origins,
even though it was said that there had been an assassin or two involved in the early days, and in thelong
run would do—it probably had done—far more damage to the Dar a-Harb than abunch of screaming
killerswaving swords possibly could.

If he was to be seen writing, or even hiswriting was seen, what of that? Many acommon sailor
knew his|etters, after dl—the Hellenes more so than the English, for some reason—and he wouldn't be
the only sailor ever to dream of siriking for a purser-clerk’s cushy billet and higher pay.

He dwaysfolded hisreports carefully, then completely wrapped the folded paper in clay. The clay
would be deposited in the same spot under an upthrust root of an old oak tree amile out on the northern
road out of the city. He had awoman in the village just beyond the vineyards—more of awhore, redly;
he was sure that Elikinatook on other men when he was away, as she could hardly get by on the few
coppers he gave her, despite her smiling protestations to the contrary—uwhich would easily account for
histravels, should anybody ever stop and ask him.

Not that anybody ever did, athough dropping off his reports was aways the most frightening part
of what hedid; it dwaysfet like curious eyes were watching him from the dark, and it took al his
sef-control not to look around. If somebody was there, the last thing he ought to be doing was engaging
in somefurtive looks.

Stavros had no ideawho picked up hisreports, or when, but whoever it was of necessity knew
where heleft hisreports, and if his unseen brother—surely it would be only one?—fdl into Crown
hands, and could be madeto talk, it would be asmple matter to liein wait for Stavros. He had heard of
an occasional spy of the Dar a-1dam being captured, athough had never heard of one being captured
dive

A figt-szed clump of clay wouldn't draw attention by itself evenif discovered, and was unlikely to
be discovered by accident—particularly since Stavros dways made sure to empty his bowels there on
any trip, in or out of the city, whether or not he was leaving a message—but the weakness of it all came
from the necessity.

The Committee was like one of the wonderful grinding machinesthat the Hellenes used to make
their tasty, wonderful pork sausage—Hellenesloved their filthy swine, and of course, being aHellene, so
did Stavros—in went al sorts of scraps, and out came something useful, he hoped, athough it would be
along time, he suspected, before he would know if he had, indeed, ever been of any use.

The only thing he knew for certain was that he had not been recalled, and that he was to continue,
and continue he would. He had been pledged to the Committee for afull ten years, not counting histwo
yearsof training, and then—

Wéll, it was best not to think about then. It would only make his present life that much less
endurable, and it was certainly agood enough life for the likes of Stavros Kechiroski, eh?

Stavros made hisway through the twisting streetsin the pre-dawn light, whistling a British sailor's
tune, asthough it would ward away the Press, were there gangs about this early, which there sometimes
were, dthough usudly not.

The tunewouldn't, not by itself; the sedled certificate sewed into the lining of histeabag, however,
would and, at least these days, enough of the loca sailors had such certificates that the Pressrardly
bothered any sailor who didn't run from them.

There would be no point in steding it, dthough you couldn't count on athief to be sensible, asit
wouldn't do anybody else any good. It described him, asall such certificates did: the mole on hisleft



wrist and the pattern of scars on his back were drawn in ink on the certificate, and while there were
more than afew other men of hisheight, with black hair and short fingers, the scars and mole were
diginctive

There was another thing about him that would have been digtinctive. Boysin Tikritizahad by
tradition been held off from being circumcised until they joined the Arm at fifteen, and while that was not
unique, it was unusual, and Nissm had long since suspected that Shaykh Tzidiki's fatwa on the subject
had more to do with the Shaykh'sinvolvement in the Committee than they had with anything else, as holy
and learned a man as the Shaykh was.

Instead of participating in the Fitnafeast and marching off to join the Arm, Nissm had been sent
away to learn other skills, and hisforeskin wasto beleft intact until hiswork was completed.

Another three years and hewould, findly, achieve at least that leve of fitnah—aof fitness fithess —
and could think of himsalf as atrue man, and not, even in the back of hismind, as an uncircumcised pig
of aHdlene.

He patted at the spot on his bag where his certificate was concealed. While histraining had
included counterfeiting, his release certificate was entirely genuine; he had begun hisred serviceto the
Committee by being impressed, dragged off the streets by a press gang less than amile from these very
docks.

It had, of course, been unpleasant, particularly at first. The bosun's mate in whose charge the new
landsmen aboard theHol ofernes had been placed had taken a particular liking to him, unfortunately.

Not that it was al bad. Sullivan'sinfluence had largely kept him out of the rigging and on the deck
crew, which had been just fine with him, and provided him with more than enough gossip thet eventualy,
when they were given leave on Mata—impressed |landsmen, no matter how apparently docile, were
never given leave where they might find some place to flee until they earned their buttons—went into his
reports.

But he had kept his head down—in more ways than one, das, the mate's appetiteswereinsatiable
—and obeyed orders, and accepted every bit of abuse and indignity with neither exceptionaly much nor
suspicioudly little protest, and had received his discharge three months to the day before word had
reached Pironesia that impressments were now to be three yearsinstead of two.

But that wasin the past, and thiswas a beautiful day, and there were severa new shipsinthe
harbor, and likely ajob to be had. What with the activity of the Press of |late, masters were paying good
wages for experienced seamen, and Stavros dockside reputation was good enough that he would more
than likely not have to produce his record book, much less his discharge papers, before signing on.

Rigger, topman, carpenter, deckhand, cook—he had doneit dl inthe Navy and since, and he
knew the waters around at least two dozen ports of cal well enough to be awelcome hand at thetiller
or whed in the rocky waters around Malta, or near the sandbars that grounded many a merchantman of f
Hetesque at low tide to wait until either men in hard-rowing launches, or, more usudly, the high tide,
pulled them free,

He dways preferred aMadtarun, of course, as that was one of the three places he knew to ook
for 9gns. He had seen the chalked three wavy linesthat meant "find instructions’ in more ports than he
could count, athough they weren't intended for him anywhere except Mata, and here, on the corner of —

Redly. Thethreewavy lineswere chalked on the the side of old Nicolou's place. They hadn't been
there yesterday; he dways made a point of passing by the corner of Dog and Pony at |east once aday
whenever hewasin the city.

Hedidn't missastep or anote, of course, dthough he could fed his pulse quicken, and it was only
because he was walking in timeto the tune that he didn't have to force himself to maintain the same pace.
He hadn't seen that Sgnin Aronesain morethan ayear.

It meant something—one of three things. The best possibility, of course, wasthat he had been
recdled, and the worst that his unseen proctor had been caught and made to talk. If it was the former, it
would just be amatter of digging down deep into the soil where he had, when he had firgt arrived in



Pironesia, buried the sedled clay jar containing his merchant's clothes, papers, and money, then walking
up the coast far enough that nobody would recognize him as Stavros Andropol ounikos, and taking
passage to some trucal port where he could find a True Believer trader bound for Sfax, or Algiers, or
any port aong the coast.

If it was the second, he was likely a dead man, athough he would take what pains he could, and
hope that the brother had ddliberately |eft out afew details as to how the message would be left—which
would be arecdl, of sorts, dthough not the one that he wanted.

Andthethird . . . well, that would be the most interesting.

He needed to do it as quickly as possible, but there was no reason to seem to be hurrying, and
every reason not to. The British were not aways as clumsy as he had been taught that they were, but
there was some justice in that appraisal, and if he saw a squad of soldiers watching the tavern, he could
and would just walk on, and wait until later.

But there were none such at old Ari's, and the common room was crowded with sailors, some
getting an early start on their daily drinking, but most of them with their packed sea bags under onefoot
or clutched between their knees asthey sat at their benches, bolting down the last decent meal that was
likely to dip down their throats for some time to come. There were good things to be said about
shipboard life, if not many, but the qudity of the food was not high among them.

Over inthefar corner, four were busy in agame of one-thumb, and the small stack of quarterpence
infront of Marko the tailor showed that Marko, once again, had found himself some easy prey. Marko
met his glance for amoment, then returned to his game, and Stavros et his gaze swing by, not having any
particular reason or desireto ruin things for Marko. The others—Pireausians, from thelook of them—
would learn soon enough, athough Stavros didn't understand why a perfectly good cooper would waste
histime chesting for penniesin port when there was dwayswork for aman of his skills, any more than
he did why a cooper had atailor's nickname.

Ari himsdlf spotted Stavros, and scurried over, wiping hisfilthy hands on his not-much-lessfilthy
goron. "Stavrod" he said, greeting him with aquick smile. " Shipping out?"

"I don't know," he said. "I thought I'd get something to egt before | checked down at the docks."
He patted at hisbelly. "I think | can fee my backbone—bread and onions, and some wine, perhaps?*

Ari's broad smile became lessreal around the edges. "Oh? No berth yet?"

Stavros knew what that meant, and he produced a copper coin, and flipped it to the innkeeper.

The smile changed back. "Some sausage, aswel?' The copper till lay on hisfat palm, and he was
gpparently rethinking his concern about Stavross ability to pay. "I'm sure you'll find a berth—you could
ggnachit?'

"I think 1'd better seeif | can find aberth before | celebrate—asfond as| am of your wonderful
sausages.”

"Asyou wish, then," Ari said as he closed his hand around the coin.

A departing sailor dways had good credit, at least until the ship left port—Awri's son made it apoint
to greet incoming merchantmen, abagful of debt-chitsin his hand, to be surethat Fat Ari'swas paid off
before any debtor sailorswere. A sailor sometimes—often—didn't have two quarterpenceto clink
together, but aslong as he had a berth, he had enough credit at Ari'sfor agood meal, and probably
enough more for aquick turn with one of the whores in the back rooms.

Stavros took a seat on one of the benches, asthe smell of freshly baked bread wafted in through
the open door, followed amoment later by Ari with ahead-sized loaf of bread and abunch of onionson
aclay plate, and atal mug of presumably watered wine clutched in hisbig fist.

Thewalk had turned Stavross norma good appetite into something urgent and painful; he gulped
down hisfood and washed it down with the wine as though he hadn't esten for aweek, rather than just a
little less than aday. There was nothing specia about the bread, not redlly, but the one thing you could
count on about freshly baked shore-bread was that you'd never take a bite and see half aweevil-worm
wiggling back at you, although he had had to eat weevilled bread, and worse, in histime.



Conversation flowed around him, about as usudl. It was possibleto learn alot in awaterfront inn;
some of it was of useto asailor, and perhapsto others, aswell. TheO'Rellly had taken on half adozen
new hands, and theSpirikos even more, and there were sailors on the pumps night and day, most likely
because of shipworm, of which theSpirikos was sorely afflicted, and which would only get worse, as
Arigtideswas either too pressed to fulfill some long-standing contracts, or too chegp—or, most likely,
both—to spend amonth or more on the beach at Athenai for even a patchwork refit, and the worms
would likely get to the kedl before he did give in and spend the time and money, and he would expect his
carpenter to work miraclesindefinitely in the interim.

Three Guild shipswerein port, aswedl, and they were al taking on hands for atrip out to Darmosh
Kowayes, a place that Stavros Andropol ounikos had no particular interest in going, and Nissm a-Furat
evenless.

"You ever sall onaGuild ship, Stavros?' Fat Egidio more lisped than asked, as his mouth was fulll
with at least histhird fist-sized loaf of bread, to which he quickly added a swalow of wine. His mouth
splitinagrin that dribbled some of the glop into histhick black beard. Egidio—known as Egidio
Arigtides, as he claimed, at least when sufficiently drunk, to be the bastard of a Thessalonikan grandee,
athough which grandee his supposed father was did have atendency to change, depending on just how
drunk he was—was another ex-impressee, whose time of service had overlapped Stavross, although
they'd never served together on the same ship. "I understand lifeonaGuild shipcanbe. . . very
interesting.”

Stavros dlowed himsdlf to show some anger. "Well, I'mtold that it is, and that you'd better know
than | would howinteresting it al can be, from how Bosun Flaherty used to say about how you had the
prettiest mouth he'd ever had the pleasure of "

There probably was a Bosun Flaherty somewhere in the Navy, but Stavros didn't know one, and
he couldn't, offhand, remember any of the names of the officers and bosuns and mates aboard either of
the two shipsthat Egidio had been on, athough he had at the time, of course, included what names and
other information held had in hisreports.

Egidio'sface darkened, and he drew himsalf up straight, not quite rising from the bench. "'I—"

"Oh, gt down, Arigtides," another of the saillors said. "Or go outside—if the two of you knock over
my wine fighting, you can each find out how interesting it isto have afoot up your back passage—and |
don't have to take the time to tear my toenails ragged before| do, as| dready did that last night." His
tone was light, but he was a big man, and there was a serious undercurrent, and Stavrosraised his
hands, fingers spreed, in surrender, smiling broadly.

"Ah," Stavros said, "1'm not looking for afight—just aship, and—" he let apained expression
come over hisface, "—and my bread and onions are going through me like grain through aduck.” He
rose and scooped up his teabag, and quickly made hisway through the back door and down the steps,
across the stones, then up the steps to the pergula, the laughter trailing off behind him.

It was afour-holer, closed on al four sides but open to the sky, probably to help the odors escape
on the wind—but from the smdll, the dop barrel s benesth hadn't been emptied in too long. More
important, the chalk marks werein the right place on the door, and it was, at the moment, unoccupied,
leaving him free from the necessity of grunting and loitering on the seet until he could have amoment of
privecy.

Not that he needed much time. The second floorboard from the wall was disgustingly damp, but
loose, and the fresh clay holding the folded sheet of paper was quickly in his hand.

Helistened for the sound of footsteps, and hearing none, opened it.

Most of the symbols he could read a a glance, but it took amoment for him to puzzle out the
wordsthat had been spelled phoneticaly. Ah: "Marienios" and "hiring."

The Marieniosishiring, it said. There are two knights aboard. Sign on. Important.

There was till no sound of footsteps, so he quickly urinated on the paper and then folded the
soggy messin roughly the same way that it had been, mashed the clay around it, and put it back where it



had been, then seated himself on the bench.

Interesting, and asinteresting for what the note didn't say aswhat it did, athough the symbol for
"important” was very unusud, asthough it was necessary to emphasi ze to somebody with Nissm's harsh
training that a specific instruction was to be obeyed.

But it didn't say for him to report. Wasthat because his brother would trust him to report, as
aways? Or wasit because, just possibly, he wouldn't need to, that he would be found, that his unseen
brother would findly identify himsdlf to Stavros?

That would be wonderful. He couldn't be left out in the Dar al-Harb with such knowledge. If that
was to happen, he would either have to be recalled—or killed, of course, and if that wasthewill of the
Committee, he would go to his grave with the same smile on his face that he would otherwisetaketo his
hidden cache.

But enough of that. For now, the question was how to get hired on aboard theMarienios . That
shouldn't be difficult. Stavros kept a careful eye on the coming and goings of shipsin the port, which was
perfectly natural for asailor without a permanent berth, so he didn't even have to think about affecting
ignorance.

TheMarienios hadn't been in port the night before, so it must be freshly arrived, and that meant that
it had been at most ascant few hours since his unseen brother had seen it, decided for himsdlf that it
would be useful for Stavrosto be onit, then |eft both the note and the chalk mark, derting Stavros.

Very interesting. TheMarienios belonged to the Abdullah family, and while Stavros had had no
reason to suspect that they were other than the heretic dogs that they affected to be, it wasn't impossible

No, it was. A clan that large couldn't keep such a secret, not for even one generation, and certainly
not for many.

Still, he thought, as he hefted histeabag to his shoulder, he wasn't done, anymore. Hiselder
brother was near, and watching.

Although it did fed otherwise mogt of thetime, it gave him awarm feding to know that he was not
done.

Stavros whistled as he headed down toward the docks, where theMarienios waited for him.

Chapter 8:Return to Pironesia

There'sreward—and as much joy as I'm capable of —in doing that which | do
well. Every oncein awhile, though, it'suseful for meto be reminded that I'm not nearly
asgood at any of it as| would wish, and sometimes even believe.

—Gray

Therewas awizard at the bow.

Not that he looked particularly like awizard, Gray thought. Sigerson wastall and dender—even
skinny—but utterly healthy looking. Most wizards, at least most that Gray had met, looked like they
were about to collgpse at any moment, some from consumption and some from, well, overconsumption.

Not Eric Sigerson. Clear of skin, clean-shaven and amost dainty in appearance, his hair was
dicked back, neatly combed into place, and remained so, despite the wind. He wore adigtinctly
unwizardlike but apparently genuine amile that seemed to be an dmaost permanent fixture on hislong face.

His clotheswere dmogt entirely conventiond and, except for the boots—none of it |looked, well,
wizardly. While he had hisforma robes aboard—Sigerson's taciturn manservant had commandeered the
tailor's quartersto iron them—this morning he was dressed in ablindingly white blousy cotton shirt under
hiswhite linen jacket and matching waistcoat, and the ends of histrousers were neatly bloused into a
pair of thick-soled boots that |ooked to be more suitable for the woods than anything el se.



Expensive, Gray thought, athough he had little experience with the cost of clothes; the Order
provided for him. But the buttons on Sigerson's jacket and wai stcoat appeared to be ivory, and not just
bone, and the shoulders didn't bunch up as Sigerson moved, which spoke of good—and therefore
expensve—tailoring.

Savefor the massve slver ring on theindex finger of hisright hand and the dim ivory wand thet, &
least when aboard ship, was adways|ooped about his neck on athin and delicate-looking silver chain, it
would have been easy to think of him as some wealthy L ondinium merchant with noble pretensons, and
Gray tried to think of him that way; it madeit al the easier to didike him.

"And agood morning to you, Sir Joshua," Sigerson called out, although Gray hadn't greeted him at
dl.

"Good morning, Mr. Sigerson,” Gray said. "Did you rest well?"

Sigerson smiled, hisknees automaticaly giving and recovering as the bow bounced up and down.
"Not one whit, in fact—I spent most of the night heaving up whet little | ate last night. Crawling about
bel owdecks doesn't agree with me." He seemed positively cheerful about it, which was strange, aswas
his apparent comfort at the bow.

Then again, there wasn't much about Sigerson that wasn't Strange, at least from Gray's point of
view. Even his ordinariness was discomfiting.

"Y our morning coffee, Mr. Sigerson?" Midshipman Reifer aready had asteaming mug in his hand,
and Sigerson climbed down from the bow to the foredeck to accept it.

"Thank you, Mr. Reifer," he said, accepting the mug but not immediately drinking it.

The boy beamed as he walked away, not seeming to notice Gray.

Sigerson waited until the midshipman had disappeared down the forward hatch, took a sniff of it,
made aface, and flung the contents overboard, noting with manifest irritation that the wind had splattered
his deeve with afew stray drops.

"Never did acquire ataste for the Stuff," he said, "but I'd rather waste it than hurt the boy'sfedings
—he seemsto have rather taken ashineto me, eh?"

"Yes. | believe most of the crew has, in fact." Which was understandable.

"Understandable,” Sigerson said, echoing Gray's thoughts so closely that Gray |ooked twiceto see
that Sigerson's hands were nowhere near hiswand, "under the circumstances, | suspect.”

Sigerson had spent much of the previous two daysin the lower hold with his bag, supplies—and
manservant, who gpparently functioned as hisassstant, aswell ashisvalet.

"Not that theWelledey haswhat I'd call abad case of shipworm,” he said, "but the best caseis
noneat al, and | think that I've made agood start on that." He cast aglance over his shoulder. "Be
willing to teke aturn in theWinfrew andCooperman , particularly if we're going to bein port for some
time. Best done in drydock, of course, but . . ." He shrugged. "Messier and less effective thisway, but
the mess cleans off." He frowned as he consdered the fingernails of hisfree hand. "Eventualy.”

"I don't know how long well bethere," Gray said. "Not long, I'm hoping. Depends on what the
newsis, | suppose.”

"Yes, it would &t that.”

Off in the distance, apoint or so off the port bow, the ancient lighthouse that marked the entrance
to the port of Pironesiastood watching, asit had for centuries, and beyond that, Gray could make out
two sets of sals, dthough little more than that.

Helooked astern. Both of the two miserable doops that were dl that DuPuy had let him have had
falen far behind. He could barely see the pennants atop theWinfrew 's mainmast, and the other ship,
was, he devoutly hoped, smply too far behind that, rather than lying at the bottom of the sea. He forced
himself not to shake hishead in disgust. The old admira was as subborn as aLancaster mule, and had
spent hours—literally hours, hoursthat Gray didn't have to spare—over maps, showing what he knew of
the deployment of Dar warships, and emphasizing the miserably few shipsthat the Mata Heet had to
hold them &t bay.



It wastrue, Gray was sure, but it was aso unimportant in the larger scheme of things, and he was
every bit as unsurprised as he was furious a DuPuy's refusdl to seeit that way. Gray had enough
authority to get DuPuy to hear him out, but not to make him listen. The same orders that had had
Halloran in Pironesiajumping at Gray's command had been met with little more than an upraised
eyebrow by the Mdta Admirdl.

And thistime, there was no jitney trip across town with the King at the other end of it to threaten
with. Evenif he had been able to make that threat, Gray had the definite impression that he would have
had to follow through, and that it would have taken the King himsdlf to pry a decent squadron from the
Admird.

The Abbot General would, of course, lodge a protest with the Admiraty, but if DuPuy gavea
tinker's dam about that, it didn't show—he seemed to dmost relish the idea.

Gray had had to accept what he could—awretched two ships, crewed mainly by landsmen and
beached officers, and a detachment of marines so few that calling them a company was a sad joke.

And then there was the wizard, who wasnt, girictly speaking, under the Admird's orders, which
was why he had come aong. DuPuy had watched with cold eyes as Sigerson's man had loaded his
trunksinto the jollyboat for thetrip to theVWelled ey 'smooring.

Not that the Admira had been openly combatitive, or even utterly uncooperative—the courier ship
to Gibraltar had been dispatched aday early for the asking, even though DuPuy knew thét it carried
Gray's protest to the Abbot General, aswell as his other |etters.

There was another way to handle it. | had the definite impression that Throckmorton would
have been more sensible. Rolling the Admiral’s head across the table would likely have persuaded
him. | had one of my men do that at a peace conference with the Tien'shen, once.

And how well did that work out for you? Did they make peace?

It worked out perfectly well; |1 conquered Tien'shen, didn't I?

"If you let me know what you're thinking, Sir Joshua, | might be able to be of help.”

Gray shook hishead. "1 wasn't thinking about much,” he said, not caring to share the Khan's
thoughts with anybody, Sigersonin particular. "Just enjoying the morning, such asitis.”

He never dept well on aship, and there had been too many shipboard nights of late. Far too many;
aminor thing to resent Cully for.

Bear, on the other hand, was still snoring below, his broad facein hisusud degping smile. It didn't
bother Gray that Bear would bear up under discomfort with more equanimity than Gray could manage—
but to find the rocking of aship to be an aid to deep wasamost an insullt.

Sigerson nodded. "'If you don't mind a personal comment, Sir Joshua. . . 7"

The Khan seemed to brighten a hisside. | don't mind him making a persona comment, if | can kill
himfor it.

Shh.

"Not at all, of course.”

"Y ou don't seem to be much for enjoying things,” he said. "Me, I've spent most of my timein Mdta
crawling through the bellies of more shipsthan | care to count, in pursuit of the repellent but crafty
shipworm, and there's nothing at al pleasant about thet, | can assure you. Deucedly filthy work—
necessary work, of course, but, nonetheless disgusting for all of that . . ." He shook his head and looked
down at hisdeeve again. "A moment, if you pleass?’

He reached into his short jacket with hisfree hand, and pulled a pinch of some powder out of
somewhere and quickly rubbed it againgt his deeve, thoroughly smearing the coffee staininto alarger,
dirtier one. He unlooped hiswand from around his neck, careful not to muss his hair and, muttering
something under his breeth, lightly tapped the wand againgt the stain, then blew on hisdeeve.

The stain vanished, asthough it had never been there.

"There" he said, smiling as looped hiswand's chain back of his head with apracticed flip, then



tucked the wand away into hisjacket. "That's better—as | was saying, it ssemsto meto be sensbleto
enjoy what one can, when one can, even if it's something astrivia as having one'sfavorite jacket clean,
eh?'Y ou should enjoy yoursdf more, perhaps?'

"Y ou have some suggestion, maybe? My deeveis perfectly clean.”

"Wl ... dnceyou ask, | fancy mysdf adecent singlestick player, and I'd expect that a Knight of
the Order of the Crown, Shield, and Dragon would be a better one—could | persuade you into going a
few rounds with me before we get into port?' He gestured toward the open space on the main deck that
Gray and Bear did their daily practices on. "There seemsto be ample room, and | can have
Bigglesworth chak the lineswhile we dress?' He had an affectation of sometimes making asmple
declarative sentence a question, and used it just often enough that each time it was an annoying surprise
rather than ardiableirritation.

"Y ou have your pads aboard?"

"Of course," Sigerson said. "And my sticks, and my dippers, and aspare set of dippers and sticks,
if you don't have such handy."

His smile wasinsulting, somehow, athough Gray couldn't quite put hisfinger on how. Hewished he
could. Surely Gray couldn't didike the man for no reason?

Doit. I'd like to see you beat him until he pisses blood.

Wéll, there was something in the young wizard's manner that just cried for abesting, and Gray had,
likedl Order novices, mastered the sticks before being given even hisfirst practice sword.

Gray wouldn't hurt him too badly. The padding minimized damage, but couldn't prevent it, and
Gray would have to be careful not to finesse past the padding at the juncture of gauntlet and tunic, ashe
had made a habit of back in hisyouth, when irritated, as he could easly bresk Sigerson'swrist without
hdf trying.

But it would do him good to hurt somebody, at least alittle, and if that meant he had been carrying
the Khan too long, well, he had, in fact, been carrying the Khan too long.

"I'll seeif | remember how.” Gray smiled.

"It will, I'm sure, come back to you." Sigerson smiled back. "Probably more quickly than I'll care
for, but what of that, eh? So, have we a match?'

"Wdl, asyou say, it'safine morning, and let'senjoy it, shal we?'

"After you, Sr Joshua."

The cut over Gray'sright eye had closed up nicely, and hisleft wrist had stopped throbbing by the
time he was ready to climb down the ladder and into the jollyboat for the trip into the dock.

Too many of the sailors were grinning, dthough none of them met hiseyes.

Kill one or two, then. That will establish that you're not to be taken lightly.

Gray ignored the Khan. Truth was, Sigerson was smply better with apair of sticksthan Gray was,
and being a poor loser wouldn't make that fact any better, but worse.

Stll, hewas serioudy consdering inviting Sigerson to join him and Bear in their daily workouts.
Under those less restrictive sparring rules, he could return the injurieswith what Sigerson would be likely
to decide was usurious interest.

Did he want to do that because he had to maintain his status with the Navy men, or because he
resented being beaten by askinny, ascetic wizard?

"Sir Joshua?' Captain Johansen caled out from the quarterdeck, where he siood, alone, sipping a
cup of coffee and leaning againg therail. "Might | have amoment?'

Oh, what was it now?

You know what it is.

"Any ordersin particular, Sir Joshua?' Johansen asked, straightening as Gray mounted the steps.
"Other than my keeping the crew aboard?"



That again.

Gray shrugged. "I didn't tell you to keep the whole crew aboard,” he said dowly, patiently. "l said
that just an anchor watch won't do—I don't know when well be leaving, or for where. | want you to be
prepared to raise sail the moment the jollyboat puts me back on that ladder. Same for the other two
ships" he said, with ajerk of the thumb skyward to where acommodore's pennant floated from the
mainmast, as he couldn't point toward theWinfrew or theCooperman , neither of which had rounded the
lighthouse yet.

DuPuy hadn't been agreeable about much, but he had gone along with the necessity of the brevet
promotion, since the lieutenant in command of theWinfrew was senior to Johansen, even though haf his
career had been spent on the beach, and probably deservedly so.

"Inthe Navy, Sir Joshua, we say ‘aye, aye, when given an order, and then we carry it out, whether
or not it makes much sense”

"Which you don't think this does."

"No, gr; | don't. | can't see how, say, atwo-hour recal islikely to make much of a difference, one
way or the other, on the other end—wherever the other end is. And while the crew of theWelledey , ar,
canrasesall and get the old girl moving asfast asany ship inthe Navy, | wouldn't want to claim that
for . .. other ships, necessarily.” Hiseyeshardened. "I'll do what I'm ordered, sir, so will every officer
and man aboard—but | don't much like denying my men anything they've earned, not without necessity,
and they've earned a good drunk, and—and other recreations that can't be afforded aboard.”

Well, you could always haul a boatload of whores for the men from shore, Gray thought, but
didn't say. It wasjust hisirritation. No, Johansen couldn't do any such thing, even more than he couldn't
increase the rum ration for the men on the ship. Bad for discipline, and amaster who started to let
discipline dack would find it hard to take up the dack later.

They were being watched, of course, by every officer and man on deck, although Johansen kept
hisvoicelow, asdid Gray.

Gray sghed. Part of it wanted to punish every man and officer for seeing him humiliated by
Sigerson, and while it would have been easy to blame such pettiness on the Khan, it was entirely his
own, and it disgusted him. That didn't mean that it had to rule him, one way or the other.

You think too much, Gray. You can hardly empty your bowels without meditating over
whether it's the morally correct thing to do.

He yanked his hand from the Khan, then put it back. No; he would handle this as he wished that he
would have had the decency to do by instinct, the way Bear would have.

"Y ou could have them back on board in two hours?' he asked. "Have your mates chase them
down wherever they've gone to ground, al over the entire port?"

Gray expected Johansen to admit the absurdity of it, but the captain just smiled and nodded.

"Yes, moreor less." Johansen took a puff on his pipe, then went on: "Not that it's difficult. Port
sectionisfirst up. Finch has apreferred dive just off the docks, and he and Bartlesby tend to hang
together ashore, anyway. I'll just have them stay there—even with Finch's, err, ssamina, he won't be able
to work hisway through all the whoresfor a couple of days. It'sjust amatter of ordering the leave crew
that they're to be within awhistle of that place. Fifteen minutes after | get your signd, sir, thered be
mates blowing pipes al around there, and we'd not lose more than aman or two, if that. Captain
Hendow's got a good sergeant—he can do the same sort of thing with the marines. If were herefor a
few days, it'sjust a matter of rotating the mates and corporas on, err, whore duty.”

"And the other ships? When they stagger in?"

"I'll tell their mastersto restrict leave to Dog Street, half asection a atime. Can't swear I'd get the
same compliancethat | can promise for the Wdlies, but well get most of them, and either of them could
sal with asection and ahdf if they had to.”

"Andif they're|ate?"

"Adjustments can be made." Any lapse would give Johansen an obvious excuse to put one of his



lieutenants on board as commander, something he was probably aching to do. "But you give me two
hourswarning, gr, and I'll have your squadron anchors up, and heading out the harbor with sailsflying
from mainmast royaes down to the spanker. Y ou have my word on that.”

There it was—Johansen had made it amatter of hisword. Gray should just have refused to let the
captain engage himin conversation at dl, but . . .

"Very wel, Commodore. Makeit s0."

Johansen'seyestwinkled, just alittle. "Aye, aye, Sr. Where are you Staying in the city?"

Gray shrugged. He didn't much care where he dept. "Probably at the Governor's paace, in the
guest quarters.”

"I'll have asailor on duty at the gate, around the clock. One word from you, and you'll have no
cause to regret the two hours. Thank you for hearing me out.” He gestured with his pipe toward the
ladder. "I'll not delay you any longer. Best of luck ashore, Sr.”

"Thank you, Commodore," Gray said, not meaning it for amoment, as he headed for the ladder.

Had Gray been first down, he would have held on to the ladder so that the boat wouldn't rock
when Bear got in, but Bear just sat primly on the bench next to Sigerson, trusting to the sailorsto keep it
al steady, and surely enough they did.

"Going ashore, Mr. Sigerson?”

"Thought | might, if you don't have any objection,” Sigerson said. "A good med on solid land
would suit mewell. And perhaps, | thought, you might find me of some use, one way or another.” He
patted at hisbag. "And if not, well, I don't know much about whistles and signas and suchlike, but
Bigglesworth does—eh, Biggles?'

Sigerson'sman had just sat Hill, not spesking. He didn't talk much. "Yes, ar," hesaid. "l finished
with my twenty someyearsago, but | think | can remember Recall All Hands. If you want to stay with
theWdlledey , I'll have you aboard well before she lifts anchor, Mr. Sigerson, and no worries on that
score.”

He was speaking to Sigerson, but the message was for Gray, and Gray nodded.

"So beit, then. I'll be glad of the company.” Gray forced asmile. "Although | don't think well have
occasion for another lesson in the sticks, not right away.”

He had lost, and was sore, but he wouldn't be a sore loser, and he carefully took no notice of what
appeared to be a hint of aghost of a smile on Bigglesworth'sface.

The Khan was strangely quiet at his side; Gray guessed that hisloss had embarrassed the old
warrior. The Khan had only lost once, after all, at anything.

The boat pulled away from theWelledey 's broad side, accompanied by comments from Finch
about the daggardliness of the shorebound oarsmen, whose strokes seemed to Gray to be deegp and
well-coordinated enough, and it was only afew minutes later that they were climbing up to the solid
wood of the dock.

Bear seemed to be wobbly on hisfeet, as did Sigerson and Finch, something Gray didn't
understand. Returning to land was such anatura thing that he didn't have to try to balance himsdlf against
the no-longer-rolling motion of the wood beneath his boots, thankfully.

"Governor's paace, | think," he said, hefting his bag to his shoulder. Probably the best placeto
look for some word of Cully. Cully, of course, would be off somewhere, counting on Gray to follow—
and, of course, he would have to do just that—if only to retrieve the boy's live sword, and the boy,
Niko, for that matter. He might be hard to find, but it wouldn't be difficult for Gray to set himsdf on his
trall.

Gray hoped that Cully at least had left atrail of breadcrumbs behind him. Bodies would be more
likely, under the circumstances, he thought, and for amoment had to glance down to be sure that he
hadn't fastened his hand on the Khan.

"Excuse mefor interrupting,” Sigerson said, "but | think we've dready found what you're seeking.”



Two knights stood at the far end of the dock, waiting patiently.

Well, two knights of a sort—it was Cully and that Niko boy, hardly ared knight.

That said, he didn't have abad look about him: he stood easily on the rough wood, if abit tiffly,
the hilts of two scabbarded swords stuck through his sash within easy reach of hishands, and at their
approach, hisright hand dropped to the hilt of the uppermost of the two swordsin agesture that Gray
well recognized, and found himsalf duplicating, even though the last thing he wanted at the moment was
to hear from the Khan, and he snatched his hand away.

The clothesthat Cully had stolen from Gray fit the boy well enough, in fact. The only questioniin
Gray's mind was whether he would be sensible and just have them washed and rewashed when thiswas
al over, or burn them.

| would bet on the burning, myself.

Cully gave aknowing smile. "Sr Joshua," he said, asthey clasped hands. "Good of you to join us,
finally. Welve been waiting. Y ou know Sir Niko, | believe, but I've not met your companion.”

So that was the way Cully wanted to play it?

Very wel; Gray could go along, for the moment. Airing adispute with abrother knight wasn't
something he would want to do out in the open, for that matter, even if—particularly if that knight was
Culy.

Bear didn't hesitate; he stepped forward. "Sir Cully,” he said, enfolding Cully's handsin hislarger
ones, "it'sgood to seeyou. | was. . . concerned.” He released Cully's hands and bowed toward the
boy. "Sir Niko."

"Sir David." Niko returned the bow properly, then accepted Bear's hand-clasp as though he had
doneit athousand times before.

Dammit, he carried himself wdll, looking much more knight than fisherboy.

Sigerson stepped forward. "Eric Sgerson,” he said, offering ahand instead of bowing. "Fellow of
the College.”

"Cully of Cully'sWoode, of the Order."

"The Order of Crown, Shield, and Dragon, | take it?" Sigerson arched an eyebrow.

"Yes, of course. And when you say the College, you mean His Mg esty's College of Wizardry, |
takeit?'

"Indeed.” Sigerson smiled. "And while'd love to chat with you further, unless I'm missing something
—adwaysaposshbility—I would think that the four of you have some catching up to do. Would it suit
you if | meet you at the Governor's paacein afew hours?'

Gray nodded, but Cully shook his head.

"No," Cully said. "I think it would be best if you accompanied us there now. There have been afew
developments.”

He gave Gray along look asthough to say that it wouldn't hurt to trust him, just for awhile.

You can always kill him later.

It wouldn't cometo that.

WEIl see.

* * %

The old sergeant seemed to find it difficult to rlax into his chair; he seemed to have himsdf at a
permanent posture of attention.

He probably deepsthat way, the Khan murmured.

Shh.

"Youresureit was darklings?' Gray asked.

"No, shir. I'm not sure of anything, except what | said. Never shaw adarkling before.”

And | hope to never see one again, Fotheringay didn't have to add.

Bear looked up. Bear, with Niko at his side, was bent over Langahan's desk, with maps and charts



spread out, going over the report from Rafferty of theSerenity , probably for the twentieth time. Gray
hadn't been able to draw anything useful out of it, or from the charts, but maybe Bear would, and at least
it kept the boy out of Gray'sway, for the time being.

"Brought their own s0il?" Bear asked.

"Well, whoever dispatched them did," Gray said.

"No." Sigerson shook his head. "That's a common superstition—confusion with the vampire myth, |
think. The unholy don't need the soil of their buria place. | doubt that darklings are ever actualy buried,
inany case, and certainly not in aconventiond way. Anything cursed will do to maintain their strength.”

"Cursed how?' Niko asked, clearly regretting the question after aquick, irritated look from Cully
shut himup.

Sigerson'sfingerstwitched in hislap. "Any of anumber of ways—sprinkling the blood of
somebody murdered unshriven isthe classic way to deconsecrate soil, but it's not difficult. The Hezmoni
used to rape Christian women with bottles of sacramental wine, then drink the wine and pissit out. It's
not like there's actud magic involved—just adefilement of holiness. Y ou could probably just burn a
crossand do it well enough, if you were of amind to." He shook his head. "Not something I much like
thinking or talking about, not under such pleasant circumstances, eh?' He gestured at their surroundings.
"Much better than what was available shipboard.”

Cully had commandeered Langahan's office, the one just acrosstheinlaid marble hal from
Halloran's, and while, he said, Langahan occasionally popped in to retrieve something from hisown files,
he didn't make a habit of it.

What Gray really wanted to do was get Cully done—in private—but Cully had carefully avoided
that, although why, Gray didn't know. It wasn't as though he was afraid of the sharpness of Gray's
tongue.

That would have to wait, Cully had said.

No, well do it now, Gray had wanted to say, but he kept histongue under control.

"Took hdf of the company down with them,” Fotheringay said. "Can't say how much of it was
these darklings, or the fire, or the sea—we held them off aslong aswe could, so theSerry could break
away, and then every man, marine and sailor, went over the Sde just asfast aswe could.”

Cully nodded. "Undergtandable.”

"Undergtandable?" Fotheringay's lipstightened. "To flaming hell with your 'understandable,” Sir.”
There would have been something comica about hislisp, under other circumstances. "It was me orders,
gr. Lieutenant—Captain Tucker gave methem orders, just before he dammed the door in my face.
Open the seacocks, push her away and abandon ship, he said, so we did.”

Bear started to say something, but desisted at agesture from Gray. The bandages on the sergeant's
right hand were fresh, granted, but he had been badly burned al aong the right arm, and his face seemed
flushed.

"A trace of thefever, | think,"” Sigerson said. "Areyou feding well, Sergeant?’

"Il do, Sr."

"I'd rather have an honest answer, dl indl."

"Yes, gr. | been leeched from crotch to throat, sir, and it don't seem to help much. Seemsto make
itworse, dl indl. But I'll do, Sr."

Wasit the burns, or the encounter with the darklings? They hadn't quite touched the sergeant, he
had said. Of acertainty they hadn't gotten their handson him, but . . .

"Y ou saw no sign of swords?!

"Saw plenty of swords, and most of them fdlt like they were pointed right at me and my captain,”
Fotheringay said. "But nothing cursed, far as| could tell. The company might have had some more
difficulty taking the pirate if thered been that sort of thing aboard.”

Some difficulty? Does he really think that a bunch of marines could stand up to the likes of



me?

Of course not, any more than they could have beaten the darklings. But they would have tried.

"Sergeant—"

"If I may, Sir Joshua?" Sigerson leaned forward. " The sergeant hastold us at least most of what he
knows, | think, and it's probably better that he get some rest before any further interview.”

"l canmanage. Sir."

"Yes, I'm sureyou can,” Bear said, after aquick look toward Gray, and Gray's answering nod,
"but you can probably manage better with some rest. Burns are nasty things. If | have any more
guestions about Captain Rafferty's account, I'll come seeyou later.”

Gray kept dlent. Onthefield of battle, adeck of aship, or in agovernor's aide's office, they
divided the work so automatically that it only occasionaly occurred to Gray that that was just what they
were doing. Bear's gentle manner could probably get the sergeant to talk more throughly and certainly
lessreservedly than Gray could. People tended to relax in Bear's presence in away that they never
seemed to be ableto in Gray's, dthough Gray certainly tried hard enough to force them to relax, when
the Stuation required it.

"Yes, gr." The sergeant struggled to hisfeet. "But can | seethereport, Sr?"

"Y ou haven't been shown it yet?"

"No, gr. Not my place. Mr. Rafferty—theSerry 's captain, came down to the galley and talked to
me, but he didn't show me nothing.”

"Do you think he misrepresented something, Sergeant?’

Thereit was. If Gray had asked just that question, in just that way, Fotheringay would have drawn
himsdlf up to astiff brace, focused his eyes on adistant nothing, and grunted aquick "no, sir," but with
the same words from Bear, he just shrugged, even though the movement clearly caused him pain.

"No, gr," hesaid. "I got no complaints about Mr. Rafferty. But | wasalittle out of my head when
he come down to talk to me—got bunged up alittle, dong with the burn. | just want to be sure that he
got—that | got Captain Tucker's last words right. My cap'n died ahero, sir, doing his duty—wouldn't
beright if an old sergeant's mumblings made the record wrong.”

Gray would havejust told him to go away, but Bear nodded, and leafed through the pages. "Ah.
Captain Rafferty sayshislast words were 'For King and country,’ just like Lieutenant Finnerty's.”

"Shit. Then | got it wrong. Can you—can you do something about it, Sr?"

"We can't tamper with aNavy report,” Bear said. "That's just a copy that one of the clerks made.
But | can ask the Governor to submit a supplement, if you'd like."

"I'm sure Governor Halloran will be happy to comply,” Cully said. "What did the captain say?"

"Youtel him," the sergeant said, breething heavily, "you tel him that after Captain Tucker told me
to see to the seacocks, and stepped between those things and them women, he shouted, 'Not whilel
breathe.""

The sergeant’s jaw was clenched so tightly that it was aminor miracle he could speak at dl. " 'Not
whilel breathe,' hesaid. You tell them that, Sir. You tell them dl that.”

"Asyou wish, Sergeant.” Cully's voice sounded too calm, too mild.

He drew himsdf up to attention, gave atiff nod in Cully's direction, and marched out of the office
and into the hdll, the regulardap-dap-dap of his boots quickly becoming uneven and ragged.

Bear started to rise, but dessted at amotion from Gray. The sergeant didn't need any help, or, if he
did, the stiff-necked prig could damn well ask for it himsdif.

"Sentimental man, the sergeant,” Cully said, lightly.

"Y ou don't—"

"Of course not. Only apompous fool would say something likethat." Cully grinned. Herose and
walked to the desk and tapped aforefinger against the report. “This Tucker doesn't seem to have been a
pompous fool. Sergeant Fotheringay's just trying to motivate us alittle more.”



"Wdll, hes motivated hisway aboard one of the ships, when weleave,” Gray said. Hewasn't a all
happy with the marines aboard the two dopships DuPuy had given them. Whatever you could say about
this Fotheringay, he had a proper military manner, and it might beinfectious. Then again, so might any
fever he had. Something to think abouit.

But when they were leaving was amore important subject than whether or not they added one
damaged marine sergeant to the company. He turned to Cully. "Asto when we leave, and for where,
that's something that—"

"It's something that I'd just as soon keep between you and me, at least for the moment. With all
due respect to Mr. Sigerson, thisisan Order matter. And, for al | know, there may be be other reasons
for somediscretion,” he said, tapping afinger againgt hisear, "and | know for afact | could use some
fresh air, and maybe asmple mea."

"Eminently sensble, I'd say.” Sigerson didn't seem to take offense. "If you don't mind, I'm going to
take alook at that report, and at the maps. It's not utterly impossible I'll come up with some useful
ingght.”

"Very well." Gray nodded. He rose, adjusting his swordsin his sash. "L et'swak down toward the
plaza. Bear? Niko, you should probably stay with Mr. Sigerson, or, better just turnin for the night—"

"Sir Niko should definitely comewith us." Cully said. "It is, asyou say, an Order matter."

Gray drew in adeep breath of the cool night air, then let it out dowly. It was supposed to relax
him, athough it wasn't doing much good at the moment.

Night had snuck into the city, exposed inits daily stedlth by the haf-moon that had fully risen,
cadting everything below in slver and gray.

Beneath the sputtering of lamps, shops along the Street of Sails had long since been closed and
barred, and the only things that remained of the market day aong the docks were afew scraps of
discarded vegetables here and the odd pile of donkey turds there, waiting to be swept into the sewers
and dumped into the harbor by the next rain.

Off in the distance, where the hills rose, blackness upon darkness, adistant wolf howled, whether
in triumph or frustration Gray didn't know, and didn't much care.

The Street of Sallswas set high enough in the city that Gray could look over the low buildings and
see the shipslying a anchor in the harbor. Two others were berthed near theWelledey ; the sragglers
had, findly, madeit in, and he had no doubt that firm orders had been given to keep them readied for a
quick departure, athough he had less confidence than Johansen did that aquick departure would
actualy happen.

Although to where? If Cully knew, he wasn't saying.

Maybeit would be best to smply take up resdencein Pironesafor the weeksit would be before
relief would arrive from England. A Knight of the Order, of course, was expected to handle many things
by himsdlf, and Gray had no causeto fault himself for hiswillingnessto take mattersinto his own hands—
athough he didn't fault himself for not overreaching, theway Cully dwaysdid.

But what to do? A live sword, and threats of others about; darklingsin the Mediterranean, being
conveyed by pirates and God-knows-who-else?

That was more important than Cully having overreached himself, yes, but Gray didn't know whet to
do about that. Either.

The Plaza of the Order was quiet, save for the quiet sussuration of the fountain. Gray half expected
more darklings to move out of the shadows at them, and the Khan, a hiswaist, dmost vibrated with
eagerness, but . . .

But nothing. The evening wind caught the spray from the fountain and turned it into alight misting
that, annoyingly, more refreshed than chilled Gray. It should have made him uncomfortable.

Cully threw ahip over thelip of the fountain and folded hisarms across his chest.

"Wadll, that's about as | should have expected. Nothing." His voice was pitched low. "Too obvious,



| expect.”

"Obvious?'

"W, yes. Niko and | have madeit apoint to stop and pray here the last three nights, before the
fountain. I'd have dragged dong a chain and anchored mysdlf here like agoat, but | thought that would
be, well, alittle much. If they're out there, whatever they are, they're patient and cautious, | hope.”

"Youhope ?'

Cully gave Gray alook that made him fed like aclumsy firgt-former again, and Gray didn't know
why that didn't bother him as much asit should have.

"Wl the other explanation isthat they're gone—aong with any clue or hint asto what they are,
where this sword came from, and what thisis al about. We're short of leads—we don't have any of
those pirates to question, and | doubt that we would be able to make darklings talk, even if we had any
captive, which we dontt.

"Niko and | have been . . . chatting with merchant captains, and going over berthing reports,
nothing of any usethat | can see. Theresacouple shipsthat regularly cal out in theidandsthat arejust
enough off-schedule to be of someinteress—including that Captain AndrossKalends —but if he
stopped off in the outer idands on hisregular circuit, he might well have decided that Pironesaisatrifle
too hot for histastes, at least for the time being, for reasons having more to do with hislittle swindling
being exposad than anything else.

"All we have is darklings where there shouldn't be; afragment of a song, a song that could come
from anywhere; ahint of acurved knife—and God knows that curved knives aren't unusual—and a
sword that has nothing exceptional about it, save for the soul trapped insgde." He spread his hands. "Am
| missing something?'

"Yes," Gray said. "A plan to do something about it. Something useful.”

"My first notion wasto aready be out chasing after the source of the sword—of the swords.” He
frowned. "Y ou were supposed to be chasing after me, bringing along a heavily manned squadron, and
not just theWely and two ships that ought to bein drydock.”

"l wasn't supposed to catch you in Pironesia?”’

"Catch me? I've had theMarienios tied up at the dock, waiting for you as confidently as| knew
how to wait. I'd rather be off on thetrail, but | don't have atrail, dammit.”

"And now I've arrived, and—"

"What | can do, I've dready done," Cully said. "I've given Ralph a swift kick in the ass, which
should get things moving, although I'm sure that he doesn't know any more than do you or | about what
thethreat is, or where it comes from. Word of pirates carrying darklings about the Med should get
Admiral DuPuy some more ships, perhaps. . ."

"Just aslikely to get the Gibratar fleet to ingpect things more closdly in the Straits," Bear said.

"A lot of good that would do." Gray shook his head. "What are they going to do? Open every
box? Wade through every bdlast-hold?!

"Regardless, dl of that will take sometime." Cully rapped his stick against the stones. "But they're
here—at least some of them. | can fed it."

"And how reliableisyour intuition, Father?' Bear asked, as gently as such aquestion could be
asked.

"It was reliable when | knew that you and Gray would end up knedling before HisMgesty torise
asknights, just asit was unreliable about Alexander, and many other things. But | think the darklings—
the onesthat attacked us—is more evidence than mereintuition.” He turned to Niko. "Y ou don't seemto
be saying much, Sir Niko."

"l ...l don't really have anything to say, Sir Cully," he said.

He still sounded hesitant, and tentative, but at least he had stopped cringing every time anybody so
much aslooked at him. That probably had something to do with hisgrip on the hilt of his sword—the



live sword, of course, although Gray couldn't tell by looking.

"Well, does your sword have anything to say?" Bear asked. "Anything at al?"

"No." Niko shook hishead. " She just wants me to sing to her. | don't think she understands much
of this, much of anything."

"Sing?' Gray'sforehead wrinkled. Why would a sword want him to sing?

"Sng," Cully said, firmly. "Lullabyes. The sword isababy.”

Bear scowled, an unusua expression on hisface. "A baby. Y ou said that the sword wasn't old, but
| thought that you meant it was newly created.”

"l did." Cully shook hishead. "At least, | think | did." He shrugged. "I'm not sure what exactly |
meant, or how much of it was me, and how much the sword—and if you're expecting meto apologize
for not taking it in hand, you'll have along wait. Niko, how long does she think that her soul has been
locked into that sword?"

Niko gripped the sword even more tightly. " She doesn't know, and she doesn't like me asking
about that. It reminds her of the Big—of the man with the knife. She. . . she doesn't seem to think much
about time. She knows that she should be hungry, but sheisntt . . . and that's about dl, | think."

"Can you describe him?' Gray asked. ""The man with the knife?"

Cully held up ahand. "I've dready asked him that, and hes—"

"And he can damn well answer the question again, Sir Cully.” Maybe there was something that
Cully had missed. That was at least possible, wasn't it?

Cully'snod was cold. "That may well be," he said, as though answering Gray's thought rather than
responding to what he had said. "Try asking her again, Niko."

Gray nodded to himsdlf. At least the boy waswell disciplined, if utterly untrained. Niko clearly
wanted to protest, but he just settled himsdf more firmly on thelip of the fountain, and, again, clenched
his hand over the hilt of the sword.

"Large. . . sweety, and the knife, shiny, shiny, shiny, shiny," the boy went on, hiseyestightly
closed, hisvoice high pitched and thick, and trailed off into whimpering, and pleas to bring the baby her
mother or something equally pointless.

Cully wasn't watching Niko; he had his eyes on the edge of the plaza, asdid Bear. Gray started to
turn, but desisted at a quick, be-till movement from Cully's hand.

Did that mean that they saw something? That—

Cully shook hishead. No. They didn't see anything. They were just staying dert, asthey should be.

Of course there wouldn't be something. It would be nice if abunch of the conspirators were to
march themsdvesinto the plaza, right about now, but it wouldn't happen. Life didn't work that way—that
would be too bloody ussful, much more so than listening to a Pironesian boy's mumblings.

" ...and where isthe One Who Smells Like Food? She should be here; shelovesme. . ." The
words trailed off into aseries of whimpers, and cries, that sounded for al theworld like ababy's. It was
just aswell they were done; shameful for somebody presenting himsdlf asaKnight of the Order of
Crown, Shidd, and Dragon to be crying like ababy at dl, much lessin public.

It'sababy, Gray, the Khan whispered to him. And it crieslike ababy; that's al. Don't blamethe
boy, and don't blame the baby. Babies cry.

Gray wasn't a al surethat he liked being lectured on patience and tolerance by the Khan.

Then show some without my reminder, the Khan said. I've heard many ayoung baby cry. Send for
the women to seeto it if you're not man enough to endureit yourself.

"Shh..." Nikowhispered, in hisown voice. "Shh. . . yes, yes, Nadide, I'll sng you thelullabye,
again, just likesheusedto. . .

Into the garden the calves did stray.
Gardener quickly turn them away.



They'll eat the cabbages without delay,
Eh-enini, eh-enini,

Eh-enini, nini,

Nini nini nini

Eh-e, eh-enini eh!

Eh-e, eh-enini eh!

Eh-e, ninni, ninni, ninni,

Eh-e, ninni, ninni, eh!

"Eh-e, ninni," it went, and continued on, ever more softly, as the boy's body swayed in time, ever
dower, the nonsense syllables of [ullabye growing every quieter, until Gray could barely hear him.

Cully rosefrom his seat and walked carefully, quietly, over to Gray. "Doesthat sound familiar to
you?" he whispered.

"No," Gray said, lowering hisvoice a Cully's glare, and switched to awhisper. "I don't know much
about lullabyes." Gray's childhood hadn't been filled with that sort of thing.

Other than the nonsense syllables, the boy was singing in Hellenic, of course, but there wasn't
anything unusua about the accent, or much of anything different from the way that Niko usudly spoke.

"Mmph. Doesn't sound familiar to anybody else, either, far as| can tell. Had Niko do it on board
theMarienios , the other night, and none of the crew said it sounded familiar.” He grinned. "1 just smiled
and looked secretive.”

"So what happened?'

"Well, Sdim Abdullah trotted out a lullabye that the women of his clan sing to their babies, and
more of the Abdullahs joined in—nice voices, that lot—and some of the new-hired sailors did the same,
and we had anicelittle sing-along on the dock. A very pleasant time, dl inal, but | don't see asit
accomplished much.”

His smilewas more than alittleirritating, and Gray was about to say something to that effect when
Cully gave him alook. "Yes, thisisvery serious; certainly, it'simportant, but if I've taught you anything, |
hope I've taught you to enjoy the moment, when you can.” He patted Gray'sarm. "Y ou were awaystoo
serious aboy, and you've not shed that as a man. Tending to your duty doesn't need to mean that you
walk through every step of your life with a gravedigger's expression on your face, Joshua." Cully cocked
his head to one side. "L ots of curiosities about the sword, though. Paste a curious expression on your
face, and we can talk about them.”

"Wdl, if youingg, I'l—"

At asound behind him, Gray spun around, the Khan in hishand, only redizing that he had drawn it
at the clatter of the Khan's scabbard on the stones.

Yes.

The world changed about him.

It dwaysdid, in much the same way, but each time more intense, sharper, brighter, darker, than it
had been the time before, as the two of them came dive once more.

Yes, dive. Hewas more fully aive than he ever had been, as Gray or Khan.

It was one thing to rest his hand on the Khan's stedl, and another to removeit from its scabbard,
and hold the dim blade, asfamiliar to him as his own hands, raised high above hishead, ready to dice
not just through flesh and bone, not only to part boiled leather and welded stedl with an effort that was
no effort at dl but the purest of joy, but to cleave through life and not-life.

His skin tingled and stung, as though he had been set upon by amillion angry but impotent wasps
whose stingers somehow hurt without hurting; as dways, he felt like he was growing, becoming taler,
larger, something more than merely human. The distant aches of hiswrist and head didn't quite vanish. If
anything they became more intense, but they were utterly unimportant and irrelevant.



The strangest part was his sight. After, he aways described it even to himsdf asthough it felt like
he was an observer behind his own eyes, and again, he knew that that was wrong, just as he dways
forgot about it, somehow, between the timesthat he held the Khan in the dark—Gray-as-Gray aways
thought of the night as dark and colorless.

But, again, he was reminded that he was wrong—there had been the subtle, inky blue-black of the
sky, and the moon had been the blue of stedl heated in the hottest forge. The fish-ail lamps dimly
flickering on their poles had held just the barest of flames, yes, but while they had been but a dim echo of
the rich orange and red of the sun, they had shared their color generoudy, even lovingly with the night.

Had. ..

That wasdl gone.

Now, just asit would have been in the brightest of daylight, the world was painted only in black
and white, with no shades of gray to divide the two, no true color at dl save for the fiery orange and red
of the Khan that he held out and over his head.

The sky overhead had become a solid black, marked with pinpricks of oppressive whiteness that
should have blinded him, but didn't, any more than the smple round whiteness of the moon did, or the
sunwould have.

Cully'sface, eyes wide and mouth open, was like amoving sketch, his features bright white drawn
againgt abackground of the blackest of charcod.

And, as aways, the world dowed down, capturing the moment like afly frozen into ablock of
dowly meting ice. He could hear the agonizingly dow begt of his heart speed up, he could even fed it try
to beset faster than mere flesh possibly could—but till, it pulsed so dowly, too dowly, and he gasped for
the breath that could fill hisburning lungs but never quite satisfy them.

Theworst or best of it—he was never quite sure, a such timeswhich, athough hewould later have
no doubt—was the Khan. The Khan was no more just speaking to him—it was him, and he wasthe
Khan.

He was the one-who-had-been-two, who had ridden his pony down from the grassy steppes that
the effete, weak Westerners called NovaMonglia, taking first the Xi Xia, and then the Qin, and then the
Na-Chung. The world thought that he would stop there, on the shores of the Nipponese seg, or, if not
gtrike across the seafor Nippon, defying the holy wind that had drowned the otherswho had tried to do
the same. Caution and cowardice wouldn't stop him—of course he would head east.

S0 he had turned west, across the rocky desert, far colder and inhospitable than the mild, sandy
ones of the weak south, sewing destruction and regping the harvest of it, knowing that nothing could stop
him until he reached the seato the west, just as he had to the east.

Y es, he had been a conqueror, and there was nothing greater than that. But he had been more than
that—not greater, of course—but more. He had been afather, who had loved his sons—and, in alesser
way, aswas only proper, his daughters—although undoubtedly he had sired alegion of bastards on his
dow, inexorable march toward the true western sea, over the Khwarizm, barely dowed by the pitiful
Uzbi and dl the others, aswith each mile of land he took, his strength grew, and it was no shame or
hindrancethat it grew just alittle, with every day'sride, with every village and every plot of tilled soil
where hiswhim became law, and hisword becameredl.

It had been wonderful.

No, itwas wonderful, and it was dways with him, not just as avague generdity, but with dl thelittle
details: the way that hisfavorite pony would whicker and shy in the morning, as though from eagerness
to be on with today's ride; the comfortable fed of the well-worn saddle benegth his ass; the fear in the
eyes of thewomen and the taste of their trembling lips, the sounds of their groans as he mounted them;
and how he could look before and behind him, at the ponies and horses and wagons and campfires, and
never seethe end of them, asthough he was a boat floating dways in the center of the seaof conques,
asthough it was his very manhood theat grew with everyclop-clop-clop , stiffening beneath him from sea
toitsfind dedtination in the far sea.



No, that hadn't happened.

He had been infuriated by his defeat and capture on the shores of the Black Sea. He had dways
been ableto divide his enemies, and play them off against each other, not for amoment pausing in his
inexorable, unstoppable advance.

Until thisonetime, this one defest, this one and fina humiliation—or so he thought.

Then there had been another: to be strapped to that upright post, while a bearded wizard and one
of their hideous priests murmured spells—it was wrong that he should, that he could end like that, in the
hands of hisenemies. Being ripped gpart by horses, or his skin flayed off by sharp knives, or even
dropped from a height to be stopped by arope around his neck—he had expected that, but notthis .

And, of course, he hadn't ended like that, or ended at al. He had smply traded hisfailing flesh for
shiny, enduring stedl, and the sharing of the flesh of the score of otherswho had held that steel in histime
pleased him even more than the taste of the blood and soulsthat he drank.

And of dl of them, of al who had joined themsaveswith him, Gray was most the kindred soul—
deny it as he would, when he would.

He wouldn't now. Not when they were now one, not when the blood-turned-to-fire coursed too
dowly but ill powerfully through their shared veins, carrying with it apower that grew with every year,
every use, and could shatter now walls and perhaps, one day, make the heavens themsdlvesfdl, to
scatter before his feet, where they belonged.

The Gray-Khan towered above Gray's companions, athough he couldn't say quite how, ashe
could look them in their black-and-white faces, rather than on them from aheight, as though he were
seated on the back of his horse and they were but the men of a dozen races who had spent their entire
liveswaiting to die beneath his sword, aswas only proper.

But they were nothing beside him. A flick of thewrist would send Cully tumbling through the air,
shattering him againgt the fountain, and Niko would take less than that.

The only danger was Shanley—him and that idiotic White one, still deeping in his scabbard, who
didn't understand what power was, what it was for, who—

"Gray, no," Cully said, hismouth and voice working so dowly it was an effort to make out his
words, and only the trace of him that was till Gray waswilling to make the effort. "It was nothing. No
danger. Look—"

Cully tried to grab the Gray Khan's free hand, and while it would have been easy to avoid the old
man's honey-dow moation, the Khan let him grip it, then used that grip to toss Cully aside, barely capable
of admiring the way that the old man was able to turn the throw into atumble and roll that carried him
halfway acrossthe plaza

Hewasin no danger from this Cully, not now, not with Cully armed with nothing but ordinary sted,
trgpped in dowtime—it was best to save his strength for that meddling Nameless, athough had no doubt
that he had strength enough. Save Cully for later.

For now, there was Shanley.

And still therewastime, for the lumbering fool who carried the bumbling saint slood anchored in
time, liked| therest.

The Gray-Khan turned to face the retreating backs of the man and women fleeing the plaza,
running in such leaden panic that they had |eft their donkey behind, the woman barely taking the moment
it took to pull the squedling infant from the anima's back.

It should have run, too, but it stood as though anchored, braying loudly asit voided itself and—

Then the three of them faced him, moving more quickly than they should have been abletoin
dowtime, but not asfast asthe Gray-Khan.

Shanley dowly, too dowly, was drawing the Nameless from its shegth. It would have been easy to
blast him to ashes before he finished the draw, but—

Y es, he had better do that. Without Bear, the Nameless was no threat at all.



"No." The boy stood before him, that absurd little girl-sword in his hands. Clumsy stance, with the
legs spread too far gpart, as though he was anchoring himself in place, refusing to consder the possbility
that he would have to retreat.

Of course he wouldn't retreat. He and she would die right then and there. Her soul glowed through
the metd, yes, but it was adull, dim glow, the orange-red of an autumn leaf, nothing that pierced the
white and black like aneedle through an eyebal; it was a soul that had known nothing of life beyond the
taste of the sweet milk it had sucked from its mother's breasts—noathing like the white fire of the
Nameless, or the beautiful, blazing, burning red and orange of his own.

Kill the boy, kill the Nameless, and then Cully, and—

No.

Yes, yes, it was yes, now wasthetime. Start with them, and work hisway outward, through the
city, through—

No. Let go, Khan. There's nothing here.

Nothing? How could there be nothing? There were stone statues—they were something. There
were three men, bearing weapons—that was something. There was acity filled with people, and there
was the countryside beyond, and the ships, and there were starsin the sky that needed to be—

No. We're damned, you and me, and that's as it should be. But we'll not worsen it. Not now.
Not ever, | hope. But not now.

Y es; there must come atime; on that they were in accord. Let that time be now.

Yes.

But somehow, for just amoment, the Gray-Khan hesitated. Not even for aquickened but too-dow
heartbesat, perhaps, but long enough.

* * %

"No!" Gray shouted, and he flung the sword away from him as though it had burned his hand.

And then hewas just Gray again, standing in the darkness whose warm colors had returned, with
the Khan lying lifdess, for the moment, on the hard stones before him.

His heart pounded fast and hard in his chest, and hislungs burned as he tried to get enough air, but
couldn't. His knees threatened to buckle benesth him.

No; helocked them into place.No.

Nothing but hisown will would ever bring him to hisknees again.

They were amiling at him. Cully didn't seem to notice thetrickle of blood that ran down through his
thinning hair and onto his cheek.

Bear reached out ahand. "Gray—"

"Bedill, Bear," Cully said, catching Bear'sdeeve. "He'sback, but . . ."

Nothing but his own will would ever bring him to his knees, he swore. He had sworn that before,
and hewould again.

So it was by hisown will that Joshua Grayling knelt, the cobblestones cold and hard benegth his
knees, and bowed his head, clasping his trembling hands together before him.

"Forgive me, Father, for | have sinned,” Gray said. "I dmost—I would have killed you, Father, dl
of you. | would have. | dmost .. . ."

He wept and wept, his chest heaving, his body shaking. He wept as though he was a child who had
been beaten too much, and could stand no more.

Bear shook his head and sighed.

Gray was deeping, findly, the Khan, now scabbarded, lying on the bed beside him, its hilt scant
inches from Gray'sright hand.

Gray was shivering in hisdeep, adthough it wasn't cold in the room, so Bear pulled the blankets up



around Gray's neck, moving as dowly and gently as he could, so as not to wake him.

Bear considered, for amoment, removing the Khan, despite how improper that would be. You
samply didn't ever so much aslay afinger on another knight's wegpons or armor without permisson—and
aRed Sword? That wasn't just hideoudy impolite, but dangerous.

But if Gray touched itinhisdeep. ..

That would be bad. Bear didn't have to take it from the room; the guards outside would see. He
could just lay it on the floor beside the bed.

No. That would bewrong, and it would tell Gray that Bear didn't trust him.

He straightened himsdlf and walked to the door, closing it gently behind him, then turned to the two
marineswho had been set on guard, at Cully'sinsstence. "'If he wakes, send for me—don't goin. Don't
let anybody in."

"Aye, aye, dr," the senior private said. "And if he wantsto go out?"

It was only because he was so shocked that he didn't dap the man across hisface. "Then cometo
adgtiff brace, Private, and you hold the door for him while you ask if there's anything you can do to be of
assstance," he said, regretting the anger. It was just ignorance, not disrespect.

But he couldn't help adding, "Suicideisamorta sin, Private. If you were so foolish asto lay an
unwanted hand on Sir Joshua, Red Sword or no Red Sword, you'd not have time to repent of it."

The younger one, who couldn't have been al that much older than Niko, looked as though he was
going to say something, but desisted at aquick glance from the older. It wouldn't do any harm to bide a
moment longer, and for afact, Bear was not eager to go back down the hall to the others, reconvened in
Langahan's office over abottle of wine—and a pipe for Sigerson.

And, besides, while he had not been as harsh with the private as he had been tempted, he had been
harsh, and while it had been only necessary and proper, Bear neverthelessregretted it.

"Go ahead," he said, gently. "It's always best to ask questions, | think, even if you may not get a
good answer."

"No, gr, I just..."

"You just don't know your place, Platt,” the other private said. "I'm sorry, Sr.”

Bear amiled. "Not knowing one's place seems to be a common enough ailment, Private, but it's
rarely afatal one, at least around me. Go ahead, Platt—out with it, please.”

"Well, sr, | wasjust wondering—word around the docksisthat Sir Joshua actudly drew his
sword tonight. The liveone, ar.”

"Therumors aretrue. Therewas aminor disturbancein the Plazaof Heroes. Sir
Joshua. . . responded, but it wasn't necessary for him to actually use the Khan."

That was true enough, but it was only part of the story. It left out how Gray had had no real reason
to draw the Khan in thefirst place—some farmers, heading home late from a market day, were hardly
any sort of threat that caled for the display of naked mundane stedl, much less so much more than that.

And it left out how Bear and the Nameless had been prepared to at least try to do what was
necessary, and Bear's uncertainty that they would have been able to stop Gray, even though he thought
that duty would have moved him to try to do what was necessary.

No, it was only part. But the part would haveto do, at least for now. There was something in Bear
that reected the notion that a knight should seem to be aboveit dl: untouchable, even inhuman. For his
own part, Bear tried to strike a ba ance between the necessity of maintaining the dignity and the authority
of the Order with his own sensethat dl were equaly sinners before God and in some sense, therefore
equal, despite the natura differences of race and class, though he was never sure that he struck quite the
right balance.

But Gray was different; the cross he bore through life was heavier. Gray thought that he was
required to embody the Order in himsdlf, openly and aways, and asign of weakness before outsiders
would not just embarrass him—although it would—but it would make Gray fed that he had failed in his



duty.

Bear would have had him otherwise in many ways.

Stll, hewould not sharetheimage, burned into hisbrain, of Gray kneding in the plaza, begging and
pleading for forgivenessfor another's Sns. Bear hoped that that was mainly because doing so would
have embarrassed Gray, rather than the Order, but it was certainly much of both.

It was hard going through life thinking that you were damned, and perhaps Gray was. That wasin
God's hands, where it would haveto stay. There was only alittle that Bear could do about the matter,
but. ..

Later. Gray was not the only knight who could do his duty, and right now, Bear's duty called for
him to join the others. "Good night, Privates," he said, and waked down the hall.

All eyeswere on him as he entered the room: Cully, Sigerson, and the boy. The night had been
warm, but perhaps the stones of the residence held more cold than was usuad; Bear found himsdlf
squetting in front of the fireplace, rubbing his hands together in the hest.

"| did that, too." Cully nodded, and seemed to relax. " Seemsto be more of achill in the air than,
well, thechill intheair."

Bear had to nod.

"Well, he'sdeeping peacefully,” Cully said.

"y es"

"Oh, go ahead, Sir Niko; don't fidget about. Just come out and ask mewhy | know that Gray's
desping peacefully.” Cully grinned.

"l ..." Agan, the boy's hand fell to the hilt of the sword that lay across hislap, in areflex that Bear
had seen—and done—far more times than he cared to count. "Very well, Sir Cully—how do you
know?'

"Mr. Sigerson?" Cully raised an eyebrow. "Y ou don't seem curious—are you uninterested?’

Sigerson leaned back in his chair and puffed on his pipe. "I'm interested, certainly enough, but |
think itsobvious—Sir David's expression suggests that he's not overly concerned, and more than that:
he's here, in fact, joining us rather than summoning you."

"I'd hardly leave him if | was needed,” Bear said.

"Well, yes—I bdieve, infact, that was my point." Sigerson leaned back in hischair, hisfeet ill
propped up on the low table, careless of what minor damage hisdippersweredoing toit. Hewasina
robe, yes—but not wizard's robes, just an utterly conventiona striped cotton night-robe over his
deeping shirt, the only unusua thing about it the haf-dozen pockets scattered, seemingly randomly,
acrossthe breast and skirt. He drew asmall meta tool from one of the pockets, and manipulated the
contents of his pipe, ahomey gesture that reminded Bear of how Father used to do much the samething,
asthefamily would st in front of the roaring hearth on acold night.

"l wish I'd been there to seeit,” Sigerson said. "Heard much about what happens when aknight
takesalive sword in hand, but, of course, I've never seenit.”

Bear found himsdlf irritated, but Cully just smiled. "Well, you may have the opportunity to learn
better of such eagerness. | do hope you surviveit."

"Asof course, do|." Sigerson stretched and yawned. "And with that hope, | think I'll bid you dl a
good night; | expect that tomorrow will be abusy day, and I'm curiousto seejust how."

"Good night, Mr. Sigerson,” Cully said, and waited slently until the door had closed behind him.

Hetouched afinger gingerly to hisforehead, then gave Bear aquestioning look. "Isit just that I'm
dowing down with old age, or is Gray even faster than | remember him being?'

"He'sfaster." Bear lowered himsdf into achair. "Much fagter, | think, Father." He shook his head.
"Not quite as much so as Big John with the Goatboy in hand, perhaps, but closeto it. More than the
Nameess and me, of acertainty—the Nameless doesn't ssem to do that at al, at least not for me.”

"Didn't doit for Sir Edward, either.” Cully shrugged. "I'd say it had something to do with the



Khan's redness—just like it iswith the Sandovad's—but then there's the matter of Big John and the
Goatboy, athough | can't think of any other Whites that confer that attribute. Jenn certainly doesn't.
Didnt."

Niko spoke up—without asking permission, even with alook. "Does that mean you couldn't
have. . . stopped him?"'

Unfortunate that he had shown such impudence a the same time he was showing self-confidence.
"Thatisnot a proper question. Gray is—"

"—human, and therefore imperfect, and he's carrying the Khan, David,” Cully said. "That'san
entirely proper question to be asked, privately, among Knights of the Order. I'd like to hear your answer
—andhis, for that matter. Y ou may take amoment to think it over, if you like. It's perhaps not
unimportant.”

Bear had dready taken the Namelesss hilt in hand, of course, and that had immediately
extinguished hisanger at Niko. He was, after dl, just aboy, and it was better for as humble and
reserved aboy as Niko was to come out of his shell than to cower init, peering out like afrightened
turtle

It'samatter of balance, the Nameless whispered, amused, and moderation. Moderation isavirtue,
when it istaken in moderation.

"l don't know, Niko," Bear said. "It's said that the White drives out the Dark, and that'struein
generd, inthelong run. All the Name essknowsiswhat will be, will be, and I'm certainly no wiser than
heis"

"But with that speed—"

"Speed isn't everything. The Namelessand | don't have the Khan's speed, or hisfury, but . . . the
Namelessis not just adecent man imprisoned in asword; he's something more.

"Who would win? 1 don't know. Theraceis not dwayswon by the swiftest, the battle not aways
by the strongest; prosperity does not always belong to those who are the wisest, wealth does not dways
bel ong to those who are the most discerning, nor does success aways come to those with the most
knowledge, for time and chance may overcomethemadl.'"

Niko looked puzzled.

"Y ou don't recognize Ecclesiastes?’

"My—my grandfather read to us from the One—from the Bible, but | don't remember that part.”

Bear gave Cully as stern alook as he could manage. "Y ou said you weretraining him."

"Yes, | said s0, and | am—and I've had to set my priorities. For right now, him learning to walk
and talk and carry himsdlf like aknight is more important than anything else. I've had scant enough time
for that, and no time at dl for Bible study, Bear, and—"

"Father, if youll excuse me, thereisawaystimefor such.”

"Fing" Cully said, with more than usua heet. "Y ou tell me—should we engagein alittle planning,
right now, or spend the shank of the evening delving into the mysteries of Ecclesates?| wouldn't have
any objection to some of the latter, if weld decided on the former. Which we would have—if Gray
hadn't interrupted our discussion with hislittlefit."

Bear sarted to object, but Cully silenced him with aquick, chopping motion in theair.

"Yes, it was afit—there was no need for it, and Gray above all should know that younever draw a
live sword without need. That boy—he's ways been that way, keeping himsdlf under control for days,
weeks, months on end, and then he letsit drop, for just amoment. Bad enough for any man, worsefor a
knight, and much worse for aKnight of the Red Sword." Cully shook his head. "He never should have
been given aRed Sword, David—he's not nearly as strong as everybody thinks heis, and I've known
him longer and better than any man dive, you included.”

"Y ou've not known him aday of hislifefor the past ten years, until very recently, Father,” Bear
sad, wondering to himself why was saying any such thing. Just because something was true doesn't
mean that it needed to be said here and now, or ever.



Cully wason hisfeet. "Yes, yes, I've abandoned you al," he whispered, visbly straining with the
effort of kegping hisvoice low. "I'm just amiserable old man, undeserving of any of the honors ever
placed upon my head or belted about my waist.”

"Father—"

"But I'mright about this, Bear, and you know | am, and while I've dwaysloved you for your
loydlty, boy, as much asfor your gentleness, thereisatime and aplacefor everything, and . . ." He
threw up hishands. "And thisis hardly the time or the place for an old man to be preaching to you or
ranting & you, evenif youd ligten."

Thiswas, after dl, Father Cully; Bear didn't need the Namelesss help to answer him gently.

"Always, Father," he said, "dways | will hear you out, just as I'll dwayswant your blessng. You're
quite right, though, thisis not the time or the place for such discussions, and | humbly beg your pardon
for suggesting otherwise. Y ou have someideas?’

"Sinceyou asked, yes." Cully regained control of himsdlf seemingly without effort. Had his outburst
been ashow, alesson?"Take alook at this chart,” he said, beckoning Bear over to the desk. "Niko's
idand ishere" he said, indicating a spot on the map, "and, if | read Mr. Rafferty's report right, they first
spotted the pirate right about here, aimost due east. Y es, and if you drew the line straight, it would lead
through Seeproosh, and to al-Qabilyah, and probably beyond.”

"Y ou think the source is Seeproosh? And they smply load these swordsin ships and ship them
ead?'

"No, of course not—and keep your voice down. Not that I'm saying it couldn't be Seegproosh,
mind you, athough why they'd come al the way to Pironesiato grab a baby girl when they could raid for
such much closer is something that doesn't make much sense. No. | am saying, though, that it certainly
appearsthat the origin is somewhere to the east, and that while we know we don't know where that is,
They—whoever They are—might suspect otherwise. They might worry about what we know, what we
suspect. What 1I'm suggesting is that we set out, to the east, as soon as possible, making it clear to
everybody in the port that we have a definite plan, a definite destination, and intend to proceed
somewhat indirectly toward it, for our own reasons.” His mouth quirked. "Although, of course, we need
to makeit clear without making it clear, if you catch my meaning.”

"And then hope somebody triesto stop us." Bear shook his head. It didn't seem likely, but—

But possible. It was possible. The one thing you could be sure of about anybody involved in such a
filthy busnesswas that they would livein fear of being discovered. Perhaps they could be panicked into
doing something overt, something—

And, besides, Bear had no better idea

"And what do you need from me?'

"A few hoursago, I'd have said | need you to talk to Gray, and try to persuade him. Helll listen to
you." Cully grinned. "And, just maybe, heéd listen to that damned Khan, who would never st ill for a
moment, not when there was a chance of murder and mayhem." He shrugged. "Asfor now, | need for
you to decide.”

"Father—"

"It's not much of aplan, but perhaps by the time the others show up, well have discovered
something of use? Possbly?

"Or would you rather we just Sit in these admittedly comfortable surroundings and wait? We could
spend the time in Bible study, which | know would please you. Go ahead, take your time and think onit,
but don't take too long. If we delay in port much longer than overnight, just long enough for you to
resupply your shipsand give aquick leave to your crews, there's no point in doing anything but just
gtting here"

That was true enough. If Cully had been waiting for them, with some destination in mind, why
would hewait any longer than that?

"Gray should decidethat,” hefinaly said.



"Gray isdl-in; what he needs now isrest. And besides,” Cully added before Bear could decide
whether or not to point it out, "he might not be so flexible, but if you've signded for recall, and ordered
thisragtag fleet of oursto sal a first light, he may not likeit, but hewon' try to sop it. Thetrick with
Joshuaisto present him with afait accompli — that's ‘athing accomplished,’ Niko—Ilet him complain
about it, then force him to make it work." Cully nodded, as though he was trying to persuade himself.

"Isthat why you put guards on his door?"

Cully gave him adisgusted look. "I put guards on his door because it seemsto meto be safeto
assume that whoever isbehind dl this has noted that | waswaiting in Pironesiafor him, and sure enough,
he'swell worth waiting for, as he demonstrated tonight.

"Word has gone out in the city about the Khan being brandished tonight, and will soon be echoing
across the countryside. Not atogether abad thing, athough it could easily have turned out worse than
merely badly. No," he said, forestalling Bear's question, "I don't have any reason to distrust anybody in
the Governor's mansion, not in particular. But | don't have any reason to trust each and every one of
them, either.” He gestured at the food remaining on the tray. "Which iswhy, when he wakes, he egts
from that—and if you see me peering into corners and think me mad, you may be right, but it's not
without reason that I've been driven s0." Cully folded his hands over hischest. "So, Sir David, decide:
stay? Do we go, on your say-s0? Do you wake Gray, or wait until he wakes himsalf?'

"Wego," Bear said immediately, thinking how unlike himsdlf it wasto take mattersinto hisown
hands, when Gray wasjust down the hdl. "Well sall at first light. Get what deep you can, the both of
you." Herose. "I'd best go notify the sailor at the gate; I'm sure Captain Johansen will be glad of six
hours notice instead of his promised two."

Cully gtretched broadly. "That sounds sensible. I'll be glad of some deep mysdlf,” he said, rubbing
at hiseyes. Helooked around. "1 think | saw a bottle somewhere—adrink would go down well. Bear?'

"Thank you, no," hesaid. "I recall what happened the last time | accepted adrink from you,
Father."

Cully grinned. "Well, it did help you deep. Would you take my word thet this bottle contains only
Mr. Langahan's presumably excellent whiskey?"

"I would, of course, but | think I'll take a short walk instead. That will probably help me deep more
than whiskey would."

That wastrue, but it was incomplete. There was something he should do, and no need to discussiit
evenwith Cully.

But Cully just nodded, and Bear gathered up his swords and |ft the room.

He walked down the hall—past the marineswho were till stiffly on duty—and walked down the
broad, curving stepsto the front arch, and then down the walk to the gate, gravel crunching beneath his
boots.

Unsurprisingly, Johansen had been as good as hisword—a sailor, his red-and-gold brassard
proclaiming that he was on aone-duty ashore, and not to be bothered by the Watch, waswaiting for
him, standing rigidly at attention just beyond the gate. He had, no doulbt, been leaning againgt the bole of
one of the two ancient oaks that stood like apair of ancient watchmen just beyond the gate, but Bear
wouldn't have corrected him. He was there; that was enough.

"Sr David?'

"Wesall a fird light," he said. "Please have the commodore inform the other two ships, and Mr.
Abdullah ontheMarienios , aswell. It'samatter of some urgency.”

"Aye, aye, Sr. Sall a first light; Captain to pass the word to bothWinfrew andCooperman , and to
Abdullah on theMarienios . On my way, sir."

The sailor brokeinto arun that quickly carried him down the street and out of Bear's sight, only the
echoes of hisfootsteps|eft behind.

He should, of course, have gotten some deep himsdlf. And hewould try, of course, dthough there
wasn't much point; he could deep better with the rocking of the ship cradling him like ababy, and once



they were on their way, held get as much deep as he could, while he could.

But there was another matter to attend to, first. It had been too long, and held not had a private
moment in an gppropriate place.

Bear quickened his steps as he walked down the street, turned down another one, a steeper street
that led down toward the shore.

The city was quiet at night, although it didn't have the fed of aLondinium sireet, where decent
people shuttered their windows and barred their doors, where only those with the most urgent of
reasons came out at night at dl, rushing through the darkness from lamppost to lamppost, asthough the
wan overhead glow could somehow protect them.

Here, it just felt quiet. Oh, if helistened carefully, the sounds of raucous laughter and drunken
snging carried across the water, but he didn't listen carefully, as that made him feel strangely londly, and
that was an unaccustomed and uncomfortable emotion, so he quickened his pace.

At aseven-note blast on adistant whistle, Bear dlowed himsdlf asmile; Captain Johansen
gppeared to be aman of hisword in this, aswell.

Whistles were piping Recall All Hands docks de before Bear found what he had been looking for,
athough it didn't take long, and he hadn't expected it to.

But he did want to finish quickly. Not for the sake of deep. If he took too long, questions might be
asked that he would not wish to answer honestly, and therefore wouldn't answer at dll.

He hadn't been here before, but he had marked the location in his mind. Just afew short weeks
ago, when they had sailed into the port, Bear and had taken note of the red-date-topped cupola,
adorned with nothing more than asmple stone cross.

The church had been built by the Romans, he decided, and whatever €lse you could say of the
Romans, they built well, and while from the look of it the chapterhouse had been added sometime | ater,
the builders had the good sense or good taste—or both—to duplicate the style as best they could.

Not nearly as ornate as what he had grown up with, granted. Bear dways thought that the intricate
windows of glass, metal and stone that flowered into arainbow of colorsin the sun were somehow acall
to prayer and contemplation themselves, just asthe vaulted ceilings high above were areminder of the
presence of Heaven.

But thiswas much plainer, and there was virtue in that, too; that it was different didn't make it
wrong. There was something very pleasant about the way that the two smooth columns of the entry,
adorned only at floor and celling, gracefully supported atriple archway, and as he climbed the few steps
he noted with approva that they had been freshly swept.

Both of the massive oaken doors stood open, as though the very presence of the stone cross
beyond them could and would frighten away thieves. As might be so—the earthquake, twenty years
ago, that had shaken most of the city to the ground had spared the church. It was possible that thieves
would be deterred, aswell, although Bear would have been more reassured by somebody watching; it
was impious, he had always thought, to depend on God to do what man should do for himself.

Bear walked insde, and, as dways, felt both peace and dread descend upon him, as was proper.
While God was everywhere, it was right and proper that one should be reminded of both Hislove and
His sternness when one entered His house,

No candles were burning on the atar, athough lanterns set into the walls of the nave cast a
flickering light; the nave was not alowed to go dark.

Feding alittle like athief himself, hewaked past the dtar into the apse. Perhaps he could find what
he was looking for by himsdlf, although there should be some—

"Excuse me?' Thefluid Hdlenic voice held atrace of fear, and Bear forced himsdf to turn dowly
for fear of adding to the fright.

It wasjust the priest—or one of them, probably the most junior, given the hour—and he doubted
that the vicar or prelate would have appreciated one of their juniors taking up his crook of office more as
awesgpon than anything ese.



But the priest lowered the stick, hiseyeswide. "Who—are you? Areyou redly—"

"I'm sorry to disturb your deep, Father ... 7"

"Brother." The Pironesian vishly relaxed. The sight of an Order Knight's distinctive garments
sometimes had that effect, though often it was the opposite one. "Brother Michadl. I'm of the Anglian
brotherhood; we wear the same caftan asthe priests, and—"

"I'm David Shanley, Brother Michadl, and I'm more than vagudy familiar with the rule of the
Anglians. I'm sorry to have woken you, and sorrier to have alarmed you.”

Whether he was impressed by being in the presence of aKnight of the Order, or just relieved that
the man who had entered the church in the middle of the night was not athief, Brother Michagl's smile
was warming, nonetheless.

Bear dug into his pouch for acoin, and pulled it out. "1 need acandle, please, Brother." He placed
the coin in the monk's palm, and Brother Michad's fingers closed around it immediately.

"Y es, Father David, of course—I'll bring you our largest; it's back in the—"

"No, please. Whatever thiswould normally buy.”

The monk looked down into his hand, and his eyes widened. "But that's asilver crown—I don't
think we have anything big enough—"

"Anything. Please. A candle. Just acandle.” It was hard to talk. "Any candle.”

"Y es, Father, of course, of course.”

With the unreliable, occasiond Pironesian economy of motion, afoot-long candle, thick around as
astrong man's arm, was quickly produced, and brought to the adtar, where wax drippingstold of
hundreds and thousands that had been placed before, testimony to wishes, if not dwaysto piety.

"Will thisdo? 1 know we have some larger, but they're in the curates office, | think. I could get the
key—there's a huge one, took three days to pour—"

"Thisoneissplendid,” Bear said.

The candle was quickly set into the votary dtar, and even more quickly the monk produced a
taper, lit it from one of the lanterns, and presented it to him.

"Thank you, Brother Michad."

Hedidn't have to ask for privacy; the monk quickly disappeared behind the dtar before the taper
had burned much at all. Beer lit the candle, blew out the taper, and kndlt before the dtar.

Hedidn't bow hishead right awvay. The Nameless was unusually silent, and that bothered him. He
usually said something at these times. Nothing inappropriate, not redly, except in the sense that the
Namelesss gentle humor usudly had atrace of self-mockery init.

No comment? he asked. Nothing about how I've often said that God does not need to be nagged?

| don't know, David. I've never claimed to know much or little about the divine.

Y ou've mocked me before.

Oh, never. I've mocked mysdlf, certainly, and perhaps some others, from timeto time. | don't recall
that 1've mocked you, and I've certainly heard of worse pretentiousness than yours. I've heard tell that
there are stories told of asupposedly holy man who swore that he would not enter heaven until all
humanity could go before him, the Namdess said.

I'm not that holy.

Or that pretentious? Bear didn't answer, and the Namelesswent on, Well, they arejust stories. |
wouldn't believe them, mysdf, werel you.

| believe them, about that man.

And | would do nothing to try to shake your faith, David. I've little hunger for the futile. But
your candleis burning, and the night gets no younger, eh?

True enough.

David Shanley bowed his head, and once again, as he had so many times before, more begged
than prayed that God spare the soul of Joshua Grayling, if He could, in Hisinfinite mercy, seefit to do so.



Andif not. ..

If not . . . there was an alternative.

And it wasfar more Bear's demand than his prayer that, if God would not spare Gray, He would
send Sir David Shanley, sworn and sealed Knight, Brother, and Priest of the Order of Crown, Shield,
and Dragon, to burn alongside hisbrother in Hell.

Somebody had to watch out for Gray, after all.

Interlude 5: The Saracen

| once used the old expression "you don't use adedgehammer to kill ahousefly™ to
the Khan. Of course, then | had to explain why one would want to kill ahousefly, and
while the Khan didn't seem to understand that, he said that he thought that if it was so
very important to do so, a dedgehammer was a perfectly appropriate tool for the task.
Most don't think the Khan has a sense of humor.
| am one of those most.

—Gray

The English were strange.

Everybody knew that, of course, but these knights were strange even for the English; on that
Stavros Andropolounikos and Nissm a-Furat could essily if privately agree.

The gossip among the hired-ons aboard theMarienios had it that the knights had spurned the
luxurious captain's quarters aboard theWelled ey for what was available on theMarienios . Stavros
wasn't sure he believed that; English commanders had great power aboard their own vessals, even when
there was nobility aboard, and perhaps the captain had smply told them to travel aboard theMarienios,,
rather than having them underfoot on the Navy vessdls.

Which, of course, would have meant that Salim Abdullah should have been expelled from of his
captain's quarters at the stern, and probably Matir Abdullah from his, aswell.

Instead, the four knights had taken up residence in a compartment in the now-empty forward cargo
hold, having had a couple of the marines stringing up deeping hammocks rather than asking the ship's
carpenter and mate to build them proper beds—something that the carpenter and mate could have done
both easily and quickly.

That neglect didn't bother the carpenter, adiminutive Thessal onikan named Spiros, who would
certainly have cooperated, but would probably have considered such athing beneath him and smply
assigned the task to the carpenter's mate.

It most certainly didn't bother the carpenter's mate, the mate being Stavros, and the mate having
more than enough work to do asit was.

Nissm d-Furat fdt differently. Nissm would have very much liked to have had the opportunity
forced on him to spend some time with the knights. The English were an indiscreet race, and some
interesting things might drop from their lips. And, had he been put to work in their quarters, it wasn't
impossiblethat he could find afew private moments to go through their things—athough that would have
to be carefully done, if it wereto be done at all.

But, das, the Fates and the knights had made things otherwise.

Stll, on aboat the size of theMarienios , you couldn't get far away from anybody, athough it felt
like you could, when you had a deck between you, so he had expected that he would have sometimeto
observe them.

But most of their time seemingly was spent on deck, while amost al of Stavrosswas below, under
about the most disgusting conditions possible.



Maintaining a ship was a constant race between repair and decay, and the Abdullahs, merchants
all, were getting every hour of work for every copper they—or, morelikely, their English employers—
paid out. The aft hold looked and very much smelled like it had not been cleaned out in years, and the
two-layered decking had to be replaced; there was only so much that wood could do.

The tearing-out had only taken aday, with al hands that could be pressed into service—al of the
hired-on ones, save for the cook and his mate—and both Spiros and Stavros had been surprised to
discover that the rot hadn't actually gotten to the knees.

That would have made things easier, he supposed, asthere would be little point in replacing the
deck over therot.

Samir Abdullah, after a careful ingpection—accompanied by both Sir Cully, and the young
Pironesian knight, who apparently had never seen the actua insdes of ship before—had pronounced the
kneesfit, and the real work begun, with Spiros up in the fresh air the most of the time, working with
plane, froe, saw, and chisd, and Stavros spending his days up to hiskneesin the stinking bilge water,
Seiting the diagonals and joists for the underdeck, and only then moving on to fitting the underdeck,
plank by plank.

The only time that Spiros deigned to join him, it seemed, was to check the underside of the
underdeck. When he got tired of working, Spiros would have Stavros stop hiswork to improvisea
cofferdam of unset planks and waxed sailcloth, then have Stavros take a pail of fresh seawater and pour
it over the partialy completed deck while Spiros went into the bilge with alantern, only emerging to
point out spots where the underdeck leaked—usudly at thejoints, of course—and peremptorily
ordering Stavros to recaulk those spots.

And then, usudly, while Stavros was working, Spiroswould just stand and talk.

His great theory, which he explained in far more detail and & a greater volume than Stavros cared
to hear about, wasthat a proper deck shouldn't rely on the pressure of the planks against the hull to help
the caulking maintain its sed, but on the anchoring of the deck planksto thejoists.

That theory would have sounded more reasonable, al indl, if it hadn't resulted in Stavros spending
endless hours on hiskneeswith caulking iron in hand, swinging the oak caulking hammer to drive the
heated mixture of pitch and horsehair and God-knew-what-else into every gap—

—and then having to redo the whole cursed thing every time that a plank would tear loose.

To hear that idiot Spirostdl it, it was only Stavross particularly clumsy pounding that could tear a
plank loose, and as tempted as he was to invite the carpenter to switch places and demonstrate, Stavros
kept his head down and stayed a work, saving his complaining for when he took his evening meal up on
the poop deck. It would have seemed strangeif he hadn't eaten with the others or voiced any complaint,
after dl.

Thework |€eft little time for anything €l se save for smearing fat over hisbligters, and by the end of
the day, his earswere ringing incessantly from the steady thwock-thwock-thwock of hiscaulking malet
againg theiron.

But asnight fell, hefindly climbed up the ladder, through the hatch, and onto the deck, rdishing the
taste of the fresh air, which was about the only thing he was capable of enjoying the taste of, at the
moment. Another day in the hold, the reek of the tar fighting with the stench of long-dead fish, had left
him no appetite a dl.

Not at firss—but a quick bath on the cutoff barrel mounted on the poop deck, followed by a
changeinto hisclean kirtle, thoroughly refreshed him, and he tore into his evening medl dong with dl the
other hired-ons. Say what you would about the Abdullahs—and he heard plenty, little of it
complimentary—they did feed you.

Shkelgim frowned over hisbowl. "I think that Miloswashed hiskirtle in the soup tonight.” Safer, al
indl, to blame the Abdullah in charge of the cook and cook's mate, rather than Arno, who was sitting
just afew feet away.

"I don't much carewhat | eat, long asthere's enough of it," Stavros said. Shqiperese were dways



complaining, asthey were awhiny race by nature, and since Stavros hadn't objected the last five times
that Shkelgim had whined about the food, it was histurn, more or less.

"Andropolouniki,” Shkelgim said, with aderisive sniff, "don't care what they eet, or futter, en?’

"l don't think there's anything wrong with thefood,” Arno said. "But if it'snot to your taste, | can
have aword with Milos Abdullah, and perhaps you'll be happier living off tack and water?"

Asif héld heard his name mentioned, Milos Abdullah walked up, spoon but not bow! in hand, and
dipped it in the kettle, then tasted it. He nodded, as though to himself, then thought about it for amoment
and, ignoring Arno's openly hostile glare, pulled some powder or other out of his many-pouched gpron,
stirred the pot, and tasted again, seemingly unbothered by being assigned to do awoman'swork. Or
had he volunteered? He was a pretty enough boy, at that—or, at least, he would have been if he hadn't
ingsted on trying to grow abeard that inssted on being thin and stringy, rather than manly.

With one of the owners present, the conversation lagged. Complaining was the staple of rear-deck
talk, asusud, and dso as usud, objection was much less often taken to complaints when the target of
them was absent.

Stavros just ate and drank, and let hisbody sag back against the rail's upright, and watched.

He had a private bet with himsdf that Sir Niko would find an excuseto join Milos Abdullah on the
deck, and it wasn't long before he won.

They didn't much like each other, that was certain, although Stavros didn't know what the source of
the enmity was, and he would very much haveliked to, if only because he didn't know much about these
Order Knights, other than the legends and stories, most of which he didn't believe.

But they were important personages, certainly, and the fact that there were four of them aboard
was probably important, and so obvioudly so that it would have been much morerisky to pretend alack
of interest than it was to show one.

"Good evening, Milos," Niko said.

"And agood evening to you, Sir Niko." If Milos Abdullah's tone and posture were just atouch too
formal, Niko didn't take apparent notice or manifest offense. The two boys didn't like each other very
much, and while Stavros didn't know if that was significant, it wasinteresting—likethe Hellenes said, Al
is sausage that comes to the butcher's back door.

The story wasthat on the short trip from the Abdullah'sidand to the city, Milos had first-named the
young knight, and had been quietly taken below to be beaten by two of hisuncles. Stavros wasn't sure
whether or not he believed that, but for afact there were fading bruises on Milos's broad back.

Not that such were uncommon; Stavros himself had several fresh injuriesfrom when hisfirst
attempt at setting the diagond s had collgpsed on him. Life was, Stavros often thought, little more than a
series of cuts and bruisesinterrupted by afew moments of ease and joy, only to be punctuated, finaly,
with degth.

Hmmm. . . . now, that wasinteresting—Niko didn't present the bowl in hishandsto Milosto fill; he
just dippered some stew into it himself, then tasted it.

"Doesit suit you, Sir Niko?' Milos asked.

"It'sfine, Milos." The smile could have been intended to be friendly or insulting. "But it's not for me.
One of the knights—one of theother knights seemsto like yours and Arno's cooking. Even morethan |
do. So | thought I'd get him some more; I'd thought perhapsit had too little pepper init, but it seems
very good, and I'm surethat Sir Joshuawill find it to histaste, aswell."

"I'm honored.”

Ah. So thejunior of the knights was acting as food-taster for the others? That spoke of some
suspicion, or perhaps smply ahabitua caution.

Probably the latter; if they thought there was somebody aboard who would |ook to poison four
knights of the Order, they would not be aboard, after all.

Stavros certainly would have tried to poison them, if held had any such orders. Histraining included
the preparation and use of poisons, and while he knew of nothing aboard that would be particularly



useful, he certainly could find something ashore, when they landed in Rodhos. No monkshood, of course
—he had never seen monkshood other than in illustration—as Pironesiawas too far south, but
stavesacre or hellebore wouldn't be difficult to come by, athough the trick would bein the
adminigration, even more than in the acquisition.

Hisorders, of course, had given him no such ingtructions, but it was something to think on. He
might just teke awak outside of the city when they made landfall in Rodhos, and see what he could find.
If anybody was going to search through his sea bag, they had aready had ample opportunity, and thea
sedled bottle or packet could be concedled in the bilge against possible need.

Better to be prepared than to be found wanting.

The young knight had walked away, and Milos Abdullah, unsurprisingly, didnt offer to ladle
Stavros more soup, so he helped himself, and returned to where he had been sitting.

Hmmm. . . . it did taste better with more pepper, at that.

Chapter 9:Rodhos

The nice thing about servicein HisOwn ishow smpleitis. Therulesare plain, and
graightforward, and irrdlevant of al the machinationsthat go on around the Court itsdlf,
and in Parliament, and anywhere else.

Thered problem with it isthat once you've done atour with His Own, others—even
those on the Council, who should know better—think that means you should be able to
handle less important matters than protecting His Mg esty.

They'rewrong in their mgor assumption—as His Mg esty himself has said, on more than
one occasion.
—Gray

Theinn becamevery quiet.

It had been anything but quiet before they walked indgde. The noise trailed into silence when they
did.

The chatter trailed off asthough al had gone suddenly mute, and the musiciansin the far corner
ground to aclumsy hdlt, the tamboura player giving afew tentative patsto on the drumhead, while the
gaida gave out awheezing sound that sounded halfway between awhine and the passing of wind.

Cully gave Niko areassuring smile, but then just let his own gaze sweep across the low-cellinged
room, resting for amoment on one man, and then another and yet another, dl of whom avoided his gaze.
Niko didn't blame him; he didn't much like meeting Cully's eyes, not at the moment.

The Crossroads of the World didn't seem to cater to any particular nationdity, unlike the two other
tavernsthey had dready visted that night. The Hellenes-Only—that was what the Sgn said, in Hellenic
and in the awkward letters of the trading language, aswell as severd other kinds of writing that Niko
couldn't begin to guess at—unsurprisingly, had been filled with Hellenes only; the Laughing Turk had,
equaly unsurprisingly, been host to Antayans, 1zmiri, and Balakaziri.

At leadt, that'swhat Cully said. Niko couldn't have told the difference between any of the three
nationdities, but he had no problem taking Cully'sword thathe could. Cully seemed to know everything.
He had even been right about this horse-riding thing. By the time they had |eft the Cyclades, Niko had
probably spent the better part of aweek on the backs of several hired horses, and it didn't make him
sore anymore. Much.

Hedtill didnt likeit, mind, athough it was preferable to waking into yet another room filled with



strange-looking strangers. Then again, most thingswere.

Asusud, Niko couldn't begin to guess at the nationdities of most of the men, but thelong, flowing
robes of ahaf dozen in the corner spoke of their Musselmen origin, asdid their unusualy long beards.
Hewas sure that Cully could have told him which country they were from, but had no way to guess, any
more than he could guess what they had been doing with theimmensdly fat, completely bald man with
the strange, danted-looking eyes—how did he see?—and the sallow complexion.

What they were doing wasn't necessarily disreputable, but one of the Musselmen put hishand on
another'sarm, and then al heads at the table bent toward each other, engaging in some whispered
discussion just as soon asthe music started up again, which it did only after the skinny man in the
strange-looking overlarge trousers clapped his hands and gestured urgently at them.

The proprietor scurried over, wiping his hands on a none-too-clean piece of cloth, aweak smile
pasted on hisface. "Good evening to you, Excellencies,” he said. " And welcome, welcome to the
Crossroads of the World—"

"Your name," Cully said, flatly. If hisusualy expressive face held any trace of emation, Niko
couldn't makeit out.

"Zeferino, Excdlency.” If anything, the smile became wider and wesker.

"My nameis Cully. I'm addressed as'Sir Cully,' not 'Excdlency.’ Thisis Sir Niko."

"Of course, Sir Cully. | beg your pardon.”

"It'sgranted. 'Zeferino,' you say? Do you mean to tell methat you are the only Zeferino on this
whole idand? Have you no other name?*

"No, Sr Cully—I mean yes, Sr Cully. | was christened Zeferino Marianious by the One True
Church, and am known al acrossthe idand as Zeferino Erasmus, due to my easy and gentle disposition.”

"Wine" Cully said. "Three cups. A table"

"Yes, of course, Excdlency—I mean, 'Sir Cully', of course.”

Niko felt embarrassed for the way the man aimost groveled before the knights, as he shooed three
men away from one table and ushered them to it. It took a moment for Niko to recal that he himself had
used dmost the same words in amost the same tone when he had first met Gray and Cully and Besr,
and that made him fee more embarrassed, athough he wasn't quite sure who for.

Then again, Cully had said dmost the same words to Niko that he had said to Zeferino. 1t wasn't
the words that were different; it was the way he said them, and perhaps Bear's presence then and
absence now, aswdll.

It felt like all eyeswere on the two of them, athough as Niko looked around, none seemed willing
to settle on his, with the exception of the strikingly beautiful woman who had, again, started puffing awvay
at her gaida. Her eyes seemed to lock on his, and made him even more uncomfortable than he aready
was. There was something about the combination of raven-black hair and the sea-blue of her eyesthat
made his stomach turn over, even though he avoided staring at the wisp of cloth that bound her ample
breasts, somehow more drawing his eye to them than they would had they smply been hanging free.

The tambouri player next to her gave her aglare and picked up the begt, although he quickly let his
gaze dide by Niko's, for some reason or other.

Zeferino returned with a clay bottle and three glasses—blown glass, not just the clay mugs that
everybody €l se was drinking out of. "May | pour for both of you, or—"

"Pour for three." Cully dropped a copper coin on thetable. "Sit."

Zeferino sat, and Cully's boot came down twice on Niko's.

Niko tugged gently on Cully'sdeeve. "Sir Cully, with respect, | think theword 'please ismissing
from your vocabulary thisevening,” he said, frowning, as Zeferino seated himself.

Cully started to protest, then nodded. "Y es, yes, asyou wish, Sir Niko," Cully said. "Please sit,
Zeferino Erasmus—but you're dready sitting. Then, please, remain seated, please." He gave an irritated
look at Niko. "To your hedth, Zeferino Erasmus, please.” He pushed the glass that had been in front of



Niko over to Zeferino, and gestured at him to drink.

"My pleasure, of course, Excellency—Sir Cully, that is" The innkeeper downed the wine with one
quick swalow and no sign of hesitation. "'Isthere anything ese | can be of hep with?!

"We'relooking for the town's mayor."

"Mayor?We have no mayor in Lindos, Sir Cully."

"Thetown bailiff, then. Surely theresabailiff.”

"Again, my gpologies—but no, not at the moment.” He had himself ill, asthough he expected
some outburst, then went on. "Old Andros was the bailiff, but died |ast year, and his Excellency the
Governor hasyet to gppoint another. We're an open port, Sir Cully—wevelittle need of such, dl indl.
Rodhos isthe crossroads of the world, Excellency, and Lindos the crossroads of Rodhos, and my
establishment the crossroads of Lindos.”

"Yes, | noticed theroads.”

"If you need amayor, Sir Cully | know you'l find onein Rodhos—thecity, that is—and | believe
he has severd bailiffs, aswell. We don't have—we manage to get by without such, heregbouts. It'sa
quiet town, for al that it's the crossroads of the world.”

"Which iswhy those Sebiani?* Gray jerked histhumb toward four very large men Sitting over inthe
far corner. "To help with the quiet?’

"Oh, they're old friends of mine, and large asthey are, it's worthwhile | etting them hang about, as
they tend to help settle the small sorts of disputes that one has, from timeto time." Zeferino gave asmal
shrug. "Y ou know; if you mix men of difference races, and drinks of different preferences—evenif it's
just thethick coffeethat's al that the True Be—that's dl that the cursed Musselmen drink, and, well,
every now and then—"

"Send for one.”

"A Musselman—"? Asyou wish, of course—"

"No. One of your Sebiani.”

"Why, of course, Excedlency. Filikos—that'swhat | call him, Excellency; | doubt anybody not bred
to it could pronounce what he claimsto be his name—Filikos, over here, please.”

One of the men rose and walked over, dowly.

"Sit," Cully said. Flikos sat.

Niko turned to Zeferino. "Thank you for your help, Zeferino—well not keep you any longer.”

Cully waited until Zeferino had walked afew steps away, then turned back, seen Cully'seyeson
his, and had chosen to disappear into the back room.

The music was apparently too quiet for Cully's preference, he caught the eye of the tamboura
player, made a bring-it-up gesture with his hands, and both the speed and volume picked up.

Niko didn't recognize the tune, dthough heads throughout the room were swaying and feet tapping
to the rhythm, and some of the Helleneswere singing in such low voicesthat he couldn't make out the
words.

Obedient to hisinstructions, Niko tried to avoid looking around the room, but out of the corner of
hiseye he could tdll that severd of the tables had been emptied, the men at them gpparently having
decided to seek aless stressful place for their evening's recregtion. He didn't blame them; Cully, with his
present mask, frightened him, too, and he knew—or at least thought that he knew—that it was just an
act.

Cully hed let Filikos st long enough. "Were looking for someinformation,” he said, quietly.

"l don't know much,” Filikos said. He had adeep, gravelly voice, and histhick beard didn't quite
cover an old scar on histhroat. "1 do know that | haven't had ataste of the good wineinlonger'n | care
to think about, though. Zeferino doesn't believe in pampering us."

Cully nodded, and filled the glass that Zeferino had used; Filikos Sipped at it, and smiled. It wasn't
avery pleasant smile, between the absent teeth and the battered lips. One ear was mostly missing, as



were, dso mostly, two fingers of the right hand, and adeep cut over hisleft eye hadn't quite healed. It
didn't take long experience as aknight to conclude that Zeferino's " occasiond disputes’ more than
occasionally required somebody beating on somebody else, and that while he might have been good at
it, hewasjust as capable of being injured in afight as anybody else might be.

"Y ou might think on telling mewhat exactly it isthat you're looking for, you know?'

"I've thought about that. I've dso thought thet if | did, the moment after we left, Zeferino and
everybody elsewith apair of ears might hear about it, aswell.”

"That'spossble, | guess.” Filikos sipped more wine, and shrugged. "Y ou'll never know unlessyou
try."

"If | did tell you something, it would be avery bad ideaif it got back to methat you'd bandied it
about."

"Yes, it probably would," Filikos said, gesturing a Cully's swords. "I don't think | could teke on a
man who's actudly drawn asword.” He grinned. "Then again, when we have problemsin here, me and
the rest don't wait until the swords or knives actualy come out."

"Y ou think you could take on aKnight of the Order, even awegponless one?’ Cully seemed very
interested.

"Oh, I'd probably have some trouble with the boy; he carries himself well enough. Nothing |
couldn't handle, mind you, but I'd be more worried about your marines or the bailiff over in the city
coming looking for me after than | would about the likes of you." He touched ablunt finger to his
forehead. "All respect intended, surely.”

"Surely." Cully nodded. "And if you were promised that thered be no marines, no balliff looking for
you, no sword drawn? On the word of aKnight of the Order."

"Then | wouldn't worry at dl," Filikossaid.

"Anytime, then. Anytime a dl, if you'd rather fight than talk."

"l don't mind either. | just don't know what you're looking for, and you're not telling me." Hisfist
lay on the table, the thumb pointing in the generd direction of the Musselmen. "We don't get alot of
Syriansin Lindos—they tend to do their businessin the city, and then leave. If | had to guess, I'd guess
that they and the Baak are working out some dedl for davesfrom Kizmir."

"And doing it here to keep Seeproosh out of it?' Cully nodded. "It's possible, | guess.”

"Well, when Zeferino buysthe barrels of his sorry excuse for wine, he goes upland to Dimiliaand
buysit there, rather at the port. Probably not the only man ever to skip around a go-between." He eyed
Cully levely. "1 wouldn't want you to think I'm afraid of you, though, just because | pointed them out. |
wouldn't want people to think I'm afraid of anybody, or I'd have to prove that there's reason for me not
to be more often.”

"I wouldn't want you to think that any Knight of the Order of Crown, Shield, and Dragonis
someone for aswaggering Hedllenic turd to take lightly,” Cully said, then Spped a hiswine.

"Hmmm. . . ." Filikos shrugged. "I've got a suggestion, if you're of amind for one. How about you
and | each decide that were each the most dangerous man in the room—in dl of Rodhos, and just leave
it a that?"

"If you prefer.” Cully rose, dowly, and Niko did the same. "I think we're done here."

Hedidn't say any more until they were outside.

"Well, that was probably usdess,” Cully said, Sghing. "Let's seeif the good sergeant has had any
better luck."

Niko wasimpressed with how well Cully had handled himsalf. For amoment, he had dmost
believed that the old man could have fought that huge man, and won.

He had likely persuaded Filikos that there was a chance, at least, dthough perhaps Filikos had
been more worried about Niko? Probably not, but it was a nice thought, although Niko didn't know
anything about fighting, with a sword or bare hands, that he hadn't |learned over the past weeks from



Cully, and not much of it at that.

Down at the foot of the Street, the marines had half a dozen men stting on the hard ground under
the ail lamp. Niko only recognized a couple of them from the Crossroads of the World, but he hadn't
been trying to memorize faces, after dl.

"Swept 'em up nice, Sir Cully,” Fotheringay called out. "That lot we caught coming over the back
fence—these otherstried to make it down the street.”

Fotheringay and Mr. Sigerson had each taken one man aside, and each was listening patiently to
his own man's quiet but urgent protestations. For some reason that Niko couldn't imagine, Sigerson was
taking down notesfor himsalf, while his manservant, Bigglesworth, was doing the same for Fotheringay.

Fotheringay gave Cully aquizzicd look, and Cully made a shooing-away motion with hishands.

"Onyour way, then," Fotheringay said, gruffly, and the man gave aquick look at Cully and Niko,
as though he was deciding whether to say anything, then clearly thought better of it, and took off down
the street, walking at first, then breaking into arun, thedap-dap-dap of hissanddsdiminishing ashe
vanished into the dark.

Fotheringay started to beckon to another of the men, but gestured at the marinesto keep himin
place, and walked over to Cully, drawing himsdlf up to attention.

"Nothing of interest, sir,” he said, quietly. "Wouldn't be surprised if that |ast one was adeserter, but
| wouldn't be surprised if hewasn't. If you ask me, it'd make sense to tattoo landsmen, just like they do
indents before they haul them over to New England.”

"More sensg, if anything—nbut | don't recall His Mgjesty ever asking me about that, and we're not
looking for deserters.”

"I know that, sir, God's truth | do—it'swhat weare looking for | don't know."

"Well, two waysto look at it, sergeant. One way isthat we'relooking for something that's not right.
"The wicked flee when no man pursueth: but the righteous are bold asalion.' If you find one that seems,
well, more not-right than he should be, hang on to him. Otherwise, just let him go, long with the
righteous.”

"Damn few righteous, in thislife." For whatever reason, the sergeant had . . . loosened up around
Cully, dthough not the other knights.

Then again, so had Niko.

"True enough. But if you were somehow involved in whatever thisis—whatever's behind the
swords and the darklings—and you saw the likes of the two of us show up in town, what would you
do?'

"I'd gt tight, gir, | would.”

"Y es, you would. But you know that we know damnall—and I'm hoping that somebody
hereabouts doesn't. 'Course, that means we've put every deserter, smuggler, and outlaw on the run,
except maybe for afew smart ones, with alevel enough head to stay put.” His mouth quirked into a
amile. "Rather have stayed with theWelledey , Sergeant?”

TheWelledey had been left out at sea, close enough to cut off any escape to the east from the
main port at the eastern point of theidand, at least, and far enough away that it would be invisble from
the shoreline, and would have to trust the two sail ors stationed at the harbor lighthouse to signdl that
there was a ship trying to snesk out at night.

The entry to the harbor was heavily shoded. Niko wouldn't have wanted to sail it a al with
anything of adeeper draft than the skiff, and even the locals didn't comein or out at night—not without
dire need.

"Y es, 9, when you begt the bushes, whatever'sin themisgoing to fly out, even if it's not what
you'relooking for. And you might just frighten what'sin the next bush, too, sr."

"True enough. Let's be on our way, Niko—Private Weatherdl must be getting tired of the horses
company by now, and if Sir Joshuaand Sir David have joined him, hell be even happier to seethe last
of their company for awhile. Gray tends to make people uncomfortable, as you may have noticed.” He



turned back to Fotheringay. "Just be sure you don't get bit by whatever jumps out of the bush.”
"Yes, gr." Fotheringay cameto attention, then relaxed. "Y ou do the same, Sir.”
* * %

"Well," Cully asked, "who has spotted the spy?”

Niko looked up, startled. Bear's forehead wrinkled, and Gray just scowled.

A soy?

Niko looked behind him. Below, beneath the silver of moon, the road twisted down to the dim
lights of Lindos, and while he was no more comfortable on the back of the hired pony than he had been
on Pantelleria, at least they seemed to be less than an hour's ride from Lindos, as nearly as Niko could
guess, which seemed reasonable, asthey had definitely ridden for lessthan an hour.

He didn't have to guess where they were—Cully had said that this hill was cdled the Agios
Stefanos, the Mountain of the Smith, as though that should have meant something to him, aswell as Gray
and Bear. It hadn't, but they had gone along with aslittle protest as Niko had.

To what purpose, he couldn't guess.

It was far too dow a pace to have been of any usein chasing any of the men who had been
questioned, athough it did give the three knights achance to talk.

Gray and Bear had reported asimilar haul of scared men to be questioned and released on the
other sde of town, and the silence of bosuns whistles spoke loudly of alack of anything important found
by those that they had eft behind.

The road grew ever stegper, and Niko had trouble holding on, despite the promised
sure-footedness of the horses, and the ease with which the three knights stayed in their saddles, without
any apparent effort.

"WEell, of coursethere are spieshere” Gray said. "1 think it's damnably foolish to make every
landing on the idand afree port, without so much as a squadron stationed here, and no government to
speak of, but | don't recall the Governor asking me, or you, if he should change that."

" 'Rodhosisthe crossroads of theworld,’ en?' Cully smiled.

"Damn neareverywher e isthe crossroads of theworld,” Gray said. "If you ask thelocals." He
sghed. "But they've got apoint here—I counted two Guild ships, haf a dozen Western and Eastern
Cdiphate fduccasin the harbor, and | wouldn't be at al surprised if that deek bark flying the [zmiri
pennant isreally from Seeproosh.”

"Thelzmiri arefar more victimsthan traders, these days; I'd be surprised if it wasn't." Cully shook
his head. "But no, | wasn't talking about a spy here—but on theMarienios . Or the Navy ships,
possbly.”

Gray just scowled, and Bear seemed puzzled.

"Niko?' Cully asked. "Y ou?'

Niko shrugged. "I don't . . . | don't have any idea, Sir Cully. What makes you think theresa spy on
board, and for whom?"

"Them, whoever they are. If | wasthem—whoever they are—and | knew that we were headed
their way, 1'd certainly try to put one of my own people aboard. My guess would beit's one of the
hired-on seamen. Which one, | couldn't say. | doubt that he'd be whispering to himself in dark corners of
the ship, as convenient asthat would be. But | think he'sthere—I certainly hope s0."

"Which iswhy you ingsted that the Abdullahs rent you the ship with just a skeleton of acrew?”
Bear nodded. "I should have wondered about that."

"It seemed reasonable. All isfish that comesto the net, or whatever the Hellenes say. | haven't
noticed anybody showing any . . . unusud curiosty over exactly where were going, have you, Niko?'

Niko wrestled with trying to keep hisfeet in the sirrups while he thought about it for amoment.
"Everybody seemsto be curious about where were going next.”

"But that's not unusual, under the circumstances. | haven't noticed any of the sailorstrying to engage



you in conversation about it. Have you?"

He shook hishead. They were dl treating him distantly, the way that strangers should—although it
had even spread to the Abdullahs. Milos's resentment was almost pal pable—not that Niko had
complained, or taken advantage of it. When thiswas dl over, he would have to go back to theidands,
after dl, and while hewould go back arich man, he would not wish go back to become aman whose
neighborstook aview that he thought himsdlf better than they were. "1 don't know," he said. "I'm not
fond of Milos, true—"

"Thegirl?' Gray asked.

"Kela," Bear said. "She seemed . . . very pleasant. Quite pretty.”

"Do | detect anote of lust, O saintly one?" Gray asked, but there wasa smilein hisvoice.

"I'm not saintly, Gray, though | do try. Andit'shardly sinful lust to note that agirl is pretty.” He
sobered. "It's best not to speak of it, al things considered. Do you think there's some spy for this Them
aboard?’

Gray fiddled with the hilt of the Khan, and shook his head. "The Khan doesn't think so. He thinks
that's too subtle for abunch of Westerners."

Cully laughed. "Wdll, thank him for me."

"Thank him yoursdf," Gray sad.

"Oh, what isit, Joshua? If I've offended you yet again, tell me how, and I'll consider gpologizing.”

Niko could more fed than see Gray scowl in the dark, but he didn't say anything. Other than the
quiet whisper of the wind through the brush, the only sound was the shuffling of the horses hoovesand
grunts—these ponies seemed to grunt alot, for some reason or other.

"Perhaps, Father Cully," Bear findly said, "you could tell us where we're going now?"

"I wanted to keep you dert,” Cully said. "I wasrather hoping that we'd scared up something that
would try to put astop to us." He pointed to theright. "Twenty years ago, there was afoot trail over that
way, and somebody with enough motivation could have gotten ahead of usadong it." He shook his head.
"But even these ancient ears would have heard something.”

"Inthe future, if you wish meto remain dert, Father, could | ask that you just ask me?' Bear said,
gently. "I've been listening, mind you, but I've not heard anything.”

"I have." Cully pointed athumb to their right. " Something moved in the brush back there afew
yards. Something smal—perhaps arabbit.”

"If you wanted bait for some trap, you might aswell have dragged agoat dong behind us," Gray
sad, interrupting himself to swear a his pony when it sumbled.

"l don't have agoat handy, Gray, and, somehow or other, | don't think it would be theright bait in
any case. On the other hand, four knights—"

"Hold up, please. I'm going to walk this poor excuse for ahorse—"

"Very gentle of you."

"—rather than breaking my legs underneath it when it falls on top of me," Gray finished.

"We'redmost there" Cully said, and pulled his pony to ahdt. "I think, and—yes; theré'sthe path.”

They tied the horses leads to brush by the side of the road, and followed Cully up the steep path
that led over aheavily grown saddle.

Niko let go aninvoluntary gasp. The ruins seemed to glow from an inner light, or perhapsit was
just the moonlight.

Whatever it was—whatever it had been—had been settled into the top of the hill, the huge stones
moved from who-knew-where, who-knew-how.

"Welcometo the Acropolisof Lindos," Cully said. He pointed toward where what looked like it
had been a series of perhaps twenty curved, massive steps rimmed the Side of the hill. But they weren't
the sorts of steps a person could have used; they were far too large, and too wide.

He caught himself moving to make the sign of the Trident, and stopped himself, but Cully caught the



move and just grinned. "No, Niko, there's no need to cross yourself—although they do look like steps
that one of the, err, one of the local false gods would have used, eh? It's nothing quite that grand,
athough it was grand enough, I'm sure. See that flat space below? That was, | think, the stage, and
those were the seats of the theater, | believe, where plays were performed for the pleasure of the gods—
and the local populace, perhaps, aswell, who sat there."
"False gods," Bear said, hishand dropping from the Nameless, as though it had reected the hand.
"Well, that would depend on your opinion, David,” Cully said. "Thelocasdidn't think so, and
perhaps some ill dont. I've heard tell that there's occasiona homage paid to the old gods al over the
idands, here and there."

Bear turned to him. "Niko? Could that be true?'

Niko didn't know what to say. Well, that wasn't true.

Niko-the-fisherboy knew what to say: Of course not, perhaps. Or I've never heard of such athing,
Excdlency—we dl worship the One God at the One True Church throughout the idands.

But—Dbut the three of them, Bear and Cully in particular, had treated him well, better than one of
hisgation in life had any right to expect.

He owed them at least some honesty, and he ought to pay it. A strange fedling for afisherboy to
have, although maybe he wasn't just afisherman, not anymore.

But here? Here where, so Cully said, the gods had actualy been worshiped? That idea chilled him
thoroughly, and he had to clamp his jaws together to keep his teeth from chattering, despite what had
been the only pleasant coolness of the night air.

"Niko."

Hishand fdll to Nadides hilt, and it warmed him.

Niko? Niko, I'm scared.

Me, too, Little One.

Sng to me?

"Niko, | asked you—"

"Easy, Gray. Just give him amoment.”

Later, hethought. I—I. Shhh. Just go back to deep.

I'm scared, Niko.

Shh.

It had been wrong to wake her; hisfear wasinfectious. He put hisfree hand to hisear, as Cully had
taught him, and listened to the dowing begt of his heart until he could bresthe dowly again, andin his
mind he sang her the lullabye.

Sowly, at first with protest, Nadide drifted off into her own warm darkness, thinking of her
thickfinger and, asadways, her mother.

Helet his hand drop.

All three of them werelooking at him, and he felt hisown fear return. "I'm . . . I'm sorry—I let my
hand rest wrong, and | had to—"

"Easy, boy." Gray, for once, sounded amused. "Weve al donethat.” He actualy chuckled. "Well,
at least I'm willing to bet that Nadide didn't try to persuade you that killing al three of uswasthe right
thingtodo."

"No," hesaid. "Shedidn't." But the distraction had given him amoment to gather histhoughts. Cully
knew about the worship of the Old Ones, and Niko didn't liketheideaof lying in front of Cully dmost
asmuch as hedidnt liketheideaof Cully knowing that he waslying.

Itjust didn't seemright.

"Asto what you asked me—"

"Please, Niko, hold for amoment,” Cully said, shaking his head. "Sir David, | think you owe Sir
Niko an apology. If Niko had seen such a performance on hisidand, he would have mentioned it, and



surdly would haveif they'd made sacrificesto the local gods.”

"Father, |—"

"Youimplied that Sir Niko is some sort of heretic, iswhat you did. At the very least, you implied
that he'd tolerate heresy, pagan rites, and the like. If that's not an unknightly way to treat a brother of the
Order, David, it certainly ought to be."

Gray scowled, but Bear nodded. "Y ou are, of course, entirely correct, Father." He turned to Niko,
and bowed giffly. "Sir and brother,” he said, "1 have given offense, and must gpologize.”

"Now wait one bloody moment." Gray took a step forward. "Bear—"

Bear graightened and faced him. "Yes, Gray, | must." He held up ahand. "Asfor you, sir and
brother Joshua, | must ask you to hold your peace.”

"He'sonly aknight because—"

"He'saknight, by God, because | made him one," Cully said, "with the authority you forced on me.”

"The authority you tricked me out of "

"But it's real nonetheless, and hisknighthood is, a this moment, every bit asred asisyoursand
mine," Bear said, gently, then raised ahand to forestall Gray's objection. "Y es, that can be changed, and
perhaps shal be changed, by order of the Abbot General and Council, or perhaps His Mgesty himself.
Perhaps, at some point, it should. But, right here and now, heis Sir Niko Christofolous, Knight and
Brother of the Order, and | did neither the Order nor myself any honor by implying that hewould
behave s0."

Their eyeslocked.

Niko started to say something—what, he didn't know—~but Cully gripped hisarm with unusud
strength, and shook hishead. "No," Cully whispered. "L et them be."

"Yes, let ushe" Gray looked away and sighed. "Ah, very well, Bear. You win, asusud. Haveit
your way," he said, and turned to Niko. "And you may have my apologies, too, Sir Niko," he said. "If
you'll accept them.”

"Of course hewill,” Cully said. "Now, as| was saying before | was so rudely interrupted, Gray, the
playswere acity thing, athough every bit as much aworship of their ancient false gods as sacrifices
were." He beckoned to them. "But follow me."

Heled them down the path, past the steps of the gods—the seeats of the theater, down adip inthe
path and then up to the top of alow ridge.

"Now, here, hereé's something moreinteresting,” he said, leading them single-file through anatura
path through the thick scrub. "Those blocks over there, | think are what's left of the columnsthat used to
support thetemple.”

"A templeto these fdse gods?'

"Oh, don't sound so indignant, Bear—the Inquigition did the dirty work, a hundred or more years
ago. Happened dl over theidands—the local populace, under the watchful eyes of 1he priests, tore
down dl the dtarsto theloca fase gods, just like they did to the Mussalman mosques, when they didn't
just remake them as churches, likein Pironesia

"Thet—church was—"

"Yes, of course. And it was properly purified, properly consecrated, athough why you'd be
bothered by such things escapes me. Hmmm . . . none of you would happen to have alantern in your kit,
by any chance? | thought not,” he said, digging in his pouch.

In afew minutes, he had fashioned atorch from arag and stick, and doused therag in some ol
from abottle from hiskit. For some reason, Gray ingsted on lighting it with theflint and stedl from his
own pouch.

The torch burned with aloud crackling, casting dark and ever-moving shadows from the stones.
"Thismay take awhile, and more than one—Bear? Would you mind improvisng afew more?"

"Notat dl."



While Bear sat down on one of the benches with his sticks and rags, Cully led Niko and Gray past
the stunted uprights of what had been columnstoward the dtar.

Cully held the torch over the smooth, even surface of the dtar. Niko didn't know what to expect,
but he found himsdlf relieved when the surface gleamed back, spotless and unstained. There were no
markings of any sort oniit. It wasjust arectangular dab of marble, vaguely convex. There were chips
along the edges of the surface, and the sides had been left rough and unpolished.

But it wasjust apiece of stone, just an ordinary altar, like the one that was—that had been atop
Niko'sidand. Thelocds, here, certainly worshiped the old gods, just as Niko's family did—had. But
they had been careful, too, and that was more than just aswell.

Gray's shoulders seemed to ease, too, and he let out aloud sigh. ™Y ou were beginning to frighten
me, Sir Cully. I'd half-expected that the altar would be stained with blood, or that we'd find some child's
body open to the sky."

"Don't be more of afool than you haveto, Gray."

"I'll endeavor totry,” Gray said. "But it'sdifficult at times.”

"Try harder." Cully held the torch's flame near the smooth stone surface, and leaned over asthough
he was |ooking for something, dthough Niko couldn't have said what. " The Hellenes no more engaged in
human sacrifice than the Hebrews did—the story of Abraham and Isaac aside. And if you want to
condemn human sacrifice, then consult the Khan, and ask him how he died—"

"That was different.”

"It dwaysis" Cully said. "Everything's dways different.” He rose and shook his heed, then walked
over to one of the stone benches rimming the cleared areaaround the dtar, and rubbed hishand dong it,
then stood, one hand on a hip. "Now, that isinteresting—the bench is dusty, asit should be. But the dtar
itsdlf is clean, asthough it's been recently washed—scrubbed clean, perhaps?!

"Perhaps." Gray sounded grim again, al trace of the light tonein hisvoice vanished into the dark.
"What do we do now?"

"Well, welook. It'sworth bringing back a party of marinesin the daylight, but . . ." he said, ashe
walked off, thetorch il inhand, " . . . my guessisthat the refuse pit would be nearby.”

"Refuse pit?"

"Certainly. No matter what you do with asacrifice, ther€lll be. . . spare partsleft over. If they burn
the sacrifices, therell be charred bones, and if they don't think that the old gods actually want to eat the
mesat, they have to dispose of it someway, so et uslook."

Niko relaxed; he knew what they would find, if the ritua's here were anything like they had been at
home: nothing.

Zeus and Demeter, so he had been taught, had no use for most of the mest—beyond the heart, the
seat of the soul of agoat, or abull—any more than the Good and Kindly Ones did.

Posaidon himsalf wanted only blood and viscera—nothing of even the fattest of fat tunnyfish,
nothing save the acknowledgment that the bounty of the seawas histo grant or withhold, an admisson
that any fisherman would be afool to deny.

There would be nothing to find, so it was best to get to finding that nothing, and be done withit.

Bear had finished the torches, and handed them out. Niko, like the other two, touched histo
Cully'slit one, and started to search the ground, athough he didn't know what he was supposed to be
looking for. Thelocal people surely wouldn't leave the viscera here, any more than Grandfather had.
Hides were dways useful, and separating them from the meat could be done later—and bone was useful
for hundreds of different things.

"WEell, look here," Gray said, as he planted historch in the ground. "L oose soil—I think there's
some sort of pit here”

Cully amiled. "Ah—sharp eyes. | was hoping 0." He kndlt, digging in the soft dirt with hisbare
hands. "Niko, would you mind helping me?'



There was no way to object, although Niko wished that there was, so he knelt.

Aninsect whizzed by Niko's ear, making it itch. He reached up to scratch at it, and his hand came
away wet—with blood?

Something large and dark came out of the night and struck him, knocking him over, and he Sarted
to struggle aswell as he could, but strong hands battered his own away, and he found himsdlf pressed
hard into the ground, stones sharp againgt his back.

"Easy, Niko," Bear'svoice whispered in hisear. " Stay down.”

Cully and Gray were aready gone, off somewherein the dark, having disappeared without aword.

Bear didn't wait for Niko's response before he too was gonein the dark, leaving Niko cowering
behind the dtar, avfully and terribly alone.

* * %

He had been, Gray decided, afool. A blind, clumsy fool who had lost hisfocus, just for amoment,
too eager to see what wasin front of him to pay attention to what was going on al around him, too
digtracted over hisanger at the humiliation of Bear in having to gpologize to that—to Sir Niko to focus
on the moment.

Enough ofthat .

At the sound of the bowstring, he had flung historch high into the night, in the generd direction of
where he had heard the twang, and launched himsdlf in aflat divein the other direction, onto the loose
grave surrounding the pagan dtar, rolling as he did, so that his shoulders would take most of the
damage, and got his scabbardsin hand then rolled some more, haf pulling, haf crawling until he wasjust
over the crest of the mound, the heavy scrub clawing at face, trying for his closed eyes.

Seeing could wait—it wasimportant to get off into the dark, and if a al possibleto sted afew
momentsto lose the cursed torchlight that persisted behind his eyes.

The Khan was silent; Gray wouldn't need his advice at the moment, and, besides, he didn't havea
free hand.

Hetook amoment to rest, yes, but mainly to listen. The boy was whimpering quietly in the
direction Gray had come from, but Bear and Cully had moved off quickly and quietly enough that he
didn't know where they were, just that they had been moving away from him, the three of them
reflexively spreading out into the night to wreek their own damage separately.

Gray dimly remembered feding atug of some sort, on hisleft sde, and when he reached down he
fdt aholetornin hisrobes—but the flesh undernesth was unhurt.

It had been close, and that was bad enough, but . . .

The first thing was to check on the others, and then ded with the attackers. It couldn't be many of
them—even adigracted fool like Gray wouldn't have been able to ignore more than afew. He grinned
for just amoment. Hewas angrier a himself than at the men who had just tried to kill him. That was
reasonable, perhaps, but it was strange that it seemed so reasonable.

His mouth was dry asdust, and it took him severd trieslicking hislips before he could give off a
sngle low whistle. No need to add any tongue-clicks—he had a dozen bruises and cuts on his back, and
adeep scrape adong hisleft arm, but he was, a the moment, unwounded.

Two whistles adozen or so yardsto to hisright told of Cully having continued in the same direction
he had taken off, and of having reached the other side of the mound, and it was along moment before
Bear'sown low triple whistle sounded, followed by a scrabbling through the brush to Gray's eft. Moving
quietly had never been one of Bear's strengths.

Gray wanted, as badly as he wanted anything, to draw the Khan—to shatter these murderous
idolatersinto flaming little pieces was an image so enticing that his mouth belatedly watered.

And—no.

Onedidn't draw the Khan out of anger, but of necessity, with amind purged of the fury and
emotion that could so easily go further than where calm, iron control should let it. He had been, he knew,
wrong, horribly wrong to draw the Khan in Pironesia, and that his nerves had been astaught asa



crosshow's string had been no excuse then.

If he did it now, he would do so out of cold necessity, which could be, whichwould be more than
bad enough.

Neither Cully nor Bear had said anything, beyond whistling their condition, but low voices cursing
to the north and east told of idolators who weren't well trained at al, athough they certainly had come
upon the knights quietly enough; Gray had to give them that. Idiots—if they had just had the sense and
sdf-control tofirein avolley, they would have nailed dl three—all four of them.

The temptation was to take them lightly because of that, and Gray had to restrain himself, but not
too long—the otherswould be waiting for him to take the lead.

He dung the Khan diagondly over his shoulder, and tied it in place with the strings from hisrobes.
He could till reach over his shoulder and draw it, if need be, but it would stay out of theway inthe
interim.

His scabbarded mundane sword in hisleft hand, he whistled for Bear and Cully to hold in place—
implicitly meaning "in asafe place, if possble”

Gray aready had atarget. One of their thrown torches had lit apatch of brush on fire, and one of
the attackers had started trying to put it out, his crossbow held to the side, while he stooped to throw
dirt and sand on the blaze.

A stupid thing to do, yes, but the world wasfull of stupidity, and Gray never minded taking full
advantage of it, particularly since he had contributed more than his share to the pool.

Drawing his mundane sword, Gray rose to a crouch and ran at the man, allowing a deep-throated
shout to push itsway out of histhroat.

Theidiot turned, his broad face greasy with swest in the firlight, bringing his crossbow up, but
Gray kicked it to one side with abooted foot, the bolt discharging harmlesdy into dirt. Gray took the
moment to bring his saber around, dashing down across the Hellene's face as Gray barely broke stride
in hisrun past into the darkness beyond the ragged circle of torchlight.

The man's scream was warming in the dark, but Gray didn't stop to enjoy it as he continued to run.
Something had moved in the bushes beyond him, to the left, and he broke in that direction, his sword
held out to one side, ready to dash.

Sash, rather than thrust, wasthe way of it—injureif not kill the man in front of you, then onto
another, until they were al down, and could be finished off at leisure.

A dark shape rose from the bushes dowly, far too dowly, something cradled initsarms. Gray
dashed again, thistime kicking the man'slegs out from under him, unwillingly giving him aprecious
half-second to make his peace with God before Gray cut histhroat.

It wasdl distant, but sharp, the way it usudly was, asthough he wasn't involved; Gray fdt like he
was outside himsdlf, like a puppeteer at achildren's show, pulling the strings and watching
Gray-as-toy-puppet wreaking death and destruction on other puppets, and if the screams and grunts
and particularly the smells should have made him fed otherwise, they didnt.

"How many?' he cdled out. "I've got two down."

He should have whistled—it was much more difficult, particularly for an untrained man, to make
out the exact direction of awhistle, even if he understood it to be asignal, and none of the enemy would
know what the Sgnal meant—but Gray wanted to draw them toward him, to him.

A quick series of five-then-three notesto hisright told of Bear having counted five, and having
added another one to Gray's count of the downed, but the querying three-note theme after that said that
Bear wasn't entirely sure about the number, not that Gray would have or should have relied on his count
asanything but aminimum, anyway.

The man who had been foolish enough to try to put out the fire was till screaming as he knelt on
the ground, hisfacein his hands, and Gray listened hard, trying to sort out the soundsin the brush and
adong thegrave.

There.



There were the sounds of running feet—at least two pairs of them, perhaps three—down the path
that led past the amphitheater. Two or more of the idolaters had had enough—unless the boy had taken
off, and was among them.

There were distant sounds of a scuffle from that direction, three truncated cries of agony, and afew
momentslater, the All-Clear whistle from Cully.

Wi, there would be ample time to worry about the boy later. Cully, soft-hearted Cully, wouldn't
have killed the boy for fleeing, any more than Bear would have. Gray—Gray wasn't sure what he would
have done, and it didn't matter at the moment. What was more important was the obvious question: had
Cully miscounted? Had Gray? Was one of the attackerswaiting, silently, out in the dark? If one or more
of them had been smart and self-controlled enough to go to ground—

"| think we can do without lighting more torches," Bear said, hisvoice coming from behind and to
Gray'sright, "but that'sal of them, | believe.”

Probably.

Cully wouldn't have whistled All-Clear if he hadn't been sure, Gray decided, and he got to his feet
dowly.

The man Gray had wounded was till screaming, which was just fine with Gray. If he could scream,
he could talk, and from the sounds of it, Cully had been somewhat rushed with the two he had taken
down, and this one wasthe only survivor.

Bear brushed himsdf off as he walked toward toward the dtar where the boy had been hiding.

"Y ou can come out now, Niko, everything isfine" he said, and started to say something more, but his
voice caught in histhroat.

No.

Niko rose from behind the moonlit stone dtar, Nadide held high over his head, glowing with adeep
crimson fire that dazzled the mind far more than it did the eyes.

It was the screaming that had doneit, finally.

He had heard the whistles, and at least at first the movement of bodies through the dark, although
Gray and Bear and Cully moved so quickly and quietly that Niko lost track of them amost immediately.

Something dapped againgt the other side of the altar, and for some reason he reached up and felt at
hisear.

It was only then that it started hurting; his hand came away all wet and even stickier, and it felt like
his ear was going to come off in his hands. He clapped his hand over the ear, his other arm around his
belly, trying to keep the criesingde. If he made any noise, Gray would probably kill him outright, if these
othersdidntt.

It hurt so much.

He was supposed to be able to ignore pain; afisherman'slife wasn't one for some weakling who
would cry out at every little cut and bruise that life had to offer. But his heart was pounding so loud and
hard in his chest that he was sure that everyone around him could hear theboom-boom-boom of it, and
he found himsdf unable to move from where helay, curled up on the ground against the rough, cold
stone, cradling Nadide's sheath in his arms, as though that could somehow protect him, and he could
somehow protect her.

And then the screaming started, loud, echoing from hill to hill, and even morein his head, until he
found histearing eyesjammed shut, and both of his hands on his ears, trying to keep the sound out.

But he couldn't. He didn't know who it was, but whoever it was was hurting badly, more than the
agony in Niko'sright ear, as bad asthat was. It was probably as much as Lenaand Mara had screamed
when—

Hishand fell to Nadide's hilt.

He's hurting, like that horrible one hurt me.



| know, but—

Make him stop hurting, Niko. Please.

| can't—

Yes, you can, you can, we can, | can, you can. . .

The sword did smoothly and slently from the sheath. He was never sure whether he had drawn
Nadide, or she had drawn him. There wasn't ahim or her anymore, not redlly, but something else,
something that was not merely acombination of ascared fisherboy and asoul locked in metal, but
something more, something Smpler.

His own aches became distant, even more distant than Nadide's ancient fear of the horrible man
with the more-horrible knife.

That should have frightened him, and it should have frightened her, but it didn't frighten them, as
they could not fed fright, any more than they could fed pain.

Were they beyond any pain, past any reason to fear? They didn't know; the one person that was
Niko-Nadide didn't know, but somehow it didn't matter at al.

Ruddy light coursed through their shared muscles and veins, and their tendons sang like the plucked
wires of the lavtathat Nadide's mother used to play, before the Ugly Onestook them al away, before—

But that didn't matter. Not here and now.

Wheat did matter was the man screaming in pain before them, writhing on the ground ashe held his
facein hishands, sucking inair in greet, liquid gasps, only to rlease it in screams that reminded them of
their own.

It was awrongness. Nobody should hurt like that. Worse: nobody should fear in away that they
could smdll with their joined soul far more than with Niko's nogtrilsthat flared and contracted intime
with his distant, ragged gasping.

Gray roseto block them, hisown lifeless sword naked in his hands, and Besar, gentle, loving Besr,
was running toward them, hisarms and fingers spread wide, his head moving dowly, [aborioudy from
Sdeto Sde as his mouth moved—but he was moving dowly, so dowly, that it would have been hard to
pay attention long enough to make out hiswords, and far too much trouble to try. They were just words,
after dl.

Bear wouldn't want the man to hurt, and neither did they. Gray was built of harsher Stuff, yes, but
his relentlessness couldn't rule them, not here and now, not with the screaming man's mind no longer hot
with anger nor boiling with hate, but filled to overflowing with the fear and the pain from the blazing,
agonizing darknessthat had taken his eyes, and now threatened to take hisal.

It had to stop, but even though he was moving with exquisite downess, Gray had managed to plant
himself, legs spread wide, between them and the hurt man, and that was awrongnessin and of itself.
Gray shouldn't try to stop them. Nobody should. And Gray was the one who had hurt the screaming
man.

Part of him wanted to burn Gray where he stood, but he wasn't an evil man, not redly, despite the
harshness of his manner and his core—just a scared one, and that was not only understandable, and
forgivable, but necessary. Everybody was scared, just as everyone was scarred; life etched wounds into
every soul inamyriad of ways, day by day.

Gray's soul lay open before them, battered and scarred, razor-sharp at the edges and dangerous to
the touch, but not wrong, just . . . misshapen. For her to burn that soul was entirely possible, of course—
the heet from her fire burned more than hot enough, high over his head—but that would have been a
wrongnessin itsdf.

So helowered her point, and he lowered his shoulder, and ran at Gray, swinging her out to one
sdeto avoid Gray's body, so that the point of his shoulder rather than the point of the sword caught
Gray inthe pit of his stomach, knocking the dim man to one side, out of theway, barely dowing Niko
and Nadide at dll.

Behind them, Bear was still saying something, and for just amoment, Niko turned, and looked up.



The brightness of the stars dazzled him, but the silver of moon had somehow dimmed. He had
never before noticed that the stars were not just white lightsin the sky, but had arichness of color and
tone; fiery reds, cool blues, and somehow cooler oranges spread across the sky.

But they didn't let the glorious wonder of the dome of sky dow them down, any more than they
had permitted the leaden movements of Gray, or those of Bear to do so.

They stood over the hurting, screaming man, cowering with hisface in hishands.

The part of them that was Niko lowered the part of them that was Nadide, and they touched him
with fire and ice, with warmth from the cold of hisfear just as much as with coolness from the heet of
pain, and most of all with adark and loving peace, and in the brief moments before his soul flickered into
adark fog that rose to join with its brothersin the sky, they knew that they had doneright, and it was
with asense of overwhelming peace and joy that they themsalves drifted off into a blanket of warmth
that covered them from al the pain and fear and coldness of the world.

"Shit,” Cully said.

Bear looked up from where he was atending to Cully. That exclamation wasn't very much like
Cully at al, but Bear bent back to hiswork, rather than saying anything. It was probably just the hurt,
and loss of blood. Bear didn't think he had hurt Cully, at least not any more than was necessary.

"I could wake him," Gray said, looking down at the boy's prostrate form, sprawled out on the
ground beyond the still-smouldering ashes.

Niko still held the Red Sword, but the glow had faded to the dullest of reds, barely discerniblein
the moonlight; it wouldn't have been visible in daytime, he decided, athough he didn't know what to
make of that. Every live sword was different, just as every person was.

"Dont," Cully sad.

"I could just poke him with my scabbard,” Gray said, "or astick. It might wake him up, and he
might let go." Hisvoice wastoo loud, as though he hoped that it might wake Niko.

"Yes" Cully sad, "it might. And it might Startle the both of them, and | don't want to know what
happens then, not with his—their—speed.” He gestured with hisfree hand toward the smoking remains
of where the man Gray had injured lay. "L et him be,please ."

Niko wasdlive, no question of that, and in no apparent danger, athough even in the moonlight,
Bear could till see the dow ooze of blood from the cut on hisear. But it was dow, and dowing, and
Niko's chest rose and fell dowly and regularly. If hewasn't lying so straight and till, Bear would have
thought him only adeep.

Niko wasn't the worst hurt of the three of them; Cully was. Gray had only taken afew cutsand
scrapes, and Bear had only come off alittle worse, where a headlong dide along the sharp stones had
flayed hisforearm and right leg, but Cully had taken a bolt through the fleshy part of hisleft arm.

Hand pressure had stopped the blood from flowing, and Bear had torn strips of cloth from Cully's
tunic to bind the wound closed; Cully's sash had been improvised into ading. That should hold until it
could be properly washed and rebandaged.

"Wiggleyour fingers, please," Bear sad.

"If I can't wiggle my fingers, what do you propose to do about it?"

It was areasonable objection, granted; poor old Sir Thomas had lost most of the use of both of his
arms from wounds, and little of it had ever come back, despite the attention of the best surgeons.

But it was best to know. "Please" he said.

Cully shook his head and muttered something Bear didn't want to make out under his bresth, but
he obliged, and surely enough the fingers moved, athough Cully winced with each twitch. "Areyou
sidfied?'

"Yes, Father. I'm sorry, but—"

"Oh, be dtill, Bear, and stop gpologizing at every turn. I'm just an old man, with an injury that hurts



more than such a thing would have even a dozen years ago, and that among other things putsmein less
than the best of moods; nothing to worry about, and certainly nothing that's your fault." He looked over
to wherethe boy lay. "I don't think you should touch him, Gray, not with the sword ill in hishand,” he
said. Y ou saw how fast he moved—and more than saw it, eh?"

"Yes, | did seeit.” Gray took astep toward the boy, then stopped himsalf before Bear or Cully
could say anything. "ldiots.”

"Who?'

"Us. Them. Us, for getting so involved in what we were looking at that we didn't see them coming
up from, from wherever they came from. Them, for whichever one of them panicked, and | et fly too
early. Some discipline, and they would have had us dl for the teking.”

Bear nodded. Gray was, of course, correct, and while he didn't quite say so, Bear knew that he
was blaming himsalf more than anybody e se.

"Gray," Cully asked, "how doesthe three of us being idiots make touching the boy any wiser? Just
leave him be; helll wake soon enough, | hope."

"I'll go seeto the horses" Gray said. "Don't light any moretorches." The only reason Bear wouldn't
have described his movement as somping away isthat Gray moved smoothly and quietly, asusud.

The aftermath of a battle, even as smal aone as this had been, was always much the same:
crumpled bodieslying on the cold ground in whatever pose deeth had |eft them.

None of them had yet drawn flies, but come sunrise, they would, of course.

"Gray," Cully cdled out, "I'm going to light atorch—I want to take alook at that pit."

There was no answer. He cocked his head to one side. " Quitacet consentire videtur , no?'

Bear knew that latin, and he nodded, regretfully. Gray wouldn't like t.

"Andit'sauto de to sigan homol ogountos esti sou , in Hdlenic," Cully went on, and 'slence gives
consent' in any language, eh?"

"I don't know why you're asking me, Father—you're going to do it anyway."

"Well, that's true enough.” Cully grimaced as he moved. "But | do have avery good reason for
asking you: | want you to light the torch, and do the digging.” He patted, gently, at hisdung arm. "My
part will beto just stand over you and try to look wise, en?' He gestured over to where Niko lay. "We
can keep an eyeon himwhilewe do it.”

Well, Gray hadn't actudly forbidden it—he must have heard Cully, after dl, and hadn't said anything
—and they were, al three of them, knights, and while even Gray had stopped haranguing him about his
habit of legping to Cully's every command as though he was till ashaved-headed novice, it wasa
reasonable thing to do.

What had these idol aters been trying to conced ? Did Cully know more than he was saying?

Wéll, there was one way to find out.

Bear pulled hisbattered old fire-making kit from his pouch and fumbled around on the ground for
one of the torchesthat they had made before. Wet dirt from the ground had stuck itsdlf to the oiled
cloth, and it spat and hissed as he struck flint to stedl, but it did catch, and he planted it in the ground
next to to the pit, surprised at how vulnerable and naked his back felt.

For amoment he regretted that al of their armor was aboard theWelledey , and faulted himsdlf for
that regret. A crossbow bolt could pierce armor, after al, just as King William had long ago proved at
Crecy, and while the craft of armor-making had gotten better over the years, so had bow-making.

"Wheat's bothering you?" Cully asked. "Other than the obvious, | mean.”

"Oh, I'm just being foolish, Father—I was thinking that if we had armor, 1'd not be feding so naked
at the moment. No point in worrying about that now."

"And what's so foolish about that?' Cully asked. "I haven't looked for one of their crossbows, not
yet; | think the one over by the. . . ashes was burned by Niko and Nadide, and | don't fedl like
thrashing around the bushes in the dark. We can do that when it'slight. | doubt that they're



windlass-driven; they reloaded and fired too quickly for that. Perhapsthey used abelt claw; more likely,
they finger-nocked the bolts. Men certainly grow strong enough hereabouts, but | doubt that their
hand-drawn bows will put aquarrd through good Sheffield plate, dthough it probably would through
leather.

"Still, dl inal, even a my age, under most circumstances I'd rather rely on being able to move
around than being dowed in heavy, hot armor—and hello, there. Hand me that.”

Thatwas, of course, the end of abone, exposed by Bear's digging. Bear locked his fingers around
it, and pulled. At first it ressted, but he pulled harder, and with atearing sound, it came loose.

A few rotted bits of flesh and tendon till clung to it as he pulled it from the dirt; he brushed as
much as he could off with hisdeeve.

"Damn—ow!" Cully held up hisgood hand. "Never mind—I just moved my arm. All the
excitement, and then the disappointment.”

Cully took the bonein his unwounded hand. "It's aleg bone—from a sheep. I've certainly seen
enough of those." Cully flipped it end-over-end into the night, and shook hishead. "Well, keep digging—
there may be something more interesting there, but | doubt it. My guessisthat we've just discovered just
what it appearsto be: a coven of worshipers of Apollo, or maybe Demeter or Zeus, nothing more.”

"Y ou thought it might be more than that?'

"l hoped, at leadt, it was more than that. 1t would have been deucedly convenient if we'd found the
source of these new swords here on Rodhos, and | thought that our stirring things up in Lindos would
have flushed that game. And it occurred to me that since there seemsto be. . . avery horrible kind of
sacrificeinvolved, it might well take place here.

"If it was here. Which, das, it appearsnot to be." Hesighed. "Lifeis, das, rardly arranged for the
convenience of the likes of you and me, Brother Bear. Still: dig. Perhaps well come up with something
moreinteresting, dthough | doulbt it."

Bear dug.

Niko came awake dowly, the dawn sun prying his eyes open.

Hetried to go back to deep, but the ground was hard beneath him. It was good to rest, to deep,
to wrap himsdlf in adark warm and dreamless dream, where there was no pain, no fear—nothing except
him and Nadide, deeping under the watchful gaze of Grandfather, and Father, and Mother, and Mara
and Lina, just as much as under the gentle rocking and singing of the One Who Smelled Like—of
Nadide's mother.

It was with asense of lossthat helet himsalf swim back up to the light, to find himself lying on—on
ablanket?

He reached for Nadide, and—

"Easy, boy." Cully'slined face was leaning over him. "She'sjust to your right—and safely in her
shegth, athough I'd ask that you hold off from making contact with her until your head clears.” He
tapped hisleather gloves againgt Niko's chest. "Are you able to get up by yoursaf?' Heraised his head.
"Bear? Gray? He's awake."

Cully grunted as he straightened. He had been injured, somehow or other; hisbare right arm,
wrapped with abloody cloth, was strapped against his side, and hisrobes had beentiedina
strange-looking way that tucked them under hisinjured arm, leaving it mostly exposed.

Niko stood, and for amoment the world swum about him, and he thought hewould fal over, but
the dizziness passed, and he retrieved Nadide in her scabbard, aswell as the Navy sword that had been
laid beside her.

He kept his hand from her hilt as he adjusted his clothing and put the swords away. Cully wasright;
that would befor later.

He very much didn't want to think about the night, and he certainly couldn't talk about it, not now.
Particularly not with Nadide.



They were no longer done. A group—no, asquad of very tired-looking marineswas busy digging
up the waste pit, under the supervison of an even more tired-looking Sergeant Fotheringay. While they
couldn't have been at it terribly long—how long had Niko been deeping?—the pile of dirt had grown
large enough to hide the altar beyond it.

The pinch-faced wizard, Sigerson, waked from around the dirt pile, his manservant beside him. His
gray robes were stained.

"Wd|?' Cully asked.

"Widl, no." Sigerson shook his head. "Well, if therés any magic involved, it'sbeyond me" he sad,
directing hiswordsto Cully, rather than Niko.

"Holiness? Or its opposite?”

Sigerson shrugged. "'I'm color-blind to that, | blush to admit; most wizards admit they are, and the
others, | think, lie." He produced asmall bone from somewhere. "'If theré's some necromancy involved in
these bones—these goat bones or those sheep bones—it'stoo subtle for the likes of me, and | flatter
myself to be a subtle enough man.” He tossed the bone to one side. "Still, it was worth looking into it.”

"I'm so glad you gpprove,” Gray said from behind him.

Niko started—he hadn't seen Gray walk up.

"It would be ashameto have goneto dl thistrouble" Gray went on, "if you thought it wasn't
worthwhile"

Sigerson'slips made athin line. "Apparently, I've given offense, and for that, of course, | apologize,
Sr Joshua," he said.

Heturned to Cully. "If there's nothing further you need from me, I'm of amind to return to Lindos,
and see about bathing myself—at the moment, | smdll, | think, rather too much like adead goat, and Il
confessit'snot my preference in agentleman's cologne.”

Cully'sface was pae, dmost colorless, and the dark circles under his eyes spoke of exhaustion
amost as much as did the unusua stoop of hisshoulders. "A good idea, Mr. Sigerson,” he said, quietly,
"abath, that is—I could use one myself. And thank you for your help.”

"Y ou're welcome, of course." He gave Niko abrief smile and Gray the dightest of nods before
walking off, his manservant's eyes sweeping across al three of them asthough they weren't there.

Cully shook his head, wincing at the movement. "Now that you're done antagoni zing the wizard,
Joshua, what do you think we ought to be about next?"

"l don't know why youre asking." Gray eyed him levely. "l think that's obvious. Weve got the
bodies—mostof the bodies of the men who attacked us. They can't be the only idolators around here—
we need to find out whét village they came from, and—"

"And what? And burn the village from post to thatch? And kill everyone who might be an idolater,
any child whose father or mother might be? Perhaps they came from Lindositsdlf, or severa villages—do
you want to set every house on the east coast of theidand on fire from post to thatch?' Cully asked. "I
don't see how that would be agood idea, or even possible—have you even seen any thatched roofsin
theidands? They've plenty of date, and wood, and—"

"Cully.Sop ."

"No." Cully shook hishead. "No, | think it's you who should stop—Yyou and that cursed Khan.
Please, please, stop and think, Joshua. What we have hereisjust abunch of local idolaters, that's al. It's
not that important.”

"|dolaters who tried to murder three knights of the Order? That's not important?’

"Four knights of the Order, Sir Joshua, and al who tried to kill us are dead; you have no need to
worry about some savage bragging that he managed to bag a Knight of the Order. If you want to hang
the bodies by the ankles from tree branches, with signs around their necks, you go right ahead; there's
trees and branches aplenty.

"But if you do, do it quickly, man, and bedone with it. Asto the worship of the old gods, there's



much of that al through theidands, and if His Mgesty determinesto start a Crown and Church
inquidition to wipeit out, that'sfor him to decide, and not for you to start, no matter how much your
bloodlust is upon you now and always, Joshua."

"Father, |—"

"Y ou're angry, and you'retired, and you're letting your weariness and that damned Khan rule your
thinking, iswhat you're doing. And perhaps you're alittle embarrassed, having been knocked off your
feet by aboy lessthan haf your age, with no training worth spesking of, and—"

"That wasjust the sword," Niko said, before he redlized that he was interrupting Cully. "1 mean, it
was me and the sword. I'm not blaming Nadide, Sir Cully, Sir Gray, redlly I'm not, and I'll take whatever
punishment is due to me without complaint, but I couldn't have, | wouldn't have. . ." Helet hisvoicetrall
off.

He wouldn't have what? He wouldn't have been able to knock Gray down without that? Of course
not; he had seen the three of them move through the night, fast asfish in water, and as surefooted aswild
goats.

Hewouldn't have killed the man?

It hit him then. His knees shook, and threstened to buckle benesath him; it was all he could do to
keep to hisfeet.

They had killed the screaming man, he and Nadide.

He had killed aman.

"What are you crying for, boy?' Gray asked, hisvoice utterly scornful. "'I've had worse than your
pitiful few scratches. Perhaps, since Sir Cully is avoiding doing the necessary, we should take time for a
little sparring to show you how—"

"Oh, bedill, Gray," Cully said. "Just because you and the Khan kill more willingly than I'll step on
ants doesn't mean that it'sthat way for everybody—that'swhat's bothering him."

Gray took along breeth, and let it out. "True enough,” he said. "I'm ared-handed killer carrying a
Red Sword, and nothing more than that, nothing at all—but I'm hardly the only onein theworld, and
perhaps, Father Cully, you could let me beat mysdlf for it without your hel p?”

"And theidolatersin this part of Rodhos are hardly the only onesin Pironesia, or inthe Med, or in
theworld, for that metter, en?'

"But they're here, and we're here.”

Cully didn't say anything. Hejust gave Gray along look, hishead cocked to one side.

After amoment, Gray sighed, and nodded. "Y es, Father, | know: only anidiot would be chasing
after abunch of local idolaters when theré's far more important matters to be handled, en?’

"Wdll, yes" Cully sad.

"And while 'l confess mysdlf afool in more ways than one, Father Cully, I'm not so much of afool
that I'll dday usany further; as usud, you may have things your ownway." He bowed, and turned to
Niko. "Sir Niko."

Gray waked toward where the marine sergeant was supervising the digging. " Fotheringay—qget
those bodiesinto the trees. By the ankles."

"Aye, aye dr."

"And then load them up—we're done here.”

Hewaked off.

* * %

"Well, he'scloseto the edge,” Cully said, as he shook hishead. "But in most ways, he's got agood
heart, that boy, | think."

Niko didn't say anything.

"I wouldn't mind seeing you actualymove your lazy ass, Lowrey," Fotheringay shouted. "Oncewe
finish here, we've anice little march to Rody-city, you know, and | can arrange to make it the most



god-awful miserable day marching that you've ever spent since your mother squatted behind the plow
shewas pulling to push you out."

Cully smiled, and nodded. "Fotheringay, too, | think." He patted Niko'sarm. "Y ou think | have a
strange notion of what congtitutes agood heart, don't you?'

Niko shrugged. "It'snot my placeto say."

"Perhaps not. Then again, | think you've got one, too. And with that, Sir Niko, let's be going—
we've got along day ahead.”

| nterlude 6: Promises

Itisthe business of every officer in HM Navy to keep in mind that HM Navy isnot
abusiness. Itisacalling, every bit asmuch as holy orders are, if not more so, and to
Hell with anybody who consders the comparison impious.

—Admird Sr Smon Tremane DuPuy

It wastempting, but . . .

Strangling Owldey would probably not make matters any better, DuPuy decided, athough there
was that strong temptation, and Owldey's skinny neck redly did cry out for a pair of strong handsto
wring it. No, words would have to do—and they'd have to be carefully chosen words.

DuPuy waited until Throckmorton had closed the door behind him before saying anything. Owldey
hadn't risen to get the door for Throckmorton, ether, although that was a more minor problem.

"The purpose of having you maintain my schedule,” he said, dowly, asthough he was explaining
thingsto an idiot, which seemed to be more than reasonable under the circumstances, "isto make sure
that my timeis|eft free for important things.”

"Yes, Admird," Owldey sad, ducking hishead. "Of course. Admird."

Then why did you tell Throckmorton that he could have an hour when McCaulkin sent a note that
said he needed to see me? he didn't ask.

Perhaps it was too much to expect, at this point. And more than perhaps he should have taken up
Throckmorton's or Shed's offer—or any of the half-dozen other such offers—to have their own
secretary replace his, after Scratch's . . . unfortunate accident. He had probably been overly concerned
about some residue of loyalty to their former captains. But given the way that both Throckmorton and
Sheatreated their own secretaries, that was probably an unreasonable concern.

Something to learn from, he decided.

DuPuy knew of other officerswho didn't believe in second-guessing themsalves, but while he
waan't immune from folly, at least he wasimmune from thet particular fally: if he didn't acknowledge
erors, at least to himsdlf, how the blasted hell would he ever learn to avoid them in the future?

The truth was, he missed Scratch. Not his treason—»buit his efficiency. He wondered how much of
that efficiency had come from Scratch's resolve to keep his position, so that he would be able to sdll the
Navy's secretsto his Dar paymagters, and—

Damn him. Damn him to the blackest of black hellsfor having forced DuPuy's hand too soon. But
Owldey—DuPuy couldnt think of him as Scratch—had been left waiting and swesting long enough.

"Well," hesad, dowly, carefully, asthough he was speaking to an idiot—as indeed he was,
gpparently, "let's start from first principles, shal we? Captain McCaulkin and his men take shipsthat
dont float, or don't float well enough, and he and they fix that. Do you follow me? Captain
Throckmorton shuffles around the least likely batch of beached officers, landsmen, and pox-ridden
bunch of aleged bosuns and mates that one can imagine—some of whom are expected to sail aboard
those ships. When Throckmorton has a routine appointment and McCaulkin sends a note that he says
held like to spesk to me as soon asis convenient, which do you think is most needing of my attention?



Well, speak up, man.”

Owldey cleared histhroat. "Sorry, Admird, |—"

"| don't give a sodding Spanish sou for your sorriness—I asked you aquestion, Owldey."

"Yes, gr. Captain McCaulkin's more important.”

DuPuy shook his head. "No. Every officer and every manin HisMgesty's serviceisequaly
important. A ship can sail without amaster better than it can without topmen and riggers. But Captain
McCaulkin's need, in this case, is more important than Throckmorton's. Understood?"

He didn't wait for an answer, but stalked out of the office, shaking hishead, mostly at himsdlf. It
wasn't an emergency—the excitable M cCaulkin would not have sent a messenger with an ambiguous
notein ared emergency—but whatever McCaulkin had in mind waslikely more important than giving a
mild chewing-out to Owldey.

Theonly judtification that he could offer himsdf wastheat, al indl, it wasimportant to the efficiency
of the Fleet that he have a capable secretary.

The damn fool.

While the road to the dockyard was not as straight as it should have been—he had to skirt around
the bursary, rather than having every man-jack in it legping to attention—it took him only afew minutes,
and gave him timeto calm himself. It was best to be seen asaman of short temper—you got better
service when your subordinates feared failing you as much asthey relished not only obedience, but
success—hbut that was not aided by actudly being aman of short temper, after al.

Oh, well. He couldn't do adamned thing about his temperament, but he could, by God, control his
temper, no matter how the trying made his ssomach boil, and hisfists clench themsdlves.

The bulk of theSurprise —God, he hated that name—Iloomed over the shack that M cCaulkin used
as hisoffice, and at DuPuy's approach, the rating catching aquick smoke outside the office ducked
quickly indgde.

Good. McCaulkin had been informed that the Admiral was present, and would join in amoment.

TheSurprise , unless DuPuy missed his guess, wasin somewhat better shape than he had feared.
Not that he could tell the condition of the keep or the knees from here, but the few gapsin the planking
on the hull spoke of McCaulkin having decided against having to do the sort of lengthy and expensive
reconstruction that had been all too common of |late.

Worth seeing for himsdf, at thet.

High above his head, along gangplank ran from the scaffolding that cradled the hulk onto the poop
deck, and whileit looked rickety from here, it was stable enough for apair of men to be coaxing a
heavily |oaded whedbarrow acrossit. Good enough for DuPuy.

Hesdlently cursed every step up the scaffolding, not-seeing the men who scampered up and down
it, although part of him secretly hoped that one would stop hiswork and salute him, giving him a chance
to tear the poor sod anew asshole. Any man who didn't have both of hishands full with work, relieving
him of the necessity of saluting, had damned well better find some work, and quickly, asfar as DuPuy
was concerned.

By the time he reached the top he was haf out of breath, and paused for amoment.

A pair of artificers, each carrying apair of mudin bags depending from ayoke, actualy waited to
let DuPuy proceed. He would have liked to have atiff word with them, but he didn't want them to
believe that he actudly needed the rest, dammit, so he somped across the plank and lowered himself
onto the deck of theSurprise , making hisway quickly past the waist toward the quarterdeck.

Y ou could tell alot about the progress of aship from adistance, but to get any red fed for it, there
was no good subgtitute for seeing for yourself. True for most thingsin life, and one of the manifold and
various frugrations of DuPuy being beached in practice, if not in theory.

For some reason or other, the steps up to the quarterdeck were much easier to take than those up
the scaffolding had been. Probably just that there were fewer of them; that was most likely it.



There were hints that things were going more quickly than he would have expected—the
quarterdeck's decking was fresh, which meant, of course, that the work benegath it had been done. He
hadn't looked to seeif the rudder had been unchocked, but knowing McCaulkin, the fact that the whed
had been remounted and not tied down indicated that it indeed had—and probably connected to the
whipstaff, athough that was obscured from here—so he walked over and took it in his hands.

Even in drydock, where he couldn't fool himself even alittlethat hewasredly at thewhed of a
salling ship, it felt good to have the spokesin his hand, athough he didn't try to turn it. That would have
been sllly, just playing at being a steersman, much as he was playing at having aship beneath him once
agan.

What he should have been doing was sending one of the men to tell McCaulkin that he was here,
and—

"Admird."

DuPuy snatched his hands from the whed, and turned in irritation.

Heavy boots thundered on the deck as McCaulkin ran up, dmost daintily stepping over the
cordage and other detritus littering the deck. DuPuy had tried to ignore that—it was perfectly legitimate,
he supposed, to leave equipment lying al over the deck in drydock, but it reminded him even more than
the lack of motion beneath hisfeet that the ship was, after dl, in drydock.

"Good to see you thismorning, Sr. Thank you for coming over so quickly.”

"Hrmph."

Captain Rodney McCaulkin was a stubby, fiftyish man, barrel-chested and thick-fingered, and
gray: his close-cropped hair—what there was of it—the deeply sunken eyes, and even hisskin had an
unheslthy-looking gray palor that seemed utterly invulnerable to dleviation by the sun, athough
McCaulkin certainly spent enough time out of doors.

Aswas usud inthe morning, hisfreshly shaved face was spattered with freshly clotting cuts—
DuPuy thought that aman with such unsteady hands should have grown a beard—and, as was also
usud, beit morning, noon, or night, McCaulkin's utilitieswere amess.

Not that that bothered DuPuy. If anything, the notion of the captain of Matas Repair Depot
demongtrating by example that he wasn't afraid to get his hands and uniform dirty was, DuPuy had
aways thought, agood thing, athough McCaulkin tended to take it further than DuPuy would have
recommended, al inall.

But he was atireless worker—even at this early hour, the underarms of his utilities were aready
darkened with swest, despite the mildness of the day, and hisfingernails were utterly filthy.

Heran thosefilthy fingernails through histoo-long hair. Perhgps he thought it was a salute?

"Well, Captain, I'm sure you've brought me over for some reason—what is the bad news? The
ked going? Kneesturn out to be balsawood? Masts stepped with glue?

McCaulkin smiled. "No, not bad news, Admira—surprising news, though. Given her logs, | was
expecting that we'd be dealing with deviled bolts again—one of the reasons | wanted her out of the
water, so that | could get at the kedl from the underside.”

"And... 7

McCaulkin shook his head. "Nothing of the sort, Sir. | pulled a couple—dirty work, but | wanted
to see for mysalf. Good copper—and thicker by agood quarter-inch than standard. Somebody in
Mumba seemsto have actualy done hisjob, for once."

That was suspicious, in and of itself. "And you're quite sure.”

If anything, the dready broad smile widened. "'l knew you'd be skeptical, Admiral —I was mysdif.
But one look'sworth athousand words, if | do say so—care to take alook? I've got a couple of the
bolts down in the master's cabin—been using it as an office aboard the ship.”

That wasn't unusual; McCaulkin seemed to spend most of hiswaking hours aboard whatever ship
wasin the drydock. He had probably dept aboard. Probably in that set of utilities, from the look of them.



McCaulkin could have, of course, smply sent areport over to DuPuy—along with abolt, perhaps
—ingtead of sending for him, but DuPuy didn't complain; it was good to get out of that damned fur-lined
prison for awhile, at that. Putting off getting back was aluxury, and a spot of self-indulgence, but it was
one he could afford for afew minutes, perhaps.

It might even help him keep himsdlf from strangling Owldey.

"Lead theway, Captain.”

"Aye, aye, Admird."

As DuPuy remembered it, there was a hatch at the stern end of the quarterdeck that led directly
down to the captain's cabin, just as there had been on the oldSufficient . Back then, DuPuy had logged
standing orders that the officer of the deck was to ssomp three times on the hatch if,for any reason —he
had underlined the phrase twice—there was any reason to believe that it would be better for the captain
to come on deck.

DuPuy wondered if theSurprise 'slog would show smilar orders. Worth looking &t, aslong asthey
were going to the captain's quarters—to what would be the captain's quarters; theSurprise had no
master at the moment.

For that matter, DuPuy was curiousto seeif he could squeeze his bulk through the narrow hatch.
Nothing likeland duty, with food that was far too good and far too readily available to make aman fat.

But the after part of the deck was still cordoned off, and McCaulkin led him down the ladder, to
the open deck, then through a path among the piles of rope whose destiny was to become lanyards of
the shrouds and back-stays to the open door of the captain's cabin.

"I think you'l find thisinteresting, Admird," McCaulkin said, then started in manifestly affected
surprise. "Lieutenant—I hadn't redized that you were still here.”

Lieutenant Lord Sir Alphonse Randolph, who had been sitting at the master's desk, legped to his
feet. "My agpologies, gr; | found mysdf caught up inthelogs” hesaid. "Admird."

DuPuy gave him acold nod. "Good morning, Mr. Randolph.”

"Morning, gr."

DuPuy eyed him carefully. He would tolerate M cCaulkin's doppiness of dress, for good reason,
but if Randolph had one tarnish on ajacket button . . .

But, no. Randolph'sfirgt-class uniform was impeccable, asusua. No lack of starch, and it looked
asthough he'd had his dog robber take achamois and rouge to his buttons, aswell as his medds; his
collar points were sharp enough to make DuPuy think that they might aimost be able to dice histhroat
open for him. A well turned-out officer, by thelook of him—the only thing that DuPuy had to complain
about the bastard was that he washere , dammit.

Asto why, that was clear. Randolph wanted to talk to him, and rather than going through channels
and asking for an appointment, he and McCaulkin had arranged this little charade. Perhaps Randol ph
was fool enough to think that a back-channel chat could get him off theLord Fauncher ?Well, it could,
at that—nbut not in the way that Randol ph was, perhaps, thinking, and not at the moment.

DuPuy briefly consdered dismissing Randolph; let him apply for an gppointment like anybody else.

But Randol ph had piqued DuPuy's curiousity—what was he up to?

Moreto the point of the moment: what wasin it for McCaulkin? That was something that DuPuy
could save for later—if money had exchanged hands, DuPuy would makeit his purposeto give
McCaulkin reason to regret it.

"I didn't know you were visiting the Captain, Mr. Randolph,” he said, coldly. "I would have thought
that, perhaps, theLord Fauncher is keeping you busy enough that you'd not havetimefor socid cals™

"Err, Admird, it wasn't asocid cal—Mr. Randolph had someissueswith theway | set theflying
rigging, and wished to discuss them.”

"Hmm. And you've settled those metters?”

" think I've handled his questions, yes, Admird."



Whatever you could say bad about Randolph, he wasn't stupid enough to be unprepared—if
DuPuy asked what the issues were, he and McCaulkin would, no doubt, have been able to lecture him
for hours, hoursthat he didn't have. "Wdll, let's see this non-deviled bolt, eh?"

"Yes, of course." There were three of them on the captain's desk—each more than afoot long, two
inches around, and apparently of thick copper. Two had been sawed or cut in half, and DuPuy reached
for the nearedt.

"That was one off of theLord Fauncher , Admird."

"Before the repairs were completed,” Randolph added, as though DuPuy was some sort of idiot
who couldn't have figured that out.

DuPuy nodded as he examined the bolt. It was well-enough done—somebody fairly clever had
sheathed what appeared to be decent oak in copper, al the way around, rather than just at the heads.

"On the other hand," McCaulkin said, grunting overly dramatically as he picked up another sawn
bolt, "thisisonethat | pulled out of theSurprise .

Now, that was another matter entirely. It was as heavy asit should be, and copper through and
through. DuPuy pretended to giveit a close examination, although he didn't know quite what to pretend
hewas dosdly examining—it was just solid copper, after dl. Ah: "Y ou've assayed it, of course.”

"Of course. As| wastelling you, Admird, it'sgood news, and I've pulled haf adozen more—al of
them good and solid. We could take the ship gpart, of course, but I'd wager my pension that if we
haven't found any deviled ones yet, we're not going to. | figure | can have her back in the water in
perhaps amonth, Sx weeks at the most. Faster, even, if Captain Throckmorton might find me some
more hands who can tell afroe from ahammer.”

That again. DuPuy didn't say anything for amoment. Then, "Wdll, then, makeit so—I'll havea
word with Throckmorton, athough | think helll think that your ability to get this ship back in service so
quickly suggeststhat you've aready ample hands, eh?"

"My thinking, aswdl," McCaulkin sad. "Which iswhy—"

"Y oud rather the word come down from me that that's not the case, to preempt the problem?”

Hmm. . . . that didn't sound at al like McCaulkin's sort of thinking. He was a direct sort, and he and
Throckmorton had been bumping headsfor years.

DuPuy looked at Randol ph, whose face was studioudly neutral. There were, it appeared, other
ways for the young earl-to-be to pay off McCaulkin than smply putting coinsin his hands.

"Yes, ar," McCaulkin sad, shifting hisfeet back and forth, like a schoolboy. "Thank you, Admird,
ad..."

"And you'd best be getting back to it, en?' DuPuy nodded.

Hewaited until McCaulkin had |eft, and slently stared a Randolph.

"Well, Randolph,” hefindly said, "aslong aswe're both here, | guess| could ask you how the
shakedown went, dthough | assume you'vefiled areport.”

"Last night, Sir, just after we dropped anchor.” Randolph nodded. "Y es, Sir. It went better than
could be expected—crew's shaping up nicely, and more quickly than | would have guessed, dl indl.”

Randolph wasn't awhiner; you had to give him that.

"And further work needed?’

"A hundred minor things, Admira, or more. But nothing that can't be handled—more quickly if |
can borrow afew carpenters and riggers from Captain McCaulkin, but we can manage aboard, if need
be. If it wasn't that | didn't think that the flinger crewsweren't quite up to it—as of yet—I'd say theLord
Fauncher was ready to be returned to full duty.”

"And you thought it was more important to tell me dl that than to be training them?”

"All'indl, yes, gr. Mr. McHenry can runthe drillsjust asquickly as| can, and a the moment, he's
doing just that. I'd say they'refairly river-trained about now—give me another few weeks, and | can
certify them ready enough for full service”



That wasinteresting. "I would have thought that it would have taken monthsto get that batch of
useless mouths and clumsy handsto that point. What's your secret, Mr. Randolph?”

"No secret, Ssr—just work, rewards, and punishments.” His mouth tightened. "Had to go to the lash
more than I'd like to—rather more—but my orders were to make theLord Fauncher ready to be
posted to the squadron as soon as possible, and | took somelibertiesin that.”

Widl, DuPuy would haveto seethat for himsdf. Still, asfar as he was concerned, Randol ph could
flay haf the men to their backbonesif that would add another ship to Fleet quickly. And Randolph
hadn't hanged anybody, as of yet; he would have mentioned that.

"Any other . . . liberties, Mr. Randolph?'

"Yes, 9r." Randol ph seemed to hesitate for amoment.

"Out withiit, out with it."

"It'sin my report, Sir, and it's going to come to your attention soon enough, but | putin on
Pantelleria on the way back from Sfax, to give the top men in each section some overnight leave."

So thereit was. Standing orders were to avoid Pantélleria, for obvious reasons. But the orders
were"avoid" and not "avoid a al costs." It wasn't unusua or forbidden for aship to put in offshore to
refill itswater barrel's, and while DuPuy didn't want any boarding or searching to take place in the waters
immediately offshore, immediately was aflexibleterm, after al—Gold Squadron had nailed a pirate
under false colorsjust afew months before, just east of theidand.

It didn't surprise DuPuy that Randol ph would take responsibility for violating his orders. It wasthe
violation itsdlf that was curious.

"Leave, Mr. Randolph?' DuPuy arched an eyebrow. ™Y ou thought that giving afew salorsleave
wasworth violating sanding orders?"

Randolph drew himself up to aposition of attention. "If the Admira decidesthat | have violated any
orders, I'll take any consequences, sir. My interpretation—"

"Interpretation, Mr. Randolph? Orders are to be obeyed, and not merely ‘interpreted.’ "

"Yes, 9r." Randolph didn't seem gpologetic, which was just aswell, perhaps.

"I'd like to see orders that could be 'interpreted’ so." DuPuy didn't know what he would do if
Randolph had bribed Sheato permit leave. Tossing every corrupt officer off of DuPuy's balcony would
likely draw attention—and create alarge pile of bodies.

"Aye, aye, dr." Randolph reached into his breast pocket and produced afolded sheet of paper,
then handed it over.

* k%
To Lieutenant Lord Sir Alphonse Randolph,Lord Fauncher , Port Valetta, HM
Possession of Malta:

Y ou are hereby required and directed forthwith to, upon your determination that His
Majesty's SloopLord Fauncher isinal waysvictualed to Four Weeks of all
Requirements for her Established Complement and in al ways ready for Seg, if not for
restoration to Full Service, to hoist such Flag and Flags as are proper and necessary,
and then without loss of timeto sail His Mgesty's said Sloop under your command to
Sfax, that City in Tunisa, to safely convey His Excdlency, Shaykh Abdul ibn Mussa
d-Bakilani d-MedinaHgji, Emmisary of the Cdiph of Tunis, to that City, showing him
al Courtesies, Respect, and Consderation due to his Inviolate Person, and those of his
Attendants.

Y ou are not to permit any of your Company to go ashore at Sfax save under the direst
of Emergencies.

Upon your completion of the successful conveyance of Said Persons, you are to



continueto sail the HM Soop no lessthan one Day Adverse Sailing from any Coast and
no farther than Five Days Adverse Sailing from HM Port of Valletta, for dl purposes
required in the Evaluation of HM Sloop's readiness to be returned to Full Service, and
the Training of the Ship's Complement in said endeavor, to which end you are to take
All Measures keep your men together to their Duty and cause them to be diligently
employed in putting out her Weapons, Stores, and Provisions, and to keep yourself
diligently employed in preparing both Ship and Crew for Service.

The Lord Fauncher not being in Full Service, you areto refrain from Battle with
other ships of any kind, save under circumstances of being Attacked, or should you be
signaled by one of HM shipsfor rescue and succor.

When either the Ship or Crew arein al waysready for Service, or Three Weeksfrom
this date have dlapsed, or you have determined that further Making of Readiness must
necessarily be performed at Port Valetta, you are without loss of timeto repair to Port
Vdletta, provison& victua for another Four Weeks sailing, but remain theretill further
order, giving usaFull Account of your proceedings.

Given under Our hands this 5th Leeds the 1625th Y ear of Our Lord
By Order of Admird Sir Smon Tremaine DuPuy
Morton Shea, Captain

Wéll, that could be interpreted as Randol ph had chosen to, athough it was perhaps a stretch.
There was some sensein it—DuPuy had been known to say, publicly and often, that rum and other
rewards were every hit asimportant in maintaining good order and effectiveness asasagood
measter-at-arms who knew how to use alash, and Pantelleria had been the only port within Randolph's
orders, savefor thosein Tunisia, or on Mataitself, and returning to Matawould have not permitted
much of any liberty, given the way that Throckmorton had written Randolph's orders.

"Hmmm . . . what trouble did they get in there?" It couldn't be terribly bad, or DuPuy would have
heard about it already.

Randolph shook his head. "None, sir. None whatsoever—I took some precautions.” His brow
furrowed. "But the waters seemed awfully full of ships—it'sin my report.”

"Ships, Mr. Randolph? There are many kinds of ships, Lieutenant—" DuPuy stopped himsdif.
"Hmm. . . . perhapsyou'd better tell me about it.”

"I'll be most willing to tell the Admiral about it, of course, but | do have asuggestion, if the Admird
doesn't mind one.”

"I'll dways listen to suggestions, Mr. Randolph, particularly for an officer who has goneto as much
trouble and taken as much risk to his career as you seem to havein order to bring thisto my attention.”
He had hoped Randolph would at least blanch alittle at that, but he didn't. Y our suggestion would be,
Lieutenant?'

"I know the Fleet is undermanned, sir, but theré's alot more ships around Pantelleriathan | think
should be norma —Guild, unflagged, merchantmen from Crown and Dar, and half adozen other flags."

"And you didn't think to have your men ask around as to—" DuPuy stopped himsdif.

Of course, Randol ph had thought of doing just that, but it was damnably incons stent with keeping
acloseleash on them. He probably had them confined to one tavern or bordello, with his
master-at-arms and afew marines to make sure that they stayed there. Turning even a snap-to crew into
abunch of spies on the instant would have been too much to task any man.

Enough of that, and more than enough of |etting Randol ph tease DuPuy's curiogity without coming
out and making his case, whatever it was. "Well, what is your advice, Mr. Randolph?’



Randolph didn't answer right away.

"Wdl?'

"I don't know, sir. I'd advise sending a squadron closer to Pantelleria than has been the practice of
late. Or perhaps aport call by a ship with acarefully chosen crew—some of Captain Sheaslot,
perhaps?’ He didn't quite shrug. "1'd take theL.ord Fauncher back mysdlf, if | had the orders, but I'm
not surethat | have enough of the. . . right sort of crew to look into things."

"How quickly do you think you get could get there?"

"If thewind holds, perhaps twenty, twenty-four hours.

That sounded more than alittle suspicious—Pantelleria was closer to a hundred miles away than
farther from it, and while the Levanter was till blowing . . .

Randolph wasn't bragging of being able to set arecord, by any means, but it was an ambitious
boadt, particularly for anew crew.

"I'd liketo seethat,” DuPuy said, nodding.

"I'm at your orders, Admira. We can raise anchor within the hour.”

So Randolph had anticipated him, en? Fair enough. "Make it two hours—I'll have to make some
additiond preparaionsif I'mto leave Malta, even if only for afew days. | trust you have abunk and a
seqt at your table for an old man, and perhaps afew more for some of his staff?* Some of Sheals people
were not utterly incompetent, and putting ajunior lieutenant or two in ajack-tar's shirt and trousers
would be easy enough.

He had finaly managed to get areaction out of Randolph, and was only alittle surprised that it
wasn't morethan, "Yes, sr." Randolph drew himself up to attention, again. "By your leave, sir?1'd best
be back to the ship, and quickly."

"One your way, then, Mr. Randolph.”

Randolph's feet didn't start pounding on the deck until he was severa feet from the door.

DuPuy didn't have time to waste, either. Two hours? Owldey had damned well better be able to
pack histhingsin short order; no worries on that score. Shea had better have afew good men ready to
be hauled off on short notice—and if they didn't have the right clothing for their disguises, theL.ord
Fauncher 's sailmaker could quickly alter some dirty, used issue clothing, or DuPuy would know the
reason why. Sheawasn't—had better not be—a problem.

Throckmorton, on the other hand, would need a short and pointed lecture on the difference
between being |eft in charge and | eft in command, and—no; to blazes with Throckmorton, and Shea.

He stepped outside the captain's cabin, and beckoned to the nearest of the sailorsworking on
deck.

"Tel Captain McCaulkin I'll see him in my office, on the double. Moveit, man, moveit."

It would do Throckmorton and Shea's souls good to have to jump when McCaulkin barked, even
if only for afew days, and DuPuy had no doubt that there would be plenty of barking done; McCaulkin
was that sort, and while he would have enjoyed Throckmorton's expression a having to stand to
attention before aman with dirty fingernails, the redlity would probably not be nearly as amusing asthe
menta image, and if he had been there, Throckmorton would have been stlanding at attention in front of
DuPuy, instead, after dl.

He should be hurrying, but it was best that he not be seen to hurry, so he took amoment to light his
pipe, and let the rich smokefill hislungs and nogtrils, trying to dow the pounding of his heart.

Of course, it wastotaly irresponsible, looked at any reasonable way, and Shea and Throckmorton
and a dozen other senior officerswould be certain to make certain that reports of DuPuy's
irrespong bility reached the Admiraty, oneway or another. They might even beat DuPuy's own report,
which might be written on hisreturn, but wouldn't be digpatched before the next courier ship left for
Gibby, and home.

Not that that mattered. The trip would give DuPuy sometimeto feel out Randolph—he wasfar



more interested in what the future Earl of Moray thought of what he had seen in Sfax than in some
temporary excess of activity on the wizard-controlled idand of Pantelleria. The age of the Wise Ones
had ended with the Age of Crisis, no matter what those pompous knights of the Order seemed to think.
Pantelleriawas just alocd irritation and problem; nothing more.

Evenif thishit of irrespongility lost DuPuy hislast command—and it well might—enliging
Randolph in hisquiet, informa conspiracy to keep the main threat firmly in mind in Londinium and
elsawhere would be of more value to the Crown than whatever service DuPuy had left as aland-locked
slor.

And if Randolph hadn't taken the point? DuPuy was not, by any means, aterribly persuasve man—
what if he couldn't get through to Randolph? Or worse—what if Randolph had been taken in by that
too-smooth a-Bakilani? What if he were to become part of the Accomodationists?

DuPuy didn't think that was likely, but that could be handled, too. Nights at seawere dark, and a
man could go over the Sde without drawing notice, if he were careful in the doing of it.

Earl or no earl, aman who had lost an Admira on acam Mediterranean night—even a poor
landlocked excuse for an Admira—would find himsdlf discredited in and out of Parliament. And given
their persona history, with DuPuy having relieved him of as desirable a posting as could be had out of
Malta, and given abeached crew, it would be thought, and it would be widely whispered, that perhapsit
had not just been carelessness.

Hmm . . . perhaps DuPuy had time to leave behind a memorandum? He and Randolph had had a
long discussion about the threet of the Dar, and Randolph had disagreed, then invited the Admira on
board to discussit further?

No; he could do that shipboard, and hope that Owldey wouldn't use the memorandum to wipe
himsdlf.

It was best to hurry. There wasn't much time, after al. He redlly should have given Randolph more
time than a scant two hours. Still, it was justified in that the sooner he was off, the sooner he would see
for himself these strange and supposedly significant gatherings of ships on and off Pantdlleria

Yes, that wasit.

And that thiswould give him adeck rolling beneath hisfeet for three days, that couldn't have
affected hisdecision, in any way.

It wouldn't be his deck, after dl. It would be Randol ph's ship and Randol ph's deck and while, of
course, Randolph would offer DuPuy his cabin, Randol ph would still be the master of theLord Fauncher
, hot DuPuy, and DuPuy would have to watch himself congtantly so as not to forget it, as Randol ph
would no doubt be more than happy to remind him, al the more pointedly for it being done with
exquisite courtesy.

Simon DuPuy made hisway acrossthe waist, toward the plank that led over to the scaffolding. It
was all he could do not to let hisfeet break into arun across the plank from the al-too-stable deck of
the drydocked ship to the norma and proper stability of the scaffolding.

Dammit, it would be good to be asailor again, and if he wasn't to be an entirely honest one, well,
Simon DuPuy could live with that, just aslong as was necessary.

And not aminute longer.

Chapter 10: Lullabye

| have never quite understood the unusua compassion that Cully has dways had
for children—athough | wasthe beneficiary of it—any more than Bear'swistful nostagia
for his childhood.

| envy thelatter, of course, given my own, but that's another matter.



—Gray

The wizard was drunk.

Therewas really no question about that, Bear decided, as he stood at the foot of the dock,
watching Sigerson Sitting on the far end of the dock under the stars, hislegs over the sde, abottle his
only company.

Bear crossed hisarms over his chest and stood silently for amoment. At least arguably, he should
just leave Sigerson done, and hetried not to be impulsive. Gray was more than impulsive enough for the
two of them, and Cully . . . well, it was hard to tell about Cully.

Stll, dthough it was hard to be sure by what little light there was, Sigerson's seat appeared to be
less than steady, and as hetilted the bottle back it appeared, for at least amoment, as though he might
lose what balance he had and tumble into the water. Since it was closer to low tide than farther fromiit,
he would more likely smash himsdf to death on the rocks rather than drown. The usualy omnipresent
Bigglesworth was nowhere to be seen, which was surprising, and more than alittle irritating. Perhaps
Bear should go find Bigglesworth, and have him seeto his madter.

No. Therewas no point in Bear trying to fool himsalf—he was not going to walk away, so he might
aswdl gettoit.

Bear walked down the pier quietly, so asnot to startle the wizard. It would be acrud irony indeed
if Bear's attempt to seeto Sigerson'swefare, spiritual and temporal, managed to kill the man, after all.

Halfway across the harbor, three ships of their ragged convoy lay anchored at neighboring berths, a
short distance from any of the others. For whatever reason, theCooperman and theWinfrew had been
berthed to either Side of theMarienios , and he couldn't decideif it looked more like they were standing
guard or preventing escape, although perhapsit was alittle of both—Gray, like Cully, was perfectly
capable of doing one thing for two reasons, or more.

From here, Bear couldn't see where the marines had been stationed on watch, but he had been
impressed even more by Sergeant Fotheringay than he had by Captain Madsen, the titular commander
of the marine detachment, and he was confident that everybody was where he was supposed to be.

One of the interesting things about Cully, Bear decided, was hisluck in the people who found
themsalves bound to him by choice or fate—or, usualy, both.

He wasn't sure what the cause of it was, and assuredly it wasn't acompletely reliable taent. But he
had plucked Gray and Alfred from Londinium back streets, and Sister Mary from her convent, and they
were hardly the only examples. Bear flattered himsdlf that Cully had seen something specia in David
Shanley, aswell, and he had certainly tried to live up to it. Fotheringay seemed to fit the mold, aswell.

And, of course, there was Niko. Facing off againgt Gray, at the plaza—that had taken courage,
more than one would expect from an untrained boy, even of anoble family, much less some Pironesian
fisherboy.

Sigerson, though . . . well, Gray and Bear had acquired him, not Cully. Perhapsthat wasit.

He sat down on the wood beside the wizard, letting hislegs dangle over the Side, just as Sigerson
did.

Sigerson started, and Bear thrust out an arm to block apossiblefall, then let it drop when Sigerson
seemed to steady himsdlf.

"Sorry, Sir David; | didn't see you walk up.”

"So | could see. | don't see your man." Where was he? Letting his master out and about while this
drunk—Bear had thought better of Bigglesworth, who seemed to be both competent, and devoted.

"Nor will you—Bigglesand | have an understanding: when I'm in my cups, he makes himsdlf
scarce. Inreturn, | don't dismiss him for bothering me when I've been drinking. Seemsto meto bea
reasonable arrangement, and Biggles doesn't seem to complain. Therésa. . . certain efficiency in doing
it here—when it makesme sick, | can smply relieve myself over thesde. Asit shal, and as| shdl. |



doubt you'll find thet entertaining, Sir David."

Drunkennesswasn't precisely asinin and of itsdf, not redly, but . . .

"Isthere some problem | can be of help with?"

Sigerson didn't answer at first. Bear decided to wait him out.

He had been intending to take the launch over to theMarienios . Gray and Cully, both of whom
seemed to deep better on land, were ensconced in a dockside inn—with asquad of marinesin
attendance, just in case. Bear, for some reason he couldn't have explained, dept better aboard—and,
besides, Niko had gone over to the ship shortly after they had returned to the city, and he had had a
hard night, and been mostly silent during the long ride back from Lindosto the port city.

Understandable, really. Therewas no sinin killing, not in battle, and the battle had not been over
when Niko and his sword had dain the last of their attackers, and been more of acoup de gréace then
anythingdse.

But it hadn't dways felt that way to Bear, and it probably wouldn't fedl that way to the boy. Bear
had seen it before—in himself, both longer ago and more recently than he cared to think abouit.

And it'seasier to seeto others consciences than your own, perhaps? the Nameless said.

That wastrue enough, certainly.

"For somebody trying to pry aconfession out of me, you're awfully quiet, Sir David," Sigerson
said. Hetook another long pull from his bottle. "1 do have a problem, though.”

"Y es? Something | might be able to help with?' Bear brightened. This might be easier than he had
feared.

"It'safarly ddicate matter."

"Go ahead, please.” It wasn't thewords of theritua of confession that were important, but the
substance. Bear had, of course, learned the words amost before he could walk, and had both heard and
given more confessions than he could count, but there was no magic in the particular words, any more
than in the location.

A valid confession could be made in English or Hellenic or French or Arabic or Tien-Shien; Bear
had heard confessonsin achurch, during awalk in the woods, or even when knedling in the muck over
adying man in a Southampton backstreet aleyway, hoping that the man would be able to gasp out his
last Snsbefore he died.

Sigerson knew that Bear was a priest, after dl. A full and knowing confession to a properly
ordained priest, followed by an act of contrition—and if Sigerson didn't think it was aconfession, well,
that could easily be changed.

The onething that bothered him was his own status—there was a bishop in the city of Rodhos,
athough Gray said they didn't have time for a courtesy call. Back home, a seaside diocese extended to
the high-tide marks, but were the rules different here?

It was something to ask Cully about; he would know. And, in any case, it would still count, and if
Bear exceeded his authority, that was a matter for Bear to make his amends to the bishop for; it would
not affect Sigerson's soul.

Sigerson nodded. "Wll, | was gently raised, believe it or not, and taught manners, but herel am
with no proper glasses, and I'm trying to decide whether it's aworse crime against courtesy to offer you
adrink from abottle that's spent most of the last hour between my lips, or not offer oneat al.”

Bear tried not to sgh. "And that's dl that bothers you, Mr. Sigerson?”

"It'saserious enough problem, at the moment,” Sigerson said.

Bear held out his hand for the bottle. " A drink would go down well, at that, Since you appear to be
offering.”

"Ah." Sigerson handed over the bottle. "Would that al problemswere so easily solved, eh?”

Bear took a cautious sip, and forced himsalf not to make aface. While he certainly enjoyed an
occasiond glass of wine—wine had dways been available when stting table at home—the raw bite of



rum never particularly agreed with him.

He handed the bottle back to Sigerson, and they sat silently for amoment.

"Seethat littleidand there?' Sigerson asked. "The one just next to the lighthouse?"

It was hard to see anything clearly out in the dark, but Bear could make it out, if only barely. Just a
dark mass, huddled againgt the sea, dwarfed by the way that the lighthouse jutted up. If therewas a
building of any sort onit, it was unlighted.

"|sthere something in particular there?!

Sigerson shook his head. "No, not now. But there was before. . "

"And before?'

"Hmph. Does the name Chares of Lindos mean anything to you?"

Bear shook hishead. "No, I'm afraid not. Might | ask what the—"

"I didn't think it would. He's been dead for more than athousand years, and he wasn't terribly
important, in the larger sense, when hewas dive. Thét little, unremarkable idand iswhere the Colossus
of Rhodes stood, a hundred feet tall—Chares of Lindos built it." Sigerson took another drink, and wiped
his mouth with the back of hishand. "It would have been something to see, en?”’

"l don't see the—"

"—the point, Sir David? Think on it—the Hellenes built a statue to honor their god Apallo. More
than adozen yearsin the building, it sood watching over the harbor, abronze statue, a hundred feet tall,
gleaming in the sunlight atop amarble pedestal of perhaps another fifty feet. Passing ships could have
seen it for perhaps twenty, fifty, ahundred miles.”

Hetook another drink. "And now the many-times-great-grandchildren of those same men who
built that are reduced to strapping agoat to adab of marble and cutting its guts out to, to, wave them
around and bellow under the noon sun, al the while fearing foreigners—us—hanging themif they're
caught.”" He shook his head and took yet another drink—did the man want to drink himself to deeth?
"There's something more than allittle sad about that, isn't there?!

Thiswasn't the sort of confesson that Bear had had in mind, and it bothered him for more reason
than that. Blasphemy, idolatry, gpostasy, heresy—all of those were wrong, but there was adso something
wrong with the picture that Sigerson had painted.

"Oh, please,” Sigerson went on, "I'm not pointing fingers at othersthat | won't point at mysdif.
Look at me—afull Fellow of the Roya College, the very indtitution founded by Merlin himsdlf, inthe
days of the Tyrant—atime when Avaon could be hidden and unhidden, before Excdibur and the
Sword of Constantine shattered on each other, before the end of the Age chased amogt al of the Old
Ones away and crippled the rest.

"Therewas atime—not in living memory, granted, but atime nonetheless—when a Pendragonshire
nobleman had to think carefully about taking awalk out his back door of an evening, for if hewaked
too fagt, too long, too far, he might find himself face to face with the Queen of Air and Darkness, hersdlf
—and, yes, | know that you've met her, and | know that al who do say she's but aghost of what she
oncewas.

"Asweadl are, | think. The poor, sodding, goat-killing Hellenes; the pretentious, supposedly
al-conquering Musseimen—all of them, and dll of us.

"l say 'us, asl've no pretensons of being anything better. | spend my days crawling through the
foul-smelling bellies of shipstrying to come up with better ways of killing shipworm, that'swheat | do,
when I'm not trying to figure out ways to ensorcle ascroll so that only the intended recipient can read it,
or place an even more effective curse on an officer's sword, or—" He shook his head. "Me, | kill
worms, and perform afew parlor tricks, and keep myself focused on that—becauseif | dont, I'll start
thinking about the black arts, and while there's power aplenty there, I'd much rather be ausdesslittle
man than agreat and evil one, Sir David." He shook hishead. "Yes, | know that it'ssaid that if you so
much as dip your toe in the blackness, it'll swallow you up before you think that you're as much asup to
your ankle, and | know of enough casesto think that'strue, but | flatter mysdlf that | could, that |



could. .." Hesghed. "And it's best not to think too long on that, eh?' He turned to look Bear in the eye.
"Will you hear my confesson, Father?'

"| thought | was aready doing that." Bear took the bottle from him and took another drink.
Therumwasn't redly al that bad, and, besides, the Nameless dways preached moderation in
everything—even in temperance, as Saint Timothy had. New England rum wasn't exactly ‘alittle winefor

thy ssomach's sake and thine often infirmities,' but it would serve.

"Oh, redlly?" Sigerson sounded skeptical.

"Why, yes. At least, | had hoped to. Both for the sake of your soul and because I've found that
confessonis, well, good for the heart, aswell.”

Sigerson nodded. "W, then, let me confessamorta sin: envy. And another: lust.” Sigerson took
the bottle back and had another, longer drink. "I envy you and your brothers, Sir David. What you do
matters, doesn't it?"

"I would hope s0." He nodded. " Some things more than others, perhaps, but . . . | would hope so,
fordl of it."

"Andthis, this. . . quest we're on matters.” He shook his head. "There's something out there,
something hungry, something awful, and | should be utterly excited, ddlighted to be part of it, and part of
meis. No, it'smore than part. But part of meismore than alittle scared, and it's not just scared of what
well find when wefind it, if we ever do—although | do swear that has me frightened, Father; | don't
claim to be abrave man—~but of what I'll do after that." He shook hishead. "I saw what was|ft of that
man, when the boy was through with him. My senses are perhaps too well attuned—there was
something more horrible about it than about the other bodies that the four of you scattered around, like a
bunch of tenpins.”

"And you envy that?"

"Not that, no. Not even the ability of doing that—but the sense that you'll be at the heart of what
matters, al four of you, and I'll just be on the periphery, that when we're dl done with this, you'll go on
to something eseimportant, while | know I'll just go back to my studies, and my spellsand potions,
learning more and more about less and less until 1 have the compl ete knowledge about and utter control
over absolutely nothing at al." He shook hishead. "And | do confessthat | lust over the doing of
important work." Hetilted his head to one sde. "And now that I've confessed, what shdl be my
penance?

"Not so quickly, please," Bear said. "There's other sinsthan the awful seven, and they manifest
themselvesin many ways. Perhaps, it would be best to be more formal ?*

"Forma? Sitting on adock, drinking out of a bottle? That doesn't seem to argue for much
formdlity.”

"l don't see any harm—do you?"

"Wdl, no."

"Then please, proceed.”

"Father, forgive me, for | have sinned . . ." Sigerson started, and went on, haltingly. It had
apparently been sometime sincethe wizard's last formal confession, or perhapsit was just the drink—he
stumbled over the words severd times, and Bear had to gently remind him.

But, finaly, Bear nodded.

"And my penance, Father?' Sigerson asked. He seemed indecently anxiousto do a penance. That
wasn't uncommon, though, in Bear's experience, athough he often thought that it missed the point. One
could never balance wrong with penance, after dl.

"I amost never give heavy penances. That's dways seemed to meto be. . . presumptuous.” Bear
shrugged. "A singlerosary should do, | think—»but in the morning, when you're sober. And perhaps, you
should abstain from strong drink for aday—no, makeit two days, twofull days, and let's have no
perhaps about it, and you're to have no wine, even watered, as a substitute. And—"

"And?' Sigerson sounded amost eager.



"Accompany meto seeto Niko, now. Maybe you can do something for him that | can't. Do you
accept your penance?’

"Well, of course| do, and—"

"And do you truly repent of your envy, and your lust, and your other Sns?'

"More than you can know."

"Wdll, therewe haveit." He rose stood over Sigerson.

The words needed to be said, and while simply the saying of them, under these conditions, were
what were needed for Sigerson's soul, for the sake of his own soul Bear, as always, concentrated on the
words, and on their meaning. It was important to understand what he was saying, ashe said it:

"May God who loves humankind, in His mercy, grant you forgivenessfor al your sins, both those
which you have confessed aswell asthose that you have forgotten.

"| absolveyou of dl the ansthat you have committed in thought, in word and in deed; itismy
privilegeto absolve you, and | do so in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit."

He offered Sigerson his hand, and the wizard gripped it with surprising strength. Bear drew him to
hisfeet, and let him totter ahead down the pier, toward shore.

W, he had heard the confession, and, aswas true al too often when he did, he had learned more
than he had really wanted to, and probably less than he should have.

As 50 often isthe case, Bear.

Hmph. He hadn't intended to rest his hand on the Namelesss hilt again, but—

There are fewer accidents in this world than you might think.

Bear took afinal drink from the bottle of rum, then threw it over the side.

Niko sat by himsdlf in the not-quite-darkness of their cabin.

Well, not quite by himsdlf. The oil lamp hanging from the wall was some company, and every now
and then he could hear footsteps moving on the deck overhead, and occasondly quiet voicestaking
about something, athough he couldn't make out what.

Nadide was by hisside, of course, lying on the box next to the one he was sitting on, the one he
was using asawork table, rather than a sedt.

The hammocks werefine for degping, once he had figured out how to get in one without spilling
himsdlf on the deck, athough he still hadn't quite mastered getting out without regularly doing just thet.

Thelr rocking was comforting, for some reason he couldn't quite figure out. But they were, redlly,
only useful for degping—he couldn't curl up in ahammock the way he used to at home, on his spot on
the floor, and work.

And he couldn't deep. He had tried, but the rocking wasn't comforting tonight, and he had given up
on it, despite how dry hiseyebdlsfelt, how his backside gill ached from the saddle, how he found
himsdf uncontrallably yavning.

So he had gotten down from the hammock—aspilling himself on the deck in the process, again; he
was glad nobody had been there to see it—and taken out his swords.

Best to keep his hands busy. He should have checked Nadide—he hadn't been the one who had
sheathed her, after all.

But he couldn't quite bring himself to touch her hilt, even gloved, and he had temporized by taking
out the leather pouch that theWelledey 'sNavy armorer had given him—along with the strange lecture,
punctuated with it's-not-my-place-to-tell-you-what-to-do-sir, and
if-you-don't-mind-me-pointing-out-sir, the gist of which wasthat the Navy sword should be regularly
cleaned and oiled, but only sharpened when needed, and preferably not by Niko.

It il felt strange to have so much time on his hands, even at night, even when he should be ad eep.

He should be sitting on the floor of the hut, with the damp netting splashed out across the floor,



working with bone needle and string to mend rips and reinforce loosening knots, while Maraand Lina
stitched and sewed, and Grandfather worked with his still-strong fingers, building new crab trapsto
replace ones that had washed out to sea, perhaps even while reading out loud. Grandfather could do
both.

It was |ate, and afisherman's day was long. Perhaps Niko would just be deeping, woken only
occasiondly by the low, dow breathing of hissstersasthey lay curled up in their blankets, or by
Grandfather's horrible, rattling snoring that always seemed to threaten to shake their house gpart.

But they—
No. Best not to think about that. They were gone, and he was—
No.

He was better off just concentrating on polishing this sword. There wasn't anything else he could
do, nothing useful. Maybe that was the trouble here—he just didn't have enough to do. Too much time
to think, and if he concentrated on working, perhaps he wouldn't think so much.

The sword—the Navy sword—Iay across hislap. Gray in particular spoke disparagingly of Navy
issue, but Niko couldn't see anything wrong withit. It was certainly sharp enough—he tested it againgt
the hair of hisarm, again; and once again, when he leaned his head close as he carefully did the blade
aong hisskin, he could hear the quietpop-pop-pop as the hairs snapped off.

The sword seemed like aterrible waste of stedl, though—you could easily make adozen
fisherman's knivesfrom just one of these, and theWelledey 'sarmory had, literdly, dozens of spares,
beyond the swords that the marines and the Navy officers themselves had been given—no,issued . The
English wereterribly rich.

He held thelamp closer. Yes, therewas asmall rust spot along the edge, despite Niko having
thought he'd been careful with it. He certainly had always been careful with Father's knife, after the one
time that Father had found a spot not much larger than thison it, and beaten him.

Understandably.

Well, he could probably just polish it out. He pulled the strange | egthery cloth out of the pouch—no,
Bosun's Mate Thatchery had called it a'kit," and called the cloth a"shammy," and Niko should try to do
30, too. He wrapped hisindex finger in the shammy and rubbed at the rust spot until the metal benesth
gleamed brightly.

That wasn't bad, not bad at al; he gave the rest of the sword aquick polishing, then oiled it, and
rubbed the oil mostly off with the ail rag from the kit.

Truth to tell, the sword did fit his hand comfortably. He got to hisfeet, ducking under an overhead
timber, and took a position near the bulkhead. He moved into the stance that he had been practicing,
under Cully'stutelage: the sword gripped in hisright hand, the scabbard in hisleft, with hisfeet about a
shoulder's width gpart, dightly diagond to the bulkhead, the sword held firmly in his hand, elbow bent,
point low-but-not-down-dammit-Niko, the scabbard held in hisleft hand. At least that was coming
naturaly to him—understandable, given dl the hours he had stood that way.

Y ou didn't step forward to lunge, Cully explained—you just straightened your arm, raised your
foot, and leaned forward, and let gravity do the work. It seemed awfully smple—and the knightsand
marines made it look easy—until you tried to actudly do it, but Cully said that after held doneit only a
few tens of thousands of times, it would start to fed natural, and Niko wasn't even agood part of the
way there, any more than he was with any of the strange ritual s that the knights practiced.

It redlly didn't make any sense for him to bother with doing this, but it was something to do,
something more useful than Sitting in abox and fedling sorry for himsdlf, asslly asthat was.

There were othersto fed sorry for, like the man he and Nadide had killed. The peasants were just
protecting their own, after al. That was something that anybody could understand, anybody should be
able to understand, and—

No.

Sword fighting, so Cully had explained, was the smplest of things. There were only eight moves,



after dl, and if adung-footed Sherwood peasant could learn them, and he could, then so could a
fish-scented Pironesian boy. It wasjust a matter of practice, practice, practice and then varying and
combining the moves, something that would only take afew years of constant study to learn the
rudiments of.

Cully had grinned. Not that that was all, he had said, or even the most of a novice's education.
Theology, history, poetry; fluency in at least three languages beyond the trading-language—beyond
English—and then there was smithing, armorcraft, horsemanship, court manners, and the strangely
varying customs from Londinium east and west to everywhere that the Crown pennant flew;
woodsmanship—Cully thought those arts had been shamefully neglected in recent yeers—aswell as at
least the rudiments of sailing and navigation. And then there were mathematics and clerkship, and a
dozen other subjects. A Knight of the Order was of necessity ajourneyman of many trades and the
master of severd.

Therest of it wasfar beyond his abilities, but if he was going to impersonate a knight for thetime
being, Niko thought he could learn to hold a sword and lunge, and he was certain he could do that much
more easly than he could try to reconcile the subtle—the utterly incomprehensible—differences between
Bear'sview of the way that the One True Church should be obeyed and Gray's, or Cully's.

He lunged and recovered again, and again, and kept at it.

The muscles of hisright thigh began to ache, but anybody who had been afisherman had to learn to
ignore pain—and probably everybody ese did, aswell. Life was hard, and work was hard, and if you
concentrated onit, if you didn't let your mind wander, if you paid attention, it could al be managed,
whether you were hauling buckets of fish up anarrow path to the ridge, or—

"Verynice, Sr Niko."

He amost dropped the sword.

Bear, with Mr. Sigerson with him, had somehow come into the compartment while Niko had been
busy practicing; he hadn't heard the door open.

Feding more than alittle foolish, Niko set the Navy sword down on the box, next to Nadide's
scabbard, while Bear hung his lantern on apeg on thewall on the other side of the door from where
Niko's hung.

"I'd suggest alittle less of the leg extension, though,” Bear said, "you've got to be ableto retreat as
quickly asyou lunge forward." Bear set both of his swords down on the box beside Niko's. "May |7?' he
asked, gesturing.

It took Niko a moment to redlize that Bear was asking if he could pick up Niko's Navy sword.
Why he would be asking—oh. Cully had explained to him that a sword was considered a specid sort of
personal possession, like akirtle, and that others—even others of much greater satus—weren't
supposed to touch it without asking permission.

"Yes, yes, of course, Sir David."

Bear picked it up, and gave it apractice shake. "A solid enough weapon, certainly. Gripsarealittle
small for my hand, but they seem to suit you well enough.” He turned to Sigerson. "What do you think?
Did he have too much extension in the lunge?"

"I think," Sigerson said dowly, hisvoice blurry around the edges, "that 1'd not want to argue with a
Knight of the Order on such matters, even if | thought he was wrong, even if he didn't have aswordin
hishands™"

Bear seemed to lose some of hisusua friendliness as he pointedly lowered the point of the sword.

"I think, perhaps, there's areason for you to speak your mind, just as| know you're not truly afraid
that I'd so much asthink of running you through for disagreeing with me, Mr. Sigerson.”

"True enough; my apologies, Sir David." Sigerson shook his head. "I don't disagree—I thought it
was far too much leg extension, mysdf, dthough I'm much more of asinglestick player than a
swordsman, I'll fredy con—admit.”

"Then seeif you can procure some sticks, if you please, and join me and Sir Niko on deck.”



Sigerson looked like he was going to say something, but he just nodded.

"Of course, Sir David." He closed the door dowly behind him.

Bear looked Niko up and down. "Wdll, then, young sir knight—one thing you've got to learn isthat
when you have a question, there's a proper time and place to ask it, and seeing as there's nobody but the
two of usin the room at the moment, there could hardly be amore proper time and place.”

Niko didn't know what to say. Which was sirange, given that it was Bear. But Bear was waiting for
him to say something, so he had to.

"l dontknow. I ..." He swallowed heavily. "I'm sorry. | just couldn't deep, and—"

"No, there's no need to apologize for that, Niko. Y ou have good ingtincts.” Bear nodded. "A wise
man once spent some time Sitting beneath atree, thinking. He didn't do it because he thought that sitting
benesth atree was the best thing in the world to do, but because he knew how to do that, and he didn't
know how to do anything more useful a the moment.

"And if the moment grew longer, as moments have away of doing, that was entirely suitable, and
proper."”

Helooked over at the boxes where Niko had spread out his sword-cleaning pouch—Kit, kit, it
was a kit—then held Niko's sword close to the lantern on the wall, carefully examining the blade.

"Good enough, certainly. And while I'd not think that cleaning and polishing asword would look to
an outsder asthe samething as more usua contemplation, it might serve you well enough.” Hiseyes
grew vague and distant. "We have to find our own ways about many thingsin thisworld. Y ou're
bothered by the man you killed, and there's nothing wrong with that—such things shouldn't be taken
lightly, even when they're necessary.”

"You—you and Sir Cully and Sir Joshua didn't hesitate.”

Bear shook his head, matter-of-factly. "No," he said, smply, no trace of sadness or gpology in his
voice or manner. Y ou can put it down to years of training, if you'd like, or to the various stainson al of
our souls, if you ingst, but when things. . . snap into place like that, you do what you have to, and sort
out how you fed about it later on, if at dl.”

"Like Gray didinthe plazain Pironesa?’

He regretted the words the moment that they were out of his mouth, but Bear just nodded.

"Yes" hesad, sadly, "precisaly likethat. Although I think the difference between doing so whenit's
necessary and not is rather important—and so does Gray." He looked a Niko's sword, il in his hands,
asthough it were something foreign and perhapsfoul. "I think, perhaps, I'm not in the mood for practice
at themoment,” he said, setting the sword down next to its sheath. "But some exercise would be good
for you, aswell as me—get your swords, and let's take the boat to shore, and walk for awhile; we can
deegp when the ship leavesin the morning, perhaps?!

It wasredly more of acommand than aquestion, so the only thing that Niko could say was, " Of
course, Sr David."

* * %

Something had changed in Niko, perhaps.

Either that, or the world seemed to have both grown and shrunk at the same time, athough the idea
of that seemed even more strange.

The easiest thing to do was walk, so he walked, and tried not to think any more than he had to.

The city of Rodhos jutted out into the sea, and the rough path along the coast to the west traced
the shordline, sometimes climbing up to the low plateau, often dipping to within but afew feet of the
high-tide marks. It reminded Niko of such pathsthat circled his homeidand—it looked so much morea
natural path than aroad, athough years of plodding feet had beaten it into some semblance of stability.

They waked quietly above the rocky shore to the east, quickly leaving the city far behind them.

Niko had thought of Pirones a—the city—as dmost impossibly huge and sprawling. Rodhos was,
perhaps, only half the size, or even smdler, but it felt tiny. He wondered if that was because of the



flatness of theland. It wasn't nearly as hilly as seemed naturd, as though some thing or some one had
worn it down.

He said something to that effect to Bear and Sigerson, but they both just chuckled, and exchanged
funny looks, and Sigerson muttered something about whét flat land wasredlly like, and Bear urged him
to take the lead as they reached a steep grade, and walked up the rocky path above and aong the
shordine.

For some reason, the two others seemed to have some trouble with the steepness of it, and
Sigerson in particular was breething heavily. Niko didn't see what the problem was; it was nothing like
the daily climbing up and down at home had been, and the path, whatever its origin, was wide enough in
most placesthat two could have walked abreast without fear of faling.

The night was dive with sounds, dthough the east wind tended to carry those from around the port
away, and out to sea. The noise of the port behind them—did sailors ever stop drinking and Snging?—
soon had faded, and the squawking of the ever-present gulls, which seemed to deep quietly even less
often than sailors—quickly predominated, sometimes amost in rhythm with the regular beet of the waves
againg the shore below.

Thewind from the east picked up. Below, it seemed to flatten rather than magnify the waves,
turning the star-spattered sea al glossy and shiny, rippled like the scales of a beached tunnyfish.

The path branched off in several places, presumably leading to houses and olive groves, Bear said.
The land was too rocky to grow much up here—Niko knew that from hisfamily's experience—but
olives gpparently didn't require much.

They approached asmall group of houses close enough to the edge to see—toofew to call it a
village, Bear said.

Niko didn't want to ask what the minimum number of houses was that congtituted avillage, asthe
two of them would probably just have laughed a him again, and he was finding that he didn't much like
being laughed &.

No, that wasn't redly true—he had never much liked being laughed at, but it wouldn't have
occurred to him, at least until recently, to have resented such athing, even silently, when his betters did
it. That probably had something to do with the strongbox now aboard theWelledey , and the leather
pouch till onitsthong tied to hiswaist beneath hisrobes. A rich man could afford to take offense, after
al; richmen could afford al sorts of such luxuries.

The path forked asit had before, one steep incline leading up to the ridge, the main branch
continuing along. Niko stopped when Bear touched him on the shoulder.

"Let'swait for amoment,” Bear said, quietly.

"Of course, Sir David," he said.

For some reason, Sigerson wasfalling far behind again, and his steps didn't seem terribly steady—
perhaps he wasn't used to walking?

Stll, there wasn't far to go, and the way would get easier soon. If Niko's sense of direction was as
good on land asit was on the seg, al they had to do was continue on for awhile, and they should soon
reach the Lindos-Rodhos road, and be able to return to the city on flatter land that would, presumably,
not have Sigerson audibly wheezing.

"Well give him amoment to catch his breath, and then walk on—visitors probably don't come
cdling inthe middie of the night hereabouts.” Bear's voice was low, barely above awhisper, dthough a
normal speaking voice wouldn't have carried very far above the steedy wind that had their robes flapping.

Niko nodded. He had never, of course, on hisfamily'sidand, heard somebody outside at night—
but it would have terrified him, too. Maybe, though, people on the larger idands thought differently about
suchthings?

Stll, while drawing attention from the houses was probably unwise—and most certainly unkind—it
couldn't hurt to look, not from here, could it?

What kind of people lived here? Not rich ones, certainly—the houses were much more the sort of



thing Bear would have called a shack than anything finer, and there was no sign of the smoke-houses or
drying netsthat would have indicated that the people were fisherfolk. Niko couldn't hear any chickens,
athough he wouldn't have been surprised if the smaler of the shacks was a coop. Chickens dept, too.

Therewas no sign of olive groves, dthough Niko couldn't see very far in the dark, although he
could make out afew small plots where something had been planted, athough he couldn't have said
what.

The only windows on this side had been shuttered against the wind, but two of them on the nearest
of the shacks, even at thislate hour, leaked light, striping the surrounding rocksin flickering crimson and
ydlow.

A digtant sound came: alow, woman'svoice, quietly singing.

"Shhh. . ." Bear whispered—athough Niko certainly thought he was standing quietly enough.
What did Bear want him to do? Stop the wind from flgpping his deeves? Sigerson's wheezing from
down the path was louder than that. "It sounds like somebody is up late with a baby."

It had been years since Niko had heard Mother singing to Maralate a night. Maybe that was what
sounded so familiar. Did dl mothers, everywhere, sing to their children?

Stll, there was something about the voice that sounded more than familiar, and strangely so. He
took afew tentative steps up the narrow path, walking silently. If Bear objected to it, he could say
something.

It wasvery familiar.

"Wait," Sigerson whispered, loudly, from behind him. Niko turned; he and Bear were just dark
outlines againgt the star-spattered sea.

"Just amoment, please.” It wasn't just that the tune was familiar—the skin on the back of Niko's
neck tightened, painfully so. It wasthewords . He couldn't quite makethem out, but . . .

He found himsdf climbing quickly, one hand gripping the brush to the Sde of the path, his other
clapped to Nadides hilt, ignoring the increasingly loud whispers that turned to cries from behind him.

Niko, it's the One Who—no. But it sounds like her; it does. Niko—

"Dandini dandini dastana," the woman's voice was Snging.

"Danalar girmis bostana
Kov bostanci danayl . . .
Yemisinlahanyl . . ."

"Niko, stop." Bear made atentative grab at the hem of hisrobes, but Niko shook it off, and ran
toward the sound.

"Dandini dandini dastana
Danalar girmis bostana
Kov bostanci danayl
Yemisinlahanyl . . ."

He scrambling clumsily over the broken ground, but struggled to keep hisfeet beneath him.
"Niko, come back. Niko . . ."
Heran.

"Eh-enini, eh-enini,
Eh-e nini, nini,
Nini nini nini
Eh-e, eh-enini eh!
Eh-e, eh-enini eh!



Eh-e, ninni, ninni, ninni,
Eh-e, ninni, ninni, eh!
Eh-e, ninni .. ."

He pounded on the door. "Please," he said. "Please.”
Please.
* * %

Turkish. Bear nodded.

It had beenTurkish , not Hellenic—the boy had, of course, sung the words in his own language,
and with his own broad accent. He hadn't even thought of them in Turkish, any more than Bear thought
in Hindi when talking to the Nameless, or Gray in Xingchawhen conversing with the Khan. Nadide had
understood enough of the words, and communicated that understanding to Niko. Of course Niko had
sung the lullabye in Hellenic by preference, English by second choice, and dways with the same
Pironesian accent.

Bear nodded, and raised his hands, fingers spread, trying to reassure the seven wide-eyed people
who watched his every move, as though expecting him to do something horrible to them at any moment.

He had deliberately seated himsalf on the hard dirt floor, so as not to tower above them, but that
didn't seem to be making much of adifference. Not that he blamed them.

"Please, Ercam,” hesaid. "I know thisisdl very frightening, but . . ."

"Yes, Excdlency," Ercam sad. "Werejust . . . surprised to have visitorsin the middle of the night,
but . . . honored, of course” His Hellenic accent was thick with Turkish overtones, which was
gpproximately as unsurprising asthat he waslying about how honored he felt.

Thefather of the family was Ercam; the boys, in descending order of age, were Mdik, Nedim, and
Orcan. The mother, baby Zahara held too-tightly in her arms, was Safeena, and the elder daughter, who
appeared to be Niko's age, was Y asmine.

Despite—or perhaps because of —their understandable fear, Ercam was trying to act asthough he
were ahost with guests, rather than a man whose rented shack had just been invaded. The girl,

Y asmine, huddled in her blanketsin thefar corner of the shack, and made it apoint to avoid any of their
eyes, something that angered Bear, athough he didn't expressthat.

What did they fear two knights and an English wizard were going to do? Rape the girl and her
mother in front of their family, or drag them out into the night?

That was probably it, and it was understandable; they had gone through horror enough, he
decided. Having their village raided by men from I zbir, the men daughtered, the women and babies
carried off up into the hills. Ercam had spoken of how he had fought off the attackers, but the scornful
looksfrom his sons madeit clear that that was alie—they had run and hidden, Bear suspected.

Not that Bear blamed them for that. They had been fortunate to get away.

They had been more than lucky to make their way to Rodhos—and were silent on the subject asto
how they had managed to work their passage even across the few milesthat separated Guhlice from
Rodhos, although Bear had his suspicions on that score, and made a point not to look closely from the
baby to her supposed father.

And while working the groves for a Rodhos farmer was the sort of living that barely brought them
enough to edt, that was better than what had happened to the rest of their village.

Sigerson stood leaning against the doorjamb. The walk had, as Bear had hoped, driven at least
much of the rum from his head, but the palor of his skin and his unsteadiness suggested that he would
have an extra penanceto pay, particularly in the morning. But if Bear hadn't known about his drinking,
he would probably have taken the scowl on Sigerson's face as threatening, and didn't blame the family
for doing so.

Niko, who had aso seated himsalf on the floor, edged closer to where Safeena sat up against the
rough-hewn wall. She pushed hersdf back againgt it, holding the baby so tightly that it—she—woke and



began to cry. Safeena reached into her shift, asthough to give the baby to suck, but stopped, and
contented hersdf with gently shaking the baby clutched in her arms.

"Shhh..." Niko sad. "Yourein no danger from the three of us."

"I've heard that before," Mélik said, starting to rise, then stopping himsdlf. "That's what the men
sad, when they took my mother and my sister—"

Hisfather grabbed him by his shoulder, and hissed something at him in Turkish, probably teling him
to shut up.

"I'm sorry, Excdlency,”" Ercam said to Niko. "I'll punish my son asyou seefit; there's no need to
dirty your own handswith him. If you wish to watch me beat him, [—"

"No." Niko uttered the word harshly.

Ercam blanched at that, and more so when Niko rose.

"Therewill be no hurting of anybody here, not tonight, not in the presence of two Knights of the
Order of Crown, Shield, and Dragon.”

His hand fell to his sword, but he made no effort to draw it. "It's. . . avenging the hurting of
innocents that brings us here, and not to hurt more, | swear—on my grandfather's and ssters souls” His
chin trembled. "We need to talk to you, and that's dl." He turned to Bear. "Cully will need to see them,
as soon as possible. Gray, too."

Bear nodded, and tried to keep the surprise off of hisface. This. . . aggressiveness was very much
not what he had come to expect from Niko, and he wasn't sure what the source of it was. He found
himsdf thinking of abutterfly emerging from its cocoon—a particularly fierce butterfly, at least a the
moment, granted.

"Asyou wish, Sir Niko," he said, trying as hard as he could to keep any trace of irony from his
voice.

He must have succeeded; Niko smply nodded. "We should dl be off, | think, darkness or not. All
of us"

"But, Excdlency, we have work here, and—"

"Shh." Niko held up one hand and dipped another into hisrobes. It took him amoment to bring out
acoin—agold crown. He held it on theflat of hispam for along moment, as though he was studying
the buttery metd for some insight, then smiled and shrugged and squatted down—in front of Safeena,
not her husband.

"l believe thiswill more than compensate your family for whatever work youll lose" he sad,
quietly. He smiled. "I'm sure that you will want to put it somewhere safe.”

She eyed the coin greedily, but with the baby cradled in her arms, she didn't have a free hand.
Ercam took half astep toward her, but stopped at Bear's quick headshake. The boy was handling this
aswdl asanybody could—Iet him handleit without interference.

"May 17" Niko said, gently, holding out both of his handsfor the baby.

Whether it was the gold or his manner that had worked the magic—or, most likdly, both—she
didn't resist as he gently removed the baby from her arms, and she instead quickly crawled acrossthe
floor to give the coin to Ercam, then turned back, obvioudy to reclaim the baby.

She wastoo late. Niko—no, by God, Sir Niko Christofolous was dready sSitting tailor-fashion on
the bare dirt floor, the baby cradled gently in hisarms, rocking back and forth and singing so softly that
Bear would have had trouble making out the [ullabye if he hadn't heard it before.

"Eh-e nini, eh-enini,
Eh-enini, nini,
Nini nini nini
Eh-e, eh-enini eh!
Eh-e, eh-enini eh!



Eh-e, ninni, ninni, ninni,
Eh-e, ninni, ninni, eh!
Eh-e, ninni .. ."

The baby quickly was back adeep, and while the family kept giving frightened looksin the direction
of Bear and Sigerson—when they didn't smply try to look away—even the girl Y asmine watched Niko
with quiet, trusting eyes.

"Eh-enini, eh-enini," he sang.

"Eh-enini, nini,
Nini nini nini
Eh-e, eh-enini eh!
Eh-e, eh-enini eh!
Eh-e, ninni, ninni, ninni,
Eh-e, ninni, ninni, eh!
Eh-e, ninni .. ."

Chapter 11:Crusade

Faithis, often | think, overrated.

Faith in people is guaranteed to disgppoint, sooner or later; people are falible, me more
S0 than most. Faith in thingsis necessary, as anybody who has ever stepped down onto
the top rung of aladder can say—but it's dangerous, anybody who has seen aman fall
from aladder where the rung has broken beneath hisfeet to shatter himself on the stones
far below can attest. Faithin magicisasreliableasmagicis.

Andfathinthe Holy?

| wish | knew.
—Gray

Gray was hungry.

Not for food—he had eaten but afew hours ago, and never much cared what he ate, aslong asit
filled hisbely—but for . . . something.

Revenge?

Possibly. Blood, certainly. And most particularly, to berid of that annoying boy, who carried
himsdlf asthough he were aknight.

The coast grew before him, astheMarienios led theWelledey toward it. Rocky and inhospitable,
the only question was how soon the Johansen on theWelled ey would drop anchor. Close enough, he
hoped, for the onager and catapult crewsto cover aretregt, if one was necessary. Then again, staving in
the hull or running the ship aground would make the ships even more usdess than onestoo far off would
be.

Well, that was not the only question—the other question was how long it would take for those two
dow daggards of excusesfor shipsthat DuPuy had foisted on them to catch up.

Hewould have rather been on theWelledey , of course. By now, he was sure that Lieutenant
Gordon Cooper would have the marines ready to go ashore, and presumably his counterparts on the



Winfrew andCooper man were doing the same—certainly true on theCooperman . While Gray didn't
think much of the marine lieutenant on that sad excuse for aship, he had been impressed with
Fotheringay. It wouldn't have bothered Gray for amoment if Lieutenant de Ros happened to break his
neck going down the ladder, leaving Fotheringay fully in charge.

I'm wondering if that would occur to Fotheringay, the Khan said.

Stranger things had happened. A good sergeant wouldn't much care, other than in apersona sort
of way, whether or not he liked his officers, but incompetence was another matter entirely, and thisall
was going to be difficult enough asit was. Y ou couldn't mount an invasion with two hundred men—~but a
raid was another matter, even if the only purpose of the raid was to establish atemporary beachhead, to
make sure that the knights had away to get back to the ships.

Interesting that de Ros had sent Fotheringay ahead in theCooperman 'slaunch to discussthe
detailswith Gray, and while it was probably more than time for Fotheringay to be getting back to the
Cooperman , it probably made as much sense for him to be taking his ease on the poop deck of the
Marienios , puffing away at his pipe—easier and probably safer to drop the launch, and et Fotheringay
sgnd theCooperman where to drop anchor, just in case itsidiot master couldn't read theWelledey 's
sgnd flagsin the darkness.

Of course, it was entirely possible that Fotheringay's time would have been better spent supervising
thefinal preparations of de Ross marines, and even more possible that de Ros didn't want any more
criidsm—mogt likely implicit criticism, but Gray wouldn't have been surprised if Fotheringay spoke
above his gtation—from the sergeant who had been forced upon him asto how sorry a dtate that was.

He shook hishead. If it went wrong, it would be his problem, but there was nothing that Gray
could do about it—Ileave it to the marines.

Beinteresting to see what they would find. The Turksthat Bear had found—granted, with the boy
Niko's help—were from avillage not too far from the coast, and they reported as least the direction that
the captors had taken the people of their village.

Had Nadide been one of their villagers? Hard to say. Niko seemed to be sure of it, but the boy
seemed utterly sure of everything of late, after dl, and that didn't mean much, other than that he was
overreaching himsdf, something that seemed to amuse Bear, for some reason.

"Nervous, Joshua?' Cully had joined him at the bow. Thankfully, he had left the boy below; Gray
didn't have any particular desireto talk to him.

"Of course not." Gray shook hishead. "Y ou think well find what we're looking for here?"
"Possibly.” He shrugged. "The only reason that | think perhaps not is that nobody's tried to stop us,
ofar.”

Gray snorted, and gestured toward the shoreline. "Plenty of placesto do that between here and
Bear'sfriend'svillage, or what'sleft of it." Marching their company of marines up into the back country
might have been awiser choice, but Gray had vetoed that idea—Yyou couldn't do that without drawing a
lot of attention, and while leaving them on the beach to be prepared to cover aretreat had its own risks,
he liked theidea of being ableto get in and out, as quickly as possible.

See what they could see, talk to who they could talk to—and if they could find out where the
villagers had been taken, that might, just might, lead them to whoever it was who was cregting the new
live swords.

Possibly. And if not here, then somewhere e se.

"Hmmmm. .." Cully hitched & his—two swords?

He caught Gray's glance, and smiled. "Always good to have a spare sword around, just in case.”
Hisface sobered. "And a spare knight or would-be knight, or two, aswell, cometo think of it."

And who shall be the spare, expendable knight, this time?Gray didn't ask. Asirritating ashe
often found Cully, he knew what the answer to that was: Cully himsdlf.

Y ou could fault Cully for alot of things, but not that. It wasn't just amatter of alack of cowardice
—it was something much more cold-blooded.



"Very well," Cully said. "We've got marinesto set up to cover our retredt, if retrest is necessary.
Weve got enough provisionsfor acouple of days, at least, save for water—and we can find water.
Weve Ercam asaguide, and hiselder son asa spare guide, just in case.”

"If we have them, where are they?"

"Below, spending afew momentswith their family; they can belast up. I've had some wordswith
Sdim about them, by the way."

"Y ou thought the Abdullahswould . . . interfere with the women?”

"No, not really—but I'm not sure about some of the hired-ons, and | wanted Salim to understand
that the family ishisresponsbility. Probably should have put them aboard theWelledey —but it'sabit
late for that, now.

"As| was saying, before you started complaining, we've got Sigerson, to at least smell out the
wizard—if wefind him—and his manservant, who seems a capable sort, all inal, and probably the best
subgtitute for aburro we've available. And the rest of the gear." He pointed down, as though toward
their quarters, where Bear was presumably finishing packing up what they would carry with them.
"Money for bribes, and the usud things one needsto live off theland.”

"And your point would be?"

"That'sesasy." Cully'smouth quirked into afrown. "What am | missing?'

Were they teacher and student again, or was Cully just talking to pass the time? "Horses, for one,"
Gray sad.

Cully nodded. "Certainly. I'd love to have some silent horses, ones that could be reliably counted
on to be swum ashore—might make faster progressthat way. | think going on foot makes sense.” He
grinned. " Should we turn around and go back and see if they've been breeding these silent, swimming
horses back on Rodhos?!

Despite himsdf, Gray returned the smile. "If you think we could find some? Do let's.”

"Why, Joshua, you've learned how to smile. Y ou should try the expression out more often—I think
it's hurting your face."

"I'm not sure where that came from, ether." Hishand fdll to the hilt of the Khan.

I'msure. The prospect of killing always made me smile, back when | had a mouth to smile
with.,

No, it wasn't that.

Cully stamped hisfoot three times on the deck, then looked up at Gray'slook of surprise. "Wdll, |
thought it was about time that the othersjoined us, and it's faster than sending for them.”

It was, at that.

It was only afew minutes later that the rest of the party was on deck with them. That they al had
rucksacks on their backs didn't make them look all the same, of course; they were each different.

Bear, of course, was as even of voice and manner asusual, and if that wasn't in its own way so
reassuring, Gray would have been irritated. Both of the Turks were obvioudy scared—Gray wouldn't
have been surprised if they quickly abandoned the knights as soon as they hit the beach.

Or maybe not. Their family was aboard. Hostages? That depended on your way of looking at
things. Gray wouldn't hurt the children or the wivesfor the sins of the father and brother, but they didn't
have to know that. They were being more than well enough paid for the risks they were taking, athough
they should have been willing to take any sort of risks as ametter of honor.

Then again, honor wasn't something you could count on, most of thetime.

Sigerson had his usua amused expression pasted to hisface, and his manservant hisusua lack of
any expresson a dl.

The boy, well, helooked scared, but he was aboy, after dl, and you could hardly blame him for
that, and he certainly had ample reason to be. Thiswasn't probably agood time to remind him that
somebody who wielded a Red Sword was more than likely hellbound, after al, despite the temptation.



Y es, yes, of course you could repent. But Gray, for one, couldn't sincerely repent of hisjoining of
his soul with the cursed Khan. It was the way that he could best serve the Crown, after al, and while
there were men who would put their own interests ahead of their duty, Gray devoutly hoped that none of
them were of the Order of Crown, Shield, and Dragon.

Cully?Y ou could never tell about Cully, but . . .

And...wait.

At firgt, Gray thought it was aseagull dropping down out of the sky.

But it wasn't. It was abird, though, larger than aseagull. A crow? No—araven. A raven, at sea?

It swooped down out of the sky and landed on the deck just afew feet in front of him, andina
blink, it was Black.

"Black?'

"Yes" He swallowed, hard.

Not the same as Gray had seen him before. He still wore his presumptuous imitation of aknight's
robes, but the robes were bloody, tattered, and torn.

Which wasn't thewort of it. His right arm was covered with blood, and hung limply at hisside,
and hisface was battered. Hisleft hand was pressed tightly against his middle, asthough trying to hold
hisgutsin.

Probably the worst of it was his expression. The eyeswere wide, the jaw trembling, and for some
reason the whole effect was to remind Gray of afrightened, beaten little boy that he had known long
ago, aboy standing before an Order knight, on the verge of collapsing in terror.

"Help me, Gray," hesad. "Please.”

Bear had shouldered his rucksack, and bounced up and down afew times, rewarded by asmile
from Niko, who just stood watching, trying hard not to seem as amused as he obvioudy was.

Bear just grinned. "I'm much more concerned with making sure that the strapsfit tightly and
properly on my shouldersthan | amin not looking foolishin front of you, young sr knight.”

The boy spread his hands. "No offense—oh, very wdll: it did look strange.”

He shrugged into his own rucksack, and accepted Bear's help in adjusting the straps. A fisherboy,
of necessity, was used to long hours and hard work, perhaps even more so than a peasant, as difficult as
that was to imagine. But a more-than-one day march across country, arucksack on his back, wasa
different thing entirely, and it was good that Niko's newfound confidence—at least, that'swhet it
appeared to be—hadn't degenerated into an unwillingnessto listen. Bear would have corrected him on
the issue, asamatter of duty—but he was just as happy not to.

"Now," Bear sad, "you try it."

"Jumping up and down?"

"Plegse”

Hedid. The straps were alittle loose for Bear's tastes—more than what was required to make it
possible to discard the rucksack quickly—Dbut after somework on the straps, and more bouncing up
and down by Niko, they met with Bear's approva.

Niko gtarted at atriple thumping from the deck above. "It'sjust Cully, getting impatient.”

Niko frowned. "I think I'm supposed to say something more."

He shook his head. "Just a—"

"—code that Cully worked out with you? Onefor 'yes," two for 'no,' three for 'more'?' Bear
grinned. "Ah, yes—it'sbeen along time since | learned novice usages. Very well, Sir Niko—what isthe
more that you should say now?"

"That we should get going, perhaps?’

Bear grinned. "That will do. Y ou'd better go get Ercam and Mdlik.”



"Yes, Sr David."

His own pack shouldered, Bear gathered up his swords and followed Niko into the passageway,
then climbed up the ladder to the deck while Niko continued on toward where the refugees were billeted
in astern compartment.

Cully and Gray were waiting for them, and Sigerson, hisvalet, and Niko, the two Turksin tow,
were only afew moments behind.

"Shouldn't be long now,” Cully said. TheWelled ey was dready down just one sail on each of the
masts, and those had been heavily reefed. Bear couldn't see well enough from hereto know if the
topmen were dl aoft, but their Abdullah counterparts here were, and he expected that they were.

The Abdullahs and the rest of the crew seemed to be making apoint to keep the bow deck clear.
Even thelookout, that Milos boy that Niko apparently had some grievance with, perched highin the
foremadt, kept his gaze fixed firmly on the water and land before them, athough Samir Abdullah, taking
thewhed himsdlf, had gpparently gone to some troubleto follow theWelledey 's coursein.

The bird spread itswings widely, beating them madly againgt the air asit struggled to makeit to the
deck, and not splash into the water.

It succeeded, and with afinal flurry of wings, landed, hard on the deck, skittering forward afew
feet until it—

—changed.

For amoment, Bear didn't recognize the man.

Hewas il large and blocky, vagudy peasant-looking in the face and shoulders, particularly. But
al of the e egance was gone—nhis shirt hung on him in bloody tatters; acut on hisright cheek had goneto
the bone, and the blood 0ozing from a dozen wounds spoke of far more serious damage.

If any of it could be believed.

Wolf took a staggering step forward, and fell to his knees; he would have falen face-first on the
deck if he hadn't slopped himsdlf by putting out an arm.

Wolf looked up at Bear. All of the serenity and confidence that Bear had seen in hisface was gone,
washed away in blood and agony.

There was nothing in that face save pain and despair.

"Help me, Bear,” Wolf said. "Please.”

The Wisg, battered and bloody, knelt before Cully in supplication. He, she—it didn't look like Her,
not thistime. Nor had it manifested itsdf in some sort of idedlized form of Cully himsdf.

It had, for whatever reason, chosen Sir Bedivere, precisaly as Cully had seen him thelast time, so
many years ago: the fletching of an arrow just barely projecting from his chest, what was | eft of hisleft
arm from the elbow down hanging by atendon and a scrap of skin, hisusually preposterousy
well-combed beard all askew and drenched in his own blood and vomit. And, asit had been a
Bedivere's degth, the coat of arms on histabard was intact, the only part of his clothing or armor that
had been untouched in his battle with the traitors.

The eyes, though, they were not the same. They had been, and dwayswould be, sharp in Cully's
memory, afierceness and joy in Bedivere's eyes, aghost of which had persisted even when those eyes
had gone dl dull and lifeless. Bedivere had goneto his death knowing that he had died in service of his
Order, and hisKing, and he had laid himsalf down with joy as much aswith pain.

These eyes had none of that joy, though al of the pain. If anything, they reminded him of adeer he
had once brought down in hislong-lost Woode, and he found his hand going to his belt for the dagger
that he would have used to give an anima the blow of grace.

But, of course, the dagger wasn't there. Nor, of course, was Bedivere.

"Help me, Cully," theimage of Bedivere said, itsvoice ahorrible, liquid rasp. "Please.”

* * %



It was Grandfather, again, of course. Or, more accurately, it looked like Grandfather—but not the
hedlthy, vibrant man that Niko would aways remember, but something more like the murdered body
that he had seen on the shore a home, back when he had ahome.

It had fooled Niko before—but it wouldn't thistime, not again. Niko didn't like to be fooled.

"Help me, Niko," thelyingimage said. "Please.”

Chapter 12:Pantelleria

When | was serving with His Own, shortly after one minor incident et Bamora
where | acquitted mysdlf apparently adequately, | was sent to sit in on what | wastold
was afascinating theologica argument between a couple of scholars at the Old College.
He said that it wasintended to be areward, but perhaps HM was just having ajoke at
my expense. I'm told that he has a subtle sense of humor, but not having any such
mysdlf, I'd hardly be the person to judge.

The subject, as| recall, was something long and involved about the nature of Unintended
Evil Consequences of Morally Proper Acts vs. Unintended Good Conseguences of
Moraly Wrong Ones. They started with Judas Iscariot and Pontius Pilate, and how the
betraya of thefirst and at least the mora indifference of the second led to Our Lord
dying for al of our sns, and went on from there.

By the timethey got to the required pieties about the Tyrant murdering al those babies—
athough missing the baby Mordred—and forcing Mordred the Greet, both for mora

and practicd reasons, down the path that led him to have to take the throne, dl 1'd
learned isthat good things sometimes flow from evil intent, and vice versa.

| think | aready knew that.
—Gray

It did look strange.

Itstill , apparently, looked strange. DuPuy hadn't thought that Randolph waslying, but . . . it was
different to seeit for himsdf. There were just too many ships. And too many kinds of ships, dammit.

Assoon as helowered hisglass, Admira Sr Simon Tremaine DuPuy found himsdlf, once again,
pacing back and forth across the quarterdeck, so he stopped. Out of the corner of his eye he caught the
steersman grinning at the first, and the first grinning back, so hejust stared at the two of them, and they
quickly found themselves utterly engaged in their work, asdid the rest of the crew.

Unsurprisingly, every time that DuPuy was on deck, there wasn't an officer or man aboard standing
at ease—save for Randolph himsdlf, whose own quarterdeck style seemed to involve aslittle activity and
motion on his own part aswas humanly possible. Still, it probably wasn't a coincidence that Randolph's
preferred posture—Ileaning against the quarterdeck rail, smoking his pipe—kept al of topside under his
immediate observetion.

Which was better than what DuPuy had witnessed their first day out—Randol ph had stripped off
his jacket and boots and climbed up the foremast's rigging, like some sort of ropemonkey—adamnably
common sort of thing to do. Perhaps when you were gently born, you felt you could get away with that
sort of thing, athough who would want to was something DuPuy couldn't fathom, and there were more
important matters at hand, at least at the moment.

Randolph had reported allittle more than a dozen ships crowding the Porto Pantelleria harbor—
fifteen, DuPuy remembered—but there were easily twice that many here, just off Khammaand more
headed in.



It was the combination of the number and the variety that was so Strange.

He shook his head, and put the glass back to hisgood eye. Granted, Pantelleriawas but aday's
sal from Tunis, just asit was from Agrigento, and not an uncommon place for some trade between
Tunisan and Sicilian merchants to take place, despite the lack of anything resembling decent-sized
warehouses, or docking capable of taking aship. Asto what got traded there, well, that was among the
thingsthat DuPuy didn't know, and didn't much want to know.

Not hisbusiness.

The ordersfor Navy shipsto avoid theidand were, well, naval orders, not local ones, and the Earl
of Sciliahad not, asfar as DuPuy knew—and he would have known—prohibited it, nor had his
sovereign Duke, so there was no surprise in seeing two ships with the Trinakria on the magt, fluttering
beneath both the rampant stallion of the Duke of Napoli and, of course, the Crown and Dragon.

Nor was DuPuy surprised to find the Star and Scimitar on severa of the fellucas masts, with
various Cdiphate and satrgpal pennants below them.

And then there were Guild ships, their masts bare of any flag save for the preposteroudy plain
red-over-white that the League and Guild had flown since timeimmemorid, and, of course, dl of them
flew severd of the dozens of pennants that announced what they had to trade as well aswhat they
claimed to be seeking in trade.

And not just Guild—that low-dung four-master had Izmiri lines, and the fat bark was clearly
Sebiani.

Something was going on. It was probably nothing terribly important, granted, but . . .

Randol ph emerged from his cabin at hisusua leisurely pace, asked aquick
is-everything-as-it-should-be of thefirgt, and barely waited for Cadwell's quick nod before walking
over to where DuPuy was standing.

"Afternoon, Admird," hesad.

"Captan.”

Randol ph turned to the quarterdeck runner, but DuPuy preempted him by passing hisglass over.
Randolph put it to hiseye, lowering it quickly enough to irritate DuPuy. Damn his eyes.

"A hbit thicker than it was before," Randolph said. He put the glass back to hiseye. "But about the
same, dl indl, and—hmm." He shook his head. "We're not the only ones to have seen something of
interet—that's a-Bakilani's persona pennant on the nor'most fellucca.”

DuPuyamost asked if he was sure, but stopped himself. Randolph had flown the pennant—wal
below any of the other pennants—while conveying d-Bakilani to Sfax.

"A clever man, d-Bakilani," Randolph went on. "l wonder what he's doing here.”

And, of coursg, it didn't do Randolph's credibility any harm to point out to DuPuy that the same
thing he had observed had a so been noticed by d-Bakilani and his people, and presumably drawn him
here.

If, of course, d-Bakilani himsalf waan't the cause of dl of thisactivity.

Well, DuPuy had seen it for himself, and the sengible thing to do was probably just to turn theLord
Fauncher around after dropping off alongboat with the three of Shea's people that he had. Granted,
that might aswell announce that they were from Nava Intelligence—but the late, unlamented Scratch
had certainly aready passed along that word to a-Bakilani.

"Dangerous man, d-Bakilani," Randol ph went on, giving DuPuy a sideways glance.

Thefeding-Randolph-out part of thisall, a least, was an apparent success—Randol ph had goneto
some trouble to make it clear to DuPuy that he had been impressed with the number and qudity of the
shipsin the harbor at Sfax, and had, last night after aremarkably and atypically sober dinner, put his
officers and middies through an interesting sandtable on a hypothetical landing and sack of Sfax.

Not a bad plan, at that—Randolph's scheme involved mustering ships and southern troops at
Sracusa, bringing the Napolitans over the Messina Straits, with the Gibby Fleet making adiversonary



attack a Tunis, splitting off to join the Med Fleet for the landings. A tricky thing, yes, and it would have
to be set up carefully enough, but it could be done, at least in theory, if enough troops could be shifted
south to reinforceit all.

Although it would have to be well timed; necessary to land in Morocco at the sametime, to sed up
the searoutes out of the Med, something that Randolph hadn't fully thought through.

Maybe. If it worked, it would cut off the Western Dar from the Eadt, effectively isolating the heart
of it fromitsrich Darmosh Kowayes colonies, particularly if the new trebuchets at Tarifawere as
accurate as they were claimed to be and as numerous as they ought to be.

Gibratar was the neck—grab them by the neck and then cut their throat a Sfax and eventualy
Tunis, and then turn privateersloose in the Atlantic, and it would be only amatter of time before the
Darmosh Kowayes colonies would fal to the Duke of New England.

Of course, the Dar wouldn't be standing idly by while that happened, and Randol ph was making
thetypica junior officer assumption that everything would go as planned. And—

"Admird?"

DuPuy shook his head. "Just an old man woolgathering, Mr. Randolph.”

Wi, if they were going to go ashore, the obvious thing to do was to send Shea's men into Khamma
—with acompany of marines at least pretending to look like they were on shoreleave. TheLord
Fauncher wasn't going to be fighting itsway away from Pantelleria, after al, at least not successfully.

Asto what DuPuy himsdlf was going to do, well, that was obvious, too.

"Y ou think your first can handle an anchor watch, Mr. Randolph?"

Randol ph hesitated for amoment, then: "1 think a button-boned middie can handle an anchor
watch, Admird—if nothing exciting happens." He pointed his chin toward the ships anchored offshore.
"But if, say, two of those Dar feluccas were to move toward us and try to board, | don't have any
confidencethat! could raise anchor, fly the sails, and get the ship moving away quickly enough to prevent
them from locking on and boarding.” He looked DuPuy inthe eye. "And I've afairly high opinion of my
own ahilities—at least S0 I've been told.”

It would have been difficult to brace the man for that sort of uppitiness on his own quarterdeck,
sore as the temptation was, and it wastypica of Randolph to take responsibility for the problem himsalf
—he hadn't even suggested that such athing would be a problem because of his shipload of idiots and
reglects. There was some truth to that, too. Still, a crack crew—topmen taking their ease doft, with most
salsflying but reefed to the point where they wouldn't strain the anchor chain—ocould get aship moving
awfully quickly, if need be, even absent the possibility of cutting the anchor chain.

The other choice, of course, wasto have thelL.ord Fauncher smply circletheidand. But that had
itsown problems—it would, of a certainty draw attention to the ship, and it would mean that the shore
party would have to wait for its return before being able to reboard.

And never mind that that sort of thing would chalenge thefirst well beyond DuPuy's confidencein
hisabilities—Hempstead would probably manage to run theL.ord Fauncher aground, as he had,
repeatedly, when he had been the master of theSilkie , which was what had gotten him beached—unless,
of course, he gave the shoaed waters around the idand awide enough berth that DuPuy might as well
have sent him back to Mata

Randolph could, DuPuy decided, handle elther, despite his apparent desultory command style.
DuPuy could take the shore party himself, and not bring Randol ph aong, which had been hisintention
until Randolph had seen d-Bakilani's pennant.

Perhaps he should just stick with that—»but he very much wanted to see how Randolph reacted in
the Arab's presence.

Wéll, decisions didn't get any better by standing on deck. "L et's go ashore, and see what our old
friend d-Bakilani isup to, shal we?'

"Of course, Sr." Heturned toward thefirst. "Mr. Caldwell—prepare the longboat for the Admiral
and mysdlf. Y ou have the deck.”



"Aye, aye, gr."

DuPuy frowned. Randolph's face hadn't so much as twitched at DuPuy's characterization of
a-Bakilani, and Randol ph had been less than responsive to DuPuy's attempts to feel him out. For some
reason, most officersfound it difficult to bare their soulsto Simon DuPuy.

"Some concern, Admira?'

"Well, we can hardly cal on himin our utilities, can we?'

"No, gr, | think it would beimpalite," Randolph said. "Shdl we?"

They headed below to change. DuPuy couldn't get the frown off hisface. The danger didn't bother
him—but he'd have to put on the damnably expensive firg-class uniform, unlessthat idiot Owldey hadn't
packed it.

That possibility brought asmileto hisface.

Unfortunately, by the time that DuPuy made it down to his—to Randolph's cabin, Owldey dready
had al of it laid out on the bunk, and was busily engaged in polishing theivory-hilted dress sword and
matching dagger, and it wasal DuPuy could do to say "Well done’—which he did—rather than "Why
did you haveto pickthis bloody occasion to be suddenly competent and efficient?’

It wasn't adifficult matter to find out where d-Bakilani was staying. Evenif their inquiriesin Agma
hadn't immediatdy born fruit—and they had—with his ship anchored offshore that village, the most likely
placefor him was the Bagno della Acqua, and, sure enough, his persona pennant flew from a stanchion
off thelargest and grandest of the smal homes just off the edge of the Bagno della Acqua, what the
locascaled the"shore.”

To the extent that it had shores. The famous "bath of water" looked to DuPuy more like an
oversized pool of steaming mud than anything e se, athough a preposterous profundity of people,
gpparently from the various dammus circling the mud puddle, had descended down the black, rocky
dopeto sitinit, and the wind across the mud puddle brought adistinct smell of sulfur to DuPuy's nose.
Judging from what he could see, every passing merchantman's officers and perhaps paying passengers
took the opportunity of pulling into Pantelleriato Sit in mud no different, save for the stench, than could
have been found on any road in Suffolk after agood rain.

They had |ft the marines and the so-called Intelligence men behind in the village. While DuPuy
didn't much care about manners when it came to the enemy, showing up a a-Bakilani's rented doorstep
at al was enough of achalenge without making it worse by committing the further solecism of arriving in
force, abet evenin smal force.

The home—they were il caled "dammus," DuPuy recollected—was rather small by what DuPuy
thought would be the Arab's standards. Wisps of smoke rising from behind it, only to beimmediately
shattered on the wind, suggested that whatever kitchensit had were outside, hidden behind the bulk of
the dammusa

An arch led to the patio at the front of it, protecting the massive front door from thewind. The
windows at the front were dark, but unshuttered, making it clear that the dwelling was built of
remarkably thick stones of the black local rock, athough from what DuPuy could see across the mud
puddle about the backsdes of other dammus, didn't make them look like they'd be terribly resistant to
an attack from that direction, and the low, waist-height wall was just adecoration, athough it probably
hel ped protect the gardens well enough from wind-driven sand, which was probably its only intent.

Theroof, likedl of the rest, was domed, rather than flat—that was probably about the wind, as
wall.

There was no gate—the low wall smply opened on the flat Ssone walkway up to the door.

"Begging your pardon, Admira," Randolph said, "but do you propose to smply knock on his
door?'

DuPuy nodded. "Y es, and leave my card with his servant, of course," he said, producing a card
from the breast pocket of hisfirst-class uniform. He had no pen to write with, of course—he could



hardly carry around pen and inkwell in hisfirg-class uniform, and he had ddliberatdly left Owldey, with
al of hiskit, aboard theLord Fauncher —but DuPuy's name on the paper should be message enough.

Let d-Bakilani comelooking for him.

Heran afinger under his collar. Damned uncomfortable thing—the heavily starched white collar
aways scratched his neck, and one of the few fearsthat Simon DuPuy had was of faling down and
damaging the bloody expengve uniform beyond the ability of easy repair, guaranteeing hours of time
wasted in fitting and more money that he cared to think about in the replacement.

Hewould be willing to bet heavily that he would quickly hear from d-Bakilani—whatever
a-Bakilani was up to, he would want to know to what extent that the Crown in general and DuPuy in
particular were on to him, and not wish to wait for areport from Scratch, even if he hadn't heard about
DuPuy's secretary's unfortunate accident.

There were no servants or anybody e se outside the low stone fence around the dammusa—DuPuy
had expected that there would be at |east some sort of guard on duty, to whom he could present his
card. Their absence probably meant that, pennant aside, a-Bakilani was not there at the moment.

WEéll, there was no point in standing out here and waiting. He marched up the wakway, hiscard in
hand. There was no proper knocker on the door.

"No knocker—and I'm not about to pound on it with my figt."

Randolph, wisdy, didn't say anything.

"Probably just dide it under the door, | think,” DuPuy said.

Since there was nobody there to properly receiveit, or him, and whileleaving it pinned to the door
with his dress-belt dagger had a certain appedl, it probably wasn't the right thing to do—and, besides,
he'd need to replace the dagger.

He handed the card to Randol ph—Iet him do the stooping—and just as Randolph bent to do so,
the door wheezed open, and d-Bakilani himself was standing there, an easy smile on hisface.

"Your Excdlency,” hesaid. "Asit happens, | wasjust spesking of you."

"A coincidence, | suppose?’

"Oh, not a dl, for any number of reasons.” Al-Bakilani's smile, if anything, broadened.

He looked no different than the last time DuPuy had seen him—what DuPuy had hoped was the
last time he would ever see d-Bakilani, dthough instead of the the long flowing robes, hewore only a
singlelinen garment that, irritatingly, reminded DuPuy of amockery of priest's cassock, down to the
Mussalman rosary that depended from the left Side of hiswaist. At least he was armed, in away—there
was adagger of sortson his other hip. DuPuy found that vaguely reassuring, for reasons he couldn't
quite have explained.

Al-Bakilani bowed deeply. "Would you be so kind as to grace my home?"

Randolph at hissde, DuPuy followed d-Bakilani into the hall, and into the large central room, only
idly wondering if a-Bakilani could turn about before DuPuy plunged his dagger into a-Bakilani's broad
back.

A door led off down ahdlway that was brightly lit by the afternoon sun, the only exit other than the
onesthat they had walked in, and sounds coming through the door told some activity beyond them,
athough DuPuy couldn't have said what it might be.

Two Arabs had been reclining on their strange-looking couches, and both of them sat up at
DuPuy's entrance, one of them in an ordinary, desultory sort of fashion, although the other leaped to his
feet and took astep forward, as though to move between DuPuy and Randolph and the other.

Al-Bakilani made a patting motion with both of his hands, and murmured something in Arabic, and
the man assumed a position that looked to DuPuy more like parade rest than anything else.

His eyes seemed to fasten on DuPuy's as he accepted a-Bakilani's command with anod, then
crossed his hands over his chest.

There was something strange about him, particularly around the eyes. Perhapsit wasjust that his



sun-bronzed skin was afew shades lighter than the others, or that his beard seemed alittle, well, bushier.

The strangest thing about him was the sword tucked through the sash at hiswaist. It wasn't the
curved Mussdlman scimitar, but astraight blade, plainly wood-gripped with no sign of decoration, ina
smple wooden shegth.

Al-Bakilani ignored him, but addressed the other man, who nodded, and rose, owly.

Hewas an immense, fat man, but from the way he moved to hisfeet it was clear that there were
muscles, aswell asfat, beneath his smple shift. He wastaler than d-Bakilani—himsdf not ashort man—
athough he stood half a head shorter than the swordsman. Histhick fingers were heavily laden with
jewded rings, and asmadl silver chain, looped severd times around hisforehead, held hisoiled hair in
place.

His eyeswere neither warm nor hostile, although he seemed not to blink at al.

"Admird Sir Smon Tremaine DuPuy, Lieutenant Lord Sir Alphonse Randolph, may | havethe
honor to present Abu Abdullah Mohammed ibn a-Sharif d-1drisg?!

It was dl DuPuy could do not to sputter. If d-Bakilani wasn't lying through histoo-white teeth, this
was. . . preposterous. Al-Idris was the Sharif of Tunisia, the equivalent—to the extent that the filthy
Mussdlmen could have an equivaent—to a Crown Duke, and of a certainty the most important and
powerful man inthe Dar d-1dam thisside of the Nile, and, at least arguably, this sde of Mecca

What washe doinghere ? And why had DuPuy been admitted to his presence? And where were
his guards? His army? He would be no more likely to venture out of Tunisinto contested waters without
soldiers gplenty in attendance than the Duke of Napoli would—Iess so, perhaps, if there was something
lesslikely than theinconceivable.

Randol ph was quicker on hisfeet. "Honored, Y our Excellency,” he said, bowing deeply.

Well, there was nothing for it but to go aong, at least for the moment.

"Honored," DuPuy said.

Al-ldris smiled, and turned toward a-Bakilani. "I think, perhaps, my friend,” hesaid, "that | seea
trace of doubt in the noble Admird'sface.”

If anything, his English was more puzzling—first, that he spokeit at al, and more-so, that he
seemed to have no accent, save perhaps atouch of Brigstow? And why would the two Arabs be talking
in English to each other? Surely it couldn't be to reassure DuPuy.

There was not adamn thing about thisthat wasin any way reassuring.

Al-Bakilani nodded. "I can hardly blame him, Excdlency," he said. "I think some explanations are
not only in order, but in al of our interests.”

"And inevitable, at that," d-Idrig said. "And they can be given herejust aseasily as1'd intended
you to convey them to his Excellency on Mata—and perhaps even more persuasively?'

Al-Bakilani bowed. ™Y our wisdom does not surprise me." He glanced at the window. "We have
enough time—sundown is hours away, as of yet." He clapped his hands together, the sound of running
feet in the smdl courtyard behind the house were immediately followed by a short, dark man, manifestly
aservant—he wore only blousy white pantaloons, and was naked from the waist up—appearing in the
open doorway.

"We have guests, Efik—and the hospitdity of the d-Bakilani family suffers every moment they are
kept thirsty and hungry.”

"I'm not—" DuPuy Started.

"Weare, of course, honored," Randolph put in, interrupting. Histiming had best not have been
deliberate, evenif the effect had been to prevent DuPuy from being impolite.

"It'smy hope that you will be more than honored, but delighted—Efik has been my personal cook
and attendant for . . . would you remind me, Efik? In English, please; | know you spesk it.”

"Y es, Excellency. I've had the honor of serving you in one capacity or another for the past twelve
years, and as your cook since old Salim died, three years ago." He was acompact little man, his hairless



chest splattered with the scars of old burn marks, athough his back was unmarked. "1 hadn't expected
you to have guests quite so soon, but | can assure you I'll manage—and, if not," he said, gesturing
toward the open door, "' can send for assistance.”

Al-Bakilani gave DuPuy asmile. Of course d-1dris would bring aong his persond entourage,
which probably was somewhere nearby—perhapsin some of the other dammus aong the shordline. It
was entirely possible that the men sitting in the mud of the Bagno della Acquawere lookouts for soldiers
dationed ingde, and certain that the Sharif of Tunisawould not be depending on merely one man for
protection—nor would he believe that DuPuy would be so gullible asto believe that.

"Very wdl, Efik. Pleaseimpress our guests—but quickly, quickly.”

"Of course, Excdllency.” Efik gave only an economica bow before hurrying off.

The supposed Sharif gestured both of them to nearby couches, and there being no graceful way
around it, DuPuy sat. Randolph actually reclined on his, only straightening after aquick glarefrom
DuPuy. No matter what the local custom was, one of His Mg esty's officers didn't sorawl on a couch
like awhore about to be mounted, by God.

The other Arab remained standing, eying both DuPuy and Randol ph with alook of something that
had as much of evaluation as hatred in it, as though he was deciding how to kill them, not when.

DuPuy looked him right back in the eye. There were thingsin thisworld that frightened Simon
DuPuy, yes, but desth wasn't one of them.

Al-Bakilani gtarted to talk, but stopped when Efik, at the head of ateam of four more servants
bustled in, carrying well-laden trays, and it took afew minutes to make sure that everybody—save for
the big man on hisfegt—was served.

DuPuy ate—it was obvioudy required—but didn't taste anything. He was more interested in
making sure that he didn't drip anything on his uniform—and vastly more so in watching d-Bakilani,
a-ldris, and particularly the man who had not been introduced—than he wasin whatever the various
porridges were that he was supposed to sop up with the flat Arab bread.

The man was obvioudy asoldier of some sort, although his robes were fine enough for aDar
noble. He ignored the servants, and even a-Bakilani and a-1drig, but just sood, not quite motionless,
and continued to watch DuPuy and Randol ph, as though he expected them to legp up and attack the
supposed d-ldris at any moment. DuPuy looked around while trying not to look as though he was—
where were the rest of thisa-Idrig's guards?

Al-Bakilani muttered something in Arabic to d-1dris, who nodded.

"Of course," hesaid, "but please, if you would, let ustry to keep the conversation in alanguage our
guesscan follow.”

"My apologies, of course." Heturned to DuPuy. "I beg your pardon; | findit . .. uncomfortableto
quote the Prophet to afellow True Believer other than in Arabic. It was one of the hadiths, and it seems
to apply. 'If you stay with some people and they entertain you as they should for aguest, accept their
hospitality, but if they don't do asthey should, take the right of the guest from them.’

"Englishmen are, so | understand, fond of their pipes. I'm of the opinion that such things
are. . . discouraged for True Believers, but both His Excellency the Sharif and | are more of the opinion
that the Prophet, peace be upon him, considered the obligations of hosts rather more important than
such preferences, and, truth to tell, 1've never found the smell of tobacco unpleasant—if you'd honor me
by lighting your pipes, I'd take that asasign that we werefulfilling our obligations.”

Getting their pipes out and packed was but a matter of afew moments, and the ever-efficient Efik
quickly provided them with lit tapers, and—truth to tell—DuPuy found the smoke comforting, and the
supposed ad-ldris's attempts to hide his clear discomfort with the smell even more so. DuPuy didn't have
the dightest ideawhether a-Bakilani relished or detested the smoke, but at least he could read d-Idris's
face.

Or was he intended to think that he could?

Al-Bakilani sipped at his coffee. "Whereto gart? Ah. Do let's start with what must be most



puzzling to you—His Excellency the Sharif's presence here?!

"That would be the second thing, | suspect." The supposed d-ldris shook his head. "My identity,
perhaps?' He gave DuPuy aninfuriating smile. "Were | the Admird, 1'd likely be skeptical on that point.
One would expect somebody who Allah has honored with my statusto travel with an army to protect
him, even o short adistance from Tunis.”

Some response seemed called for, so DuPuy nodded. "I had been thinking of that. They're
concedled in the nearby dammus, | suppose.”

If anything, that caused d-Idris's dready broad smile to broaden even further. "Actudly, no. |
traveled aboard my friend's ship, with but afew men, and they're stationed aong the roads where they
can give darm, rather than protect my person. Asfor that, another introduction isin order, | believe."
Hisflipperlike hand gestured toward the other Arab. "Admird Sr Smon Tremaine DuPuy, Lieutenant
Lord Sir Alphonse Randolph, may | present Abdul ibn Mahmoud?'

DuPuy didn't quite shrug. Al-ldris cocked hishead to oneside. "Abdul isa. . ." Helooked to
d-Bakilani.

"Convert, Excdlency.”

"Convert, that's the word. He was born Alexander Smith, | believe, and known at onetime as Sir
Alexander Smith, Knight of the Order of the Crown, Shield, and Dragon.”

Randolph was on hisfeet immediately, his pipe clattering on thetiles.

"Sit down, Mr. Randolph,” DuPuy said. The Arab's—no, this Alexander's hand was resting on the
hilt of hissword, and if thiswaswho ad-ldris said it was, then Randolph would have no chance at dl.
And probably none anyway, evenif d-ldris waslying, or not d-ldrig a al—a-Bakilani had obvioudy
considered the possihilities, and d-Bakilani was not afool.

"Sr, [—"

"Stdown , by God." There was nothing more that Simon DuPuy would have liked to do than have
seen that traitor's, that murderer's blood spill across the floor, and his own and Randol ph's life would be
apitifully smal priceto pay for that.

But that wasn't going to happen here and now.

Randolph wasn't moving, and his hand was clapped to the hilt of that curved Seeproosh saber, but
at least he hadn't drawn it yet.

"Please, Lieutenant, do asyou wish,” the murderer said. "The Sandovd is aways ready, and hungry
—and I'm nonetoo fond of highborn English dogs—"

"Cease.” Al-Idris had gotten to hisfeet faster than aman with that bulk should have been ableto,
and squared off against Smith. Al-Idris started to say something in Arabic, then stopped himself, and
went onin English: "Y ou've lived long enough among us not to know of the obligations of ahost to
gueds”

From a-ldris'stone, DuPuy had expected more reaction than "Y es, Excellency.”

DuPuy wasn't watching his expression; his eyes were on Randol ph, who hadn't moved.
"Lieutenant . . ."

"Aye, aye, 9r," Randolph said, his boot-face once again firmly in place, if you didn't quite notice the
way that hisjaw clenched. "Sir, |—"

"Sit, boy," hesad, gently.

"Aye, aye, ar." Randolph sat. "Permission to speak, sir.”

"Saveit for later." It was more important to find out what thiswas dl about. Were they prisoners?

DuPuy didn't like the way a-Bakilani shook his head. "No, Admird, you're not prisoners. You're
guests, free to leave when and as you please. But | do think you'll want to hear His Excellency out,” he
sad. "It'sin your interest asmuch asours, | beieve."

Those were fine words, but they would be dl the better for the testing.

"On your feet, Mr. Randolph," he said. "Return to your ship. Raise anchor, and be prepared to



takeflight at any approach—do so in any case before dark. No orders to the contrary from me areto
be entertained unless delivered in person—and if there's as much as one man in the boat dong with me,
or a place where one could possibly be hidden, you are to assume I'm a prisoner, acting under duress,
and act accordingly.”

"Aye, aye, Sr." Randolph tugged at the edge of his jacket, and looked down, momentarily, at his
pipe on the floor, then visibly decided not to bend down in the presence of an enemy to pick it up.

He turned and marched toward the door, then stopped. "Admird, | will send aman—avolunteer—
back hereto report that I've safely arrived on theLord Fauncher . I'd recommend that you assume I've
been assassinated by a cowardly murderer should that man not arrive within the hour, and take any
protestations about your being aguest asworth what | believe theyare worth.”

DuPuy nodded. Randol ph was thinking—better than DuPuy was, in fact. "Very well."

Randolph turned to this.. . . Smith. "And I'll disobey my ordersto the extent of saying this, and take
what discipline the Admira deems appropriate without complaint. Y ou—"

"Lieutenant—"

"No, gir; not 'Lieutenant'.” Randolph's lipswerewhite. "I'm spesking as Lord Sir Alphonse
Randolph, Admird. If you want my commission for doing so, Admira, you may haveit, with my thanks."
Hedidn't wait for an answer, but turned back to Smith. "'I've had the honor of laying flowers at the grave
of Lady Mary, Mr. Smith—in the company of both the Earl of Moray, and of HisMgesty. | thought
then, Mr. Smith, long and hard about the sort of . . . person who would cut her throat while she degt,
and | sworeto mysdlf that were | ever to find mysdlf inthe. . . company of that piece of filth, one of us
would not survive.

"l never thought that likely, mind you, but here | am, and here you are. I've no doubt that stolen
Red Sword of yours could easily take my life, and perhaps you could even best mefairly, in adue—naot
that your kind would face a man with sted in hishand.

"But Admiral DuPuy saysno. Admiral DuPuy says| must violate my oath, here and now.

"Very well. I'll violate that oath, obedient to my orders, and not because I've aso sworn to obey
my lawful superiors. | am, a the moment, alieutenant in His Mgesty's service, and whileI'd gladly,
eagerly lay down my life and my oath for achance a yours, | happen to believe that Admird DuPuy is
aswiseaman as ever hasworn auniform, and he apparently believesthat you ought to be alowed live
for the moment.

"So I'll do that—thisonetime. But not again. And if | livethrough thisday, | will makeit my
purpose to see that there will be another occasion.

"I'll think long and hard about you every day until | lay your head &t the foot of her grave, Mr.
Smith, and then I'll not think about you ever again.”

He spun on the bal of hisfoot and marched from the room.

"Very prettily spoken,” Smith said, loudly enough for the wordsto carry. "I'll not lose any deep,
though."

Redidticdly, there was no reason why he should. It wasn't asthough Alexander Smith wasn't
aready awanted man, and while DuPuy thought and certainly hoped that His Mg esty had agents all
throughout the Dar d-1dam, if it had been easy or even practica for Smith to be assassinated, it would
aready have been done by now. There had to be some sensible men in Londinium, after all.

Andthis?

What was Randol ph going to do, even assuming that Smith would stay in Tunis—an unlikdy
possibility; he had clearly been seconded from the Cdiph for just this occasion. Did Randolph think he
could take passage on an unflagged merchantman to Tunis, and then march up to the gates of a-Idrig's
palace and throw down a glove? Randol ph had been speaking from the heart, not the head.

But DuPuy shook his head anyway. "If | wereyou, Mr. Smith, | would think—"

"My nameis Abdul ibn Mahmoud. And I'm not interested in what you think, DuPuy."

"But | am,” a-Bakilani put in. "There are other mattersthat are perhaps more important at the



moment, but . . ." Hefrowned. "And while the Admird's presence has.. . . complicated things, and
perhaps hurried along matters that could better have waited until His Excellency sent meto Mdta, aswe
had been planning, there's more than enough time, | believe, to hear him out.”

DuPuy resumed his seet, and deliberately took amoment to puff on his pipe. Surprisingly, it hadn't
gone out. He bent over and picked up Randolph's pipe from whereit had falen on the floor, wondering
if hewas going to be ableto return it to the lieutenant.

"What | was going to say, Mr. Smith," DuPuy said raising his head to look Smithin the eye, "isthat
if I thought that Alphonse Randolph was after my head, that head would not rest easily on my pillow.

Y ou've not taken the measure of the man—I have."

Smith started to say something, but desisted at a microscopic headshake from a-Idrig. If
this. . . charade was a matter of trying to persuade DuPuy of the identities of two imposters, it was
working, athough to what end DuPuy couldn't imagine.

And yes, of course, DuPuy'swarning had been dl bluff and bluster, but if thet bluff and bluster
caused a-Bakilani and d-Idris to take DuPuy less serioudy, there might be benefit in that. Then again,
a-Bakilani might decide that DuPuy was just trying to get him to think that—was there ever awhed that
didn't have another whed rolling around insgdeit?

But, that aside, there had been a benefit from Randol ph's speech—for Randolph. A man with that
sort of appropriately directed hatred in him would make afine Earl of Moray, from DuPuy's point of
view—and the sooner the better. Have to figure out away to pin amedal or two on his chest.

Hmmm . . . and while he wouldn't give Randol ph ahint of it, there was now nothing Randolph
could say or do that would cause DuPuy to want to ruin his reputation—quite the contrary. That threat
had passed Randol ph by without him ever having known of it.

The next Earl of Moray would, if Simon DuPuy had anything to say about it, leave the Navy with
as respectable arecord as he could manage. Command of a squadron was an obvious step. The only
question was how to manage it—and that would be arranged, even if it required DuPuy to go over
Bullworth's account books himsdlf, pen and ink in hand. DuPuy's honor was as expendable as
Bullworth's career, after dl.

But he could save that thinking for the trip back to Mata—if, indeed, he would be alowed to leave.

And, if not . . . many eyes had seen the flags fluttering from the mast of theLord Fauncher , and
were it to disgppear, with al hands, in watersthis close to the Dar, some of the right conclusions would
likely be drawn. Wars had started over less. It waslikdly that a-Idris and d-Bakilani would permit
Randolph to make it back to theLord Fauncher , and theLord Fauncher to Mdta, with or without
DuPuy on board. They obvioudy wanted to persuade him of something, after al, and DuPuy would not
be persuaded of anything were Randolph's messenger not to arrive, and if theLord Fauncher were not
to makeit back to Mataupon his return, DuPuy would know who to blame.

Andif a-Bakilani and d-ldris intended to kidnap DuPuy? That would be aslly thing to do, granted
—of what use was an old, beached sailor?

But, if s0, he could handle that. Y ou struck at your enemy with the tools at your disposdl, as
effectively as you could. The dress dagger on DuPuy's belt was near enough to his hand, and sharp
enough to shave with. DuPuy had never been able to somach awegpon that wasn't a weapon.

Of course, with Smith standing there, DuPuy, even twenty years younger and three stone lighter,
would not be able to reach d-Bakilani or d-Idrid, and it would be futileto try.

If there was a chance that the outrage over the murder of a British Admiral focused attention and
intention properly—and there was, at least a chance—DuPuy would laugh as he cut his own throat. But
there would be time for that, later, if need be. For now, he could hear a-Bakilani out.

"Now," he said to a-Bakilani, "what was it you were going to be sent to Mdtato tell me?’

"Youll permit me, my friend?" d-1dris asked. "Admird?"

"Of course, Excdlency.”

DuPuy nodded, and took another puff on his pipe. "Please.”



* * %

There had been rumors about these swords for sometime, a-1dris explained.

Then again, there werealways rumors. Rumors were afact of life, on matters of faith. Thushad it
aways been: the Hidden Mahdi was about to surface in Tikritiza, shattering the legitimacy of the
Umayyad dynasty; the Jews were momentarily to bresk out of Judea, carrying the Ark of the Covenant
before them; or the Maasapi were revolting—not unusud, particularly, athough their rebelionswere
quickly put down, as neither their warriors nor their promised shaman never seemed to be asimmuneto
swords or arrows as the legends promised—or Avaon had resppeared, the Holy Grail found, the
shards of the Sword of Congtantine restored and reforged, and the remnants of the Holy Roman Empire
would once again become invincible as they swept east and west and south.

Could such things happen? Well, of course they could—but a practical man would no more worry
about them than about anything else that he could do nothing about. When it cameto al matters, it
would be as Allah willed, asit was from the beginning.

And, of course, rumors didn't merely circulate about the sacred and the profane.

Admira DuPuy would, of course, forgive d-ldris if he didn't go into any detail about family
squabblesin the Dar Al Idam, athough he was sure that the noble Admira was aware of tenson
between the various Sharifsin Darmaosh Kowayes and the Cdiph—ablessed be his name—just as
a-ldrid was more than passingly familiar with amilar tensgons between the Duke of New England and
HisMagesty the King, and it was a safe prediction that, sooner than later, the New England colonies
would choose to break away from the Crown, and that might be arather different thing for the British
Crown than it would mean to Mecca, should some Sharif in the Darmosh decide to stop paying his
appropriate tribute.

In the long run, though, it didn't much matter. The triumph of 1dam had been ordained by Allah
himsdlf, and it being eventud rather than immediate was of no particular importance to Abu Abdullah
Mohammed ibn a-Sharif d-ldris than it wasto the Caliph himsdlf. Petience—proper patience—wasa
virtue, and the uneasy truce between the Dar and the Crown and Empire could easily go for yearsto the
benefit of the Dar d-Idam, and probably to both Crown and Empire, aswell.

Y es, there were tensons, and the tensions might result in an occasiond battle that would send True
Believersto paradise and infidels to hell, and that was as it should be. Swords—both red and
metaphoricd —got rusty with disuse.

And speaking of swords, a-1dris wished to convey his complimentsto His Mgesty on
the. .. utility of these wonderful live swords. It would probably not be best to go into detalls—he didn't
wish to bore the Admira with such matters—but the former Sir Alexander Smith had been aterribly
effective servant of the Caliph, in many matters.

And that was where the rumors that the Sharif wished to bring to the Admiral's attention had
started.

New live swords? That whole notion had disturbing echoes of the Sword of Consgtantine. In truth,
Congtantine's armies had been dmost as effective in spreading the previous revel ation as those of the
Dar d-1dam had been of thefind one—well, at least aslong as the sword had been unbroken.

Therewas something . . . impious about relying on such artifacts, though, handy asthey were.
Al-ldris could speak from personal experience that Abdul ibn Mahmoud had been of great serviceto
the Caliphate, in various matters that would, no doubt, be too boring to dwell on. Not essential, of
course, any more than they had been for the Crown. But it was decidedly convenient to be able to solve
aproblem by sending one man.

Rumors of more live swords? Those would, of course, be very useful, and entirely valuable—the
honors and, to be blunt, the gold paid to Abdul ibn Mahmoud had been awise investment.

Therehad been . . . contacts. The Admira would understand, of course, that al-Idris would not
wish to go into the details of exactly how and where, but messages had been conveyed, and exchanged.

With whom? That was an interesting question. Al-Idris could hazard agenerd sort of guess—as



the Admira would be ableto, perhaps, shortly—but the messages in both directions had been sent and
recaived in ways that concedled the identity of the origind sender, or senders.

There were, 0 it was said, a dozen such swords—produced over many years, at some Serious
difficulty—that would be available. And, were certain guarantees given about the future of certain areas
in and around the Mediterranean, after the inevitable victory of the forces of the Dar d-1dam, those
might be provided.

The guarantees would, of course, have to be unambiguous. And the sender would beinterested in
discussing the nature of those guarantees.

It was, of course, preposterous. Y es, the swords were of great value—but enough to give over
countries for? That was the part that bothered a-1dris the most, actually—as any merchant in the souk
could tdll you, the only thing more suspicious than an absurdly high asking price was an absurdly low
one. Attacking the Crown? Y es, of course, eventualy—the Dar a-1dam was destined to expand. But
now, when Crown armies stood firmly astride aimost all of Europe, and it would be years, perhaps
centuries, before the forces of the Dar al-Idam were sufficient in number that moving north again would
not be amanifest attempt to flout the Prophet's instructions about patience.

After dl, wasit not written that " Therefore bear up patiently as did the apostles endowed with
constancy bear up withpatience and do not seek to hasten for them their doom. On the day that they
shdl see what they are promised they shdl be asif they had not tarried save an hour of the day." And
"Whoever takes Allah and His prophet and those who believe for aguardian, then surely the party of
Allah are they that shall be triumphant.” And so it would be, of course, and perhaps a-1dris might be
honored to liveto seeit.

But not now.

Twelve live swords wouldn't make that possible, even if each of them wasamirror of the
Sandova. Oh, certainly, asquad of Red Knights of Allah could do terrible damage if inserted anywhere
into Crown territory, particularly if they were as powerful asthe Sandova or the Khan—much lessso
for lesser ones. But the swords rendered their bearers powerful, not invulnerable, and whileit might, at
least in theory, take alarge army to kill such a squad, the Crown had large armies, just asthe Cadiphate
did.

And if hewaswrong? If these swords, born by True Believers, could lay waste to the Crown?
Surely, the amount of damage that His Mg esty's Red and White Knights could do in the Dar d-1dam
would be ahorrible thing to witness aswell, and the English were known for their tastes for revenge, as
the honorable lieutenant had been kind enough to demonstrate.

The Empire, even if they could be trusted, was hardly aterribly useful dly, and of asurety, they
would turn againgt the Faithful to aid their . . . cordligionigts, after dll.

Ridiculous,

So what wasit dl about? Well, it wasn't going to be about launching a. . . precipitous war between
the Dar d-1dam and the Crown, that was a certainty, and while the Caliph would, of course, be more
than happy to pay a preposterousy generous fee for the delivery of these twelve—or wasit now deven?
—1live swords—and such would, a-Idris hoped, bein Tuniswithin aday or two, and the gold on its
way to their former owners, d-Idris intended to ddliver into the Crown's hands the person of whoever it
waswho was dueto arrive a thisvery dammusa at sunset.

* * %

"Aninteresting story, Excdlency," DuPuy said. His pipe had gone out, and it was moreirritating
than reassuring that it was only afew moments after he puffed usdesdy onit that Efik wasin front of
him, with another lit taper.

"Butitisthe sort, | supposed, that would go dl the better with proof?!

"Thereisthat." Red Swordsin the Dar? There was something indecent about the idea, more so
even than that traitor, Smith.

Yes, if the numberswereright, it wasn't asfrightening asit sounded. The live swords had been



created to use against the Dark, during the Age, and were one of the main reasons that northern Europe
hadn't been overrun, and the Zone contained. Y es, for the past centuries the King had used the Knights
as his persond bodyguards, emissaries, and problem-solvers, and it was only adight exaggeration to say
"onerebelion, one Order Knight"—and when it cameto dealing with magical . . . problems, they had no
equd.

Then why did it bother him so much? And what could he do about it?

"WEéll, the proof will be available shortly," a-Bakilani said. "If this. . . emissary isable to answer
the questions that his master knows will be asked, hell know other things of interest, no doubt.”

Hewould, of course, if he could be taken alive, and if he could be made to talk, and—

Al-Bakilani smiled. "Y es. One often has many reasons for doing the same thing, and Abdul ibn
Mahmoud has other uses. I'm sorry to say that had you tried to use your dagger to take your own life,
he would have interfered with you." Heraised hispams. ™Y ou may cut your throat should you wish, my
friend, and | think that your King and the Crown would be poorer for the loss, but you'll not do so when
it could be blamed on His Excellency, or me."

DuPuy tried to ignore that, although a-Bakilani's clevernesswas as grating as usud, if not more so.
"And you think that he can makethis. . . emissary tak?'

Al-ldris snorted. "Him? Abdul ibn Mahmoud specidizesin other matters.” He waved his hand
toward the back door. " The next-over-but-one dammusa contains several . . . §?? I'K?" He looked
over at al-Bakilani.

"Experts, | think, Excdlency. Experts.”

Al-Idris nodded. "Y es, experts. We have severa experts in such matters from thehay'at al-amr
bilma'ruf wa al-nahi 'an al-munkar waiting, and they're quite good a what they do."

Al-Bakilani smiled. "But do let's not go into the detalls. | understand that they are, by and large,
somewhat unpleasant.” He spread his hands. "Now, it'sjust amatter of waiting until dark.” He gestured
toward the arched doorway that led to the back of the dammusa. "Would you care to try the famous
Bagno dellaAcquain theinterim?1 had the pleasure mysdf of it thismorning; it'svery rdaxing.”

"Well, assuming I'm not a prisoner, despite your protestations, | think I'll take astroll,”" he said,
risng. "athough I'll be sure to be back before sundown, if you don't think that my appearance will
frighten thisemissary away." Not that one other man would make a difference—whoever thiswas had
probably aready figured out how to handle the problem of his capture by the duplicitous Arabs, even if
he hadn't counted on the speed and skills of Smith, as was possible.

Not that DuPuy blamed them for the duplicity, not here and now. They were, for the moment,
rivasrather than enemies, srange asthat felt.

"Asyouwish." Al-ldris gestured permission.

Al-Bakilani rose, nodding. "Of course, | hope you wouldn't think it wise to land the marines off the
Lord Fauncher and attempt to interfere with matters here. That would be. . . unfortunate, and
unproductive." His smile dropped for just amoment. "It's one thing to not wish to start awar over such
things, but it would be quite another to permit one ship of the third classto bear them away, and do |
have to point out that we would be able to easly thwart such an attempt?"

"Vey wdl, |—"

Therewas adistantboom .

The ground shook benegth hisfedt, rattling the dishes on the low tables. DuPuy tried to maintain his
balance, but he was afat old man, after dl, and he crashed down, hard, on the tile floor, smashing dl of
his body weight down on the dress sword on his|eft hip.

But it wasjust pain, and Simon DuPuy was no stranger to pain; he struggled to hisfeet, not sureif
the ground was gill trembling, or if it was DuPuy himself.

Al-ldris had gtill been stretched out on his couch, but had tumbled to the floor, and d-Bakilani, like
DuPuy, had been unable to keep to hisfest.

Of the four men in the room, only Smith had kept his baance, and by the time DuPuy looked up,



hewas aready a a-Idrig's sde, making no effort to help the Sharif up from the floor, but having
positioned himsdlf to block any approach through the door. Say what you would about the traitor, he
wasfast on hisfeet, and fast with hismind.

Al-Idris muttered something in Arabic, and d-Bakilani shook his head and answered in the same
language. He gave aquick glance a DuPuy, then turned back to d-Idris. "Perhaps | had best go look,"
a-Bakilani said. The bastard had, somehow or other, both acquired and drawn a sword and dagger.
"Likely just an earthquake—"

One of the servantsran in, chattering in Arabic, his eyes widening at the naked wegponsin
a-Bakilani's hands.

"No, not an earthquake, apparently,” a-Bakilani said. He sounded too cam, and if DuPuy hadn't
seen the sweet on a-Bakilani's brow, he might have dmost believed it. "Faryad thinks that the top of the
mountain isexploding. Admird?"

Wéll, if the volcano was going off, the thing to do was to get the hdll out of there—but it was miles
off, and it waslikely that they had either ampletime or no time at al to make it to the shore and the ships.

And, besides, DuPuy was more than alittle curious.

Hefollowed a-Bakilani out the back door.

Off in the distance—it looked like only a couple of miles, but distances were bloody hard to
cdculate on land—the top of the Montagne Grande was it up, certainly enough, asthough it was on fire,
acuriousred firewithout atrace of yellow in it, and without the smoke and ash that one would expect
from avolcano. DuPuy had never seen avolcano himsdlf, but he had aways made a habit to read
anything by explorersthat he could, and had read more than afew descriptions—mogt of those from
native stories that a sober man would not take as gospel, of course—and seen someillugtrations.

A volcano wasnt just curioudy red flame flickering acrass amountaintop, but the earth itself
belching out rock and steam and . . .

And thiswasnt it.

Damn hiseyes, and damn him for not having brought his glass—there seemed to be other colors
mixing withthered.

From behind him, d-ldris spoke. "I'm.. . . not pleased.” Heturned to a-Bakilani. "Do you have the
dightest ideawhat isgoing on?"

Al-Bakilani shook his head. "I'm sorry, but no, |—"

"Excuse me." Smith was till standing so asto protect d-Idris, but his boot-face had dropped; he
actudly looked scared. "Those are Red Swords—I can fed it." The Sandova wasn't naked in hishand,
but he had his hand clapped to the hilt. "I'd suggest that we get Y our Excellency out of here, as quickly
as possible—whatever my former brothers are up to is not intended for his benefit. Now, if you please.”

"Excuseme," Efik said, again surprisng DuPuy, who hadn't seen him come up from behind, either.
" think it would be best if you dl stayed—it would be to your benefit. And it does not involve those
cursed Knights of the Crown, Shield, and Dragon, either." He gestured toward DuPuy. "But you might
aswdl kill him now. Y ou'l bekilling the English aplenty shortly, I'm quite sure.”

There was something strange about his speech, beyond the lack of any hint of tone of servility init.

DuPuy had never seen shock or surprisein a-Bakilani's face until moments before, but al-Bakilani
had quickly regained his composure then, and he did now.

"Efik, you must not address—"

"Please" Despite hismumbling, Efik was smiling as broadly as DuPuy had ever seen aman amiile,
"I've waited and worked, in my own way, for thisday for half my life. And whilel'd not say aword if it
would do you any good—any of you—it might, perhaps, make things easier for you if you let me spesk
for amoment." He gestured up toward the mountain.

"Some years ago aman, awizard, developed or rediscovered away to put soulsinto swords, just
likethe Great Wizards did in the Age of Crigs. No, hewasn't a Great Wizard himsdlf, just avery
dedicated one, and no, he wasn't able to do so with grest souls, be they grest for purity or evil; that artis



log.

"Just with babies, and then only some of thetime. A baby's soul, he discovered—and yes, he
discovered it by asawful ameans as you can imagine—is not attached to thisworld as strongly asan
adult's.

"And, of course, as he wasn't a Great Wizard, and the sacrifice of innocentsisasblack an art as
thereis, heknew full wel that hed diein the making of thefirst sword.

"So hetook histime, and he raised and trained sons, and gathered others about him, and told none
of them any more than they needed to know, and not too many years ago he began to make the swords.
Thedoing of it killed him, of course—the black arts are not easy on those who practice them, and while
there's no wrong in binding somebody like Sandoval to sted to expetiate hissin, or in permitting adying
pure one to remain bound in stedl rather than receiving his or her reward, he was, after dl, killing babies,
asdid hissons.

"Rather alot of them." He looked over a DuPuy. "If | recdl correctly, and | do, your own
Mordred the Grest revolted againgt his father because hisfather sought to day children for hisown
puUrposes.

"Ah—we were back to the swords. Y es, they're of value, but they in themselves wouldn't be of
enough value for what he wanted for his people, and asto who his people are, well, his grandsons will
tell you that soon enough.”

"But you sad—"

"Oh, yes," Efik went on, "he and his sonsand his grandsonswill have only those eleven live swords
—it should betwelve, but . . ." He shrugged. "Wdll, just let it be said that what was done was explained
at thewrong time to the wrong person, and leaveit at that." He laughed, he actudly laughed. "I've no
complaint—I'd expected it to take more years for thisal to come to fruition. Things seem to have been
hurried dong.

"Therée's one other thing he discovered, something that you, Admiral DuPuy, agood believing
Chrigtian man, should have no trouble in accepting: what passes for the soul of the Wise, or the Grest, or
the Godly is even more powerful than asinner like Sandova or asaint like Gautama." He siretched out
his hand toward the mountain. "And even if you could run like the wind up there, Abdul ibn Mahmoud,
by the time that you would get there it will be dl over. The Wise won't be able to stand against even
live swords, even of the dimmest red, and the grandson of that beloved old man will come down from
the Montagne Grande bearingit in hishands." He shrugged. "A little past nightfall, perhaps, but close
enough.”

"Youwont liveto seeit,” Smith said.

"Ah. Entirdly correct.” Efik bit down hard, and there was a crunching sound. He buckled at the
knees, and sprawled out on the stones.

Al-ldris barked out aquick order to Smith, who began to run, tossing the scabbard of his sword
asdeashedid.

DuPuy would have watched asthe light flared and Smith blurred away, but he was more interested
intheway tha Efik, manifestly dead on the ground, was till smiling.

"WEéll, Excdlency, that was bloody brilliant of you," he said, letting the sarcasm drip from hisvoice,
One man with aRed Sword against deven? And never mind what the sword with the soul of the Wise
imprisoned it would belike to face—if there were any doubt in Efik's mind that it would not be dl over
before Alexander ever reached the Montagne Grande, he would not have spoken.

Still, aman who had waited and plotted and schemed and worked toward an end for haf his
lifetime would want to see the faces of hisenemieswheniit dl cameto fruition. DuPuy, of al people,
could understand that.

Al-Bakilani nodded. "Wéll, yes. He just removed His Excellency's main protection, didn't he?”

Al-ldris bowed hishead. "It will dl beas Allahwills™ hesad. "In the meantime, isthere anything
we can do but wait?'



Wait for what? Wait for whoever was to come down from the Montagne Grande bearing a sword
that would make the Sandova look like a paring knife by comparison?

With that in hand, it was obvious what a-Idris would do, would have to do: make whatever
promises he could, and with this, thisthing in his possession, the man bearing it would be more than able
to force adherence to any promises that would be made.

The only thing for DuPuy to do wasto put off the promises being made, and that required—

—but a-Bakilani was, damn his eyes, thinking faster than he was, and had his sword out, and just
inches away from DuPuy's throat.

"I'm sorry, Admiral, but | think that you'll serve your King better as my prisoner for the moment
than you would dead on the ground.” He actualy managed to sound sincere, the bastard. "If you'd
dowly unbuckle your sword belt, and let it fal to the ground, I'll seethat it'sreturned to you when thisis
al over.”

He sghed. "Which, I'm afraid, won't be very long now at al.”

Chapter 13:Crusadel |

Thethree pillars of the world are faith, wisdom, and justice. Isit any wonder that
the world shakes on its foundations? Faith is so often misplaced and, perhaps as often,
not-placed when it should be; wisdom is only clear in retrospect, if then; and judtice. . .

Father, forgive not this sinner, for he doesn't deserveiit.

Y ou gave Y our only begotten Son for the salvation of those who would accept it, and
regardless of how much | wish that | could and have, I am reminded that | reject His
Sacrifice every time | lay my hand on the damned Khan.

| haven't, and cant, repent of having taken such an evil thing to hand, to mix my soul
with his, as| did so and do so bdlieving it necessary to serve my King, my Order, and
my brothers, and have seen the necessity many times over.

You are, You have said, ajedous God. Punish me as Y ou seefit for loving them more
than You, as| do; may my eternal screams be sweet musicin Your Ears.

Absent the repentance that | can't give, thered be no justice in forgiving me, and the
world aready shakes enough onitsfoundationsasit is; | do not ask that Y ou shake it
even alittle more for such as Joshua Grayling.

| don't ask that. But | do beg thisof You: in Y our infinite Mercy, please grant methe
knowledge that | have, indeed, served my King, my Order, and my brothers.

When the Falen Onelaughs a me for having thrown away Heaven for nothing, | beg the
comfort of the knowing, aswel asthefaith, that heis, inthisasin so much s, the
Father of Lies.

—Gray

Therewas much in life that Stavros Kechiroski didn't understand, but one of the things he did was
keeping slent, and trying to avoid being noticed, while taking notice. If you just kept your mouth shut
and your eyes open, you could learn alot, and if you'd mastered the art of opening your mouth only
occasionaly and carefully—while making sure that it didn'tlook like you were being careful—you could



learn even more,

And he had been very interested in watching these knights and the marines prepare to go ashore,
even though that had meant rising earlier than any of the other hired-ons, save for the cook and his mate.
The—well, other people, no need to think about precisely who they were—other peopleprobably knew
as much about their techniques as they needed to, but Stavros found it interesting, and his presence
could easily be explained, were it necessary, asthe product of him being unable to deep.

The marine sergeant, Fotheringay, had had a quick discussion with the two the knights at the bow,
then had gotten out of their way, and joined Stavros—in location, if not in any socia sort of way—at the
gern. Stavros didn't blame him—uwhile Nissm a-Furat would have very much liked to have
eavesdropped on any conversation between Cully and Gray, Stavros Kechiroski was the sort of man
who would give such men awide berth, if possible. They made him nervous.

Stll, it was an easy morning, so far. Spiroswas still adeep below, and given the prodigious amount
of work that he and Stavros had dready accomplished—and, more likely, the Abdullahs preoccupation
with moreimmediate matters—Stavros was left alone to dawdle over his morning porridge and tack.

Whether Fotheringay had already eaten aboard theCooperman , or wasn't interested in such
ordinary fare, he didn't so much as glance at the kettle, but set his gear down on the deck in front of a
stanchion of the aft rail, then sat down on the deck itself, hislegs over his gear, morelikely to prevent
any concern about it faling overboard than out of fear of theft, folded hisarms over his massive chest,
and leaned his head back againgt therall, letting his eyes sag shut.

All told, it should be an interesting day. Too bad that there was no obvious need for a carpenter's
mate on the shore party. When they returned—if they returned—no doubt Stavros would find out much
of what had gone on, but there really was no substitute for seeing for onesdlf, after dl. It would have
been more than alittle suspicious for him to have asked to join the marines, and more so to join the
knights and their companionswho wereto goinland, but . . .

Will, there was nothing to be done about it. They were gpparently going to use the Turks as
porters, aswell asguides. Still, if he saw one of them talking to the Abdullahs, it might be because they
had decided that they'd need some extra porters, and being caught trying to sneak below would have a
good chance at earning Stavros the job. Something to keep dert for.

Milos Abdullah came on deck, giving aquick gtir to the porridge before he dipped the sted cover
over the cooker. Breakfast was apparently over. When Spiros came up, he could eat either cold
porridge and tack, or go hungry until the evening meal —something that only bothered Stavros because it
would likely do nothing to improve the carpenter's temper.

Therest of the shore party gradually joined Cully and Gray. There were the two Turks, as Stavros
had anticipated, and the wizard with his manservant, and—

What?

Stavros had been watching the activity toward the stern; not the sky; he didn't notice the huge
raven until moments before it dropped onto the deck.

A raven? Here?

Fotheringay leaped to hisfeet. "What the bloodyhell 7"

Milos Abdullah took astep forward, but stopped himsalf. None of the other Abdullahs moved,
save for Salim, the captain, who raised his hands, fingers spread wide, making push-back motions, as
though anybody would approach.

Sigerson started to take a step forward, but his man gripped him by the arm and pulled him back.
Understandable, and sensible—but the sirange thing was the knights—they didn't do anything.

They just stood there, motionless.

"Help me, please," Black said.

Gray took a step toward him, but Black held up ahand.

"No—you can't do any good that way. Not here." Black's outstretched hand was covered with



blood and cuts, and as he held it out, more appeared; Black only winced alittle, and looked down at it
with aremarkably detached sort of interest when thetips of the two outer fingers disappeared, as though
sheared off, then formed the hand into afist that dripped with blood.

Gray wasn't interested in Black's opinion—thefirst thing to do wasto get him some help; Gray
reached out to grab him by the collar and drag him away—but his hand went right through the collar,
and Black, who was gill knedling on the deck before him.

"No." Black shook hishead. "Y ou've got to come with me—I can . . ." He swallowed once, hard.
"I can open away for you, you and that damned sword of yours, and perhaps, perhaps bring others
aong aswell, but |—" He shuddered as a gash opened up dong hisforehead. "It has to be done now.
Peas="

"Me? Only me?'

"You, David, Niko, John of Redhook, of your Order; | can't reach many others, and they wouldn't
do any good, inany case. | cry out to afew of my own kind, or near enough to my own kind—but She
istoo wesk, and | think too frightened. Coyote will think on it until too late, wondering if I'm joking with
him, and be happy that the joke appears to be on me; the One-Eyed's deep will not be broken for this,
any more than that of the rishis. Holowakas wings are too weak, Huitacais too drunk; Julanaand
Njiranaare dill in the Dream Time; the Litae offer to bind my wounds, but wouldn't do more than that
even if they could." AsBlack spoke, more wounds blossomed dl over him, asthough he was being cut
by swords every bit asinvisible as his own form wasintangible here.

"What did Bear say? Big John?"

Black laughed, dthough that sent him into a spasm of coughing; bloody phlegm issuing from his
mouth as he did, drops and globs that disappeared as they hit the unmarked wood of the deck. " John of
Redhook asks the same about Bear, as Bear does about you." Black wiped his mouth on the back of his
deeve, smearing blood on hisface. "Can't any of you decide for yoursdf?*

They were close to the source of the swords; Gray could fed it. Thiswas probably just some
diverson—awizard who could make alive sword, after dl, should be capable of creating anillusion.

What harm, though, could anilluson do?

Heturned to ask Bear, but . . .

Hewas done on the deck. The heavily reefed sails il fluttered on theMarienios 's masts. Back at
the stern, the whed was till moving, both back and forth, as though turned by invisible hands.

But there was nobody there.

"No, you'll haveto decidefor yoursdf. 1 . .. cant."

Gray shook his head. "My duty is not to you, Black."

"Duty, no—but can you have, for once, just alittle faith? Can't you accept that by saving me, you
might just save yoursdf?'

"Y ou've chosen to present yoursdlf, at least to me, much like me, Black. Perhaps your soul is
as...wrong asmine. I'd not be distracted from my duty to save my own life—I won't for yours."

"Then—"

"“Then: no."

* * %

"Help me, Bear," Wolf said. "Please”

Bear tried to scoop him up in hisarms, but his arms went right through.

"No, no—that won't work." Wolf's voice seemed to hold dmost as much frustration as pain.
"Comewith me; help me. | swear on al that's holy that it will be worth your while, for yourself, for your
Order."

Bear dghed. "I've heard many an oath swornin my time," he said. "That's not theway to
manipulate me."

Y es, Bear took oaths serioudly, and was hardly the only one who did, in or out of the Order—but



all that you could know when someone promised something was that those were the words he could
Speak.

"I'm not—" Wolf'swords were strangled in histhroat by a scream as half of hisright ear
disappeared; he clapped what wasleft of hisright hand to it. "1'm not trying to manipulate you, Bear—I'm
begging for your help.”

He started to look around—where was Gray? Where were dl the others? It was just like it had
been &t the castle on Pantelleria—and it was all he could do, here and now, to think about the others.

"Why do you all do that?' Wolf let out agroan. "You're dl the same, you are. No, no, you're not,
but—please. | . . . if you wait much longer, Bear, you may aswell not help at al. | don't know what
they're going to do with me—I don't even know who they are, but . . . Graywon't . He doesn't trust me,
and—"

"Trust isearned; trust is given; trust is not taken by demand, nor isit crested by begging.”

It was not Bear'sto judge if the Wise had been justified in holding himsalf separate from the rest of
theworld. And, in truth, it had done less of that than some others, and despite the Wise's appearance
when Bear had been on Pantélleria, it could have been that he was, like She was, too old and tired to do
more.

"Can you not spare some for me?' Wolf pleaded. "'l can promise you much, and—"

"No." Bear shook hishead. "Y ou've nothing to promise me at dl. | serve my Lord, my King, and
my brothers. I've no room left in meto serve you, Wolf."

* * %

"Cully—"

Cully shook hishead. "Y ou choose foolishly when you appeared as Her, and perhaps even more
foolishly tomimic Bedivere

The false Bedivere sprouted another arrow, right next to the first; the fingers of his one working
hand pulled weekly, impotently, futildly at it.

It was, of course, the eyes that bothered Cully.

"What do you want of me?' Cully asked. "How can you even reach out to me, here?’

"I think you know." The false Bedivere shook his head. "Most would say that that wizard broke
your bond to Jenn, and there's surely some truth to that. But it's still there, remnants of it are, traces that
nothing short of death can bresk—just as your bond to Her is, and to the others. Deny it if you will, but
it'swhat has made it possible for meto beg you." The Wise shook hishead sadly. "But Gray and Bear
have said no, and you'll be no different. Not that you'd be enough, aman with just an ordinary sword.”

Cully nodded. "That is, indeed what | am, an ordinary man, with no claim to virtue or nobility
beyond other men—Iessthan many." Helet his shouldersrelax. "But not enough? What does that matter
to thelikes of me?'

Niko wouldn't befooled, not by thislying image that proclaimed itself to be Grandfather. It had
fooled Niko before—but it wouldn't thistime, not again. Niko didn't like to be fooled.

"Help me, Niko," thelying image said. "Please. | . . . make no promises, no guarantees, no offers. |
tell you, in truth, that if you cometo my aid, whatever you seek ashore will likely long be fled by thetime
you could return. | don't tell you if it'sthere, or not, and not just because you'd not believe me, but
because | don't know. | don't think that you and your one sword could defeet dl of them—theresfar
more of them than of you."

He spoke camly, asthough he were Grandfather, discussing how to set the netson aflat sea. He
went on: "It could be that the oneswho killed your family are not even ashore, and that if you help me
now, you'll never avenge them, evenif you live out the day."

"Then what are you asking?'

Grandfather—no, the lying image of Grandfather—swallowed once, hard.



"| ask the help of Sir Niko Cristofolous, Knight of the Order of Crown, Shield, and Dragon, the
Order that lives by 'service, honor, faith, and obedience; justice tempered only by mercy; mercy
tempered only by justice. | ask for rescue, for aid—I ask for mercy, Sir Niko."

Niko clasped his hand to Nadide's hilt, and felt her warm presence.

| don't trust this one, Niko.

Nor do I, Nadide-precious. It lied to me before, and it's probably lying now, about many things.
But | do trust that it'sin pain, in desperation—Ilike my ssterswerein their last moments, like you were. It
begs for mercy, Nadide.

Service, honor, faith, and obedience. Justice tempered only by mercy; mercy tempered only by
justice.

He could dmost fed her smile. Then theré's no question, isthere?

Not for you and me, little one. Not here, and not now.

Niko drew Nadide, her redness flaring in his mind, the scabbard held properly in hisleft hand, just
as he had been taught.

Not taught enough, of course—but he, at least, knew how to hold himsdlf.

"Thenlet it be s0," he said, quietly.

At those words, the seawent dl dark before him, dark as the blackest of night, and asingle, huge
swell rose up before the bow of the ship.

Sir Niko Chrigtofolous ran for the bow, ignoring Cully's cry of "Niko, no!" from behind him ashe
legped to therail. Nadide was warm in his hand, and his mind, and his soul; he wasn't alone.

And, then without pause or hesitation, he jJumped into the darkness.

| nterlude 7: The Saracen

My beloved brothers: | try to avoid thinking about who | was, most of thetime.

Beng—wall, let me not say who | am being, shdl I? Writings can fal into wrong hands,
and codes can be broken. Being the one who you have asked meto beisrather a
full-time preoccupation, and leaveslittle timefor thinking about being the onewho | was.

When my service is done, though, | would very much like to become that man again, if it
be your will.

And, if it not, | am not only adave of Allah, and a servant of the Prophet (peace be
upon him), but of yours, aswel, and know that you will do that which isright.
—Nissm d-Furat

"Whét the bloody hell?* Fotheringay said.

None of the knightswere moving. Not at al—they just sood stock-4till like living statues for along
moment, as though frozen in time before the perched, equally motionless raven.

For just a heartbeat—along, eterna heartbest.

And then, with no warning, the raven was gone. Stavros was just turning to Fotheringay to say
something, he wasn't sure quite what, when darkness swept down across the sea, covering theland in an
impenetrable blanket; asingle hugewall of water, blacker than dark, black as black could be, rose up
before the bow of the ship, towering so far above the top of the foremast asto dwarf theMarienios .

There were shouts and screams, and it took Stavros but amoment to redlize that some of them
were his own—>but the black wave just hung there, not crashing down on the deck and smashing the



ship to flinders, asit should have.

Theboy, Niko, drew hissword, and ran for therail. Cully moved to intercept him, shouting
something that Stavros couldn't make out over the rush of blood in his own ears, but the boy didn't stop;
he legped to theralil, and off into the darkness, vanishing without a splash, without anything to mark his
passage.

The black wave began to shrink, to recede.

Cully shook his head, and turned to Gray and Bear. "Stay—I can't et him go done.”

"No," Gray said. "We have our own—"

There was no preliminary, no warning. One moment, Gray was standing between Cully and the
for'ard railing, the two of them ill dwarfed by the black wall of water, and the next Gray had falen to
his knees, bleeding from his nose, clutching at his crotch.

"Take care of him, Bear," Cully said, not looking back. "Don't follow. Be sensible. I've dways
loved you for your good sense.”

"Father Cully—no."

But he was dready gone, vanished into the black wall, just asthe boy had.

Gray struggled to get to hisfeet, but fell back to the deck. "Bear, help me." Hiswords came out in
acroaking shout, horribleto hear. "I'm not . . ." He gasped for breath. "1'm not going to—I can't et him
die without me a hissde, any morethan | could—throw me through, please, Bear, please. Please don't
make me beg—no, no, | don't mind begging, Bear, just doit." He forced himsdlf up to his knees.
"Please, Bear. Theré'sno time, therésnotimeat al.”

Moving far more gracefully than a man his size had any business doing, Bear scooped up Gray, and
threw him over hisshoulder. "Asyou wish, Gray."

"No, Bear, notyou . No, please.”

"Don't beslly, Gray," hesaid, aswith theweskly struggling Gray on his shoulder, he struggled up
to a precarious perch on the bow rail, and leaped into the darkness.

Fotheringay had not just been standing there—he had donned his backpack, belted on his sword
and dagger, and retrieved his curioudy short boarding pike.

He gave aquick glance at the rapidly diminishing wal of water.

"Who'swith me?' he shouted. His brow was furrowed—Fotheringay didn't understand what was
going on any more than anybody ese did. The only thing he knew was that the knights had legped into
the dark wall.

To what purpose? Stavros didn't believe for amoment that the marine sergeant knew any better
than Stavrosdid, but . . .

Stavros had thought the wizard had stood motionlesswhileit al went on, but he had obvioudy
been mistaken—Sigerson had somehow managed to get into hisrobes. The hemsfluttered in the wind,
and thetip of the wand clutched with surprising ddicacy in hislong fingers sparkled against the receding
darkness of thewall of water behind him.

"If it will be done, Sergeant, it had best be done quickly," he said.

And then, just like the others: the wizard, his manservant, and the sergeant vanished into the
ghrinking blackness.

Wi, it was obvious what Stavros Kechiroski would do under such circumstances. hed smply sigh
with relief asthewall of water continued to recede rather than smashing the ship, and be as puzzled and
frightened and confused as anybody else.

Nissm d-Furat, on the other hand, was of the opinion that whatever was going on on the other
sde of that diminishing wall of water was probably of grester importanceto the Dar d-lIdamin generd,
and thehay'atal-amr bilma’ruf wa al-nahi “an al-munkar in particular, than whatever Nissm would
be able to discover from whatever expedition—if there was to be one, now—on the shore here.



Of course, the problem would be in reporting whatever that something of interest was, should he
live through this. Why would Stavros Kechiroski do such athing?

Wédll, hed just have to think up agood story, later.

If therewas alater.

Chapter 14: Redemption

| am not agood man; | know that, | accept that, and perhapsit could be said that |
indulgemysdf init. So beit.

But while I'm not agood man, the Khan and | are good at one thing, and that one thing
does haveitsuses.

And asto that, too, | say: so beit.
—Gray

The corridor stretched ahead.

Niko found it hard to breathe; his heart, in the dow red time, beat too dowly in hischest, and the
song in his muscles and tendons was athing that spoke of both agony and pleasure and he wasn't sure
which predominated, only thet if helet it go, hewould only be partly dive until hefelt it again.

But ill, the corridor stretched sllently ahead—no break, no sound, no threat. Nothing. Where was
he? It was hard to focus his eyes—it seemed to keep changing. Not in any ussful way—the floor
beneath hisfeet turned from a solid expanse of curlicued black-and-white marbleto tiles of some rough
green stone, and then to adick white expanse, as he looked.

It was the screams from the end of the corridor that drew him. He ran down it, Nadide held high
over hishead. Theworld wasin dowtime, and as hetried to brake himself a the sudden bend in the
corridor, his booted feetchitter-chitter-chitter ed on the interstices between the floorboards, and he
did, damming hard into the rough stones of thewall, barely able to keep hisfeet.

And then the other was there, running up the broad stone steps, a sword reddened both from its
inner glow and the blood that ran down its length held over hishead.

He could fed Nadide's fear and anger reach out from her length, manifesting itself in agout of
too-dowly-flickering flame tha—

—that dispersed itsdf without touching the other man, like abucket of water vanishing into steam
upon the hottest of fires.

And still the man came. Hewasn't trapped in dowtime, like the rest of the world; hisbare, hairy
chest, glistening with swest, heaved in and out, asthough he, like Niko, couldn't fill hislungswith air
quickly, thoroughly enough.

Niko had to run—but where? His back was to the wall, and the swordsman was et least asfast as
hewas, if not faster; it would be asmple matter to cut off any escape.

So there would be no escape.

Niko took up the stance he had been taught: Nadide's grip firm in hisright hand, the scabbard till
clutched in hisleft, hisfeet ashoulder's width gpart, dightly diagona to the onrushing swordsman. Elbow
bent, point low-but-not-down-dammit-Niko, and as the man swung a him, he straightened hisarm,
raised hisright foot, and lunged forward.

Hisvison blurred asthe other sword whizzed past his head, itsred glow blinding him momentarily,
filling his eyeswith tearsthat only squeezing his eydids shut could dispd.

He had failed, he was certain. Hislunge had met no resistance, and there was no time for—

No.



A smouldering pilelay at hisfeet on the smooth gray tiles, shards of metal, some of it still glowing
red poking up through the ashes. But the red wasn't the red of Nadide—it wasthe red of stedl, heated in
ahot fire.

"Nnniiiikooooo—"

He spun at the too-dow voice from behind him, swinging Nadide about as he did, barely ableto
stop himself, and her, inches awvay from the blade cutting through Cully's neck.

It was hard to think, and—

Let me sleep, please, Niko. | need to rest.

In the part of hismind that was Nadide-and-Niko, she was crying. Not in fear—he had drawn her
fear into himsdlf, and it didn't dow him—abut in exhaustion, and from something more, something he
couldn't put anameto.

Please.

He dipped Nadide back into her sheath, and let his hand sag away from her hilt, and the world
spun back into normality. Achesthat had been distant and unimportant became red and immediate; the
drumming of his heart was echoed by the dow counterpoint of his gasps.

His knees sarted to buckle; if Cully hadn't caught him, he would have fdlen; he sagged into the old
man'sfreearm.

"Easy, boy," Cully said, as he dipped an arm around Niko'swaist, bearing him up. "It'sjust me."
His sword was drawn, but down and at his side, and he had lost his scabbard somewhere. For some
reason, Cully was smiling, although what there was to smile about escaped Niko entirely.

Cully looked down at the smoking mass at hisfeet, and frowned. "Well, there's one down.”

"Sr Cully," hesad, till gasping, "'l1—"

"Shh. We handle this now, as best we can. Wefed about it later. One down, which leaves. . ." He
dhrugged. " . . . others™

"Onewhat?"

Cully shrugged. "' One enemy—one enemy with what was alive sword.” Hefrowned at that, and
shook his head. "Well, what are you waiting for?"

He set out down the corridor at afast trot, one that would have done credit to amuch younger
man, athough Niko, in fasttime, would have been able to pass him easily. He stopped, and turned. "Are
you coming?'

"Yes, Father Cully."

The courtyard could have been anywhere, Nissm decided. He could have been anywhere—
anywhere he hadn't been before. He would have remembered this place, not because it was so horribly
grand or unusud, but just because that was hisway.

The stone residence that stood at its center was large, certainly, by both Pironesian and Tikritizan
standards, but not huge, although the cornices and square archways made it seem more English than
anything he was used to.

There were sounds beyond the building—strange sounds, like the wind, athough Nissm couldn't
fed any breeze at dl, what with the keep'swalsal around him.

But abarracks, seemingly empty, stood againgt the kegp'swalsto hisright. He would investigate—
anybody would, of course—but neither Stavros Kechiroski nor Nissim al-Furat would want to do so
empty-handed. Maybe there was aweapon in there.

He st off at atrot.

"Hdlt there," came from behind him. He turned to see Fotheringay running toward him, his boarding
pike held up and across his chest. Y ou're that carpenter, from theMarienios ?'

"Yes, Excdlency—"

"Fotheringay—you can cal me'Sergeant.’ " There should have been asmileto go dong with the



words, but there wasn't. Y ou fdll through, or did those Abdullahs throw you through?"

Best to stick with the truth, at least until he could think up agood lie. "I came through the wave
mysdf, Sergeant.”

Fotheringay snorted. "And why would you want to do afool thing like that, half naked and
unarmed?’

Stavrosignored the question. "There's what looks like a barracks over there—I was hoping to find
some sort of spear, or perhapsabow.” That came naturaly, asdid, "I used to hunt wild goats, as aboy."

Fotheringay grunted. "Take a strange bow, and no timeto practice with it, and even if you werea
wicked-good bowman as a boy, you'd be useless astits on aboar-hog. Let's seeif we can find you a
spear.” Hefrowned down a hiswaist, then shrugged, and drew his sword, tossing it hilt-first to Nissm.
"Hold on to thisin the meantime—not that it'll do you alot of good.”

They set out at afast trot toward the barracks. The sounds of the wind—could it be wind?—and
criesfrom beyond the hedgerow seemed to beckon to Fotheringay, and he waved Stavros toward the
barracks, as he himsdlf dashed off toward the hedgerow. "Better get something you can use, and if you
can find some spares, maybe | can use them.”

Stavros hefted the sword. Y es, of course—naturally, both Stavros Kechiroski and Nissm a-Furat
would want to get involved in somebody else'sfight.

In—how did the English put it?>—a swine's eye.

The barracks was empty of people, but there were what appeared to be freshly made bunks for
eighty or more men, and bundles of spears stacked in the far corner. And arack of bows, too, strings
hanging limply from one end—and quivers, aready filled with arrows, on the shelves besideit.

He tossed the borrowed sword onto one of the bunks and retrieved a spear, then went to the
door, standing just insde the shadows, to watch, then thought better of it, and went for a bow and strung
it, grunting with the effort, before he retrieved a quiver, and then a spear, for hisown defense.

He had said that he was going to go for abow, and it would be best to be found with one, when
thiswasdl over.

Whatever it was.

* * %

Gray tumbled to the dirt, banging his head against the hard-packed ground so violently that lights
danced behind his eyes.

Or were dl thelights behind his eyes? Crimson flashes had seemed to pierce the air and the ky as
much as hismind, and when he forced his eyes open, he caught the sun setting full in the eyes, dazzling
him into bright blindness.

As hefought to hisfeet, he could more fed than see Bear beside him, aswas only right and proper.
But it wasn't Bear that he needed, now. No—that was wrong. Gray needed Bear—but Gray needed to
be not-Gray.

His hands fastened on the familiar stedl.

Yes.

And then the Khan wasin his hand.

The world changed about him.

It was dl much smpler, much purer now—purer in away that only the Gray-Khan could have
appreciated.

Hisvision cleared, resolving itsef into the black and white that was the only proper way for aman
—or something more than aman—to see, and the actinic whiteness of the sun no more blinded him than
did the cod blackness of the sky.

His own body was somehow more distant and immediate; the blood till dripping from the nose
where Cully had struck him but an annoying wetness.

The pain was there, but it was just the pain of ahuman man, and he was something far more than



that. He was not just awitness standing behind his own eyes, athough he knew he would remember it
that way; and he knew, as he dways did, that his memory, once again, would lig, that it wasjust Gray
trying to deny that he and the Khan had become one thing, one soul.

There were others here. Even in quicktime, he could barely make them out in the dark, black
shapes upon blackness, but the flames of the swords shot back and forth across the courtyard, as
though they were pursuing something, a pack of wolves chasing arabbit through the black night that was
relieved not even alittle by the harsh whiteness of the sun.

Y es, the world was, once again, asit always should be: black and white, and aways, dwaysred,
with no gray toit, and no Gray int.

"Help me, Gray," came from the blackness. It was Black's voice, but where? And, more important,
wherewas Cully? Was he dready dead?

It didn't matter. It was Gray who loved Cully, Gray who took the man who had pulled that
snivding little boy from the waterfronts and given him alife—the Gray-Khan was above such matters.

What mattered was the power, the glory of it, the way that the redness of the Khan cut through the
darkness, the way that it filled his veins and muscles and brain, making theworld dl smple and sensble
once more.

Becauseit was, findly, sengble.

Things were awaystoo complicated for Gray. For the Khan, they had been smple—the world
was divided into four parts. himself; those who walked or rode benegth his banner; the conquered; the
dead. The Khan had reveled in that smplicity, and now, the world was more straightforward and not
even four-times-complex, but two: there was the Gray-K han; and there was everything and everybody
else; he would crush them, and then the world would be even smpler, and more beautiful:

Just black, just white, and no red save his own.

There were enemies here, and if they wouldn't have been the Khan's enemies and perhaps
shouldn't have been Gray's, the Gray-Khan had nothing in thisworld, here and now, but himsdlf and
adversaries.

Behind him, hefdt the Nameless flare into white redity, and it was al he could do to not turn to
dedl with him firgt, despite the temptation. These flickers of red were not the threst that the Namelesss
whiteness was, yes, but the Namel ess was weak, weakened by mercy, crippled by compassion,
neutered by detachment.

Not the Gray-K han.

Oneof theflickering flames dashing in and out of the blackness dashed within hisreach, and he
gretched out his own fire to encompassit, relishing, bathing in the smell and taste of its burning and
shattering, the sillent screams of agony that echoed through the pure darknessto end in dark silence.

That was one, and he quickly dispatched another, and—

Agony flared in hisSde—not the distant pain of the Gray-body, but real pain, pain that touched the
body and soul of the Gray-Khan—and he turned to face the source.

Had he been so mistaken?

Had the Name essfindly cometo his senses?

No—it was another of the flickering little reds. They were smdl, but they were clever, and they
worked in packs, like the dogs that they were. While he had been dispatching one, another had snuck
up into the blackness behind him, and he could fed the strength drain from his Gray-body.

He drew strength from histotd self, and spun about, sending this oneinto blacknesswith a
dispatch and afury that dmost surprised himself.

No. There was no surprise. Therewas just darkness, and the reds hiding in it, and the white
incandescence of the Nameless couldn't dispd it. Like apack of wolves, they would nip at him,
satisfying themsdves with bite after bite until they brought him down.

No. That would not be.



It could not be allowed to be. I[t—

It dways reminded Bear of thewine.

There was something dmost indecent about how good it fdlt to join himsalf with the Nameless.
And, of course, something more.

But it dways reminded Bear of thewine.

Father had dwaysingsted that decent wine was the right thing for Communion—it was wrong,
Father had dways said, for the Blood of the Lamb to be some insipid squeezings, barely aged enough to
be called wine; it should be at least a decent vintage, properly casked and aged in good wood, whose
taste would remind al who partook of the sacrament that God's power could turn ahumble grape into
something with at least ahint of wonder iniit.

Mother would dwayslaugh at Father's arrogance and presumption—if the sacrament itself wasn't
wonder enough, then even the finest of bottle-aged Burgundian cabernet would hardly be sufficient,
would it? She was under the impression that the baronia purse would not last long if he were to take that
route, but if heinssted, perhaps—

Dammit, if he was going to provide the winefor the Falsworth church—and he was obligated to
support the church, in case she had forgotten—he could damn well decideto give thefaithful ataste of
decent wine, couldn't he?

And soit would go. Mother and Father loved their arguments, and never worried about the effect
that they might have had on young earslisteningin.

Intrigued by dl the talk, David and Matthew and Michael—David had been the ingtigator, even
though he was the youngest of the three—had snuck out at night and taken the winding path to the
winery and into the cdllar, late at night, and swallowed mug after mug from one of the barrelsthat had
been set asidefor the church.

All been discovered in the morning, brought before Father, and quite properly and thoroughly
thrashed for it, of course.

But there had been amoment, just amoment, in between, as he recalled, hisfourth and fifth mug,
that a sense of peace had descended on him—~before the passing-out that night, and the shaking-awake,
and vomiting, and the the hangover, and the thrashing of the next day—a moment.

Or maybe aMoment.

He couldn't have described it to anybody e se. It was a moment not just of peace and relaxation,
and perhgpstheilluson of clarity, but of connection—connection with his drunken brothersin away that
David, the odd duck of the family, had never redlly had, before or since; connection with serenity, with
peace, with the uncovered dirt of the cdllar floor, with the trees that had provided the wood for the
barrel heleaned againgt, with . . . with everything.

Drawing the Namdesswas like that. Always.

He was One—not just with the Nameless, not just with the rough bark of the tree beneath which
the Namel ess had sat—but with everything.

It wasn't intoxicating, just asthat moment with the wine hadn't been intoxicating; it was clarifying.

The blurred shapes dashing across the courtyard in pursuit of their quarry didn't dow in their mad
pace, but became sharp and clear. One of the men, the Red Sword glowing above hishead in thedim
light of the dawn, had aquirk in histhick eyebrow, as though it had grown over an old scar; another's
mouth waswidein fear that should have had him trembling, but didn't. None of the stones of the
gravel-strewn courtyard was just astone, but each had its own shape, its own identity, different from dl
the others.

And then there was Gray and the Khan. He didn't pity either of them—it was only right that they be
precisaly asthey were, the two of them, and the two-as-one, and though he would have cut them down,
without anger or hatred, if that had been proper, it wasn't . . . it wasn't clear now.

The only thing that didn't gain clarity wasthe blur of the Wise—or maybe it was otherwise? Maybe



the Wise redlly was of an indeterminate shape, never quite coaescing into something sharp-edged and
subgantial ?

It wasdl so sharp and redl that it was al he could do not to diveinto the individudity, the
uniqueness of each stone, of each blade of grassthat had worked itsway through the gravel, reaching
for the sun.

But, of course, that was not was required. The world was the stream, and he was not the rock to
be washed over by it; hewasadrop in the stream himsalf, glistening more than some and lessthan
others, and he was never more aware of it as he lowered the Nameless to brush away the other
glistening drop that had attacked Gray, sending it pattering into amillion drifting motes without anger,
without hatred, with only the sensethat it was right that this drop be dispersed, right here and right now;
and then another, and another.

And it was only right and only proper, he thought, when another drop splattered into him, sending
the Name ess dropping from his nerveless fingers, and making him one with the stream, no longer having
any need to be adigtinct drop himself.

It wasapity, dl indl, he thought, that he would never know how it al ended.

And the pity was part of the perfection of it.

Cully grabbed Niko before he could make it out the doorway into the courtyard.

"No," hesaid. "Wait. It'sbeyond the likes of me, and even of you, right now."

"But—wait. Give them a chance—they should be able to, perhaps.”

He shook his head. "No. There'stoo many."

"Thenwe—"

"No. Wait."

Blurred forms moved quickly, too quickly acrossthe gravel, sending stonesflying into the air. Niko
thought that he saw some of them pursuing some other blurred shape, but he wasn't sure.

Gray and Bear stood, back to back, in the center of it, almost unmoving, but as one of the blurs
approached Gray, he seemed to do nothing more than perhaps twitch—

—and a broken body tumbled through the air, to lie still, on the gravel, shards of metal raining
down with ahorrible clicking that seemed never to end.

Gray's smile was awful to see. He seemed to lower the Khan dowly, yet itstip cut back and forth
through the air so quickly that it seemed to vibrate, and—

—hefdl, clutching at the ssump that was dl that remained of hisright hand, while the Khan
clattered to the ground.

And then Bear fell, and Cully turned to Niko, ignoring the two knightslying bleeding, dead or dying
on the ground. It was hard to read his express on—but was there, perhaps, atrace of asmile? How
could that be? How could he smile asthe tears ran down his cheeks and into his beard?

Niko didn't understand, and he wanted to ask, but the words choked in his throat.

And, besides, therewasn't time.

Cully looked down at the scabbard held in hisleft hand, and threw it to one side, then tossed the
sword after it. They clattered on the hard stones as he drew his stick from his sash, and touched the end
of it to hishead, asthough in asaute.

"I'll go first, and try to distract them aswell as| can—whilethey'rekilling me, you'l have your
chance. Don't draw Nadide until you have that chance—they'll see her fire as easly asyou seetheirs.”
He clasped hisfree hand to Niko's shoulder, once, the way Grandfather used to. "Make the most of it,
SrNiko."

"Yes, Father," Niko sad. "Asyou will."

* * %

Cully waked quickly out into the courtyard, though each footstep anchored him to the earth before



he went on to the next. Balance wasthe way of it, as he had long ago learned, and longer ago taught.

Three of the flashing redswere I eft, blurring around the courtyard in pursuit of the Wise, the speed
of their passage whipping dirt and gravel into the air. Too fast, too strong for the likes of him, and once
again, he had let his children throw themsalves againgt againgt forces too many, too strong for them, and
once again, most of them lay, dead or dying, on the ground.

He had murdered more of them.

Gray and the Khan could have brought down the whole keep around them in ahellish inferno,
killing them dll, but that would not have protected the Wise.

Wasthat why Gray had not done the needful ?

No, of course not—he would have sacrificed the Wise, and himsdlf, but even under the influence of
the Khan, it would not occur to Gray to bring Bear and Cully down with him, not if there was another
way, another chance, another possibility, and there had dways been an arrogance in the boy of sorts,
about hisown abilitiesif nothing else, one that had not been tempered by hisyears carrying that Khan.
Gray had thought that he could win, that they could.

A chance? For winning? None. Niko would try, of course.

The boy had agood sword, good ingtincts, and agood heart, but Cully had thrown boys with good
swords, good ingtincts, good hearts and better training into the meat grinder before—and not just when
he and Bedivere had done so directly againgt Y ork's men.

Cully had also doneit indirectly, distantly, but not one whit less responsibly back when he was
teaching a Alton, every time he had signed the approva for afirst-former to graduate to second-form;
every timethat he stood, his silence mute consent, as sealed fourth-formers kndlt before His Mg esty to
arise as knights of the Order.

He had done the sameto Gray when he had let Ralph give him the Khan, opposing it only with his
threat to appedl to His Mgjesty—as he had done; His Mg esty had heard him out, and refused him—and
to Her—She had, too, refused him—and findly histhresat to leave the Order, athreat that Ralph had
taken as the opportunity that it indeed had been.

Words and pleas and threats had not been enough. Cully should have cut Ralph down when the
decison was made, and not relied on hisfailing abilities to persuade, not counting hisvaueto His
Majesty and to Her.

If they were not to be persuaded, they would not be bullied with histhresats.

Weasit cowardice that had stayed his hand, or obedience? He wished he knew.

The onething he knew wasthat he didn't deserve to die with the sword of aknight of the Order in
his hands, and that was something that he could contral.

Mordred the Great had been right: Arthur the Tyrant had murdered all those babies, and he had
not been fit to rule. Yes, certainly the Great had other reasons for taking the Crown, but adecent man
could have sdifish reasons for doing the mordly requisite, couldn't he?

And how many babies had Cully aready murdered? How many of hisown, as much his children—
more sothan if they had merely sprung from his seed?

And how many more to come?

One, certainly. But let that be the end of it.

Therewas at |east the chance that Cully could makeit to Gray's and Bear's Sdes, and make hislast
stand there, and give agood account of himsdif.

Let the oneswho cut him down remember their own falen comrades and know that knights lives
might be taken, but not easily or cheaply. No, it would not end here. The Order had feuded with the
Tablefor centuries, and whoever was behind thiswould forever have to look over their shoulders,
worrying that the |last thing they saw would be the face of Big John, or Walter, the Beast, Lady Ellen, or
even that idiotic Guy of Orkney.

Let them fear; et them die. Let the world know.



But sinceit would end for Cully here, let it end as aknight. For amoment, just one last moment, let
him be Sir Cully of Cully's Woode, seded Knight of the Order of Crown, Shield, and Dragon.

"Overhere ," he shouted, as heraised his stick over his head. ™Y ou won't be able to kill the Wise
until you'vekilled thelast of us. Itisn't over,” he said. And then he smiled. "Not while| breathe.

One of the blurs detached itsdlf from the pack and streaked toward him, and Cully dropped back,
hisstick held out to one Side, an extension not just of hisarm and his body, but himself.

One blow. Give him just one blow.

It wastime, Niko decided. He had waited long enough. He felt amost, well, rested, at least by
comparison with but afew minutes before—he felt like could actudly breathe again, and while he didn't
haveto listen to hear hisheart thumping in hisches, it didn't pound painfully anymore.

It wastime. His handsfell to Nadide's hilt.

Will it hurt, Niko?

| don't think so, little one. Not for long, in any case.

| miss her, Niko. Will | be with her?

| wish | could tell you yes, but | can't lieto you, Nadide. | just don't know about such things.
Perhaps. | hope so.

Then what do you know?

That these are the ones, or part of the ones, that hurt the One Who Smells Like Food, and my
ggers—and Father and Grandfather.

Will we hurt them?

Wewill try.

I'm scared, Niko.

That's. . . asit should be, | expect.

Hedrew her, and sheflared from a close presence to an intimate one. Oh, yes, hethrilled to the
way that the fiery redness pulsed throughout his body with every too-dow heartbest, the degp thrummm
of his bonesthat echoed through every tendon.

But it was much more. It was. . . right.

Perhapsit should have bothered him that each time it became more comfortable, more intimate—
Cully had said there were dangersin the drawing of alive sword from such things—but it didn't fed that
way.

It felt like being whole.

He leaped from the steps and ran across the ground in aslow a crouch as he could, hoping that the
man bearing down on Cully would not fed their flame; he couldn't see them, not with his back to them.

And, perhaps, neither of the other two would notice? That was the part of them that was Nadide;
Niko didn't believeit for amoment.

Hewas going to betoo late; Cully's attacker was every bit as much in the quicktime asthey were,
and histreacherous heart refused to pound any more quickly, histraitor body refused to move any
fagter, and—

They cut down through the swordsman's back, the soul-and-stedl cleaving more than just flesh and
blood and bone. The fiery end of both of them should have bothered them, but perhapsit wasjust that
babies were sdlfish, or that Niko was enraged, or perhapsit was something else.

But he was—theywere moving so quickly that it wasimpossibleto stop, and they dammed into
Cully, bowling him over, and knocking him—them to the ground, as well. He tried to protect Cully as
they fell, but the action dammed both their bodies weights down on the hand holding the sword, and his
fingers opened asthey rolled across the hard stones.

And then hewas just-Niko again, struggling to free himself from Cully, so that he could get Nadide
back in hand. The old man wastrying to help, he was sure, but his struggles were more interfering than



helping. In desperation, Niko kicked away from the old man, hisfinger clawing at the gravel asthough
that could bring him the scant few inches he needed, knowing as he did that they were two and he was
one, and that he would not—

And then the twin streaks stopped, and resolved themselves into two men, shards of metd that had
been swordsfdling from their nervelessfingers, who writhed and screamed astheir skin crackled and
popped like meat cooked on theflat rock of the fireplace, and then more fell in on themselvesthan fell to
the ground.

A man gtood panting in front of him, hisface streaked with dirt and swest.

He was dressed in an Arab merchant's flowing robes, athough the robes were filthy with dust and
twigs, and tattered, as though he had just crawled through some thicket that had somehow torn his
clothes but left his skin intact; if he had awound on him, Niko couldn't seeit.

But the scabbarded sword that he held in hisleft hand hand was straight, the hilt plain, plain as
Nadide, plain as—

A knight. It was another knight.

The knight snickered as he kicked Nadide away from Niko's outstretched hand, sending her
halfway across the courtyard.

"Youmay . ..aswel stop smiling, boy. I'mno. . . friend of yours," he said, still gasping for breath.

Cully had gtarted to rise, but despite his obvious exhaugtion the man immediately gave him aquick
kick in the head, and Cully fdl flat on the ground, motionless.

The man then moved toward where Gray and Bear lay bleeding, carefully not getting any closer
than necessary to them before kicking the Khan and the Nameless away from them, aswell.

He wasn't moving quickly, but he was obvioudy as bone-tired as Niko was, and he started to
sway, hiskneestrembling, but he managed to right himsdlf. "Haven't had the sword in hand for that long
inalong time," he said, asthough talking to himself. "And I'd not care to takeit in hand again, not at the
moment. Dangerous, en?' Therewas nothing friendly in hisamile.

Niko forced himsdlf to his knees, readying himself to lunge a Nadide, but the man stepped
between him and the sword. "Easy, boy. | . . . | don't want to have to serve you right now, not with the
Sandovd, but | will if you rush me. Go easer on dl of you if | do it with ordinary stedl, | expect, and it'll
surely go easier on me." He smiled down at Cully's progtrate form. "And don't think I'll come within
range of you, Father Cully, not without the Sandova in hand—I'm dog-tired, for afact, and feel weak as
anewborn, but I'm not supid.”

Sandova ? That meant—

"Yes, yes, I'm the one they used to call Alexander, dthough they surely call me something else
now. And you, Father Cully, you may liethereif you'd like, or rise no further than your knees. Any
more, and tired or not, I'll let the Sandova eat you."

Cully lay on the ground, hislegs sorawled over Niko's, unmoving.

"| can seeyou breathing, Cully." Alexander cocked his head to one sided. "And that bastard Gray
istill breathing, too. Haveto fix him after | fix you." He glanced quickly around the courtyard.

"Hmm. .. didn't any of these fools have a mundane sword on them? Apparently not." He shrugged.
"Then again, neither do |. Specia circumstances, he? Well, Bear'swill have to do. Good old Brother
Bear, always happy to be of service."

He carefully walked around, keeping Bear's body in between himsdf and Gray's prostrate form,
then stopped for amoment, his brow furrowed. "No, that's a bit too close, eh?" he asked, answering
himsdlf by stooping and seizing hold of Bear's right boot.

Bear had been abig manin life, and death hadn't changed that; the stranger—Alexander grunted
and groaned as he dragged the body just afew feet away, never taking his eyes off where Cully and
Niko lay, dways seeming to watch Gray aswell.

Hed have to make atry. Perhaps this Alexander would set the Sandova down on the ground
when heturned Bear over. Nadide was far away, too far away, but he had to try, and Niko could fed



his own strength returning with each breeth.

He stared Alexander right in the eye. Maybe if the traitor was watching his eyes he wouldn't see
Niko make the dight movements necessary to set his hands and feet into the ground for hislunge.

Cully was till motionless next to him, facedown on the ground, hisleft leg sprawled over Niko's.

It twitched twice.

Twice. Two for "no." Two for "disagree with me." Two for "not yet."

Two for "Cully was il with him.”

Heforced himsdlf not to smile as Cully'sfoot twitched again, threetimes. Threetimesfor "talk
more."

Niko could do that.

"Why?" he choked out.

"Why what? Why is Bear so damned heavy? That's what I'm wondering," he said. "Why did the
noblefool fal covering his scabbard? Why, when | dragged him, didn't the damn thing work itself alittle
loose, s0 | could get hold of it? I'm wondering that, too." He managed to get his free hand and afoot
under Bear, and rolled him over. "Ah, now, that's better."

That wasit. With dl of thelive swords out of reach, Alexander would dip the sheathed Sandoval
into his sash, and then Niko would make his move.

That'swhat Cully wasthinking.

Heforced himsdlf not to look at Bear's dead face, at the way that his open eyes, dready glazed
over and covered with dirt, stared unblinkingly at the sun. No. Y ou couldn't think about that at timeslike
this, you couldn't dwell on Bear's gentleness and kindness, and—

Cully'sfoot twitched once. And then again and again.

Tak more? Tak aboutwhat ?

"Mr. Alexander?'

The only reason that Alexander didn't look up was because he never had looked down. But at
least Niko had gtdled him, if only for afew moments. Hisfingers fumbled clumaly for the hilt of Bear's
sword. "My nameis Abdul ibn Mahmoud,” he said, showing anger for thefirst time. "If you want to beg
for your life, boy, you can at least beg me by my name, en? Ah. Thereit is" Hisfingers had found the hilt.

For one moment, Niko hoped that, by some miracle, Bear had managed to shesth the Nameless,
that what Smith had kicked away was just Bear's mundane sword, Smith would be laying hishandson a
White Sword that would burn him at the touch.

But, no: the sword did smoothly from its sheeth.

* * *

And then amiracle happened.

* * *

It wasn't abig miracle, granted. Niko had been read to enough from the Bible to know thét red,
big miracleswere things like the sun standing till, like water being turned to wine, the raising of the dead.

But astrand of grass, just about hafway between Niko and this man who wanted to be cadled
Abdul ibn Mahmoud, but who was the murderer Alexander Smith, poked itstip up through the grave,
and grew quickly, becoming the length of afingertip, and then afinger, and then ahand.

Smith saw it too, and his brow furrowed.

"What the—"

There was a shout from behind Niko, and Cully's foot twitched, once.

Yes, it meant.

Niko lunged forward, scrabbling on the grave, trying to gain hisfeet while Fotheringay, his short
pike held out chest-height in front of him, dashed out of the bushes, the sound issuing from his mouth
something somewhere between a battle cry and agrowl.

Niko was dready at a dead run around Smith, toward where Nadide lay. There was a chance, if



not much of one, that Smith wouldn't have time to both draw the sword, and then kill Fotheringay and
Cully and then Niko before Niko got Nadide in hand, and even if he could, could he and Nadide
possibly defeat Alexander and the Sandoval ?

Hehad totry.

Smith had been gtartled for amoment, but not for long; he dropped Bear's mundane sword and
reached toward the Sandoval —

—stopped by an arrow that seemed to sprout from his chest.

It staggered him for amoment, just long enough for Fotheringay to reach him. The old sergeant
dammed the butt of his pikeinto Alexander's chest, knocking him back, then dashed out with the pike's
point, cutting into his sword arm.

Alexander fell back, the sword faling from hisarms, but as Fotheringay moved infor thekill,
Alexander's fingers managed to grasp it, and the redness flared.

And then he was blurringaway —Ileaving behind atrail through the smashed hedges from which
Fotheringay had emerged.

And Niko'sfingers were reaching for Nadide.

"Wait, boy," Cully shouted. "Both of you. He'sfled. Don't take the swords in hand—»but keep them

Gray had somehow or other managed to crawl acrossthe gravel, leaving behind atrail of blood,
and whilewhat was | eft of hisright arm was thrust into the robes over his chest, hisleft hand was but
inches from the Khan.

He sagged down to the ground, and stretched his hand out.

Niko didn't see where Sigerson's man Bigglesworth had come from, but he quickly ran up to Gray.
"Easy there, dr," he said. "Y ou been hurt, hurt bad. Best just to rest.” He raised his head.

"Hdpmeup."

"Sr, you—"

"Help him up, Biggles" Sigerson said, walking quickly toward them.

His voice was preposteroudy cam as he unfastened the bt that held hiswizard's robestight
agang hiswast. Hetossed it to Bigglesworth. "Bind up hisarm—and hold his sword for him, keep it
ready for him, but hold it by the scabbard; don't touch the metal with your flesh.”

"Y ou don't haveto tell methat twice, sir,” Bigglesworth said. "Matter of fact, and meaning no
disrespect, Mr. Sigerson, you didn't haveto tell methat once.”

Cully gripped Niko's hand and helped him to hisfest, then tore ascrap of cloth from his own robes
and wrapped it about Nadide so that he could pick her up. "Easy, Niko," he said. "Stand easy."

"No," Gray said, more of agrunt than aword. "Alexander's not stupid. Hell not come back . . . not
injured, not to facetwo . . . two knights of the Red Sword."

Bear lay dead on the ground at hisfeet, but Gray didn't look down at the bodly.

Helooked over at Niko, and he smiled, and his smile was an awful thing to behold.

* * %

Sigerson took charge; there was no objection.

Gray's arm was quickly bound, and the stump didn't seem to bleed much at al. Fotheringay quickly
gathered up scabbards, and the Khan was, safely scabbarded, in Gray's hand where it belonged, freeing
Bigglesworth to be to find something to cover Bear up with.

Niko, with Cully a hissde, just ood on watch, asdid Gray, his back to them, watching, ignoring
the way that Bear just lay there, dead eyes staring up at the sky.

Niko didn't look away.

It wasn't that he forced himsdlf to look at the body. He could look at it, or not. It didn't make any
difference.

It wasdl very strange.



He should have been fedling . . . something. He should have been recalling Bear's kindness and
gentleness, and the knowing that it was gone forever, that what had been a big, gentle man was now just
apileof dead flesh rotting in the sun should have made his heart ache—it should have made the stones
weep.
But they didn't, and neither did Niko.

Hedidn't fed anything. It was just abody, and there were bodies, and pieces of them, aplenty
scattered about the courtyard, and it didn't matter.

He kept hishand near Nadide's hilt, but didn't touch it. If he touched her, he would fed something.
Cully and Gray were as sllent and motionless as he was, and Niko almost jumped out of his skin when
Cully laid ahand on his shoulder and squeezed it gently.

But it just sartled him. That was dl. Maybe he could fed something later. Maybe not.

Heignored the chattering of Sigerson and Bigglesworth and Fotheringay—

No. That was unfair. It wasn't chattering—they were getting necessary things done, and if they
were congratulating themselves, just alittle, they more than deserved it.

Bigglesworth and Sigerson had intercepted Fotheringay in the hedges, and the three of them had
waited for the right moment, before making their move—Sigerson coming up with the only digtraction
that he could improvise on the spot, and Fotheringay charging Smith, hoping that he would get through,
while Bigglesworth had run around the far side, hoping to get around behind Alexander, and the fact that
it hadn't worked out quite as well asthey hoped, well . . . it could have been much worse.

Fotheringay dashed off toward the building that he said was abarracks in search of ablanket to
cover Bear up with, and came back with both a blanket and the man that Niko recognized asthe
carpenter's mate, the one on theMarienios —Stavros Andropol ounikos.

Of thelot of them, Andropolounikos was the only one unmarked and unbruised. He carried a short
bow in one hand, had a quiver of arrows belted about hiswaist, and wore a crooked smile across his
face.

Fotheringay slently covered Bear's body up, but when he turned away, he was dmost jolly. "Damn
mefor afool,” he said. "But thisman is by far the best bowman I've ever had the pleasure of knowing,
and I've known some damn fine bowmen in my time, | do swear,” he said. He looked like he was about
to hug Andropolounikaos. "What abloody marvelous shot, you beautiful son of a—of awonderful
Hédlenic woman, and I'll hold down any man who says otherwise while you bugger him, or carve on him,
or do whatever the hell you want, en?"

If Niko could have fdt anything, he would have wanted to dap Fotheringay sily.

"Thank you, Sergeant. It was. . ." Andropolounikos shrugged. " . . . itwasadl | could doto help.”

Fotheringay snorted. " Damnyour modesty, man. That would have been an impressive shot if that'd
been the bow you'd practiced with from the minute your mother squirted you out—I would have sworn
that you'd have been just aslikely to hit me asthat traitor, if 1'd had to bet.”

Andropolounikos seemed to have trouble speaking. "I'm . . . pleased to have been of service," he
findly sad.

Cully finaly spoke. "Perhaps. . . perhaps your arrow was guided from above. Miraclesdo
happen,” he said.

Andropolounikos just shrugged again.

Cully's hand rested on Niko's shoulder. "Can you spare me?"

"I think it's safe now, for now," he said quietly. "Keep on watch, the two of you. Please.Please . |
have to. Somebody hasto—and Gray can't.”

Please? Please what? Please watch?

It was easy to just stand and watch.

Cully walked over to the blanket covering what was left of what had been Bear, knelt down, and



made the Sign over Bear.

"Glory beto the Father, to the Son, and to the Holy Ghogt,” he said. "Asit wasin the beginning, is
now, and ever. Amen." There was no emotion or intengity in the words; he just spoke them quietly,
quickly, asthough trying to get them over with. "Incline Y our ear, O Lord, unto our prayers, wherein we
humbly pray Theeto show Thy mercy upon the soul of Thy servant David, whom Thou hast
commanded to pass out of thisworld, that Thou wouldst place him in the region of peace and light, and
bid him be a partaker with Thy Saints, through Christ our Lord. Amen.”

Hekndt there, slently, for the longest time. And then he buried hisfacein his hands, his body
shaking Slertly.

"My lambs" hefindly said, hisvoice alow whisper, barely audible, "my poor, poor babies. |
murder you dl, don't 1?7

Cully knelt there for along time, weeping, while Gray stood watch over him, hisface without a
trace of expression.

Niko just stood. He knew how to do that.

Chapter 15: Recall

Not dl knowledge, not even dl holiness, is contained within Christendom. The
Inquisition would have burned me for saying this, but for dl my sins, I've never served
that Church.

In truth, the Nameless himsdlf was never a Chrigtian; and it's worth remembering that
even His Son was born a Jew.

When the Jews say their prayer for the dead, there is no mention of the dead. They talk
of God, and of their people—and that's about al; there is no mention of the dead.

| think | understand that, now.

| wish | didn't.
—Gray

It had been along morning, and alonger afternoon.

Thered fires on the Montagne Grande had died off well before noon, and while a-Bakilani had
two of his servants out behind the dammusa keep their e egant glassestrained on the long trail that
snaked down from the distant hilltop, al they reported was that they had seen nothing.

Nothing.

Theonly surprise was that Randol ph's junior midshipman had actualy arrived, and DuPuy had
been permitted a quick whispered conversation in which Mr. Emmons reported that, in fact, Randolph
had been returned to theLord Fauncher , and was standing by, in accord with his orders.

The boy was scared, but he carried himsdf well enough, and when he thought that nobody was
looking, hisraised eyebrow asked the obvious question.

DuPuy just shook his head. Emmons had been thoroughly searched, of course, and after the
soldiers had found the third hidden knife he had been taken into the other room to return in, of all things,
agpare st of a-Bakilani's elegant robes over his blushes; his uniform, down to his boots, had been
unceremonioudy dumped in apilein the corner.

Al-Idris had cdled for achesshoard, and amused himself in winning game after game with one of
the dozen soldiers who had been summoned after Smith's departure. DuPuy tried to follow the game—it



would be interesting to seejust how clever the man wasin letting the Sharif win—but it was hard to
concentrate on such things, and DuPuy had never been much for chess, anyway.

DuPuy watched for an opening, of course—not on the chessboard, but in the main room of the
dammusa

Equdly, of course, he didn't find one.

It was midafternoon when a-Bakilani, who had been trying to engage DuPuy in apointless
conversation about horse-breeding—a subject about which DuPuy knew little and cared less—sat up at
aquick exclamation from one of the watchers out behind the dammusa.

"If you'll excuse me, Admird," he said, risng with hisusud catlike grace, hisvoiceleve and cam as
aways, "Adil appearsto be somewhat excited.”

Hewalked quickly out the back door, to return but afew moments later, nodding camly ashe
tapped the glass againgt hiswrist. He spoke quickly in Arabic to d-Idris—and DuPuy cursed himsdlf
once again for not having learned the language.

Al-Idris was not quite so self-controlled. He shook his head, and reached for the chessboard, as
though to throw it, but stopped himself, shrugged, and laid hisking over, then rose, and stalked into the
other room, his guards backing away, their eyes never leaving DuPuy and Emmons.

"Admirad?" Al-Bakilani'sface was unreadable. "If you'd accompany me outside," he said, holding
out the glass. "'l believe youll find thisof interest. Y ou, too, Mr. Emmons, if the Admira will permit it."

DuPuy wished held had the sdlf-control not to rush out the door, but he knew himself al too well,
and he didn't even try; he snatched the glass from a-Bakilani's hand and dashed out through the door.

At first he couldn't see anything of interest. Theidiot mud-bathers were sill bathing in the stinking
mud, and beyond them, the top of the Montagne Grande was as quiet asit had been. But the
road . . . there was something moving on the road down from the mountain.

He put the glassto his good eye, squinting pointlessy, as though that would dispel the dancing
black motes, as of courseit didn'.

And then it cameinto focus.,

It was acurious procession. Thefirst thing he was able to make out was what |ooked like an
oxcart, being pulled by two men, one of them in what appeared to be—yes, by God, it was marine
utilities. He couldn't see what wasin the cart, but . . . it didn't matter. That wasn't what had frightened
a-Bakilani and a-1drig: the procession was led by three men. They al were hobbling, and one appeared
to have abandaged arm.

But they were dl in the distinctive robes of the Knights of the Order of Crown, Shield, and Dragon.

Simon DuPuy let thearm holding the glassfdl to hissde. "If you're going to kill me, d-Bakilani, go
right ahead. | don't mind." He tapped the glass against d-Bakilani's chest. "Go right ahead. They might
not even avenge me. They might never know | was even here."

"Oh, they'd know, Admira." Al-Bakilani's smooth face was as cam and impassve as aways,
damn him. "I'm sure that Lord Randol ph would mention it." He shook his head. "Y ou're utterly safe from
me, at the moment, | can assure you. Although | suspect that the converseisn't necessarily true, given my
earlier behavior." He shrugged. "There are other options, of course.”

"Options?'

Al-Bakilani nodded. "His Excellency the Sharif has asked meto serve as an emissary to the Court
of HisMgesty the King. His Excdlency is of the opinion that | might soon have someinformation to
sharethat would be of . . . mutua benefit?" He gestured toward the dammusa behind them. "The late,
unlamented dog, Efik? Perhaps he left sometrall that points toward hisown magters, and, dl indl, |
think that the Crown and the Dar a-1dam have some mutua interest in sending hunters down thet trail
His smile was as cam and maddening as usud. "It's my understanding that a ship—or more than one ship
—will soon be dispatched to both Mataand Londinium with dl the information that the Commisson for
the Prevention of Vice and Promotion of Virtue can provide on such matters, and they are
quite. . . diligent at such interviews, and quite good at extracting information, and will be more than



happy to shareit—wadll, if not al of it, at least al of it that would be of more use to the Crown than to
the Dar d-Idam.”

"And that won't hgppen if | wring your neck?'

"Oh, no. It will happen nonetheless. The state of my neck, asfond as| am of it, doesn't affect such
matters of our mutua interest, alas. But | would hope that my own good offices would make any
information flow more quickly and effectively, dl indl.”

DuPuy shook his head. The gall of theman. Still . . . "We could just wait,” he said. "I don't see
your . . . Abdul ibn Mahmoud here, or there. Do you think that, that, dog of a Sharif's soldiers could
gtand up to the likes of Sir Joshua? And Sir Joshua," he added, gesturing with the glass, "ishardly aone.”

Al-Bakilani shook hishead. "I rather doubt it. Which iswhy His Excedllency and his guards have
aready departed with what would normally be unseemly haste, while we've been standing here talking.
Y ou could, of course, give chase—but | think the knights are perhaps closer to an hour away from here
than farther from it, and by that time, it's my expectation that, even if you chooseto try to interfere, even
with the aid of the estimable Midshipman Emmons, His Excellency's ship will have dreaedy set sail by the
timethey arive

"And I'm expected to load you and a bunch of your attendant spies on theLord Fauncher to
convey you to England?'

"Well, no." Al-Bakilani shook hishead. "Much as| would like to have my own peoplein
attendance, I'm not sure that everyone that His Excellency and | brought to Pantdlleriais entirely
trustworthy—and | trust that you'l find that they've al taken to their heelswith His Excellency the Sharif.
Should | beyour guest, I'll haveto trust to the Crown's graciousness, for the time being, while | wait for
some. . . very carefully interviewed staff to arrive to serve me.” His smile broadened. "If I'm your
prisoner, well, prisonersrarely have much of agtaff at dl, at that. And if you choose to—how did you
put it?—wring my neck, well, then, theissue of how I'm to be served won't be of any further interest to
anyoneat dl, mysdlf included.” He spread his hands. "What happens next is up to you, Admird. I'm sure
you'l serve your King honorably and wisdly, however you decide.”

DuPuy wasn't ahegtating sort. "Lieutenant Emmons?”’

"Err, Admird, I'm amidshipman, Sr."

Wdl, Emmonswas right, but there was a deep and profound glee in DuPuy. He could make the
boy wrong, and by God, hewould! "And I'm abloody Admird, and if | say you're alieutenant, you'rea
bloody lieutenant.”

"Yes gar.”

"You'reout of uniform. I'll forgive the midshipman's braid on the uniform, but get the hell out of
those robes and into that uniform—if the damned Arabs have left it intact. Put it on, and then
conduct . . . our guest to meet the knights. Ask them to report to me at the port. I've got to stop theLord
Fauncher from leaving, and Randolph is expecting to see me, and me done.”

"Yes, 9r." Emmons started to turn away.

"Wait, dammit. I'm not done, Lieutenant. Our . . . guest suffersfrom a spastic condition. He
requests that you tie his hands—and tightly, mind you—behind his back, and that he be gagged, to avoid
any unwanted sounds, and that he be conducted to the meeting at sword point. Should his condition
cause himto to try to free himself, or make some sort of outcry before he'staken in hand by the knights,
or should anybody try to interfere with you or him—and | particularly direct your attention to the fact
that that Smith-character is devilishly fast, and that I've not seen his head—His Excdlency and | both
request that you stick that sword in him to avoid any embarrassment. From him it'sarequest; fromme
it'san order. Y ou know how to obey an order, Lieutenant?"

"Yesgr "

"Y ou have any problem with that, Excdllency?"

"Noneat al." Al-Bakilani shook hishead. "I'm pleased of course, but not surprised that I'mto live.
The Admird, asl'velong said and even longer thought, isamost wise and careful man. And may |



congratul ate Lieutenant Emmons on his promotion™?”

"Shut up, Excdlency,” DuPuy said. "Moveit, Emmons. And smartly.”

"Yes gar.”

It al mostly decided itsdlf: get the knights home, and quickly, and don't spend amoment regretting
losing the services, for the time being, of themost . . . promising captain to ever have served under
Admiral Smon Tremaine DuPuy. Get a-Bakilani into the hands of His Mg esty—without having it let out
that he was ever in Crown hands. Or perhaps not—perhaps he had suffered an accident on Pantelleria?

DuPuy would have to have quick words with Randolph on that subject, but . . . no. Redligtically,
too many people would know that a-Bakilani had been taken aboard theL.ord Fauncher , and DuPuy
was sparing hislife, and not just postponing an execution. No sensein fooling himsdlf.

The only redl decision DuPuy had to make was how to get himself back to Malta.

And that would, al in al, be easy—thel.ord Fauncher 's cutter would serve, and the blowing
Levanter would make thetrip fast.

Getting the knights and whatever information wasin their hands and their heads back to England as
quickly as possible was too important to be delayed for even two days by carrying afat, old, useless
man back to hisfur-lined beach billet, after all. Randol ph could live without the cutter on histrip to

England.

Haveto take afew men from Randol ph's crew to man it, of course, and that would give DuPuy an
opportunity to evauate them himsdlf.

And dammit, it would be good to have atiller in hishands.

Chapter 16: The Voyage Home

"Service, honor, faith, obedience. Justice tempered only by mercy; mercy
tempered only by justice.”
Finewords, yes. For me, they are dl lies. Save one.

Oneword to live by; oneword to live for:service .

Thereisno justice; Bear's mute lips spesk loudly asto that. Me, | am drained of mercy
and impoverished of faith, and care not awhit about such fripperies as honor.
And obedience? Let'snot besilly.

But thereis till service, and | will still be of service. | swear it. | wish | could swear it on
Bear'sgrave, but I'd not let any man pollute his resting place with the oaths of the
damned.

But | will be of sarvice.

Do not think well of mefor that; it's no sacrifice.
| redly don't have anything else | ft.

—Gray

Therewas brief talk of burying Bear at sea. He put an end to that.

Randol ph made the short formal offer, athough Gray could tell that he didn't expect Gray to
accept, and Gray didn't, and Randolph just said, "Of course, Sir Joshua,”" and returned to hisduties, and



added not one word nor raised an eyebrow over sailors superstitions about carrying corpses; hejust
nodded stiffly, and walked away.

Whichwasjugt aswdl, dl inal.

Sigerson, Bigglesworth at his side, asked Gray for permission to preserve the body, and Gray had
nodded. Bear's body had already started to stink, and even with favorable winds, tides, and seasit was
four or five days good sailing to Gibrater, and probably another ten past that to Londinium, and who
knew how long after that it would take to bring the body home to Fallsworth?

Sigerson was closeted up in the rear hold overnight, and emerged, as sagging and tired-looking as
Gray had ever seen aman. He nodded, and reported that it was done, and Gray said, "Thank you,” and
Sigerson said, "Y ou are welcome, of course.” They didn't say anything else; they didn't have anything
elseto say to each other.

They held abrief mass on the main deck the second night out. Orders were orders, and Randol ph's
wereto repair to England at al possible speed, so the topmen remained doft throughout, prepared to
reef if thewind picked up, astheL.ord Fauncher had every scrap of sal flying from the foremast
topgd lantsto the spanker, dl the way dft.

Gray had heard Randolph instructing thefirst, who had the deck, that there was to be no dacking
in activity, and if the Situation called for orders to be piped or shouted, that was to be done, no matter
the state of the service, and when he had seen Gray watching him, he had stood silently until Gray had
nodded.

Of course. Orders were orders. The work had to go on. Gray could hardly fault Randolph for that.

They al gathered there: Randolph, of course, resplendent in his dress blues; Gray, and Niko, and
Cully, and Fotheringay, Sigerson, and Bigglesworth—and, of course, Andropolounikos, visbly
uncomfortable in the shore clothes borrowed from one of the officers, and which the ship'stailor had
dtered for him; hisindex finger kept running around the indde of hiscollar.

The knights gear was hundreds of miles away aboard theMarienios , but the ship's sailmaker had
done afinejob of laundering and as decent a one as was possible of stitching up their clothing, and if
they looked shabby, and they did, Bear wouldn't have minded, so Gray pretended not to, either.

Gray sad the Massfor the Dead, with Cully having done the preparations. Gray didn't fed
anything; he just spoke the words. There was no question of doing Bear's desth baptism aboard theLord
Fauncher ; that would be done at Fallsworth, of course, dong with hisburial.

And it wasjust aswell that first-form novices at Alton had learned al the masses by rote, and
tested on them every year, and that what was early learned is on€e's possession for life, for it had been a
long time since Gray had cel ebrated mass, and he wouldn't have wanted to ssumble over the words that
swam on the page of the missal minor that Cully held for him.

And then it was over, and Cully had taken the tray and missa minor away, and he and Niko had
donetherest of the cleaning up, leaving Gray adone at the sernrail.

He wasn't sure when or how, but Gray had somehow ended up with Bear's sword—his mundane
sword, of course—stuck through his sash, aong with his own two. Part of him wanted to just throw it
over the side, dthough he didn't know why, and he would, of course, return the sword to Baron
Shanley, dong with the body.

Gray stood at the stern rail for along time.

Strange thing: hisfingers hurt. Not the fingers of his remaining hand—the ones that should have
been where his right hand used to be. Not the ssump—it hurt, yes, but not much, not more than he could
stand; the red had burned it clean to the bone, just above the wrist, but when he held it up, it felt like he
could wiggle hisfingers, and once or twice hetried to touch his own cheek with the ghostly fingers, and,
of course, didn't fed anything in his cheek, or with thelost hand.

But the absent fingers ached, constantly.

Strange. Although why it should be strange, he didn't know. It wasn't as though he didn't already
understand how something missing could hurt more than a strong man could beer.



Hejust stood, watching the water, trying to ignore the whistles and shouts of the deck crew, and
not for amoment laying his remaining hand on the Khan.

Hewas|eft alone for what seemed to be a short time, or maybe it was along one, but he became
awarethat Cully was standing to one sde of him, and Niko to the other.

They didn't say anything at fird.

"The Nameessislocked in the captain's strongbox,” Cully findly said. "Marines on watch, and
Fotheringay watching the marines—the other marines.”

"I don't think theré's anything to worry about,” Gray said.

"Neither does Fotheringay," Cully said.

Gray nodded. He didn't care much for, or about, the sergeant, but Fotheringay would do his duty
as he saw it. Probably just wanted to keep busy, since he had no real work to do.

Al-Bakilani was|ocked in thefirgt's cabin, and there were guards on his door, too. Whether he
was to be a prisoner or an ambassador was probably an interesting question, but it was one that other
heads than Randolph's would have to answer, and he would spend the trip below.

Thethree stood silently again.

Then Niko spoke. "What happens next?'

Gray shook hishead. He didn't know. He didn't care.

"For the three of us, it'll be up to the Council, which meansthe Abbot Generd,” Cully said. "l
suspect you and | won't have any trouble being relieved of our vows, eh, Niko?' He smiled in the dark.
"Lifegoeson, until it stops. We go on. Worst case? Y ou've got two hundred crowns of gold in the
strongbox aboard theMarienios , and—"

"l wasn't asking about the money."

"I didn't think you were." Cully shook his head. "But aman—knight or fisherman—has to est.
Speaking of which," he said, turning to Gray, "you're going to have to east something, Joshua.”

"Tomorrow."

Cully nodded. " Good enough. Y our word is dways good enough for me, Joshua."

"l wasn't aware| gave my word."

"| thought you weredoing just that.”

"If youingg."

"Then we're agreed—and the boy does have to eat, aswell. In afigurative, aswell asalitera
sense. That'll need to be seento.”

Gray shrugged. "Easly enough handled. Take him—Iwill get Sir Robert to come with me and take
hm—

"Which Sir Robert? Cooper or Linsen? Or some other Sir Robert entirely?!

"—I will ask Sir RobertLinsen to come with me and take him down to the City, and to whichever
banking house Sir Robert uses. My word is good enough bond for Linsen, and his should be good
enough bond, dl in dl—weéll get Sir Niko an advance on the money, enough to live on, while word's
sent to the Governor's office to collect it—L angahan will probably end up handling that—and send a
note back. Have to take a serious discount, given the distance, but we can leaveit to Linsen to handle.”
He wasn't worried about the Abdullahs stealing the boys money—the only people who had to worry
about the Abdullahs stealing the boy's money were the Abdullahs—but there was, of course, the
possihility that theMarienios wouldn't make it back home. Storms, pirates .. . . and the Others, whoever
they were.

The only question was how to handle the details. That was the sort of thing that he would have had
Bear ded with.

Hismissing hand ached.

"How soon do you think we'll be there?' Cully asked. "Have to stop for water somewhere, if not
other provisons. Gibraltar probably.”



"No, not Gibby," Gray said, shaking his head. "Likely to make things too complicated—Digsworth
would probably ingst on being briefed, and that would delay things. Little love lost between Gibby and
Madta; he might even decide that DuPuy overreached himself on having a-Bakilani clapped inirons, and
| expect that Randolph will want to seethat his own reports are the first to reach Londinium.”

"It was ordinary rope, as| recal.”

"Y ou know what | mean. | don't think a-Bakilani would or will complain, mind you—I think he's
as eager to get the Crown on thetrail of these Others as His Mgesty will be, and won't want to distract
anybody's attention from that issue. And—" he stopped himsdlf. "I see," he said, nodding. "Y ou get me
wrapped up in the details of the world, bind meto it moretightly . . ."

Cully patted him on thearm. "I think I'm supposed to say that | don't know what you're talking
about." He gaveathin smile.

"Then again, you only do what you're supposed to, be it accident, or coincidence, Father."

"Trueenough." The smile vanished. "Do you think they'll meke—Iet you keep the Khan?'

Gray stopped his hand an inch from the Khan's hilt. "Well, | could hardly serve on His Own with
just one hand, now, could 17"

"I wasn't asking if you'd be alowed to serve on His Own. | was asking if you expect to be taken
off theactivelig, or rdieved of the Khan."

"I hadn't been thinking about that."

"Well, then, do 0.

That wasn't quite true—he had been avoiding thinking about it. He couldn't even tie his bootlaces
or knot his sash for himsdlf. And he would never be able to hold his mundane sword in hislogt right
hand, the scabbarded Khan in hisleft, prepared to drop the mundane sword and draw the Khan as
quick asaman could blink.

But there was precedent. While he had not served with His Own after the loss of hisarm, Linsen
had carried the Goatboy for years; it was age that had finaly taken it away from him, not the disability.
Then again, the Goatboy was White, and the Khan was Red, and while releasing holiness was not to be
taken lightly, it generdly fell morelightly on the world than unleashing evil dwaysdid, eh?

"I don't know," hesaid. "Well see” It wasn't his choice, after dl. Hewould argue againgt it, if
anyonewould ligento him.

Cully probably thought that Gray wouldn't notice how he tapped againgt Niko's arm, but he did.
Tak-more? About what?

Niko piped up obediently with: "Could | ask aquestion?

"You dready did." Cully smiled. "But, yes, you may ask another, athough | don't know what you'd
have to ask about right now."

Niko tried to seem puzzled. "It's not important, | guess, but—what are those pennants at the top of
the mizzen magt? | don't remember seeing them before.”

Gray looked up.

Theforemadt, of course, flew the black flag of the Crown, Shield, and Dragon; and below it, the
red-and-gold pennant of the Roya Navy. No solid-colored pennants, there, which wasjust aswell—
there wasn't asolid color that was good news.

The mizzenmast flew four pennants, and only one of those was solid: the topmost was
black-and-white striped, and below it ared-and-white checkered one, asolid red, and another
black-and-white striped.

"Oh," Cully said, nodding. "1 see what you mean. The black-and-white one meansthat theL.ord
Fauncher ison courier duty. The red-and-whiteis 'urgency’ or 'emergency,’ and the solid red is speed.
Captain Randolph is announcing that we're on courier duty—reasonable under the circumstances—and
repesting the flag under the other two ishim asking for any fast courier ship to come dongside. | think
that'swhy he's back down in his quarters, writing dispatches. TheLord Fauncher isfast enough, but



she's no courier doop—my guessisthat the captain wantsto get his digpatches to Londinium ahead of
us, if possible. Not theworst of idess, for any of us."

Gray shook hishead. "I couldn't write."

"You could dictate. | can write."

"And you could just have said, 'Gray, | think it would make sense to get your report to the Abbot
Generd ahead of theLord Fauncher , if possble,' instead of putting Sir Niko through this charade.”

"Yes, | guess| could have.”

He sighed, and let his hand rest on the hilt of Bear's sword.

"Let'sget toit, shdl we?'

Chapter 17:Knighthood

ThewordsI'm used to living by are"thefish are running, Niko," "pull harder,
Niko," and "the day isn't getting any younger, Niko." | understand how to live by those.

But these other words. . . it'sall very strangeto me.
Well see.

—Niko

Niko just happened to be on deck, going through his daily workouts, when the cutter came for
them.

He might have noticed the sall, but they had seen plenty of sails over the past days. The closer that
they got to Portsmouth, the more they saw.

The captain, eying his charts and logs and the coastline, had said that morning that he expected to
make Portsmouth just before dark, but it was only midafternoon, and Niko and Cully had goneinto their
usua routine, while Gray, ashedid a al such times, just went below, not saying anything, while land
grew closer, and the pace of tacking increased until it seemed like it was only minutes between the cries
of "Prepare to come about.”

Niko would have taken abroad reach north, and then tacked back. Then again, he didn't know
thesewaters at dl, and Captain Randolph certainly did. Probably sensible seamanship.

Thewind had picked up, and Poseidon had apparently not wanted them to hurry into Portsmouith,
asthewind seemed to be coming directly from the distant twin lighthouses marking the way into port.

Thiswould probably bether last workout, dl indl.

Niko didn't quite see the point, but . . . no, he had. He was, for the time being, Sir Niko
Crigtofolous, and it was only right that he be aslittle apaeimitation of ared knight as he could be, and
it gave him something to do.

And, truth to tell, there was something about theritua of take-your-position, of lunge-and-recover,
of high-guard-outside-dammit-Niko-outside and al the rest that was good for more than just working up
aswest, as though one would want to work up a swest.

He hadn't really had anything else to do. Whatever else could be said about traveling aboard aship
you werent involved in the sailing of , it was boring, and left too much time for thinking. There had been
more than enough of that, lying in his bunk, trying to deep, findly reaching out afinger to touch Nadide's
ged, and slently singing the lullabye that put the both of them to deep.

Thetruth, as Cully seemed to insst, when he talked about it—and he seemed to want to talk about
it more and more, as the days had passed, dthough he never did soin front of Gray—was that what had
happened had been agresat victory. A live sword, with the soul—or what passed for it—of the Wise,
raised against the Crown? They had stopped that, and the stopping of that was worth far more to the
Crown than the life of one knight, even one like Bear.



Hed say that, as though to persuade himsdf, but his eyeswould saybut, of course, there was
none like Bear .

And Niko would just say, "Yes, Sir Cully," and let his eyes speak for themsalves, and had looked
forward to their afternoon workouts much more than he did to further talk, about Bear or anything ese.

"Cutter approaching,” the lookout sang out, "signding 'stand by." Carrying the Admiralty flag.”

The Firgt, who had the deck, called out something to the bosun, and Topmen Aloft was
immediately piped, followed by a seven-note theme that Niko hadn't heard before, not that it was hard
to figure out what it meant when the sailors scrambled up the ropes and immediately began lowering the
sls

Cully tossed Niko asoft cloth. " Practice timeis over—for today, at least," he said. "Wash up, as
quickly asyou can, mind, and get dressed. | expect that al of uswill be taken aboard, and | don't want
you to gppear al dirty and swesty in front of, well, whoever it iswere going to be hauled in front of. The
Navy, | expect, dthough | wouldn't be surprised if we're in front of the Abbot General sooner than later.”

"Andyou?'

Cully smoothed ahand down the front of histunic. "I haven't been getting myself dl swesaty, and
I'm known to be aworthless old man. Now, if you'll get amoveon, I'll seeto Gray.”

Niko hurried down to the cabin he and Cully shared, and gave himsdf aquick rinse in the water
bucket, careless of the way he was splashing the deck. He was hafway into his trousers when there was
aknock on the door.

v

Fotheringay walked in, abundlein hisarms. "Well, Sir Niko, it took abit of doing to get that |azy
bastard to finish early, but it appears | won't actualy have to shove my foot up hislazy ass quite asfar as
| thought | would—he finished for al three of you." He dumped the clothes on the bunk, and beckoned
to Niko. "Come on, sir, shake aleg—you don't want to gppear in front of the Admira in mended
clothes, do you?'

"Admird?"

"Wl it'san Admird'sflag that's flying from the launch, and they haven't sent it for the likes of me—
| wouldn't be at al surprised if therell be alot of folks wanting to hear what you haveto say, dl indl,
and perhaps afew who want to hear from me, by and by. If you could move it abit more quickly, s,
itd be afavor. They're going to want to see you quickly, I'd wager."

"Not you?'

Fotheringay chuckled. "Me? Me, I'd best worry about not being hanged, for the moment.” He
didn't look worried, and Niko didn't have the vaguest idea of what he was talking about, but he kept
talking as heingsted on helping Niko into the clothes that Niko was perfectly capable of putting on
without any help. "Oh, it's nothing—but here | am, amarine sergeant assigned to the Blue Squadron,
MdtaFeet, on aship that's not part of the Blue and not officidly accepted back into servicein the Fleet,
for that matter, and never mind that Mr. Langahan had me seconded to service with theWelledey
which iswhereI'm officidly supposed to be, and while you and | know that Admiral DuPuy put me
aboard theLord Fauncher , Captain Randol ph's been a bit, well, distracted to write me out a set of
orders, and truth to tell—and | do liketdling the truth, young Sir; it keeps things smpler—I've not
mentioned the matter to him, as| long ago learned that you get yoursalf more into trouble than out of it
by bothering officers, and I'm not sure that somebody's not going to decide, at least for the moment, that
I'm "absent without orders," dthough | doubt they'll even lock me up, much less actudly get around to
hanging me without checking, and . . . there you go." He nodded. " That looks proper enough, athough |
think maybe somebody needs to have wordswith Fogarty about his stitching, but that's not my place,
and | do know my place, by and large, young sir.”

He gave the hem of Niko'stunic aquick tug, then nodded approvingly as Niko did both Nadide
and his Navy sword into place. "Now, that's what afit and proper young Knight of the Order looks like,
I'll say." He snapped to attention, then dropped the position. Do you mind?'



Niko didn't have the dightest idea what Fotheringay was asking, so he said, "No, | don't mind.”

Fotheringay smiled as he stuck out ahand. "Don't know aswelll see each other soon, if again. It's
been aprivilege, Sir Niko."

"I'm. .. not really very much of aknight, Sergeant Fotheringay," he said, as he took the sergeant's
hand.

"Y ou tell that to the dead men, Sir Niko," Fotheringay said. "Y ou tell that to men who were going
to raise Red Swords and | don't like to think what else againgt the Crown, young sir, the ones that the
gullsare dining on back on you-know-where. They won't object." He shook his head. "But meaning no
disrespect, Sir, you don't need to bother telling that to the likes of Nigel Fotheringay, as he bloody well
knows better."

"You did morethan | did, Sergeant.”

Fotheringay gave him atoothlesssmile. "1 only did meduty, Sr," he said, "but it'skind of you to say
30, most kind, and—"

There was knock on the door. Fotheringay opened it, then snapped back to attention.

It was Sutherland, the senior midshipman. "At your ease, sergeant,” he said, frowning. He turned to
Niko, and dropped the frown. " Captain's compliments, Sir Niko, and hed be much obliged if you'd
report to him on the quarterdeck with your gear. There's alaunch coming aside, ready to take you.”

"I'll beright there, Mr. Sutherland. Thank you."

Sutherland turned to Fotheringay and handed him an envelope. "And while he didn't send any
compliments, Sergeant, he sent meto tell you to get your kit together, and smartly, and to haul yourself
to the quarterdeck, and do soright smartly—you're going, too, apparently. And I'm to say, and | quote,
'Her€'s the orders you should have asked me for days ago. Do you want to be hanged with amedal
around your neck? "

Sutherland smiled.

The cutter tacked back and forth even more rapidly than thel.ord Fauncher had, and it wasonly a
few minutes before they passed between the lighthouses, and the oarsmen quickly lowered the sail to set
about rowing, while Niko and the others just sat on the benches.

It wasdl of them, unsurprisingly: Sigerson and Bigglesworth; Fotheringay and Andropolounikos;
and, of course, Cully and Gray. The Nameless had been removed from the strongbox and lay in acloth
bag across Gray's lap. Bear's body, like a-Bakilani, were till aboard theLord Fauncher .

Helooked behind him. TheLord Fauncher already had its sails back up, and was starting to
move, athough not nearly as quickly asthe cutter had under sall . . .

... and then it was gone, hidden behind the spit of land at the entrance to the harbor.

It was anastier and rockier harbor than Niko was used to, and there was something wrong with
theair. He shivered.

"Easy, boy," Cully sad, hisvoicelow.

There was a reception committee of sorts on the pier: easily one hundred soldiers, dl in
strange-looking black uniform jackets, with preposteroudy tall festhers on their rounded hats.

"Marines?' Niko asked.

"No," Cully said. "Not marines—army. Portsmouth Guards—the earl's troops.”

"No," Gray sad, quietly, leaning forward, his good hand down, as though fiddling with his
bootlaces. "It'sthe Porties uniforms, but my eyes are good enough to recognize Atkinson at the head of
it, and he's Marsh Guard.” His voice wastoo low, too cam. "Not likely to be seconded to the Porties.
And I'm none too impressed with the way the jackets fit—some of those supposed Porties are busting
their buttons.”

"Hmm..." Cully said. "I don' like that. What's a captain in the Marsh doing here?!

"l don't likeit, either. Let's seewhat it means." His hand—hisremaining hand—was half tucked



into the front of his robes, probably by no coincidence bringing it near the hilt of the Khan. "I doubt it
means much. Maybe I'm wrong; maybe Atkinson just has acousin that favors him.”

Weasthere aflicker of asmile on Gray'sface? Niko wasn't sure.

"Hisfamily from around here?' Cully asked. Hisvoice had gone al low and quiet, too. One hand
rested with something that looked like affection on Gray's shoulder.

"l don't know," Gray said. He reached up to cover Cully's hand with his own, then let it drop. "I
don't know himwell. I don't know many people around Court al that well, and the Marshieswere only
in Londinium for half ayear or so, back before they got sent to Kurcik. But | don't like it. We've got
three live swords, and they'reof . . . somevaue. If it all bresks—"

"If it bregks, it breskson my sgnd,” Cully said, sghing ashelet hishand fal from Gray's shoulder.
"Not the Khan's. And not yours.”

Gray didn't answer for amoment, then he nodded. "Y es, Father. Y ou'd better carry the Nameless,
though. If it doesdl go to pieces, I'll need my hand free." There was something different in hisvoice that
Niko couldn't quite place. Confidence? Comfort? He couldn't have said for sure.

Cully started to protest, but then just shrugged and took the bag from Gray. "I thought | was done
with bearing one of these, eveninabag.”

"Would you be ill?!

"I hope | will." Cully nodded. "Niko, | go up the ladder first of the three of us—Gray last. Make
sure you've got some clear space, and don't let anybody lay ahand on you. Nobody hastheright to lay
ahand on an Order Knight."

"Andif they do?'

"Thenit'sal gonebad." Heleaned forward and whispered something to Fotheringay, who just
nodded, and bent momentarily to adjust his boots, then leaned back and stretched broadly, his hands
clasped behind his head.

Fotheringay looked over at Niko for amoment, then gave him aflash of toothless grin and anod.
"It1l befine, Sir Niko," he said, tilting hishand just for amoment so that Niko could see aflash of the
knife he held in his hand, the grip reversed, blade flat against hisarm, concedled by hisdeeve, before he
let hishand drop. "Just keep behind me, young sir. I'll buy you the time you need to get your sword out.
Y ou can't count on much in thisworld, but you can count on that, Sir Niko." He said it dl
matter-of-factly. "Kechiroski," he said, "you got that bow in your kit?" At Kechiroski's nod, Fotheringay
shook hishead. "Don't get it out; too much of asignd. If it al goesto shit, you break right and do the
best that you can, aslong asyou can.”

"Y es, Sergeant.”

Sigerson started to turn, then stopped the motion at Cully's headshake.

"Weve been sent for by Admira Dempsey,” Cully said, quietly, "and our escort should be marines,
not army, and if itsarmy .. ."

"It should be the Porties, and not just look like them.”

"You saw it, too."

Sigerson smiled. "It's not aquestion of seeing, Sir Cully, but of observing. And yes, | observed it,
too."

"Ship oars," the coxswain called out, and oars were quickly brought aboard.

Niko looked at the sailors without trying to look like he was looking at them.

The coxswain in the bow of the cutter rose to catch hold of the dock ladder, then one by one, each
sallor took histurn pulling the cutter dong the ladder until it was amidships, and the two sailors on either
Sde held the boat steady, so that they could al depart.

"Excuse me," Fotheringay said, perhaps alittle too loudly, leaned past Bigglesworth and addressed
Sigerson. "Got atouch of the ma—mind if I'm first up?'

"Not at dl, Sergeant.” If Sigerson's voice wasalittletoo loud, too, hisusud smile was till in place.



"If you'll be sureto be quick enough about it that | don't need an umbrella?”

"No worries on that score, gr." He made hisway across Bigglesworth and Sigerson, bumping into
Bigglesworth as he did, then climbed up the ladder more quickly than aman of his age and bulk would
be expected to.

Bigglesworth was next, and then Sigerson followed, and then Cully, and then Niko, with
Andropolounikos behind him.

By the time Niko got to the top, the others were arranged in arough semicircle, between him and
the Guard captain, who Cully wastaking to. Fotheringay gave him amomentary look, then took haf a
step to one side, putting himsalf between Niko and the nearest of the soldiers.

Cully looked the guard captain up and down. "Y ou're here to conduct usto the Admiralty,
Captain. . ."

"Atkinson, dr. And no. My orders are to take you to the Earl's res dence—histown house, Sir
Cully, not hisestate." He gestured toward the city. "About haf amile, gr; it won't be long.”

"And the Admira is meeting usthere?'

"I don't know much about such things, gir. I'm just following the orders| was given.”

"You are, eh, Atkinson?' Gray's hand was but inches away from the Khan. "And why would the
earl or the Admira put aMarshiein aPortie€suniform?”

Niko nodded. If they were going to have it out, they would have it out here and now. He could
more fed than see Fotheringay tense up, as Gray took a step to one side, and—

"Waiteplease ." Atkinson threw up hishands. "I didn't think you'd recognize me, Sir Joshua. Y ou
and I've barely exchanged a dozen words, if that. Easy, man, easy. No need for trouble—the earl's
waiting for you, yes, but it's not just him. I've been seconded to the Household Guard, and His Mgesty
thought it would draw less attention if we camein Portie uniforms. Wereal House Guard . . . I'm sure
you know some of the. . . Simperson, yes, you—over here. On the double, damnit.”

"Sr." A sergeant in anill-fitting jacket marched over. "I don't know if Sir Joshuawill recognize me,
but—"

"Simperson.” Gray nodded. "Y ou made sergeant? Or isthat just the uniform?”

"Sr. | made sergeant. I'm ill with the House Guard, sir."

"Yes, yes, yes," Atkinson said, "you're going to see the King. He's come down from Londinium to
seeyou, in fact. Were your escort, man, not your enemies. Now will you come with me, or do you
intend to stand on this drafty dock while | go fetch HisMgesty?!

There was aproblem at the door to the great hal in what had been described as a"town house,"
but was actually agated palace, not quite the size of the Governer's mansion in Pironesia. Niko had been
puzzling over that asthey walked in, but was distracted by the argument about his own status.

The others hadn't had any problem, or any issue.

The guards—these onesin the red tunics with the red piping of the House Guard—had thoroughly
searched everybody el se except for Gray and Cully.

It seemed that few people were alowed to come armed into the Presence, which was
understandable. Certainly nobody e se had complained at the search. Bigglesworth and Fotheringay had
turned over their weapons—including the daggersthat each of the two men till had conceded in their
hands, the flat of the blade till againgt the arm—and Sigerson and Andropolounikos weren't carrying
any.

Cully and Gray, of course, had been allowed to keep their swords with no protest—they were
Order Knights, after all—but the guard frowned, and looked down at hislist, and said that he knew of
no Sir Niko Christofolous of the Order of Crown, Shield, and Dragon, and begging Sir Niko's pardon, it
would probably be simpler if heturned over his swords like the others had.



Niko started to say something, but desisted a a peremptory motion from Gray.
"No," Gray sad.
"Perhaps | could send for one of His Own?" the guard asked. "M eaning no offense, Sir Joshua, but

"Dothat, then. Send for one of His Own. Send for whomever you careto,” Gray said, hisvoice
tight. "Now, please. Y ou're keeping His Mg esty waiting.”

"Oh, send them in," avoice called from behind the door. "I'm quite sure that Sir Niko isn't a
danger. Tome, at least.”

The doors opened.

HisMgesty, Mordred V, seemed more amused than displeased, athough the four Order knights
who stood hdfway acrossthe greet hall of the earl's home watched them dl, even Cully and Gray, with
no expression whatsoever, even asal of them kndlt, Niko and Cully quite properly swveeping their
swords back, Gray having trouble with it.

Niko hadn't known what to expect of the King, but thiswasn't it. He was of more than average
height, perhaps, but certainly not much more. Hisface didn't look much like it was on the pennies—the
jaw wasn't quite as square, and the eyes seemed tired. And the hair, well, it was black, shot with just a
little gray, and not copper-colored, and ever-so-dightly messy.

"Wadll, it seemsthat you've come close to causing even more commotion today, eh? Oh, get up, the
lot of you," the king said, more flopping into than Sitting in the chair next to the great hearth. Hethrew a
leg over the arm of the chair, then clearly thought better of it and seated himsdlf properly. Therewasa
table at his elbow, holding aragged pile of papers. He picked one up, glanced quickly &t it, then set it
back down.

"Let's start—just find yourself some seets, dl of you." There were couches and chairs on the thick
rug, and they al waked dowly over and found seats, under the gaze of the knights. To the right of the
king's chair, along table had been set, with fine glazed pottery holding pens, and haf adozen inkwells
and several stacks of paper; six eegantly dressed men sat there, waiting patiently, watching Niko and dl
the others with expressons amost as neutra asthe knights, but not nearly asimplicitly hodtile.

Of course, the fact that the secretaries didn't have swords within reach might have had something to
do with that.

"Thisisimportant enough,” the king said, "for me to have come down here, but it's not the only
important thing going on right now—I've dragged a dozen minigters, haf the Privy Council, and more
secretariesthan | care to think about with me, and there are other mattersthat | must attend to, even this
night." He beckoned to one of the.. . . scribes? Niko decided that they were scribes. "I'll want to call
Shanley fird," he said. "Then the Archbishop. Ask them to wait outside.” The man nodded, rose, and
quickly walked from the room.

Theking gave Cully agmile. "Yes, yes, I'm going to make Raph wait while| tak to you. Helll
aready have noticed that, as| intend; | don't want you to point it out to him, Cully. Understood?'

"I'll obey, Y our Highness" Cully said, dowly. "I'm not sure | understand.”

Theking shook his head and raised a hand. "We can get to that in amoment. | want to take the
easy partsfirst, and then we can go on to more difficult and unpleasant matters. And, truth to tell, the
easy parts are among my pleasures. Speaking of which . . ." He looked over at Andropolounikos.
"Stavros Kechiroski, better known as Stavros Andropol ounikos, would you be so kind asto rise?”

Andropolounikos was dready quickly on hisfeet before Niko redlized that the King was speaking
in Hellenic. Andropol ounikos seemed surprised, too, and that seemed to amuse the King.

"I've read Lord Randolph's and Sir Joshua's reports—reread them, in fact, dthough I've been told
I'm aquick study,” he said, lapsing back into English. "Then again,” he added, with abrief smile, "I'm
told many nice things about mysdlf, and I'm not sure | believe dl of them. Not sure what to make of dl
the detail s—secondhand reports are bad enough—but | do believe that you made an incredible bowshot
in Our service, and showed great courage.



"Y ou, Stavros Andropolounikas, are the easiest one—you're to be knighted and pensioned. Knight
of the Guard, | think, aong with the OC; you'll be ableto live decently in Londinium, better out in the
country, and like abaron, if not nearly an earl, if you decide to return to Andropolounikos. Y our choice.
Every man should see Londinium before he dies, and you'll do that—but you might find yourself more
comfortable a home. | know | do.

"I'm not in such arush that we have to knight you now, on the run—you'll be properly and publicly
knighted at the already-scheduled ceremony in Londiniumon . . ." He paused momentarily.

"Four weeks from tomorrow, Y our Mgesty,” the scribe on the left said, looking up, while the other
two were writing quickly. "Eighth of Cornwal."

" ...ontheEighth of Cornwall. Y ou'll spend the time between now and then talking to the
Intelligence people.” He gave aquick shrug. "'l suspect you don't know much that they'd find of interest,
but the smplest way to find that out isfor you to talk to them, a some length.” He turned to one of the
scribes. "And make sure that Sir Stavros istreated properly, please? The man's ahero, and he should
be dressed gppropriately at the ceremony. Roya Tailor; Privy Purse.”

"Of course, Your Mgesty.” He didn't make anote; Niko suspected that he already had. The man
made a gesture to one of the other scribes, who rose, and beckoned to Andropolounikaos, who quickly
followed him out of the room.

Theking was slent until the two had left, and the door closed behind them. He turned to
Fotheringay.

"Y ou're aproblem, Sergeant Fotheringay.”

Fotheringay had dready leaped to attention when the king had started to speak, but he didn't say
anything.

"What I'd liketo do is give you a knighthood and commission, but . . ." The king shook his head.
"But | don't have any reason to believe that you'd make agood officer, not at your age, even with a
knighthood to ward off problems of your station, and | can't knight you and send you back to the Fleet
as asergeant, for whatever poor lieutenant you're assigned to having to call you 'Sir Nigd.' " He smiled.
"I've served aboard a ship or two, you know. So you get the Order of the Crown for now, and the
knighthood comes when you retire. Unless you want to retire right now?"

"No, sir. | mean, 'No, Your Mgjesty.'"

"No, you meant 'no, sir," but that's fine. The OC comes with a pension, you know. Y ou won't need
to ay in service. Y ou're eighteen months from your thirty, but that can bewaived.” He grinned. "I
believe| havethat authority.”

Fotheringay amost shrugged. "It'swhat | know, Your Mgesty."

"Ah. Thetallor to his needles, the cobbler to hislast, and the marine sergeant to his company. So
beit. Report to the Admiraty—Assgnments, of course, in.... 7'

"Three weeks from today, Y our Mgesty," the scribe supplied. "Need to alow sometimeto get
back from Fallsworth.”

". .. three weeksfrom today. Until then, you're on duty with Intelligence—just as Sir Stavros, is,
and just asI'm going to do with Bigglesworth in aminute, and Mr. Sigerson—and the rest of you, as
well, over the next weeks. Answer questions thoroughly and honestly, and spend the rest of thetime
enjoying yoursdlf." Theking smiled. "Avoid getting the pox."

"Aye, aye, Sr—Your Mgesty."

Heturned to Sigerson. "Y ou can have Bigglesworth back, Sir Eric, when they're done with him.
But he getsthe same KHMG and OC that you do, and the same pension that Fotheringay and
Kechiroski get. I'd offer you the pension, but | know about your family's affairs, and I'm fegling cheap at
the moment. Therell be other work for you—L ord Belknap will be having some words with the College,
and your namewill be prominently mentioned.”

Sigerson nodded. "Of course, Your Mgesty.”

"And now, if thethree of you will excuse me, | think | have some mattersto settle with my Order



Knights." Theking rested his elbow on the arm of his chair, and cupped his hand, and a servant quickly
set asurprisingly plain pipeinit, while another produced alit taper, and the king sat and puffed on his
pipe while the other three were led from the room.

"And now, it getsto the hard part. Y ou three." He gave Cully alook. "1 know your history—you
don't take orderswell. My father used to speak of that, every now and then. I'm not sure whether it was
in admiration or irritation. Probably both.”

"I'm. .. sorry for any distress I've caused the Crown, sire.”

"No, you'renot. | don't redly havetimefor any of this, but let's have it out, anyway. Y ou and the
Abbot Genera fought over Sir Joshua—Gray—being given the Khan. The Council backed him, which
isn't surprising, sincefor al practica purposes, the Abbot isthe Council. Y ou went over his head to
Father, and he refused to overrule the Abbot, and when you tried to go over Father's head to Her, She
turned you down, too. Not that he wasin the habit of hopping about a Her command, but . . . am |
missng anything?'

"Rether alot, Your Mgesty,” Cully said, evenly. "I think that—"

"That the Khan istoo much aburden on Gray, that carrying it, even for lesstime than he has, is
likely to bresk him." The king shook hishead. "Do | have that about right?’

"Yes, Your Mgesty. You haveit precisaly right, Sire.”

The king frowned. "I spend men like they were coppers, Cully. I'm not the only one. | remember
hearing tales of aman who threw aclassful of novices a the late, unlamented Duke of Y ork's troopsto
get achanceto save my father's life—and my own—and how many of them survived?'

"Two, Your Mgesty," Cully sad.

"Two." The King nodded. "Would you do it again?'

"l ... I don't know. | know that it would be my duty, but . . ." He shook hishead. "I don't know if
| haveit in me, not anymore. I've killed enough of my students, Sire. More than enough.”

"Thenit'sjust aswell that I'm king and you're not, isn't it?' He thumped his hand on the arm of the
chair. "It could be my late uncle Daniel dtting here, instead of me, and amost every English duke, most
of the earls and probably haf the barons eying their own chances, with the Empire and the Dar—and
whatever eseisgoing on—playing one off against another until they divided the Crown among them.
Bad enough now with what's going on in New England, and worse with the intrigues on the Continent,
and. .. well, well get to that." He shook hishead. "That's not the sort of throne I'd wish on my son; he
was an asstowish it on his." Helooked over at Gray. "l treat you as expendable as an archer treats an
arrow. Niceif | can recover you and use you again—you're afine arrow, Sir Joshua, and the
combination of you and the Khan is damn near perfect—Dbut I've got other arrowsin my quiver. Do you
have an objection?’

Gray shook hishead. "No, Your Mgesty. | ... 1 amyour servant, and | wish to be of service."

"Very well, then. Well dispense with that, first off. My uncle William, the Duke of New England,
has been responding to my repeeted indirect suggestions that he redlly ought to attend the next
Parliament with protestations as to how busy heis minding the affairs of the Duchy. | don't like that.
Moreto the point, | don't intend to tolerate that. | need to send someone to have words with him—
pleasant words, but pleasant words spoken by aman carrying the Khan are better than pleasant words
alone. Don't threaten to drag him across the Atlantic by the ear, but make it clear that We do wish to see
him. Y ou leave after the knighting ceremony—and, if you possibly can, would you manageto pry
passage out of Admira Dougherty without me having to hear about it again?

"If possible, Your Mgesty,” Gray said, dowly, carefully. "That largely depends on the Admird.”

"Mmph. Not alot of givein you, eh, Sir Joshua?' The king waved his pipestem. "Then again, if
therewas alot of give, you'd beless useful of an arrow, eh? Well, never mind that; do what you must.
Asyou will. I know that it'sthe tradition that Order Knights do for themsalves, but you'll need
attendants, given your hand. Y ou could pay asailor to dogrobber for you, of course, but, dl indl, |
think that I'd rather you be attended by a couple of promising novices from Alton that I've had my eye



on. Tak to the Abbot Generd about that—but not tonight." He gave Niko aquick glance, then shook
his head as though dismissng theidea.

"Yes, Your Mgesty."

The king turned back to Cully. "And now to you, Sir Cully of Cully's Woode. Y ou're as stubborn a
man as I've known, and We are not ungrateful for your service—quite the contrary. But, if you read
your Apollodorus, you'll find that after Heracles killed the Nemean lion, he was sent after the Hydra™

"And later, after the wild boar of Erymanthus, the Augean stables, Y our Mgesty.”

Theking laughed. "Wel, thismay stink asmuch, dl indl, but | rather think it's more the Hydrathan
the stables I'm setting you on. WEll see. I'm.. . . concerned about these reports of darklingsin the Med,
and thiswhole matter of the live swords, and it's not clear to me, for one, that it'sall over." He shook his
head. "That bothers me, and I'd have alot morefaith in Crown Intelligence handling it if they'd had some
whiff of it happening until, well, it dmost happened.

"Not good enough. So I'm gppointing acommission. Going to be atough job to handleit, given
that there's going to have to be some cooperation with the Caliphate, and cooperation with the Dar isn't
exactly ahalmark of Crown Intelligence, for obvious reasons.” The king paused to puff on his pipe.
"Whoever isrunning it isgoing to haveto be ableto listen to Intdlligence, and to whatever information
a-Bakilani forwards dong, and tels me when he thinks they're missing something—and then, at the
least, comes up with suggestions for how to handle it. Whateverit turns out to be.”

"l dont think I'd be at dl suitabletorunit, Sire."

"You?" Theking snorted. "I've done stupid things, but not that stupid. I'm grabbing Admira DuPuy
to head the commission—I don't know any other military man who's worked so well with the Dar—and
| think he'swasted in the backwaters of Mdta. Good man, DuPuy." For some reason, the king actudly
reached down behind himsalf and seemed to, well, rub his buttocks, before he went on. "No—whét |
need is somebody to run errands for the chairman of the commission, somebody who isn't afraid to
argue with his superior, somebody who has demongtrated that he'swilling to come to the king and argue
withhim, if he thinksit necessary. Somebody who can, if necessary, be sent into the lion's mouth, and
whileit'd be dl the better if he can come back out again, that's not essential. Deputy commissioner? A
baronet's crest? Both? Neither?' The king shrugged. "The task comes first—thetitles|ater, if ever. It's
your task."

"| takeit I'm not being asked?"

The king snorted. "No, you're not. 'Service, honor, faith, obedience.’ Does that sound even vaguely
familiar?'Y ou managed to get yoursdlf relieved of active service—even though you seemed to stay rather
active over the last ten years; le Duc du Borbonaisse is probably not the only person to notice—but you
aso managed to swindle Gray, here, into returning you to full status.” The king smiled. "So, Sir Cully of
Cully'sWoode, full satusit is. We Pendragons have had atendency to overuse Order Knights, but |
can't think of a better use for you, and can easily think of many worse." He cocked his head to one side.
"And I'll convey the. .. good newsto the Abbot Genera—you'd probably gloat.”

Cully shook hishead. "No, Sire. | wouldn't gloat.”

The king had been puffing on his pipe; his snort sent streams of smoke issuing from his nodtrils.
"Seethat you don't. Y ou'll be seeing him in two weeks, and you're to be on your best behavior. Asis
he." Helet out adeep sigh. "Which leads me to one sad but inevitable matter, before we solve the
problem of you, Sir Niko." The king sat slently for amoment. "We—and | emphasize:\WWe —bury Sir
David Shanley at Fallsworth Church, two weeks from today. Y ou'll dl be in attendance, aswill bethe
other comrades-in-arms who were with him when he died. Knights of the Order will carry his casket,
and lay him to hisrest; the Archbishop of Canterbury will celebrate the mass, and the King—that would
be me—will bethefirst and thelast to put ashovel-full of dirt into hisgrave.”

The undercurrent of humor was gone from the king's voice, and there was no smileon hislips, or in
hiseyes. "Sr David was, by al accounts, agood and kindly knight, and he died in Our service, and not
just in Our service—he was protecting his brothers.”



Hiseyesborein on Niko's. "Which, by an indirect route, leads meto you, Sir Niko." He frowned.
"The sengble thing, perhaps, would be to smply go aong with the Abbot Generd's. . . strong
suggestion that your knighthood be revoked, asimprovidently granted. That might be amore gppedling
suggestion if the Abbot General had bothered to take the time to meet with you, and make hisown
decison that you were not knightly materid, rather than just dismissing it out of hand, smply because of
who it was that knighted you." He shook his head. "'I've met you, and you seem to carry yourself well,
and you certainly acquitted yoursalf wdll. I'd be inclined to take my chances on you, at least to the extent
of giving you atry." He puffed on his pipe, and shook his head. "But you're not trained—an Order
Knight isn't just aman who walks around with asword, be it mundane, or Red, or White. I'd giveyou a
Guard knighthood and a Guard's sword without a second thought, but | don't know if you can be
trained, much less up to the standards of the Order, and that presents a problem. Sir Cully, what would
happento him if | sent him to Alton?"

"With or without the Red Sword?"

The King shrugged. "Whichever you think would go easier on him."

"Neither would go easy on him, Y our Mgjesty. He's dready served as aKnight of the Order, and
the sort of petty jealousy that you see in boys everywhere elseisn't absent at Alton. Sent there by royal
decree? They'd eat him dive.”

Gray nodded.

"Well, speak up, Sir Joshua.”

"Father Cully'sright; it wouldn't work, Y our Mgesty. A bunch of fourth-formershavingto cal a
first-former 'Sir Niko? No. Y ou'd have to dismiss his knighthood, and then—"

"And then heé/d be a boy—a man, more than boy—having been sent to Alton after having been
found wanting as aknight, and they'd run him right out.”

"| can be stubborn, Y our Mgesty," Niko said, finding himself surprised that he had spoken at all.

Eyeswidened at the secretaries table, but the king just chuckled. "Well, well see about that, but
not a Alton." He made a beckoning motion with hisfingers; two of the servants opened the door, and a
man hobbled in, supporting himsaf mostly on his cane.

Niko was on hisfeet aimost asfast as Cully, and faster than Gray.

"Giscard, Baron Shanley," theking said. "1 believe you know Sir Joshuaand Sir Cully.”

He looked nothing like Bear. Where Bear had been big and wide, the baron was dender, elegant.
Hisfather?

"Baron, thisis Sir Niko Christofolous,” the king said, gesturing at Niko. "Hewas afriend of your
son, David."

"So | understand,” the baron said. There was no hint of any emation in hisvoice. His eyes tended
to blink not quite enough. "1'm pleased to meet you, Sir Niko," he said.

Niko didn't need for Cully to tap him three times on the back. He knew he had to say something.

"I'm honored, Y our Lordship. And I'm very sorry about Bear—about Sr David."

Shanley didn't blink. "His brothers of the Order dways cdled him Bear," he said, nodding. His
voice was preposteroudy calm and leve. ™Y ou will please continue to do so." Shanley looked from
Niko to Cully to Gray. "My son—he died honorably?"

"Y our son," the king said, before even Cully could open his mouth, "died as honorably as any man
ever has, acredit to hisfamily, aswell ashis Order. Y ou'll have an opportunity to hear the details later, if
you must. And, of course, you must.” The king paused for amoment. "I have sons, too," he said, quietly,
then shook his head and turned back to the knights.

"The baron was in Londinium when word of his son arrived, and | had the sad duty to convey the
newsto him. He's not always my strongest advocate in Parliament, but, well, we do see eyeto eye on
most matters, and I've found his counsel of more than alittle interest, on more than afew occasions.

"And we have another occasion.



"I've been discussing my . . . quandary with the baron, and he made an interesting suggestion. It
seemsthat Sir Martin Becket isresdent at Fallsworth, and the baron's of the opinion that, while Sir
Martin isbarely able to hobble out of bed, hismind istill sharp, asare his eye and tongue. Y ou've much
to learn, young knight, and while some of it can and will be learned Sitting at atable with Sir Martin at
your elbow, not dl of it will be. He won't be able to spar with you, nor teach you how to ride ahorse,
not directly. But other teachers can be provided, if need be, and they will—with Sir Martin to supervise
them.” He turned to Cully. "Y ou know Sir Martin. What are the chances he'd approve the boy if he
wasnt satisfied with hislearning?!

"None, sre." Cully didn't hesitate. "Becket'sahard man.”

"Y ou gpprove?’ the king asked.

"It's not my place to approve or disapprove—"

"That's never stopped you before; don't let it stop you how. Do you approve, Sir Cully?!

"Yes, Sire. | do."

"Good. Gray?'

"I've only met him a couple of times." Gray shrugged. "Bear spokewell of him. I'd take Bear's
word."

"Aswould I. Asdo I." The king nodded. " So, that's what welll do. Well see if—and how quickly—
Sr Martin can turn you into aknight in redity, and not just intitle. Even with al that persond attention, it
will take at least two years, probably twice or three timesthat; shorter if he decidesthat you can't do it—
and you'l find them long years, Sir Niko." He shook hishead. " Although you may not find them
unbroken years—I can think of severa possibilitieswhere you might be useful in theinterim, on other
matters, and I'd very much like to have you and your Red to hand if any of those possibilitiesturnrea. A
bowman needs al sorts of arrows."

Cully nodded.

"I'm s0 glad you continue to approve, Sir Cully,” the king said, with no particular kindliness. "And
now that we've settled the matter of Sir Niko, we can—"

Theking raised an eyebrow, while eyes widened around the room.

"You've not asked Sir Niko, Your Mgesty,” Cully went on, quietly.

Theking just snorted. "I'm not used to asking people, Sir Cully. But perhaps | should make an
exception. | wouldn't want to have another unwilling knight of my Order.” He turned to Niko. " Spesk,
Sir Niko. Do you wish to remain in the Order of Crown, Shield, and Dragon?”

Niko's tongue was thick and clumsy in his mouth.

"Go ahead," Cully said. " Speak your mind."

Gray nodded. "Yes, Sir Niko. It'syour decision,” he said, hisface ashard and impassive asa
mountain. "No one elsg's. Not mine, nor Father Cully's, nor even HisMgesty's."

"Quite s0." The king's words silenced the quiet gasps from his courtiers. The king nodded. ™Y our
choice, Sir Niko?' he asked.

He didn't have the words. Not his own.

But there were others.

" 'Service, honor, faith, and obedience," " he managed to choke out, feding his voice become
stronger and hiswords clearer as he spoke. " 'Justice tempered only by mercy; mercy tempered only by
justice’ | ... | can't say that | understand al that, Y our Mgjesty. But | can swear that I'll do my best to
liveby it." Hisfingerswere trembling; he forced himsdf not to fasten them on Nadide's hilt.

The king nodded. "And if you're ever-so-dightly impertinent, | can live with that. Understandable,”
he sad, giving Cully apointed look, "congdering the company you keep." Theking sat back in his chair
and puffed on his pipein slence for amoment.

"You'reexcused," hefindly said. "All of you. I've got to break the bad newsto the Abbot Generd



that I'm letting Sir Niko keep his knighthood and the sword, at least for now, and then there are other
meatters that need to be dedt with." He made aflicking motion with hisfingers. "I'll see you in Fallsworth,
in two weeks."

* % %

Baron Shanley's carriage was waiting, and while there was room for al four inside, it was crowded;
it hadn't been designed to hold so many, apparently.

Shanley sat facing backward, next to Gray, with Cully and Niko facing them, and before he was
even fully seated, he rapped three times with the head of his cane on the wall of the carriage, and it
immediately started off, the sudden jerk almost causing him to lose hisbaance and fdl into Niko'slap.

It was possible to see hisexpresson in the light of the flickering lantern set into the carriage wall,
but there wasn't much to see.

After awhile, he spoke. "I know it'slate, but it's atwo-day trip to Fallsworth, and . . . and there's
nothing for me here, not now. Would you very much mind if we rode through the night? The carriage is
stocked, of course, and . . ." Hisvoicetrailed off, but into silence, not the sobbing that Niko felt inside.

"No," Cully sad, "of course not.”

Shanley swallowed once. "And can you tell me about David aswe ride?"

It was, fittingly, Gray who spoke. "Yes" hesaid, quietly. "We shal tell you everything. Y ou've
every right to heer it, dl of it."

"Yes" Cully sad, "But let's start with what HisMgesty said: 'Hewasagood and kindly knight." "

"Yes" Gray sad. "That is, dways, where you have to start with Bear." Hisface might aswell have
been graven from unmoving stone, hisvoice was cadm and level, and his hand was away from the hilt of
the Khan. " '"He was agood and kindly knight," " Gray repeated, so softly that Niko could barely hear
him over the clatter of the carriage.

Niko just nodded, for his heart wasin histhroat, and he touched his hand to Nadide's hilt.

Niko? Iseverything . . . all right?

Asmuch so asit can be, little one. It appears that we're going to be together, at least for now—

Together? You were going to leave me?

Shhh. We're going to tell stories about Bear. Would you like to listen? Or would you rather go to
deep?
I'd rather you sing methelullabye, but . . .
But what?

Hewasnice. | liked him.

Epilogue:Her

Only ahero or afool entersthe Arroy without need. I'm not ahero. The only
guestion iswhether | go because | have the need, or because | am afoadl.

Both ismost certainly apossibility.
—Culy

The path wasn't the same.

Cully had expected that; it was never the same. That's one of the ways you could know that you
had entered the Arroy; there was no sharp, bright boundary between the Arroy Forest and the massive
Bedegraine Forest that encompassed it.

He had | eft the horses and most of hisgear a the village of Bedegraineitsdlf, at the eastern edge of
theforest, and proceeded on foot, with nothing more than his rucksack, histwo swords, and hiswalking



dick.

Bedt not to enter the Arroy on horseback, al in al—more than one knight had found hishorse
chasing something or running from something and had learned the hard way that the Arroy's other name,
the Forest of Adventure, was well-deserved, and that adventures tended to be much more pleasant in
retrospect than they were to experience. Not that there was any guarantee of immunity by entering it on
foot. It wasjust alittle safer, perhaps, and the changes seemed to come alittle dower.

The change was like aman aging.

Bedegraine had been, well, as ordinary as aforest could be, which wasn't very ordinary at dl. The
path had taken him past trees of al shapes and sizes, the ancient towering giants, their tops concealed by
the leafy greenery, loomed over smaler ones, sometimes seeming amost parental. The undergrowth was
thick in some places and thinner in others; the land rose and fell sometimes so gently that it could have
been amost flat, and sometimes so steeply that he had to use hisstick for fear of dipping and faling on
the detritus that littered the paths. While the trails sometimes ran straight dlong aridgeline or across an
open glade, most often they twisted down through tree-lined gulleys and folds of land so much that he
had to be sure to frequently turn around to catch an occasiond glimpse of the sun through the leafy
canopy to be sure that he was till heading west.

The woods were dways dive with sound. Squirrels chittered in the trees, and occasiondly the
crashing of something larger moving away quickly, and there were dways birds snging off in the
distance, becoming silent at his approach. Once, a partridge lesped out of the brush and into the air, its
wings thumpthumpthumping together asit panicked into the sky.

Not that there was anything to panic about; his bow had been left behind, and while he fancied that
he still could have downed afleeing bird if held been moving through the forest with an arrow nocked, he
wasnt, after dl, hunting.

Still, more than once, he caught himself falling into awoodsman's pace of step-step-step, then
pause, then afew moreirregular steps and another pause. Ancient habits died hard, and Cully had to
force himself to keep asteady pace. If theregular beat of hisfootsteps carried through the air or the
ground to frighten away adeer, that wasfinewith him.

It was, he thought, so much like aging that it was amost painful. One moment, you were ayoung
man, full of hedlth and energy and idedls, leaping out of bed in the morning having dept off whatever
aches and painsthe previous day had brought, and in the blink of an eye that young man had turned old
and aching, cursed by abody that seemed to obey your will just alittle less each day, each day that was
framed by anight of the cursed deep that brought no rest.

And o it was with the forest, as Bedegraine had given way to Arroy.

Asit dways had been before, it had al happened too gradually to notice asit was happening, but
he had |eft the last of the young trees behind him along time ago, and the twisting path was now walled
by leafy giantsthat utterly blocked the sun, giving him not even an occasiond bright spear of direct
sunlight as respite from the cool dark greennessthat was far more chilling than refreshing, despite what
had been the warmth of the day. It was dmost strangling in its darkness and tillness, where gnarled
roots looped up from age-packed earth littered only by rotting leaves, with no undergrowth working its
way from the soil up into the wan light.

There was no sound. No animas moving in the absent undergrowth, no whisper of wind or rustle
of leaves, nothing save the sound of his own bresthing, and the beating of his heart.

A sngle brown oak lesf fluttered down from high above hishead to sttleitself slently onthe
ground; he knelt to pick it up, and was only vaguely surprised that he could hear it crackle as he crushed
itin his hand, then wiped his hands down the front of histunic.

Hetook off hisrucksack and took out the battered brass compass that he had acquired what felt
like alifetime ago aboard theWelledey 's cutter, and snapped the cover open, although he knew what he
would see, and indeed the needle swung free, refusing to seitle on adirection. He put the compass
away, and dipped one strap of the rucksack over his shoulder, and continued down the path, forcing his



pace to awalk, athough he wanted to run—he just wasn't surein which direction. No, that wasn't true—
he wanted to run in both directions a once: to run to Her, and to flee from Her at the sametime.

Cully smiled. He should be used to that by now, eh?

Hewalked on.

There was something aways comforting about waking down atrail in the Arroy, knowing that
when you reached afork in thetrail, it didn't make a difference which one you took. Lifewasrardly like
that; most of the time, decisions mattered. But not here. Left, right; north, south; the well-trod path or the
one so overgrown with brush and thorns that you would have to draw a sword to chop your way through
—it didn't make adifference. It would bring him to Her.

Cully dwaystook the easier path. It only made sense, after dl, and it was acomfort to be able to
do that in good conscience.

Not that even the easier paths were particularly easy; there had been arain the night before, and
the ground was il soft and muddy. Crisscrossed by tracks, aswell, although not as many deer tracks
as hewould have expected.

Thetrail crested ahillock, then fell into adeep gully; at the bottom a stream twisted itsway, the
steep banks dead of any growth for easily a dozen feet on either side, save where mammoth ropes of
roots from the leafy giants above emerged, looking strangely naked and vulnerable, despite their size.

Asgood aplace as any, and it wasn't likely he'd find a better one. He sat down on an upthrust root
and removed his boots, then therest of his clothing, tying it into aneat bundle; he lashed the bundle and
his swords to the rucksack, then carefully heaved the bundle, the scabbarded swords on top, acrossthe
stream to the opposite bank.

He stepped onto the sharp stones hidden beneath the icy water. The water went barely knee-deep
as he waded across the stream, ignoring the cold aswell as he could.

He crouched, shivering, over hisrucksack and untied the strgps again, removing two thin blankets.
The firgt he spread out on the riverbank, just a step beyond the rushing waters, and set the other, il
folded, onit, then removed hisfresh clothes from his rucksack and spread them out on the blanket, as
well, before untying his bundle of dirty clothesto remove his boots and set them aside on the ground
next to the blanket.

From his rucksack he drew a packet of brown paper containing asmall bar of soap and amesh
bag, into which heinserted hisdirty clothes before tying the neck of the bag tightly, tugging hard against
the string to make sure that it would hold.

Holding tightly to one end of the string, he tossed the bag into the water, then pulled it back to
shore. He dumped the damp clothesinto apile, and then, one by one, removed each garment and
rubbed the soap on it in turn before, thrusting it into the string bag, and retying the bag.

Hetucked hisbag of dirty clothes under hisarm and walked back into theicy water.

Bathing in a stream was dways cold, and dwaystricky; if helost hisgrip on hisclothing bag, it
would be washed away before he could go after it. He solved the problem, as usud, by the smple
expedient of knedling on the bag, pinning it in place until he could be sure that he had the string properly
anchored under asufficiently heavy rock, then backing off downstream, to give him achanceto catch it
if he had been wrong.

But the bag held, and he lowered himsdlf al the way into the water to wet himself, then lathered
himself down from hair to crotch to toes. Still soapy, he walked to the riverbank to rewrap the sogp in
the brown paper and tossit to the blanket before ducking once more into the stream to rinse himsdlf off,
and retrieve the clothing bag.

He emerged, naked and shivering, and dried himsdlf as best he could with the spare blanket, then
wrapped it about hiswaist while he hung hiswet clothes on the upthrust rootsto dry.

He had no brush in hisrucksack; as usua, he hadn't thought of everything.

Oh, well—he finger-combed his hair into place and dressed as quickly as he could, taking extra
painsto make sure that his boots were laced tightly, and his trousers bloused properly, then dipped his



swordsinto place.

He continued down the path, with only the clothes on hisbody and the swordsin his sash. He lft
everything e se behind—particularly his stick. He could retrieve it on hisway back. Cully would not
hobble hisway into Her presence.

The path twisted up the side of the hill, and then down, into adeep valley full of stones.

A long table that would have done justice to the finest home Cully had ever seen stood on the
stones, with two places set at one end.

She stood at the head of the table, waiting. Her black hair should have glistened in the bright
sunlight, but it there was no glossto it, and it fell about her shoulders like a shadow. Her skin, too white
and pale, should have been burning benegth the light of the noonday sun, but if it bothered her at dll,
there was no sign of it on her perfect face.

Her lips, red asfresh blood, parted in asmile, reveding the too-even, too-white teeth behind them.

Shewasin person, as She dwayswasin hismemory, inhumanly perfect.

"Hdllo, Cully," she said. Her voice was asit aways had been, asit had to be: haf an octave lower
than he had expected, sweet as honey, bracing as acold stream, and as dways he didn't know what he
wanted to do, athough he wanted to do something amost more than he could stand.

So hejust stood there.

"My Lady," hefindly sad. "lt'sbeenalong time.”

"Yes, it has. Too long. It would have been afew minuteslesslong if you hadn't dawdled so," She
said, with just atouch of petulance.

He shook his head. There was much he was sorry for, but he had no apology for that. "I couldn't
appear before Y ou in dirty, tattered clothes, could |7

"Of course you could—if you thought what | needed was your strong arm and your sword.”

He nodded, conceding the point. He would have, and not thought twice about it. "But that is not
the case.”

"No, not at the moment. | could summon some ravening beast from the Arroy, if youd like. It
could attack me, and you could day it, and I'd be glad of the effort, if that would make you fed better
about your uncombed hair."

"| don't see the need, not at the moment.”

"Very well. Will you sit?" She gestured toward the chair next to Hers. "'I've been waiting for you. |
think you'l find the food to your liking."

"No." He shook hishead again. "I don't think so. I'll willingly kned before Y ou, if Y ouwish, but |
don't think | can St and bresk bread with Y ou.”

She nodded. "As I'd expected.” She cleared Her throat. "How was the funeral ?*

Hedidn't know what to say, so he didn't say anything.

" 'Art thou greatly wroth? " She asked.

"Yes" hesad. "Greatly wroth." He nodded. "Among other things.”

She smiled sadly. "And the other thingswould be. . . ?' She was suddenly before him, close
enough to touch, if he dared. His right hand, as though of its own valition, reached out to cup Her cheek,
but he held it back, lessthan an inch from that al-too-perfect skin. She started to take hishand in Hers,
but stopped. "I can't touch you if you won't let Me, Cully.”

"And | cantlet You, Lady." He shook his head. "It's temptation enough to be here. More than
enough.”" Hisjaw hurt, and he forced himsdf to unclenchiit. "But | had to."

"Yes, you did." She nodded. "All of the boyslove Me; it's part of what | am, and what al of you
are. Most of them let Me go, one way or another. But you, Cully . . . you can't let go of Me any more
than | can rdlease you, Cully. Of dl of them—and there have been severd, over the centuries—you've
been . . . different. Specia?"

"I'm. . .touched," he said, trying to sound sarcastic, and failing. He was being silly. Of course, She



knew that. She knew everything there was to know about him. That wastheway of it, and he couldn't
have changed that if he wanted to.

"Y ou love them more than you love Me?" She asked.

He shook his head. "It's more complicated than that." He shrugged. "Everything is ways more
complicated than everything ese. It'sone of lifeés great contradictions. You. . . You don't need me,
Lady. My lambsdo."

Shelooked at him. If she spoke thetruth, that the way he served hislambswas ever and dways by
leading them to the daughter, he didn't know what he would do. There was no sinin speaking the truth,
and he certainly deserved to hear it, but he didn't think he could bear to hear it from Her lips.

"Oh, Cully, my Cully." Shesghed. "And if your choiceisthem or Me?' she asked.

He could fed thewarmth of her cheek, even though he didn't trust himsdlf to touch it. "That
decison haslong since been made, My Lady," he said.

Shetilted her head to one side, and he had to move his hand lest he touch her. "1 was hoping that
you would reconsder,” Shesaid.

"Reconsider?’ Helaughed. It sounded every bit asforced asit felt. "I reconsider every day. There
was atimethat | reconsdered every minute. Then every hour. Perhapsin another ten years, it'll be every
month.”

She amiled. "But you'l not change your mind?"

"Of coursenot.”

"It wasn't aserious question. | know you too well."

"We have different loydties, My Lady. Yoursareto Y our family—"

"And yours aren't? He's agood boy, this Mordred; he wears his crown with honor and dignity and
wisdom—and more than alittle courage. His sonswill wear the crown even better, if they're permitted.”

Sons?Not son? Was she speaking metaphoricaly, or was She seeing something about the princes?
He would have asked, but she wouldn't have answered. "He's more than that, my Lady. | . . . admiremy
King.But..."

"But he, like Me, will stand by while your lambs go to the daughterhouse.”

"Worse. Much worse. Helll stland by while |l send them there, in his service, and if it bothers him—I
think it does, and | hope for his sake that it does—hewon't so much aslay a cheap save upon his
conscience by letting it show."

"And you, Cully, must let it show; you'll wear your sdf-inflicted grief like ablood-stained meda
pinned not merely to your tunic, but into the flesh of your chest. Does that make it better, or worse? Y ou
don't need to answer that."

"If I knew, | would."

"Y ou're astubborn man, Cully."

"Yes. And | will dowhat Cully must, as| am, willy-nilly, Sir Cully of Cully'sWoode" he said. "It's
not a choice, not for me. 1'd thought that—but never mind what I'd thought. That matters aslittle aswhat
I'd hoped."

"Yes"

"Would you have me otherwise, my Lady?"

"No." She shook her head, and then She sighed, and She nodded. "Very well; have it your way."
She sniffed. "I'll send for the king, and ask him to relieve Gray of his Red Sword, if youwish." Sheheld
up ahand. "I'll make him listen, Cully. From hisviewpoint, yes, Gray and the Khan are afine arrow, but
he does, ashe's said, have others.”

He closed his eyes. She was tempting him with theimpossible. But even the impossible wasn't
enough. "And youll relieve Gray of hiswillingnessto be damned for the carrying of it? Y ou'll grant my—
you'll grant the boy repentance and hope?'

If Shecould dothat . . . no.



"Cully," Shesad, "you ask too much.”

He opened hiseyes. "Yes. | do. But it'sno more than | must, Lady.”

"| can't do that—it's not amatter of I-won', but I-can't. But if | did grant that? If | could grant that?
What more would you demand?’

"I don't know." He shrugged. "I don't know much, not anymore.”

"Yes." Shenodded. "So: we find ourselves still in opposite camps, with no room for compromise,
and my vision of necessity pitted againgt your resolve, with neither breaking.”

Hedidn't quite slop himsdf from sighing. "One thing we have in common, Lady, isthat neither of us
has ever been much for compromise.” Helet his caloused hand rest on Her perfect cheek, and the hand
burned with afire that was as much of pleasure as of pain. He had done harder things than let that hand
drop down to his side, dthough he couldn't remember when.

But it didn't matter. He was, after dl, despite what were hiswishes, despite what had been his
hopes, despite what should have been his prayers, himsalf. Just as She was the Queen of Air and
Darkness, and neither wishes nor prayers could touch that, he was Sir Cully of Cully'sWoode, sworn
and sealed knight of the Order, and he would be what he must be, and do what he must do.

And hewould fed what he must fed, aswell.

"But, ill, I remain, inmy ownway," he said, "Y our faithful and loving servant, and whatever ese
I've been."

"Yes" Shesad. "You arethat. Your lambs comefirst, which is, perhaps, not asit should be, or,
possibly, asether of uswould haveit, but that isasit is, my Cully. And do | remain your Lady, Sir
Culy?'

"Of course." He nodded. "Always, Morgaine." He cocked his head to one side. He smiled. "It
couldn't be otherwise, could it?"

She smiled back, and arched an eyebrow. " 'Not while | breathe?"

"Yes"

And then he turned and walked away, the stones hard benesath his boots.

THE END
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